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Summary: 
              Thomas and Martha Wayne are Gotham's most famous martyrs. They used to be a wife and a husband, a mother and a father, doting parents. They could also be cunning, wicked, glamorous, decadent; an heir and a gold-digger, beautiful people in a beautiful house. It takes a certain kind of parents to make a man like Bruce Wayne, and Alfred can't take all the blame. He can't even take most of it.

            







1. Pennyworth


    
    "Mr. Pennyworth, I presume!"

His name was not actually Alfred Pennyworth. He gave his best and most servile bow, and Thomas Wayne met this with a hearty slap on the back. He thought that he was, under the circumstances, allowed to look a little pathetic. "Yes, Mr. Wayne."

"Mr. Fox tells me good things about you," he said, ushering the man who was not Alfred inside. "I'm sorry if we seem a little informal, around here—never had a butler, before."

"That's quite alright, Mr. Wayne."

"Most of the housework is taken care of," he explained, "but with my wife and I having the schedules that we do, we've been needing someone to help around here. Especially with Bruce. A real handful, that kid. You have experience with children?"

"Oh, yes," he lied. "My previous employer had three children, though I confess that their care was not among my responsibilities."

"Sorry about that," Thomas said, "but, well. We do things a little differently here in the States, so we're going to be making this up as we go along. You'll let us know if we're asking too much of you?"

He had not yet said a word about Mr. Pennyworth's supposed money troubles. This was, from Thomas Wayne's perspective, an act of charity—but one wouldn't know it to listen to him. It was really a shame the man was such a twit. "I believe that I should be able to handle it, Mr. Wayne."

"Of course, of course. Here, come this way, I believe my wife is—Martha!" Thomas called down a hallway, and it was a marvel they ever crossed paths in a house so large. Heels clicked on marble, and the woman who stepped into the foyer looked like the cover of a magazine whose target audience could never afford to look like her. Flawless from her updo to her manicure, wasp waist and flared skirt like her silhouette had fallen out of the 1950s. Hardly the image of a harried housewife, but he had not expected her to be. She had married into money, after all, and women who married into money did not get dishwater hands.

Green eyes swept over him, taking in the threadbare suit and the worn hems, the unfashionable cut. Her eyelashes could not have been natural, the thick fringe that they were. Her gaze lingered on his tie, a nasty old thing in a faded print. "Is this Mister… Shillingsweight?"

He bristled, even though it was not his real name that she was butchering. "Pennyworth," Thomas corrected, good-natured as he leaned toward her to kiss her cheek. He was still smitten with his wife, and it was easy to see why. She smiled, dazzling white and utterly empty, the perfect pageant smile he'd seen so many times before. In the dossier, on television, on tabloid covers: Martha Wayne, the luckiest woman in Gotham.

"He's younger than I thought he'd be," she said. She did not apologize about his name. "I thought he'd be more… oh, I don't know." She tapped a thoughtful finger against her lipstick. "I suppose it doesn't matter. Are you taking him to meet Bruce?"

"Not before I've run him past you!" Thomas said. Martha laughed, a dainty thing she hid behind her fingers, coquettish in ways that did not suit her reputation. "She's psychic, you know," he said conspiratorially to Alfred, nudging him in the side with his elbow. "Got a sixth sense."

"Is that so?" he asked, feigning interest. The American wealthy always did have an unhealthy obsession with the occult. It had not been in the briefing, but then, why would it have been? It was not necessary information. Not much about her was.

"Tommy," she scolded, putting her hands on her hips. "Don't just say that, he'll think I'm silly." Thomas did not look apologetic. "You don't think I'm silly, do you, Mr. Pennywork?"

"Of course not, Mrs. Wayne," he lied, and though she continued to pout, she looked mollified by the falsehood. He couldn't help the slight upward curve of his mouth. "And what do your powers tell you about me?" That came out more flirtatious than he'd intended, but neither of the Waynes seemed to notice. A bad habit, that. He was being tested, thrown into a house with a pretty woman and an unobservant husband.

"If you really want to know," she said, "you'll have to give me your hands." She held out her palms upright, and Thomas gave him an encouraging grin. Obligingly, he set his hands in hers. He thought she'd close her eyes, but instead she flipped his hands over to look at the lines of his palms, squinted at his face. He couldn't pinpoint the smell of her, unsettling in its familiarity. There was something piercing about her gaze, but it was gone as soon as it had come. He might have imagined it. "Harmless," she chirped, letting him go.

"Your sixth sense said harmless?" he repeated, and he could not help the slight note of incredulity. Surely anyone would be offput by such a trite dismissal. Thomas laughed.

"That's what I said," Martha shrugged. "Am I wrong?"

It was the most wrong thing she could have said, aside from 'honest'. "I suppose not," he said with a feeble smile, because to have said anything else would have made him an idiot.

"I guess that means you're hired!" Thomas said, and if this was their standard hiring practice it was a marvel they weren't dead already.

"You'll have to run him past Bruce first," Martha reminded him. "He's in the library, and I imagine he'll be in there for some time yet."

Thomas tsked, his nose crinkling. "He needs to spend more time outside," he said, and Martha tapped her husband on the nose.

"You will not discourage our son from reading," she ordered, a warning. A glimpse of the mother hen that hid within the frivolity, the woman who kept her son away from the paparazzi she adored.

"I don't want to discourage him from reading!" Thomas said, defensive. "But if he keeps going the way he is, he's going to end up overweight with a Vitamin D deficiency."

"His mind will only grow for so long," she said firmly. "When his age is in the double-digits, you can encourage as much healthy exercise as you see fit." She took him by the chin to kiss his cheek, the sealing of a contract. "I have something to take care of in the garden," she said, and Alfred doubted it was gardening. If she'd ever held a trowel, he'd eat his tie. "Do try not to get too ahead of yourself, love."

They watched her go, and Thomas grinned at Alfred. "Marvelous, isn't she?"

"I can see why you married her," he said.

"You don't know the half of it," Thomas said, as he began leading him in the direction of the library. "We have a certain amount of… disagreement," he said in half a whisper, "when it comes to Bruce." One would think the opinion of the doctor in the relationship would take precedence. "It's not just that he spends all his time reading," he said, "because I did my fair share of that. But Bruce can be a little… macabre. Doesn't seem healthy to me. Martha says he gets it from her side of the family, but that doesn't stop a father worrying."

"I understand completely, Mr. Wayne," Alfred lied, having no experience and less interest when it came to fatherhood.

"I hope you like him," Thomas confessed, as if it mattered at all. "I'm sure he'll like you, he's a very friendly boy, really. A big heart."

"I'm sure we'll get along splendidly," said Alfred.

The library was bigger than most houses. Sweeping stairs and two-story shelves, enough books that an army of maids must have been needed to keep them from accumulating dust. An army of maids that would soon be at Alfred's beck and call. What a strange thought. He had the feeling it would be less fun than it sounded. Thomas cupped his hands around his mouth. "Bruce!" It seemed harrowing, living in a home in which one could lose a child.

"Yes, Dad?" Thomas started, because at some point his son had appeared beside his elbow. Even Alfred had not noticed his approach, which usually took a good deal of training to accomplish. It was no wonder his father wanted him to spend more time outside, pale as he was. Wide dark eyes and a mop of black hair, he looked like a ghost.

Thomas Wayne was officially the only person in this house that did not give Alfred the creeps.

"Bruce," Thomas said, herding his son nearer to the Englishman, "this is Alfred Pennyworth. We're thinking about asking him to help out around here, but that means he'll be spending a lot of time with you. Do you think that would be okay with you?"

Little Bruce turned the force of his gaze onto Alfred, who pretended to be charmed by the waif. Abruptly, the boy raised with two hands the book he was holding, his face obscured by the cover. "Have you read this?" he asked, holding his arms out straight to offer the title to Alfred. He took the book gently, considering the worn cover and the old-fashioned art of a girl peering in a window. One would think a boy his age would be more interested in the Hardy Boys than Nancy Drew, but there was no accounting for taste.

"I can't say that I have," Alfred said, handing it back to him. "What's it about?"

"You have to read it," Bruce said sternly, though he took the book back. Nothing gentle about this dour-looking bookworm, a bundle of nervous energy wound up like a rubber band, fidgeting feet and darting eyes.

"But Master Wayne," Alfred said, "it looks like it might be too frightening for me."

Bruce narrowed his eyes, and he looked as if he was trying to decide if he was being made fun of, fingers tapping on the cover. "This isn't one of the books with murder in it," Bruce said. "Dad doesn't like those."

"How about we wait until you're nine for the books about murders," Thomas suggested, and this was clearly an argument that had been had before. Macabre, indeed.

"Well if there isn't any murder in it," Alfred said, "then I suppose I can give it a try."

Bruce fidgeted with his book as he considered this, turning it in his hands. "Do you want to see my bug collection?" he asked, rocking back on his heels. "It's really gross."

"I think that means you're hired!" Thomas said, clapping him on the back yet again.

"I'm pleased to hear it, Mr. Wayne," Alfred said.

"You go ahead and show him your bugs, kiddo," Thomas told Bruce. "I have to get this paperwork finalized, so you may as well get to know each other in the meantime."

He'd known that this would be a babysitting job, but he hadn't thought it would be so literal. In no time at all, young Bruce had him by the hand to pull him along through the halls. "The worms are the grossest," the boy was saying, "but my favorite is my tarantula."

"Is that so," Alfred said, aching for an excuse to escape.

"Oh, Mr. Pennyworth!" came a familiar sing-song voice, accompanied by the click of heels on marble.

Any excuse but that one.

At least she'd gotten his name right.

"May I speak to you alone for a moment?" she asked, and she did not have the look of a woman who'd been gardening. Doing anything strenuous at all, in fact.

"But mom," Bruce began, stopping in his tracks but continuing to hold his hand, "I was going to show him—"

"I'm sure you were, dear," she interrupted, "but you'll have all the time in the world for that, won't you? I only need him for a minute, and you can arrange the things you want to show him in the meantime."

The boy pouted and fidgeted and looked fit to burst, but Martha continued to smile beatifically, as if it did not even occur to her that he would be anything but delighted to do as she bade. In the face of such optimism, there was nothing for Bruce to do but retreat, and under other circumstances Alfred might have been relieved. "Something I can do for you, Mrs. Wayne?" he asked, endeavoring to look servile.

The force of that smile was brought to bear on him, the kind of smile that had no right to exist outside of mid-century laundry detergent advertisements. There was that smell again, that oddly familiar and comfortable smell. "Mr. Pennyworth," she said, in a way that could have been confused for apologetic, "may I?" She gestured to him, and his brow furrowed slightly.

"Ma'am?"

"Your tie," she explained, and she looked almost impish as she stepped closer, taking his tie in her hand without waiting for a proper response. He almost backed away from her, that glint in her eye, though he'd faced far worse than a walking stereotype of Americana. He'd almost think this was an attempt at seduction, if they weren't in an open hall. "I know it's astonishingly petty of me," she said in a confidential tone, "but it's been bothering me since you came in." She began untying the knot, and it would have seemed a motherly gesture if she hadn't been looking him straight in the eye as she did it. She was almost as tall as he was, and somehow he hadn't realized that, had been making the assumption that she was quite short. "It's a four-in-hand knot," she continued, each sentence flowing into the other with no room for him at all, a woman quite accustomed to taking as much space for herself as she thought she needed. "It is a knot for schoolboys and office workers, Mr. Pennyworth," and he realized she hadn't misstated his name even once since she'd returned, "and does not at all suit a butler of so many years experience, in such a fine house. Don't you think?"

He had made a serious miscalculation. "I apologize, Mrs. Wayne," he said stiffly, and he did not make excuses, because a butler wouldn't. A small detail, one he'd missed; who would ever notice the knot in his tie?

"Oh, no," she said, still smiling as she rearranged his tie into a Windsor knot, "don't apologize Mr. Pennyworth. Pennyworth. I just love saying it, Pennyworth. It's the sort of name you'd get out of an Agatha Christie novel. Absurdly British. Did you choose it because you thought it would make you seem harmless?"

It made his blood run cold, the way she said it. "I fear your sixth sense may be steering you astray, Mrs. Wayne."

"No, no, none of that," she chided, that same way she might say it to Bruce, "we both know I'm not psychic. Do you know what a woman's intuition is, Mr. Pennyworth?"

"I have a feeling you're going to tell me, Mrs. Wayne."

"A woman's intuition is her subconscious mind's way of telling her when a man wants to murder her," she said matter-of-factly, and though she had finished with her knot she was still holding his tie, like a leash. "That's why men pretend it's silly, you see."

"I take it you have voiced your suspicions to Mr. Wayne?" He'd been undercover a hundred times before, yet he could count on one hand the number of times he'd been sniffed out so quickly. Interpol had accounted for everything, it seemed, except for Martha Wayne.

"My husband is a simple man," she began, before stopping, correcting herself. "No. My husband is a straightforward man. It isn't my intuition that tells me you're dangerous, Mr. Pennyworth. If it were, you would be gone by now. I only want to be sure that you know—that we are very clear—that my boys will be safe." She hadn't stopped smiling, not once, and something in his expression lead her to tap her index finger against the crook of his nose. "Don't give me that look," she scolded. "You think I'm two-faced, don't you? That's what that look is. But I assure you, Mr. Pennyworth: this is the only face I have. I'm as sweet as arsenic." She released his tie, and straightened it for him. That smell, he recognized it now: she had the unnaturally sterile smell of a crime lab. Hydrogen peroxide and gunpowder and glue, smells as familiar to him as English roses with no place at all on a socialite, on a gold digger, on a mother hen.

No, not a hen. "You're a wolf," he accused quietly, though it was not the butler thing to have said.

"I'm an Aries," she corrected, stepping away from him and straightening her skirt. "I don't usually take tea," she said thoughtfully, tapping a finger against her lower lip, "but now that we have an Englishman in the house, I suppose I may as well take advantage. At three in the garden, do you think?"

He knew a challenge when he heard one. He crossed his waist with his forearm, inclined his head and bent forward in a slight bow. "Of course, Mrs. Wayne."

  



2. In the Garden


    
    The gardens of Wayne Manor were perfectly maintained and carefully designed. But when Martha Wayne referred to the garden, she did not mean the hedgerows, the flowers, the painted iron benches. She meant instead a greenhouse attached to a shed, a little retreat for the woman who had everything. They sat across from one another at a patio table in the greenhouse; the smell of herbs and of soil did not disguise whatever acrid thing hid beneath it. He did not know what she did out here, but whatever it was, she wanted the fumes far away from the house.

"You used the good china," she observed, tapping a nail against the gold leaf.

"Should I not have?" he asked. He had poured himself a cup, but had not touched it.

"I think it's cute," she said, with that faint smile that made him feel like a humored child. She took a dainty sip of her Earl Grey, and looked pleased. They said nothing for a long moment, and Alfred refused to be the first. "You look so stiff," she chided over the distant sound of birds. "I liked you better when you thought you were being clever." Her mouth pursed in a pout, but he no longer trusted the petulance of the expression.

"My apologies, Mrs. Wayne," he said, but he did nothing to rectify the problem.

"Spoilsport," she accused, but he refused to rise to the bait. "You don't have to be so nervous, you know," she said. "I don't bite. Usually. I won't be biting you, anyway, you have my word on that." She took another sip of her tea, then checked the rim for lipstick. Satisfied, she set it back down in the saucer. "Well if you're going to be this stuffy I assume you must have checked my… permanent record, or whatever it is you sort use."

She was so dismissive that his mouth twitched. "You have a Master of Chemistry with a minor in forensic science," he said, and she smiled like he'd paid her a compliment rather than stated a fact.

"I do," she agreed. "Isn't that fun? I was going to get my doctorate, you know, but then I got all motherly. It's probably for the best. If we were both Doctor Wayne then every time someone asked for Doctor Wayne I would insist on acting as if they were asking for me, even though they almost certainly wouldn't be. So it all worked out in the end."

She treated it like irrelevant trivia. It never came up in interviews, in magazine articles. It was only mentioned in passing in her dossier, because that was how she'd met her husband. Another girl who'd gone to the Ivy League to get an Ivy League husband. But most of them didn't get graduate degrees in STEM fields. He was irritated that he'd overlooked it. He was irritated that it had been so easy to.

"I take it that's your Nancy Drew collection in the library," he said, and he finally picked up his tea for a sip.

"Oh, yes," she said. "I loved those books as a girl. The early ones, you know, when she was fun. She calmed down a bit later, better editing. I think Brucie likes the early ones, too."

"Would you have been a police officer," Alfred asked over his cup, "if things had gone differently?"

"Certainly not," she said, which surprised him. "Have you ever met a cop?"

"… I may have met a few."

"Then you see why I couldn't possibly," she said, clarifying nothing. "I grew out of that very quickly, Mr. Pennyworth." She seemed to relish in saying the name still, despite her certainty that it was false. "But now it's your turn, Mister Butler Man." She crossed one leg over the other in as ladylike a manner as could be managed, keeping her skirt demurely over her knees. "I assume it's my husband's fault you're here."

"I am not at liberty to discuss that, Mrs. Wayne."

"Oh, shush, you," she scolded. "I'm the boss now, I decide what liberties get taken in this relationship."

She sipped at her tea with not the slightest indication that she might have said something untoward. He still could not decide if her proclivity for gaffes was deliberate. "Mrs. Wayne, that isn't actually—"

"I don't just mean your cover," she interrupted. "I mean that your cover has been blown, Mr. Pennyworth, and of all the people who could have done it, you've been blown by me." He choked, but she continued as if she did not notice. "I can't imagine you'll ever be able to live it down, getting your cover cracked by Martha Wayne of all people. And just by virtue of existing you've left DNA all over the place. You really ought to be more careful about where you leave your genetic material." He was silent, because if he stopped pressing his mouth into a thin line he would end up laughing. "And the fact that you knew your cover had been blown, and yet you stayed and you sat around having a tea party—no, I don't think that would reflect well on you at all, would it. You are Interpol, aren't you? I suppose you might be faking the accent, but you've just got one of those faces, you know. It's just… oh, there's no real way to explain it that won't sound very offensive, I'm sure. But your face is almost as British as your name, Mr. Pennyworth. A bushier moustache and there'd be no question at all."

Her mind seemed to take peculiar tangents. "What you're saying, Mrs. Wayne," he said as he set his teacup back down, "is that you're blackmailing me."

"That sounds so unpleasant," she said, with another impressive pout. "But I'm sure you could get out of it, if you tried hard enough, so I'm really not. All I mean is, it will be much easier for the both of us if you let me help you with whatever it is you're trying to accomplish. If we're going to work together at all, I certainly won't be the one taking orders."

"I can see that."

"The way I see it, there are two reasons you might be in my house, Mr. Pennyworth," she said, tracing the rim of her cup with a fingertip. "The first is that you think Maroni is going to kill my husband. The second is that you are using my husband as bait for Falcone. Which is it, Mr. Pennyworth?" He considered the question. "Ah. Bait, then."

"I didn't say—"

"If that weren't the reason," she pointed out, "you'd have been horrified by the very notion." She sighed. "A pity. I find Falcone the less reprehensible of the two. Not by much. But Maroni is more… viscerally unpleasant."

"It was never anyone's intent that Thomas Wayne's life be put into danger," he assured her.

"He is a Wayne and he is in Gotham," she said. "His life is always in danger."

"More, I should think, since saving Carmine Falcone."

"More if he had not," Martha pointed out. "Not that there was ever much chance of that. The thing that you must know about my husband, Mr. Pennyworth, is that he is the only good man in Gotham."

"And what of the women?" he teased with the cock of an eyebrow.

"If there is a good woman in Gotham," she said, "I have not yet met her. But to the matter at hand: your plan is dreadful for any number of reasons."

"Which you will, I imagine, be listing for me now?"

"I do not know enough of the details to give you all of the reasons, I'm afraid," she said, "but I can give you a few. Gotham is coming into a golden age, Mr. Pennyworth."

"A golden age that surely does not need men like Vincent Falcone in it."

"You sound like my husband," she said, and despite her assertions of his goodness it was clearly a rebuke. "This city is complicated. When things are simpler, getting rid of Falcone—or Maroni, Moxon, Riley, Mooney, Sabatino, Dimitrov—then, maybe, it will work. Have you considered what that power vacuum would do to the people outside that war?"

"We have done this before, Mrs. Wayne," he pointed out.

"And I am sure that it went very well for the agents involved," she said. "Commendations and promotions and bonuses all around. Until such a time as you can provide me with data on how the cities they lived in fared in their wake, however, I would prefer to deal with the devils I know."

"I do not think my other employers will accept that explanation," he said.

"I'm not sure why you think I care," she said. "You're obviously meant to be in this for the long haul. To gather information, to insinuate yourself, to put yourself in a position to influence whatever your superiors decide requires influencing. It's only that last bit that gives me any trouble—and you'd have a rough time of it, besides, when I know what you're about. But you will see things, Mr. Pennyworth, that you will confuse for openings, and you will find facts that pretend to be important. I will not have you wasting time with fool's errands when there is work to be done. You have two jobs now, you see, and one of them is to keep my boys safe."

"This does seem very complicated," he said, "when you put it like that." What tea was left in the teapot had gone cold as they spoke. "Do you have a similar arrangement with your Mr. Wayne?" She raised an imperious eyebrow. "Since you referred to him as straightforward," he clarified.

"The only arrangement I have with Tommy," she said, "is marriage. You have misunderstood, Mr. Pennyworth, but most people do in one way or the other." She uncrossed her legs, pressed her knees together and clasped her hands on top of them so she could lean a little closer. "He is straightforward in a way that allows him a moral clarity that I lack. He is a good man and he is a straightforward man, and it would not be possible for him to be one without the other. Do you see?"

She tilted her head to the side, that same gaze she'd given him when he'd been subjected to her sixth sense. Then she sighed. "Maybe an example would help. The hospital—you know about the hospital, of course."

Everyone knew about St. Rita's. One of the most advanced hospitals in the world, in one of the worst neighborhoods in America. Doomed to fail, a fitting fate for a patron saint of lost causes. Until it didn't. "Is that an example of something good, or something straightforward?"

"It is an example of something that is straightforwardly good," she said. "When that hospital was built, Mr. Pennyworth, an opportunity was created. Apartments were bought out, tenants evicted. The neighborhood is much nicer, now, just the loveliest new buildings you've ever seen."

"And none of the people he built the hospital to help can afford to live there anymore," he said.

"That is a complicated thought," she said, "for complicated people. We could dither for decades about how to build such a thing without it ending in gentrification, how to minimize the negative consequences. Thomas, he is straightforward. Better hospitals for more people is a good thing, and so within a year he had done it. He's already built most of a monorail, picked it specifically because he thought it would be easiest to work around the city without knocking anything down. Didn't work, of course, but he tried. Now he's working on low-income housing. He, not me. Because I am complicated, Mr. Pennyworth, and so I see segregation and displaced communities and white flight. But he is straightforward, and so these are separate problems and he will solve them in turn. A baby-faced murderer was brought to his doorstep, and he healed the injured body that had been brought to him, because that was the good thing to do. It was the right thing to do. He will always do what is good and right, because he has the clarity to do so. Do you see, now?"

"I believe I'm beginning to," he said, and he realized that at some point he too had begun to lean forward. Martha Wayne was, indeed, complicated. How had he missed it? How had anyone? It was no wonder people thought she had a sixth sense. "Was it really my tie that gave me away?" he asked.

She giggled. "Oh, you gave yourself away in all sorts of ways, poor thing." She waved a dismissive hand. "The tie was just an excuse to keep you trapped." Her smile took on an impish curl. "You never even looked at my necklace."

Alfred looked to the looping strings of pearls. "Why the necklace?"

"Money trouble," she said, counting things off on her fingers, "Gambling problem. Bad enough situation to move to the States. An addict at rock bottom. Necklaces are small, easy to misplace, easy to steal, easy to fence. You should have at least looked."

"Undone by a pearl necklace," he murmured. She raised an eyebrow at him again, and if he were still capable of it, he might have blushed.

"You'd hardly be the first," she said, and his mouth twitched despite himself. She hooked a finger near her collarbone and wrapped a few pearls around the digit. "But I do love a pearl necklace," she added.

"Mrs. Wayne," he said, narrowing his eyes, "you are almost certainly doing this on purpose."

She grinned at that. "You think I'm pretty, don't you, Mr. Pennyworth?"

"I am possessed of eyes, Mrs. Wayne."

"Oh, that's very clever," she laughed. "You must be very popular, under ordinary circumstances, looking so Errol Flynn and all." She released her necklace to smooth out her skirt with both hands. "So long as we are to be working together, I should make something clear up front: I adore my husband beyond all reason. I am driven to distraction by the love of him. My mouth may get away from me sometimes, but my heart never does. Please do not mistake my words for anything but that."

Uncomfortable for the first time since he'd arrived. A sore spot, men warring for affections already claimed.

"I am nothing if not professional, Mrs. Wayne," he lied.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I'm aware that in the real world, this is not a normal thing for an Interpol agent to be doing - but DC Interpol is really more like SHIELD, and so liberties are being taken.

        




3. Floriography


    
    "I took a look at the guest list for the gala," Thomas said, looking stunning with nothing but sunlight on his skin. Martha might have taken a picture, if it would not have found its way into a tabloid. Not that she always minded. Sometimes there was value in reminding the world that her husband was unspeakably attractive.

"Anyone you wanted to add?" she asked, not even suggesting that anyone could be removed. She rolled onto her side, arranging herself to look demure beneath silk sheets.

"I hate a third of the people on it," he said, leaving the window and the view of the gardens to find his clothes.

"Only a third?" she asked, surprised. "You're much nicer than I am, I find at least half of them thoroughly loathsome."

Thomas sighed as he made the unfortunate discovery of his pants, ignoring his wife's attempts to look alluring as he put them on. "Is this one of those things?" he asked.

"You'll have to be more specific, dear. The world is full of all sorts of things."

"The Wayne Party Plague thing," he clarified, and she rolled around in bed to better watch him put his shirt on.

"Oh piffle," she said. "If anyone really believed that, no one would come."

"Tell that to Hector Vaughn."

Martha giggled, but still made no move to get dressed or out of bed. "So now it's my fault when something bad happens to people who don't come to my parties? That seems a bit much."

"Don't think I missed you changing the subject," he said, looking for his tie. With a sigh she retrieved the one attached to the headboard and slid out of bed.

"If you're going to raise money for charity," she said, wrapping it around her husband's neck so she could pull him close for a kiss, "you may as well take money from terrible people."

"And what charity are we raising money for this time?" he asked as she began to tie the red silk for him.

"Cancer," she said, as he rested his hands on her hips and kissed her forehead.

"That's remarkably vague," he said.

"Specifics get specific money," she said, not for the first time.

"That feels disingenuous," he said, not for the first time.

"Tommy, love," she said, "if you can think of a way to get terrible people enthused about throwing money at The Preliminary Research into Causal Environmental Factors Relating to Breast Cancer Foundation, you are free to organize your own party." Tightening the knot, she smoothed out his tie for him.

"You know I can't," he said. "I just don't want you getting in trouble with any of these people."

"Says the man who pulled a bullet out of Carmine Falcone," she said, as she left his side to head toward her closet.

Thomas rolled his eyes. "You're never going to let me live that down, are you?"

"Neither will anyone else."

"You know, the police came by the office again yesterday."

Martha paused in her selection of a new dress. "And what did you tell them?"

Thomas raised an eyebrow. "The truth?"

Martha raised both eyebrows. "Which truth?"

"It's the truth, Martha. There's only one." In the silent battle of their incredulous brows, Martha's, being better groomed, won out. "I didn't tell them anything I hadn't already. I don't know what they were hoping to find."

"Evidence," she said, and Thomas was already approaching to help her with her dress. "An excuse to arrest someone for being shot." He ran his hand up her spine with her zipper, kissed the shoulder that her dress left bare. "Turn them away next time."

"Won't they think I have something to hide?"

"Better that than Falcone thinking you told them something." She sighed again, turned to wrap her arms around her husband's waist. "What am I going to do about this mess?"

"You could always try inviting them to one of your parties," Thomas suggested. Martha narrowed her eyes at him, and he grinned. "Maybe not."

"Don't think I won't do it, Tommy."

"Oh, god," he laughed, "please don't."

"If I do," she warned, "you'll have no one to blame but yourself."

"I take full responsibility for this hypothetical comedy of errors," he said, feigning solemnity. She pressed her ear to his sternum to listen to his heart beat. "At least promise me that I won't have to pretend to like Ryers next week."

"Darling," she said, "have you ever known me to make a plan that depended upon your ability to lie?"










"For the flowers—and this is very important, Mr. Pennyworth, so do be careful—we will be wanting yellow chrysanthemums, orange lillies, asphodel, pussy willow, and… sweet-briar. Lotus flowers, as well, mustn't forget those. Floating in little crystal dishes, perhaps, with tea candles. Lots of candles, the room should absolutely sparkle. I want to give the fire marshal conniptions. He despises me, you know, with how much I love candles. He's just waiting for the whole house to burn down."

For the first time, Martha stopped to turn around and see how her butler was faring. He was trailing a great distance behind her, writing furiously in his notepad. Writing and walking at the same time would have been easier if there were not already a room full of people, arranging tables and chairs around him according to what could only have been some kind of obscure mathematical formula.

"Do try to keep up, Mr. Pennyworth," she chided, placing her hands on her hips. Her dress was a red confection that matched her husband's tie, the same scarlet as she'd painted her nails and her lips. The color of rubies, if he was giving her the benefit of the doubt. Blood if he wasn't.

"My apologies, Mrs. Wayne," he said as he caught up to her. "Lotus flowers, candles, conniptions. Is that all for the florist?"

With a tsk, she tapped a nail against the crook of his nose. "What did I tell you about trying to be clever?"

He raised an eyebrow. "You like it better than when I'm stiff?"

She paused, pressing a fingernail to her lower lip. "That doesn't sound like something I'd say," she said, thoughtful. "But I suppose that would make you the very opposite of Tommy, wouldn't it?" She smiled, and the effect was dazzling. Then she snatched the notebook away from him, and took his pen for good measure. "Here," she said, writing out a phone number. "Tell them you're calling for Dr. Holland on behalf of Mrs. Wayne, they'll put you right through. If you try to get flowers from a florist, I'll shave your little moustache off. Only Alec will do. Pretty man, prettier flowers. Don't believe him if he says he can't do it, he always says that." She handed back the pad and pen, her writing all in curling, looping script not befitting the way she'd dashed it off. "Threaten him, if you must, but sweetly."

She made it sound so easy.

"We ought to have plenty of candles in storage," she said. "We buy them in bulk at the beginning of the year—easier that way, you know. Security will need to be doubled, James will try to tell you that we don't need anyone higher than the second floor but that is a lie and you may tell him I said so. The string quartet is already taken care of, I wouldn't dream of telling Sofia what to do and so you'll only need to tell her how many guests there will be. Is that everything?" She looked at him expectantly.

"It certainly sounds thorough," he said.

"Well, we'll know when something goes terribly wrong, I suppose. Something always goes terribly wrong, I should warn you about that right from the start. Do you know, once Alec sent me prosthechea cochleata instead of calanthe triplicata? I nearly had a heart attack. In fact, be sure that he knows I mean salix discolor, and if he sends me some that aren't flowering to try and be funny, I will be very cross with him."

"Discolored flowers," he said, "got it."

"Please don't try to be funny," she sighed. "It makes me sad."

"Wouldn't dream of it, Mrs. Wayne."

"You'll have to keep an eye on Bruce," she warned. "He always tries to sneak into parties. He hasn't managed it in a while, but the last time he did he got a toad into Mrs. Cobblepot's décolletage. Which, while terribly amusing, did not end well for the toad. Heartbroken for days, after that, but did he learn? Of course not."

"That sounds logistically impressive," he said mildly.

"Ah, but you only think so because you have not seen Mrs. Cobblepot's décolletage." Her mouth curled impishly. "Nor will you," she added, "as you will be quite busy with Bruce. I hope you aren't too disappointed."

"Heartbroken, in fact."

"Good," she said, with a touch too much relish. "It serves you right." For what, she did not say. Her eyes dragged over him, and he stood a little straighter. "You'll be tempted, of course, to go through our things while we're distracted."

"Will I?"

"You will," she said, clasping her hands together in front of her. "You shouldn't. If you make the mistake of taking your eyes off Bruce, you'll regret it. Especially if he gets into the tunnels."

That gave him pause. "The tunnels?"

"The tunnels," she confirmed. "It's an old house. It has tunnels. As old houses do."

He was not sure that this was a common feature in old houses. "And you have not closed them?"

"Of course we close them," she said, an exasperated wave of her hand, "once we've found them. He just keeps finding more of the damned things. He's like a little… rat." She frowned. "No, that isn't a nice thing to say about my son, now is it? What's something more flattering that scurries around in walls?"

"I'm not sure that there is such a thing, Mrs. Wayne."

"Then he is a very cute rat," she decided.

"And how often will I be monitoring young Master Wayne for ratlike proclivities?" he asked.

"Oh, only when we have parties," she assured him. Her face tilted upward as she performed a mental calculation. "Some seasons are more active than others, so I suppose, averaging things out, that's… once a week?"

Alfred sagged visibly.

Martha grinned, leaning close to give him a pat on the elbow that was not at all comforting. "By the time you're done here," she said, "you'll be thick as thieves, you two."

Somehow he doubted that enormously.

  



4. Party Games


    
    He'd only taken his eyes off the boy for a second. He'd thought he was sleeping. He'd assumed that a little boy could not possibly have the attention span necessary to feign sleep for a half an hour.

Alfred did not know if he had underestimated little boys in general, or only Bruce Wayne specifically.

"Bruce," he hissed toward the walls of the dark room, hoping that no one else in the house would hear him. He ran his hands along the molding, trying to feel for cracks, drafts to suggest the presence of secret openings. "Bruce!" He knelt down to try and look underneath the bed, but there was nothing there. The constant presence of maids meant the room was unnaturally tidy for a boy so young. Not even a lone shoe to clutter up the wood beneath the bedframe. Just to be certain, he ran his hands along the floor, on his knees to reach beneath the furniture.

"You lost him, didn't you?"

He froze, then leaned sideways to see who was addressing him. Practical shoes, black trousers. Staff. He slid out from beneath the bed, and found the woman leaning against the doorframe, watching him with her head cocked to the side. 

Had she been ogling him?

She grinned.

She'd been ogling him.

"Did you see where he went?" he asked, rather than deny it. He stood, and she looked almost disappointed. He thought her name was Myra Singh; it was hard to keep track of the housekeepers, but the braid was distinctive.

"No," she shrugged. "He probably went through a vent." She nodded her head towards a grate in the wall. Alfred stared at it.

"You're kidding," he said. She shook her head. He moved closer to the wall, bending down to tug at the metal experimentally. It gave way with ease. He tilted his head to look into the hole in the wall, but he could see only metal and darkness. "For heaven's sake." He looked over his shoulder, and the woman feigned innocence.

He suspected that she'd been ogling him again.

"Am I supposed to follow him in there?" Alfred asked, pointing into the wall.

Myra chuckled. "You can try." Alfred sighed and replaced the grate. "Let me guess," she said. "Had to go to the bathroom?"

"Something like that," he said as he brushed off his knees. She raised an eyebrow. "Exactly that, actually," he corrected. "I don't suppose you have any advice on finding him?" he asked.

"Not while he's in there," she said. "He'll come out near the party, though, if you want to try and intercept him."

"I think I'm going to have to," he said. She did not move from where she leaned in the doorway, and so he was forced to make his way around her. He wondered if it was deliberate. "Thank you, Ms. Singh."

"No problem, Jeeves."

He narrowed his eyes at her, but she only feigned innocence again, all wide brown eyes and fluttering eyelashes.

"Careful," he warned as he made his way toward the ballroom.

"Always," she called after him.










He finally found the heir to the Wayne fortune hiding beneath a table against the balustrade of the mezzanine, overlooking the party below. He was so absorbed in watching the goings-on that he did not notice Alfred's lifting the tablecloth behind him. After a moment, Alfred knelt down to crawl beneath the table and join the boy.

"What is it that we're doing, exactly?" he asked, making Bruce jump.

He didn't know why it pleased him to sneak up on an eight-year-old boy. Creepy, yes, but still a child.

"I'm not bothering anyone," he said, defensive.

"I never said you were," Alfred pointed out. He raised up the tablecloth that was against the rail so that he could see, much as Bruce was doing. "Are we spying?" he asked.

Bruce continued to regard him with wary suspicion. He looked down at the room, glittering gowns and black tuxedos—and at least one glittering tuxedo. "I'm trying to figure out who the murderer is," he said finally.

He seemed very serious about it.

"Is there a murderer?" Alfred asked.

"It's a party," Bruce said. "There's always a murderer."

Alfred did his best to look just the right amount of aghast. "I never knew that," he said.

Bruce nodded sagely. "Sometimes there's more than one murderer," he said. "And there's always one person you're supposed to think is the murderer, but they're just mean. The first person everyone guesses is always wrong."

Alfred was uncertain how he was meant to respond to this information, and so fell back on 'thoughtful'. "Yes, I can see how that would be a problem."

"I'm really good at picking out the murderer, though," Bruce said with confidence, warming to Alfred's presence.

"So you've figured it out, then?"

Bruce hesitated. "It's harder," he said, "when you can't hear what they're saying."

"Hmm." They watched the party in silence for a moment. "You know, Master Wayne," Alfred said, "this sounds a little like the sort of thing one might learn from reading books with murder in them."

Bruce's eyes went wide as saucers, fixed on Alfred in a manner both stricken and betrayed. He shook his head. "Nuh-uh."

"Of course not," Alfred agreed. Bruce's wariness had returned full-force. "Not that I would care if you had."

Bruce wasn't buying it. "I'm not allowed to read those."

"I know," Alfred said. "But I think you're old enough to read them."

"You don't make the rules," Bruce pointed out.

"No, but I can keep a secret, every now and again."

Bruce did not seem to know what to make of this offer. Too clever and not trusting enough, by half.

"What about him?" Alfred suggested, changing the subject and pointing at a member of the crowd. "Do you think he's the murderer?"

Bruce leaned closer to the rail to get a better look at who was being pointed at. "No," he said, "that's just Mr. Beaumont."

"You don't think Mr. Beaumont could be a murderer?"

Bruce shook his head. "He's too happy."

"Happy people can't be murderers?"

"Only if they're fake happy." Bruce sounded very sure of himself. "Like clowns."

"I never trusted clowns," Alfred agreed. "You're much better at this than I am."

"I've had lots of practice," Bruce said.

"What about her?" Alfred asked, pointing to a woman laughing with too much enthusiasm.

"That's Mrs. Cobblepot," Bruce said, nose wrinkling. "She killed Leonard, but that was an accident."

"Your toad was named Leonard?"

"He was a frog," he said, as if this clarified anything. "They're just called toads."

"I see," said Alfred, who did not. "So she's not a murderer?"

Bruce did not answer, instead pressing his face to the railing again. His gaze was intense, and if he pushed any harder his head was going to get stuck. "Mom needs help," he said.

"What?" Immediately Alfred's attention was on the party in earnest, seeking out Martha.

"There," Bruce said, pointing. Alfred followed his instruction, found the her distinctive silhouette across the ballroom. She appeared to be engrossed in conversation, safely to the side of the room and out of the range of passing dancers.

"Is he a murderer?"

Bruce made an incoherent sound of frustration, apparently done with that game. "I don't know who he is," he said, "but Mom hates him."

Alfred squinted at the figures. It was true that they seemed a bit isolated, but that was only because they did not seem to be having a conversation that invited interruption. Thomas was on the other side of a crowd, surrounded by people that Alfred assumed were doctors. Martha was not looking in his direction. "How can you tell?"

"I don't know," Bruce said, sounding on the verge of a tantrum. "I just know." He started to shimmy backward, as if to slip out from underneath the tablecloth, but Alfred grabbed him before he could.

"Now, where do you think you're going?"

"I need to help," Bruce said, attempting to squirm out of Alfred's grasp, practically sliding out of his pajamas in the process.

"Master Wayne, why don't you let me take care of it?" Bruce stilled. "It's my job to help you, after all. And this way, neither of us get in trouble."

Bruce pursed his lips as he considered this, and the expression reminded Alfred of Martha. "Hurry," he decided, trying to push Alfred out from under the table with tiny hands.

"I'm hurrying, I'm hurrying."










"May I refresh your drinks?"

Martha's gaze went from the bottle to his face, but if she was relieved to see him, she didn't show it. She looked at her glass, holding it higher as if to confirm that it was empty. "Oh, goodness," she said airily, before giggling. "Have I had that much already?" She gave the man to whom she'd been speaking a rueful smile. "That does explain some things, doesn't it?" Rather than accept Alfred's offer, she set her empty glass down on the tray. "I'm very sorry, Mr. Collins," she said to the imperious blond, "but I'm afraid I need to go use the ladies." This last word was said in a stage whisper, easily heard even over the string quartet.

"Quite all right," Mr. Collins said, but there was something sneering about the thin line of his mouth.

"Mr. Pennyworth," she said, turning her attention to Alfred. Her hand found its way to the crook of his arm uninvited, overly familiar in the way she rested her weight against him. He kept his eyes forward, lest he be seen admiring the cut of her dress. "I'm afraid you may need to escort me," she explained with an impressive pout. "The Penfolds isn't agreeing with me at all."

"Of course, Mrs. Wayne," he said with a small nod.

"Thank you, Mr. Pennyworth." As they passed Mr. Collins, Martha snatched the wineglass from his hand; she lifted it to her own lips with a wink, and his smile was strained.

When they were some distance from the man, Martha set the wineglass beside her own, having not actually gone through the trouble of taking a sip. "Don't touch that," she instructed.

"Of course, Mrs. Wayne," he said, allowing her to continue the ruse of inebriation against him.

"Why aren't you watching Bruce?" she asked.

"He's sleeping," he lied.

"You let him get into the walls, didn't you?" She seemed very smug about it, but he wasn't going to risk looking at her to check.

"I don't know what you mean, Mrs. Wayne."

"He sent you for me, didn't he? Where is he?" Her gaze lifted to the mezzanine, searching until she found the displaced tablecloth and the boy beneath it. He dropped the cloth to hide, but it was too late. "Such a nosy little boy," she said, voice warm with pride.

"He seemed to think you were in need of assistance."

"It was the wineglass that gave me away," she sighed. "I don't drink at parties if I can help it."

"That bad?"

"Just insufferable," she confirmed. "Awful, awful man. I'd have gotten rid of him eventually, of course, but I do appreciate the help." She patted his elbow encouragingly. "I hope you at least managed to find something interesting while you were snooping."

"I'm afraid I don't know what you're talking about, Mrs. Wayne," he said as they made their way out of the ballroom and into a hall.

"Of course you don't." She pulled away from him when they were alone, taking her empty wineglass off of the tray and setting it down on a side table. No longer leaning against him, she towered over him in heels.  "Take that to the kitchen," she said, indicating the glass that had belonged to Mr. Collins. "No one touches it, tell them I want it and they'll know just what to do." Then she slouched a little, fanning herself with her hand. For the first time his eyes went lower than her collarbones—only for a moment, barely leaving the rose gold drop necklace that placed a single pearl at the center of her chest. She snapped her fingers, and he snapped to attention. "Eyes front, Mr. Pennyworth," she chided.

"Were they not?" he asked, and she tried not to smile. Her lips were pale pink to match her nails, her dress a black silk confection that she must have been sewn into; his eyes kept drifting to the stray black curl hanging down near her ear.

"I am entirely too drunk to play with you right now, Mr. Pennyworth," she scolded.

"Are you really?" he asked with some surprise.

"Did you think I was joking?" she asked, bending down to slide her feet out of her heels. "How flattering. No, Mr. Pennyworth, I'm afraid I really can not handle my liquor." She set her heels on the table next to her empty wineglass, a tableau that told a story. "I do hope you won't try to take advantage."

"I would never," he said, and she laughed at the hint of indignation in his tone.

"My work here is done, Mr. Pennyworth," she informed. "If you will excuse me, I really must… the ladies. If you see my husband, tell him that his wife is wasted. He'll know what to do."

"Of course, Mrs. Wayne," he said as she sashayed down the hall. He waited until she'd disappeared behind a door to do as she'd instructed.

Were they really going to be doing this once a week?

  



5. Friends in Low Places


    
    Martha had never gotten rid of her first car. Part of it was sentimental. It was a good car. Reliable. But it was also nondescript, a worn-out station wagon that had been old when she'd bought it. There were a thousand more like it in Gotham. She took good care of it, like she always had. No one else was allowed to drive it, or even ride with her. It was hers, totally and completely.

It felt like a secret passage, sometimes. A gateway into another world, another life. Martha Wayne when she got in the car; Martha Strazds when she got out of it.

She did not exactly wear a disguise when she went out in her old car. She did, however, wear jeans and an old t-shirt. This was similar, in many ways, to a disguise. No one ever recognized her, and more importantly, no one ever got confused. This end of Cherry Street belonged to the whores—but there wasn't a whore in town that would be caught dead in jeans.

There hadn't been a pimp in Gotham for over ten years, not since Mooney had taken the reins. They were a gang all their own, a force to be reckoned with. There was something ironic about the fact that no one fucked with the whores of Gotham. Martha found it pleasing on a number of levels.

She parked in an alley behind The Golden Rabbit, sparing a glance across the water. Nothing there now but the Narrows, and the burnt-out husk of a house no one remembered.

The view was the thing she liked least about coming here.

She walked past the bouncer unquestioned, keeping her sunglasses on despite the half-light of the club, a large purse resting at her hip. Her ponytail brushed over her shoulder as she surveyed the room in passing, men and women smoking and drinking and laughing. No one of interest—but then, anyone that might have interested Martha would have paid for a private room. Not that she was the sort to begrudge anyone a good time.

Martha considered herself a very open-minded person, as these things went.

Straight upstairs, to the employee-only area where Gotham's Madame watched her girls and her customers from her perch. Hazel eyes made their way to Martha as she slid the sunglasses up to rest atop her head. She smiled.

"Mars," she greeted, throwing out her arms.

"Fish," Martha said with equal enthusiasm, embracing her. "It's been an age."

"It's been a month," Fish corrected.

"Which is an age," Martha agreed as they pulled apart. "I do wish that we could see each other more often."

"And under better circumstances," Fish added. "But work is as good an excuse as any. Here—sit, sit." She waved Martha towards a table, snapping her fingers toward a man with an excess of muscle and a minimum of clothing.

"I can think of any number of excuses that I'd like better," Martha said, as they seated themselves across from one another. "But if this is what it takes to get you to call me, I'll take it."

Fish laughed as she lit up a cigarette, a slender thing sitting at the end of a gold holder. "I don't think Mr. Wayne would approve if I started making housecalls." Her impromptu waiter placed a snifter of bourbon in front of her, and a lowball glass filled with cranberry juice in front of Martha. "You're sure you don't want a real drink?" she asked.

"You know very well I'm a lightweight," Martha reminded her, and Fish grinned.

"But that's what makes it fun," she said.

"Cranberry juice is good for you," Martha countered. Nonetheless, she moved her glass out of the way, reaching into her purse to remove a folder and set it on the table. Fish leaned closer as Martha opened it, spreading out a series of pages. "At any rate: I tested the sample you gave me against Ryers, Collins, Harris, and Turner." She slid the sheafs of paper closer to Fish.

Fish raised an eyebrow, looking down at the various tables and numbers that had been presented to her. "I have no idea what any of this means," she said, waving her cigarette over them.

"I know," Martha said. "But I do. Isn't that impressive?" She fluttered her eyelashes as she sipped at her cranberry juice.

Fish nearly rolled her eyes, but restrained herself by stopping halfway. "I'm very impressed," she said, not sounding it at all. "Would you like to cut to the chase? Which one is it?"

"Oh, fine," Martha sighed, setting down her drink. "Take all the fun out of it, why don't you?" She pulled three of the piles closer to herself, tucking them back into the file. "It's Collins. I suspect he already knows it, based on what an utter nuisance he was being about the party."

Fish lifted the sheaf to look at it, making slightly more of an effort to decipher the data. "You're absolutely sure?"

"There is no such thing," she said, though Fish met this with an exasperated expression. "It's as close as you're going to get. It won't hold up in court, of course—judges don't care for backyard forensic labs, I've found."

"It'll do," Fish said, holding out the papers. "Put this on my desk," she ordered the man who'd brought their drinks, "and bring me the box."

Martha waited for him to be out of earshot to lean across the table. "So who's the lucky fellow?" she asked, coaxing.

"I thought we just established it was Collins," Fish said with a curl to her mouth.

"Not him," Martha said with some disgust. "I mean yours. And you really shouldn't be smoking, you know." Fish hesitated. Martha's eyes widened. "Was I not supposed to know?"

Fish sighed, exhaled smoke and slouched back in her seat. "You know, you're as bad as your mother, sometimes."

"Don't even joke," Martha warned.

"I just found out," Fish said, though she did not put out her cigarette. In fact, she took a sip of her bourbon, ignoring Martha's disapproving gaze. "What gave it away?" Martha's eyes slid downward, and Fish's followed, looking down at her own cleavage. "There can't possibly be that much of a difference."

"It's subtle," Martha agreed, "but there is a definite oomph."

"Maybe I wore a push-up bra," Fish suggested.

"You would never," Martha countered. Fish could not deny this, and so said nothing as she took a drag of her cigarette. "Are you going to keep it?"

Fish mulled over the question. "I'm going to have it," she said finally, "but I'm not going to keep it. I'm not the motherly type."

"Ah." Martha hesitated. "Were you thinking…?"

"No," Fish said firmly. "I'm sorry, Mars, but it has to be a stranger. It's… important to me."

Martha could not deny that her feelings were hurt, but she accepted this decision with a graceful inclination of her head. The handsome half-dressed waiter returned with something resembling a large wooden jewelry box, and Fish took it from him before waving him away. Martha clapped her hands gleefully.

"I can't imagine why you want this," Fish said as she undid the snaps on the box. "I've never known you for a history buff." She removed from the box a worn leather folder, smelling faintly of mildew.

"It's a cold case," Martha said as she took the ancient file. She untied it, opening it just long enough to confirm the general appearance of the contents. She did not bother to double-check that they were as promised before placing it into her purse.

"I should have known," Fish said. "Wayne, Kane, or Strazds?"

"None of the above," Martha said as she stood. "But if I find anything fun, I'll let you know."

"It was good seeing you," Fish said, standing as well to embrace her again. "And if you did want to keep an eye out for a family…"

"Of course," Martha said, squeezing her tighter. "If you break Collins' legs, wait until he's been to someone else's party, first. I'm developing a reputation."

"I make no promises," Fish said as she pulled away.

"Oh, fine," Martha sighed. "Ruin his veneers for me, then. I hate them."

Fish grinned. "Now that, I can do."










Martha waited outside the garage after she got home. She pulled out her ponytail, letting her hair fall to her shoulders, and spent some time skimming items in her newly acquired file. She did not have to wait long.

She wondered if she imagined that the car creeping up to the house did so guiltily.

She approached it as it came to a stop, knocking on the window. Alfred rolled it down obligingly.

"If you wanted to know where I was going, Mr. Pennyworth," she said, leaning into the window, "you could have just asked."

He was trying not to look at her breasts. He did that a lot, she'd noticed. It was a marvel he ever got anything done, distractable as he was. Then again, she could hardly blame him. They were magnificent.

"Would you have told me that you were going to meet with Fish Mooney?" he asked. There was something accusatory in the question.

"No," she said, "but I'd have told you that it wasn't anything you need to worry about." She stood, allowing him to get out of the car. He surveyed the horizon, as if concerned that he'd be caught speaking to his employer.

"Ah, yes, of course. Just a casual meeting with a crimelord. Nothing to concern me at all, there."

"You're being very melodramatic," she said, turning to walk toward the house. She did not look back to check that he was following. "You're here for Falcone—or Maroni, or both. Mooney is tangential to your investigation, at best. You're wasting time."

"If Martha Wayne is in league with Fish Mooney, that is more than tangential to my investigation."

"I'm not in league with anybody," Martha said. "We exchanged a bit of information, is all. You should try it sometime, Mr. Pennyworth."

"And what informationdid you need from a whore?"

Martha stopped, turning on her heel with enough speed that Alfred stumbled rather than walk into her. She grabbed his tie to pull him closer and be certain she had his attention. "Fish Mooney," she corrected, "is a madame. They are two very different things."

"Defending her honor?" he asked, and she tapped the crook of his nose.

"Correcting a factual inaccuracy," she said, before letting him go, turning to resume her walk toward the manor. "There is nothing wrong with being a whore," she said, "but Mooney has never been one. I do so hate inaccuracies. Don't you?"

"You never answered the question," he pointed out.

"Something for a personal project," she said, patting her purse affectionately. "If you're very good, perhaps I'll show you, one day."

He caught up to her by the door, stood too close and made her consider teaching him a lesson about it. "How do you know Fish Mooney, Mrs. Wayne?" he asked quietly. He was either trying to be discreet, or intimidating. Maybe both. He wasn't very good at it.

"You really need to work on the quality of your research, Mr. Pennyworth," she said instead of answering. With that, she disappeared into the house, and left him to think what he would.












"I'm sorry about your dad."

It felt like a silly thing to say, but Martha felt like she ought to say something. It felt rude not to, when they'd gone through the trouble of coming to the funeral. She still did not know if she'd be going to theirs. Would that be more, or less rude, under the circumstances?

Eyes paler than she'd anticipated turned on her, a color like honey. "Why?"

Martha hesitated, caught off-guard by the question. "Because… he's dead?" That was not well-put. "I'm sorry that he's dead." That was not much better.

"I'm not," Maria said, turning her eyes back to the coffin at the front of the room. "Your mom's the one that killed him, right?" She asked it very matter-of-factly. Martha remained silent, because there were eyes and ears all around them. Grown men and women, fascinated by the potential of a conversation between two small girls. "We won't tell," she said. "We're square, now." Martha felt very small, even though she was taller of the two of them. It wasn't just that Maria was the best-dressed in the room. It was something in her attitude. Not a princess, but a queen.

"I'm still sorry about it," Martha said.

She gave Martha a sidelong gaze. "Thank you," she said finally. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry Carlos killed your daddy."

Maria did not bother hedging her words. She didn't have to. Everyone in Gotham had seen what had happened—the ones who hadn't had read about it in the newspapers. Carlos Mooney versus Roddy Kane, two men well past their prime. It shouldn't have pulled in the ratings that it did. Martha looked to the coffin at the front of the room, shut so that no one could see the mangled corpse within it. "That means a lot," she said, sincerely.

"Come on, Maria." Maria's mother had sleeves with threadbare hems that did not quite cover the bruises beneath them. Her eyes met Martha's, dark brown that did not match her daughter. She also lacked her daughter's piercing gaze, her eyes sliding away from Martha and back to Maria. "We're done here, baby."

"Thanks for coming," Martha said as they turned to leave.

Maria turned to look at her over her shoulder, and smiled. It made Martha feel better, though she couldn't say why.

  



6. The Lion


    
    "Whose idea was this?"

Verdi paused, but finished seating himself before speaking. "Correct me if I'm wrong," he said, "but I believe you are the one who invited me."

"Not this," Alfred said, tapping on the table, his voice still a growl through his teeth. "This. Gotham, the Waynes, Alfred Pennyworth, me. Whose idea was this?"

"Don't tell me the Lion has a thorn in his paw. Did you already order drinks?"

"This is not a social call."

"No, but that doesn't mean we have to be thirsty for it." Verdi raised a hand to flag down a waitress. "Can I get a coffee and a menu?" he asked, flashing a winning smile. "Thank you, dear." He waited until she was out of earshot to get comfortable. "Now, what seems to be the matter?"

"I have been fucked," Alfred hissed between his teeth, "and I want to know by whom."

"That sounds like a personal problem, Mr. Pennyworth." He snorted. "Pennyworth. I can't believe that's what they went with. Honestly."

Alfred slammed a palm down on the table, rattling the silverware. Verdi raised a censorious eyebrow. "The prepwork that went into this," he said, "was garbage."

"We gave you the intelligence you needed to get the job done," Verdi said, "and no more."

"Like hell you did," Alfred said, though he sat back, attempting to compose himself. "I read every page of those reports. Every word. I have them memorized. I can tell you exactly what you gave me." He began ticking them off on his fingers. "Twenty pages on Falcone. Twenty on Maroni. Eight on Mooney—and you overlooked some serious shit there, I might add—and five on every other family. Twelve on Thomas Wayne. Two on the kid's elementary school. You know what I got on Martha?"

Verdi opened his mouth to say something, but shut it again when the waitress returned, setting his coffee in front of him. He smiled at her as he took the menu. "Thanks, doll."

Alfred did not let him get the first word in once she'd left. "One page," he said. "You gave me one page on Martha Wayne—not even a page. A half a page. Three pages on the goddamn Wayne family tree, and half a page on Martha Wayne."

Verdi snorted as he shook a sugar packet. "That's what you're mad about?" He tore off the top to pour it into his mug. "Pick up a National Inquirer."

"The information wasn't even good," he continued, as if the other man had not spoken. "You had her mother's name as Elizabeth Kane."

That gave Verdi pause as he stirred his coffee. "What?"

"Her mother's name was Strazds. Elizabeth Strazds. She never took her husband's name, Martha didn't change her name until later. Do you have any idea how long that took me to figure out? Those boys back at the office, it would have taken them, what, five minutes? Ten minutes, tops, to fact check this shit. I had to spend three days down at the Gotham library going through public records. Three goddamned days, Verdi. All records of Martha Kane just disappeared before college, like she just appeared one day as a valedictorian. Couldn't find her birth certificate, couldn't find anything until I went back to Roddy Kane's marriage certificate. I was starting to think I was out of my mind. This is grunt work, Verdi, I shouldn't need to waste my time with this." He ran his hands through his hair before ruffling it in frustration, leaving it a tousled mess to better express his aggravation.

Verdi sipped his coffee, made a face before reaching for more sugar. He'd always been very picky about his coffee. "Why are you wasting your time with this, Pennyworth?"

"Would you stop calling me that," Alfred said, balling up a napkin and throwing it at the other man's head across the table. Verdi avoided it with a roll of his eyes.

"Don't be a child," he scolded. Again his smile returned with the waitress, oozing charm as he handed the menu back to her. "Can I get a Reuben? Light on the sauerkraut, heavy on the beef, and a side of fries. Thanks, hon."

Alfred rubbed his hand over his face, massaged the bridge of his nose. Verdi sipped at his coffee, and still looked unsatisfied, but didn't reach for more sugar. "Martha Strazds changed her name in college after her mother was arrested for murder," Alfred muttered.

"Really?" Verdi lifted his eyebrows, then shrugged, returning his attention to his drink.

"Not only did she confess to the murder of a senator's son, she also claimed to have been responsible for the murder of Carlos Mooney."

"Huh." Verdi did not look as shocked by this as Alfred had assumed he would. "Do you think Fish is going to be a problem, then?"

"That's not—no. That isn't the issue, here."

"I'm not clear on what the issue actually is," Verdi said, and his calm demeanor only irritated Alfred more.

"Did you know about this?" he asked.

"Carlos Mooney killed Roddy Kane, that was in your report. We gave you all relevant information."

"That is not at issue here," Alfred hissed. "That is not remotely the same—that does not even come close. You sent me here to watch Thomas Wayne without telling me that murder and madness run in his wife's family, that doesn't seem relevant to you?"

Verdi set down his mug with a sigh. "Some things may have fallen through the cracks," he admitted. "Do you think the wife's a threat?"

He waited too long to answer. "No," he said, and he tried to sound confident in the answer. "This is just—I don't know what else you aren't telling me. I don't know what else you may have missed. This whole city feels like a powderkeg and I don't have enough intel to know if I'm in a house with the fuse or a bucket of water. If I didn't know better, I'd think I was being set up to fail. I'm not happy with this assignment, Verdi, I'm not happy at all."

"Oh, yes," Verdi said, "living in a mansion with the most beautiful woman in Gotham sounds miserable. Just awful. My heart breaks for you, Simba."

Immediately Alfred balled up another napkin and threw it again. "Go back to Pennyworth," he said, "if that's the alternative." He gathered his things to stand, running a hand through his hair. "If there's anything else you've neglected to tell me," he said, "I expect you to contact me immediately."

"Oh, but of course, sir," he said. "You're the one in charge here, after all."

"I should be," Alfred said, "and in a perfect world I would be. Now if you don't mind, there's a party tonight, and I get to babysit."

"Please," Verdi murmured, "spare me your tales of horror."










"Alright, Master Wayne, up with you."

Bruce Wayne continued to pretend he was sleeping. Alfred would not be fooled again. Martha Wayne could handle this party without the intervention of a small child. "This is a limited-time offer, Master Wayne," he warned. "Up, or I'm going to change my mind about letting you play with swords."

At this, the boy cracked an eye open.

"Ah, so I have your attention," he said, pleased. It had been a bit of a gambit, because Bruce was not at all typical of little boys. Despite this, Alfred had found it extremely likely that Bruce shared the common childhood affinity for swords.

"What kinds of swords?" he asked cautiously, still in bed.

"The kinds that pirates in movies use," he said, having carefully considered the best possible way to present the suggestion.

Bruce had both eyes open, now, and was sitting upright in his bed. "We're going to play pirates?" he asked.

"In a manner of speaking."










"Your parents don't have most protective gear in your size," Alfred said, "and so we're just going to have to wear masks, and be very careful not to actually hit each other."

Bruce looked extremely disappointed by this prospect. "I thought we're supposed to hit each other," he said, swishing the épée through the air with obvious relish at the sound it made.

"Eventually, yes," said Alfred, resisting the temptation to do the same thing. "We have to work our way up to that."

Bruce frowned. "That sounds boring."

"Getting good at things is always boring," he informed him. "That's the price of being good at things." He couldn't tell by the look on the boy's face if he didn't believe him, or didn't understand him.

"Will I get to jump off lights and curtains and stuff?" he asked, looking over the épée. His interest already seemed to be flagging. That wasn't good.

"Hmm." Alfred looked to the gymnastic equipment on the other side of the room. "Wait here." He strode towards it, épée still in hand, leaving a dubious Bruce to wait on the mat and continue swishing. There were not exactly chandeliers available to swing from, nor tapestries to fall down with a dagger. Which seemed an egregious oversight. Swashbuckling was much easier to get excited about then exercise.

He lifted the épée to hold it in his teeth, which was neither hygienic nor practical, but which would probably look very impressive. He was hardly an expert gymnast, and a suit was hardly the ideal costume, but it wasn't as if he'd never done this. Never to impress a small child, and never using actual equipment, but in theory he had practice.

In theory.

His focus went entirely to not falling on his ass, because if he did he would immediately lose all claim to authority. Handsprings along a balance beam were almost always impressive to someone who did not know how to do them, even if—technically speaking—his form was atrocious. Then a swing from the horizontal bar and a somersault on the dismount, and he removed the épée from his mouth with a flourish. "Was that the sort of thing you meant?"

Bruce was staring at him, wide-eyed. "Yes. Show me how to do that."

"Eventually," Alfred said, making his way back to him. "Even pirates need to start small."

"I'm ready," Bruce said, fists raised to his chest, an action which nearly resulted in his hitting himself in the face with his own épée.

"Lesson one: don't do that." Bruce lowered his arms with a pout. "Keep your feet shoulder-width apart." Bruce looked down at his own feet, and slid them apart until he was halfway to a split. "That's… how wide do you think your shoulders are?"

"You didn't say my shoulders," Bruce said, "you just said shoulders."

"Body parts are not units of measurement."

"What about feet?"

Alfred rubbed his forehead. "Switch to metric like a civilized country and fix your feet. Like this." He put his own feet in the appropriate position, bending at the knees, and Bruce carefully mirrored him. He looked from Alfred's longer legs down to his own, making minor adjustments that Alfred did not actually think were necessary. He didn't interrupt, anyway, because Bruce looked very serious about getting it right. Finally, Bruce looked to him for approval. "Good," he said, and the boy beamed. "Now hold the épée like this," he said, putting his hands into the proper pose.

"You mean the sword?"

"Yes, the sword." In his haste to whip the épée in the right direction, Bruce swiped it across Alfred's stomach, stinging enough to make him wince. He froze, watching Alfred's face. "It's fine," he assured him, doing his best not to look irritated. Again, Bruce carefully tried to perfectly mimic Alfred's posture, making minute adjustments.

"Now what?"

"Now you advance."

"Like a backflip?"

"No." Alfred lifted his feet slowly so that Bruce could see exactly what he was doing. "Front foot first, just the heel—then your back foot, heel-ball—and then the ball of your front foot. Yes?"

"My feet don't have balls."

Alfred swallowed a snort of laughter. "The—that's the front of your foot. The balls of your feet are the front part."

"Oh." Slowly Bruce repeated the advancing motion. "Like that?"

"Just like that. And then you retreat."

"I don't want to retreat."

"It just means moving backwards."

"Then you should call it that," he insisted. "Not retreating."

"There's nothing wrong with a retreat, Master Wayne," Alfred said. "Rear foot backward, then the front foot," he instructed as he went through the motion.

"That's it?"

"That's it." Bruce mirrored the action. "Now advance again.  Now retreat."

Bruce lowered the épée, looking down at his feet. "I'm just walking back and forth."

"You're advancing and retreating," Alfred corrected.

"I thought you were going to show me how to do cool stuff."

"How are you supposed to do… 'cool stuff'," he asked, trying not to sigh at the phrasing, "if you can't even walk back and forth?"

"Advance and retreat."

"Exactly." Bruce did not look pleased. "Everything starts with walking," Alfred said. "Give it a few months and your mother will have thrown enough parties for things to get much more interesting."

Bruce fidgeted with the épée, running his fingers over the blade and the ball at the point. "Can we do this when there isn't a party? Sometimes?"

Alfred hesitated. His primary goal had been to keep the boy from running around in the walls during parties—and to tire him out enough to get him out of the way. He had not considered what his parents would think of it, because he had not expected him to actually learn enough to be dangerous.

They had to have the equipment lying around for a reason, didn't they? Thomas had been complaining about Bruce needing more exercise. It was fencing, not boxing.

Best not to mention boxing where Martha might hear.

"Please, Mr. Pennyworth?" Bruce tried, giving his very best puppydog eyes. It did not work very well, since he was still far from cute, his blue-black eyes and his ghostly pallor. It was still a valiant attempt, and his willingness to try was almost charming.

"After school, then," Alfred decided. "When you've finished your homework." Suddenly, and much to his surprise, Bruce pounced forward to hug him. It did not work very well, because he was very small and Alfred was not, and Alfred stiffened and held up his arms out of range. Slowly, he lowered a hand to pat him on the head. "Do pirates do a lot of hugging?" he asked cautiously.

Bruce did not take the hint. "I'm still learning."

  



7. Beasts


    
    "Now, what do we have here?"

Alfred and Bruce both froze as Thomas Wayne strolled into the gym, hands in his pockets. Then Alfred stood at sudden attention, held his épée behind his back as he pulled the mask from his head. Bruce tried to follow his lead, but he was too short and the épée was too long, and so it was visible above his head like an antenna. His mask, always too large for him, fell loudly to the floor. It was not the most successful attempt at subterfuge.

"My apologies, Mr. Wayne," Alfred said. "I was only showing him a few things—nothing dangerous, I assure you."

"Don't tell Mom," Bruce added, which did not help his case.

Thomas looked between the two of them. Then his face split into a grin, that impossible boyish charm that had no place on such a mountain of a man. Waynes going back generations had shoulders as large as their wallets. "You're teaching Bruce how to fence?" he asked Alfred.

"Only the basics," Alfred said, "as there isn't gear in his size." He found himself wanting to emphasize as much as possible how safe it was. It was not Thomas that worried him; it was Martha. If he could convince Thomas that this was a worthwhile thing for them to be doing, then maybe he could be saved.

"That's great!" Thomas said, completely taking the wind out of Alfred's defensive sails.

"It is?"

"Yeah!" One would think they had done this as a pleasant surprise for him, the way that he acted. "Hell, it's almost family tradition." Thomas rolled his sleeves up to his elbows, intimidating despite his cheerful attitude. He held out a hand and gestured for Alfred to give him the épée, and Alfred obliged. Thomas looked it over, like he was getting reacquainted. "You know," he said to Bruce, "your mother and I were in a fencing club in college."

"Really?" Bruce had given up on trying to hide his blade.

"Oh, yes," he said, the pleasure of nostalgia writ across his face. "That might be how I fell for her." Bruce stuck his tongue out in disgust.

"A whirlwind romance," Alfred said.

"Oh, no, absolutely not," Thomas said. "It took forever. One of those boy meets girl, boy hates girl because she goes against everything he stands for, boy realizes he's attracted to girl but has been pushing her away due to unresolved intimacy issues his parents gave him, girl has no patience for boy's nonsense, girl marries boy kinds of things. You know?"

Bruce's face was scrunched up in confusion. "What?"

Alfred was glad someone had asked.

"You'll understand when you're older," Thomas sighed, then paused. "Actually I suppose ideally you won't. We haven't been giving you intimacy issues, have we?"

"I don't know what that is," Bruce said.

"Good! Probably good. You'd know if we had. Right?"

This last was directed toward Alfred, who nodded the universal nod of a man who had no idea what was happening.

"And what have we here?" asked Martha, accompanied by the familiar clicking of her heels. Everyone stiffened again, Thomas included. Thomas did not, however, attempt to hide the blade. His grin returned, and he turned to face his wife.

"Mr. Pennyworth was just in the middle of a fencing lesson," Thomas said, as if it were the most ordinary possible thing. Martha's eyebrow arched dangerously.

"And who told Mr. Pennyworth this was an acceptable subject?" Martha asked.

"He has my full approval," Thomas said, and it escaped no one's notice that this was not actually an answer.

"Really." The set of her mouth was a challenge in red.

"Is there a problem with that?" Thomas asked. The tip of the épée was now pointed toward the floor, and his posture suggested he was ready for a fight.

"I just don't understand why this is the first I've heard of it," Martha said. She'd come to a halt, her hands clasped behind her back in a pose deceptively open.

Bruce had started to shift toward Alfred, trying to decide if he was in trouble and should therefore hide behind him. Alfred was not deliberately hiding behind Thomas, but Thomas had made something of a shield of himself regardless. Alfred was trying to decide if they ought to leave—if this was the beginning of some kind of private marital dispute.

"It's not as if we discuss every decision," Thomas said, and yes, this felt like an old argument rearing its head.

"We do when it involves Bruce's health," Martha countered.

"In my professional medical opinion—"

"Oh, don't you start," she snapped. She took a deep breath, stood taller as she recovered from her fleeting loss of composure. "Mr. Pennyworth, we may be discussing this a while. Would you mind escorting Bruce to the library?"

"No," Thomas said immediately, turning to point his épée at Alfred. "Go have a seat on the balance beam, we'll have this sorted out in a minute."

"Will we?" Martha asked, equal parts incredulous and affronted. Alfred and Bruce inched awkwardly away, exchanging glances. Since Martha's ire was focused on her husband, they seemed to be in the clear. Though Bruce sat as instructed, Alfred remained standing. It felt more professional. "And how," Martha asked, "are we going to do that?"

Thomas grinned again, buoyant as ever, raised his épée in front of his face. "The old-fashioned way," he suggested.

Martha opened her mouth, then shut it again with a huff, putting her hands on her hips. It was difficult not to let that enthusiasm rub off on her. "If you're resorting to that, it's because you know you don't have a leg to stand on."

"You don't want to because you know I'll win," Thomas countered.

Martha's eyes were a cold green flame. "I'm not falling for that."

"Of course you're not," Thomas said, swishing the épée through the air with the same idle amusement Bruce had shown.

"Don't say that like you've proven something."

"I think I proved myself fine in Kansas City."

"I let you win," Martha said primly, a haughty tilt of her nose. "A more honest example would be Utah."

"Where I let you win," Thomas said easily.

Martha turned on her heel, but not to leave the room. Rather, it was to walk around her husband to retrieve her épée from her son. "You know what? Fine. If this is how you'd like to settle this, then let's settle it." Bruce surrendered it by holding it aloft with both hands, unnecessary gravitas that Martha rewarded with a bow of her head. Her acceptance of the challenge changed the mood of the room, no longer awkward but an odd excitement instead. Turned it from something they shouldn't have been watching to something meant to be watched. 

"Do they do this sort of thing often?" he murmured to Bruce when she was out of earshot.

Bruce frowned. "No. I mean not with swords."

"If nothing else," Martha said, "I can remind you of how dangerous this can be." Neither of them had any intention of putting on protective gear, which Alfred thought set a bad example. Not that he was going to say anything. Martha was also not taking off her heels; Thomas did not protest, or even seem surprised by this. But then she passed the épée to her left hand.

She was not left-handed.

Thomas frowned. "Oh, so that's how we're going to play."

"We are," Martha said, haughty enough that one would never know it was her husband born to money.

"If you insist," Thomas said, passing his épée to his own non-dominant left hand.

"You really ought to let yourself have the advantage, darling," Martha said as she readied herself.

"Being better is all the advantage I need," he said, posture mirroring her own.

"You always were insufferable about this sort of thing," she said, neither of them yet moving.

"You're kind of into it, though," Thomas said with a wink. Beside Alfred, Bruce rolled his eyes, already bored. Then blades clashed, but only for a moment, exploratory.

"It is your least attractive quality," Martha said.

"I thought my sense of humor was my least attractive quality."

"That, too." Again a brief clash of their épées without progress.

"That's also what you said when I tried to grow a moustache."

"You have many equally unattractive qualities, and you'd do well to stop reminding me of them." This time, Martha advanced, forced her husband into a retreat though she did not manage to land a strike. Their forms were hardly orthodox, having abandoned such things once they'd left their college fencing days. There was something unmistakably piratical in the way Martha lunged, in the way Thomas dodged as often as he parried.

"Would you be less opposed to teaching him fencing if he were older?" Thomas asked, their blades still moving through the air.

"We'll have to see when he's older, won't we?"

"Can you clarify the grounds of your opposition?"

"Fencing," Martha said, only barely missing his waist, "is dangerous."

"Everything is dangerous," Thomas countered, and a trick of footwork put him on her other side, enough to give him the advantage and put her on the retreat. Her retreat seemed more risky than his had been, what with the heels. "We get him some gear and it will be safe as anything."

"Swordfighting is an inherently unsafe hobby," Martha said, "regardless of accoutrement. Martial arts are designed by their nature to be unsafe." She did not look at all out-of-sorts, but something in her face and the way she moved her wrist betrayed irritation.

"It's barely a martial art," Thomas said.

Martha got her arm away from his épée just in time. "Barely is not nothing."

"So your opposition is to martial arts as a concept?" It was as much a statement as a question, an accusation.

"There's no reason at all why Bruce should know how to fight." This was technically an answer, a response, and yet it broadened the argument into something so much larger than slender pieces of steel.

"Aren't you usually the one opposed to letting him grow up spoiled?" Thomas asked, as if only a brat could ever go through life without throwing a punch.

"Darling, this may have escaped your notice, but you are a very large man." Thomas nearly said something, but was silenced when he had to block Martha's épée. "I'm not finished," she chided, no longer retreating, a little more aggressive than she'd been. "You are a very large man, my father was a very large man, and your father was a very large man. No amount of inactivity is going to change the fact that our son will be a giant. If I'm going to raise a giant, Tommy, I would prefer to raise a gentle one."

There was something less amused in the lines of Thomas' eyebrows. "You raise an interesting point. May I raise another?"

"I'm rarely opposed to you raising a point," she said, unable to help a moment of flirtation. Alfred glanced at Bruce, but of course the innuendo went over his head. He was absorbed in watching steel against steel.

Thomas switched his épée back to his right hand, putting Martha at a sudden disadvantage. "Why are you assuming our son is going to be a bully?" he asked. Even more a disadvantage when for the briefest split-second Martha glanced at Bruce, Alfred doing the same. Bruce did not seem to recognize what was being implied. Martha only barely managed to recover, her retreat a backward stumble and her parry lacking its usual flourish.

"Don't you dare," she said, furious. "Don't you dare. I am not the bad guy here."

"I never said that," Thomas said, his nonchalance an alarming affectation.

"Violence is a hammer and there are no good nails, it's a habit I don't want him to have."

"We've drifted a bit from the original point," Thomas said, and he wasn't wrong. "This is fencing. It's chess with sticks. We've had dinners more violent than this."

"That's not saying much," Martha said, droll in a way that did not suit her frantic avoidance of a strike.

"This is as far removed from violence as a martial art can get," Thomas persisted. "It's fencing, not boxing."

Alfred had thought the same thing, but he would never dared have said it. Thomas must have known the effect he'd have, but he didn't look at all alarmed. Without missing a beat, Martha switched hands, and even Thomas' rapid retreat had that forced air of nonchalance about it. Distancing himself with indifference, his emotional range seemed to bottom out at boredom.

"Don't say it like boxing is some clumsy, oafish thing," Martha said, careful enunciation on every word. "Swords were made for killing, boxing gloves were not. A good boxer is an artist, a dancer, a good boxer is disciplined and doesn't waste punches and knows when to quit. I'm aware that I'm straying from the point again, but your point was poorly made and I will not tolerate such poor performance."

"Let's put fencing and boxing on equal ground, then," Thomas suggested. She'd been backing him into a corner, but he maneuvered himself away, they were at an impasse and they both still looked flawless. It was deeply unfair. "Wouldn't it be good to teach him discipline? To know when to quit? Nothing's more dangerous than a man who doesn't know what he's doing."

"I don't believe that you'd considered any of this," Martha accused. "I think you're making excuses for a decision you already made because you'll take any chance you can find to try and make Bruce more like you."

"Do you not want him to be like me?" It was hard to follow what happened when he said that, Martha taking an unexpected step sideways and back, Thomas following as much as leading. It was hardly a legal maneuver, but Thomas had his épée at his wife's throat, while she'd pointed the tip of hers to the floor, her chin held high.

"I surrender," she said, and her posture left no doubt that she'd allowed herself to be caught.

Thomas blinked. "Really?" he asked, surprised. Back to his more usual tone of voice, good-natured and boisterous with a hint of befuddlement. It was shocking how far it had drifted into something cold and academic, not as noticeable until he was himself again. "Are you sure? I thought we were just getting to the fun part." Martha rolled her eyes. "Why did we ever stop doing this?" Thomas asked, bringing his face close to hers. Bruce made another face of disgust, sticking out his tongue and scrunching up his nose. Half as a joke, Alfred put a hand in front of Bruce's eyes. He seemed to appreciate it.

Martha turned her head to look pointedly in the direction of Bruce and Alfred. "I got pregnant."

Thomas turned to look as well, to where Alfred was shielding their son from the scandalous display of affection. "Ah. Yes. Good point." Thomas stepped away, then, gave his wife more breathing room as he offered to take her épée. She handed it to him with the attitude of a gracious victor.

"Regardless of your victory," Martha said, "I won't have him fencing until he has the appropriate gear."

"What gear?" Bruce asked, pulling Alfred's hand out of the way and looking above it at his mother.

Martha smiled, dazzling as ever. "Brucie, dear, you need protective gear if you're going to fence," she explained.

"You didn't wear anything special," Bruce pointed out.

"That's because we're grown-ups," Martha said, as if that was the rule. "Think of it like armor! You can be my little knight." She clasped her hands, seeming to relish the thought. Thomas was busying himself putting equipment away.

"How am I supposed to do backflips in armor?" Bruce asked, his brow furrowed over his frown.

"Backflips?" Thomas asked, baffled. "Who told you there would be backflips?"

"Mr. Pennyworth," Bruce said, and Alfred tried not to be annoyed with the boy. "He said he'd show me how to do backflips like him."

"I presented it as a possible outcome, with enough practice," Alfred said. Mostly he had implied the backflips. He thought. It was difficult to recall, when it had been such a trivial little lie.

Thomas came up behind Martha, rested an arm over her shoulders. "You know you have to tell me if you used to be a pirate, Mr. Pennyworth," he said. Martha was amused, of course, knowing what she did and what Thomas did not.

"Nothing so interesting as that," Alfred assured him, his sheepishness only a little fake. "I took a lot of extracurriculars unrelated to my chosen vocation." If they could fence in college, so could he. His backstory included college. 

"But now it's related!" Thomas said, enthused. "Isn't it fun how that worked out?" His sincerity was terrifying.

"You know, Bruce, doesn't your friend Andrea take gymnastics?" Martha asked. "Maybe you could join her."

"Andrea hates gymnastics," Bruce said, sullen as he stood. "She says it's hard and boring." The way he said it made it sound as though he'd been the one forced to endure it.

"Maybe it will be less boring if it's the two of you."

"Are you trying to tempt him away from fencing already?" Thomas asked, dramatically suspicious.

"Not at all!" Martha insisted. "I'm only saying that if Bruce is interested in learning how to play Errol Flynn, classes are only three days a week. He can carpool with Mr. Beaumont, spend more time out of the house. Aren't you the one that wants him to get more exercise?"

Thomas' suspicion remained. "Gymnastics can be much more dangerous than fencing, just so you know."

"We can discuss this later," she said, patting his hand. "Right now I think we need to get cleaned up, since we seem to have gotten a bit… sweaty." She lifted his hand to drop his arm off of her, turning to leave. Despite her claims, she did not look capable of sweating. Her heels clicked as she left, same as they'd clicked coming in, even her skirt still neatly starched.

Thomas enjoyed watching her go a little too much, entirely distracted from the other people in the room. Then he turned back to them with almost surprise. "Right. Yes. Mr. Pennyworth, get a suit ordered in Bruce's size, I need to go clean my wife." He turned to leave, then paused. "Clean myself," he corrected. "With my wife." His exit kept getting interrupted, his thought processes all tangled. "Adjacent to. Hm."

Bruce was making another face as his father left. "They're going to go do gross kissing stuff," he informed Alfred with disdain.

Alfred sighed. "Gross."

  



8. Being Green


    
    Martha and Thomas were curled together on the loveseat in the den when Bruce came in. He was covered, head to toe, in dirt. It looked like he'd been rolling in it. In his hands was a small wooden chest with brass fittings, dirt and wear all conspiring to make it look much older than it was. His footprints stained the rug, and when he had decided he was close enough, he turned the chest in his hands upside-down. The lid flopped open after only a second's delay, and little metal stars plated gold cascaded to the floor. It formed a pile at his feet, looking much more impressive because he was small and gave a poor sense of scale.

Bruce Wayne had inherited his mother's flair for the dramatic, and she was delighted despite the dry cleaning bills.

"What are your demands?" Thomas asked seriously. If Martha would let him grow a moustache, he'd have stroked it.

Bruce very clearly considered dropping the chest, before setting it down carefully on the floor instead. Dramatic, but still meticulous. He'd never go so far as to risk it breaking. Then he stood as tall as he could manage, crossing his arms over his chest. It was not as intimidating as he wanted it to be. "I want a new frog."

"Oh, Lord," Martha said, a roll of her eyes as she lifted her book back up. "This is all you, Tommy-love."

Thomas sighed. He surveyed the glinting pile of treasures on the floor. "Fifty?" he asked. He knew he wouldn't need to check. His son was, after all, meticulous.

"Fifty-two," Bruce corrected.

"What are the extra two for?"

"Tax."

Thomas squinted, cocked his head to the side as he did the mental math. "You're assuming a four-percent tax on frogs?" he asked, and Bruce's posture faltered. "… what do you think taxes are?"

Bruce's arms dropped. "Tax is why toys cost more than they say they will?" he said, uncertain now in his own answer. Martha, still reading, snorted.

"That's…" Thomas rubbed a hand over his face. "Well, he's not wrong, is he? Bruce, why would I make you pay a tax on your frog?"

Bruce frowned. "Because I'm going to be a grown-up soon."

"Grown-ups do pay taxes," Martha noted.

Bruce was very good at being not technically wrong.

"You're not going to be a grown-up that soon," Thomas said. "No taxes."

Bruce hesitated, then knelt down to carefully put two of the gold stars back into the chest, latching it shut with small precise fingers. Thomas checked the time on his wristwatch. "What do you think?" he asked his wife. "Should I get this over with?"

"You may as well," Martha said.










Rex's Reptiles was not Bruce's favorite store—that was still White's Books—but it was very high up there. On stepping inside, he'd immediately gone to the glass enclosure belonging to Monty the monitor lizard. Monty was not for sale, a fact for which Thomas was grateful. He liked to think he'd be capable of telling his son he couldn't have a lizard bigger than he was, but he didn't want to test it.

"Uh-oh," said Rex, standing behind the counter. "Did something happen to Carl?"

"Carl is fine!" Bruce said, still watching Monty's every move. "I take good care of him."

"That's what you said about Leonard," Rex said, and Bruce pouted.

"That was an accident," Bruce insisted.

"He's still very sensitive about it," Thomas said. "We've all learned an important lesson about bringing frogs to parties."

"Frogs don't like people parties," Rex agreed. "What are you here for?"

"I want a new frog," Bruce said, finally leaving Monty to look at the other enclosures.

"Thinking another tree frog?" Rex suggested. That would be the easiest thing, something he could put into one of the enclosures they already had.

"Maybe." Bruce had a serious frown on his face as he considered a scorpion. Large insects and arachnids cost more than frogs because Thomas liked having them in the house even less. This had the unexpected side effect of making Bruce treasure them more.

He'd named the tarantula Nancy. It was enormous. It gave Thomas the creeps. Bruce loved it. Bruce was admiring snakes again. Thomas drew the line at snakes. Even being around so many snakes was more than he would have found ideal. Fatherhood was hard.

Bruce's first frog had been found in the garden. He'd put it in a jar with a twig and a leaf. It hadn't lasted long. Bringing him to a specialized pet store had been meant as a learning experience, because Thomas had somehow not anticipated his son wanting all of them.

The tarantulas. The snakes. The fat, ugly toads. Martha had found it completely predictable. Thomas had never gone through a phase of liking creepy things, and so it had all come as a terrible surprise.

"What's this?" Bruce asked, pointing at one of the newer enclosures. Inside it was, inevitably, the ugliest frog that Thomas had ever seen in his entire life. It looked like a slimy hamburger bun with eyes, or maybe some kind of swollen and rotting cucumber.

"Lepidobatrachus laevis," Rex told him. "Budgett's frog, or hippo frog, or Freddy Krueger frog."

"Freddy Krueger frog?" Thomas asked with some dismay.

"Freddy Krueger frog?" Bruce asked at the exact same time, eyes all alight with interest.

"They've got long fingers," Rex explained. "And they scream."

"You're kidding." Thomas was morbidly curious even as he was horrified.

"Oh, yeah," Rex said, clearly enthused. He came out from behind the counter, all lank and muscle beneath long hair and piercings and tattoos. Very much the opposite of Thomas, clean-cut in every way that a person could be.

Thomas liked Rex. He was always polite, and he was nice to Bruce. He liked to think that Rex liked him, but Thomas generally liked to be liked.

"Here, watch this," said Rex, opening the top of the enclosure to reach inside. He gave the frog a gentle poke on the back. It puffed up, growing taller. Rex poked it again. The frog began to scream. It sounded like a toy baby being murdered while low on batteries. It was completely horrifying. Bruce was enthralled.

"That," Thomas said, "is the worst thing I've ever seen in my life. And I'm a surgeon."

Rex laughed, a boisterous thing that revealed the split in his tongue. "They can be tricky to take care of," he warned Bruce. "They need to be kept alone, you need to have heat lamps and water filters, at full size you have to feed them mice—"

"Mice?" Bruce repeated, this time a hint of horror.

"Mice," Rex confirmed. "They'll eat your other frogs, if you let them. That's why they're not very popular."

"They're not?" Bruce asked, looking back to the hideous screaming frog. Thomas knew this was the exact wrong thing to dissuade him.

"Not around here, at least," Rex said. "Not everyone shares our appreciation for slime."

Bruce frowned at the frog, and Thomas knew that they'd be taking the hideous screaming lump home. Bruce could never say no to something no one else wanted.

He got that from his dad.

"We'll take it," Thomas sighed. "How much will it be to just…" Thomas gestured vaguely to the setup.

"If you don't mind waiting until Wednesday, I can install a new tank and get him all moved in for you." Rex was, appearances aside, a consummate professional. Thomas appreciated that about him. "It'll give me a chance to check on the rest, take care of anything else you might need."

"Sounds… great." Thomas was having difficulty mustering enthusiasm at the prospect.

"Great!" Either Rex didn't notice Thomas' discomfort, or he was ignoring it. He offered his hand for a shake, before looking down at Bruce. "My T-Rex is done," he informed him.

Bruce went wide-eyed. "Can I see?" he asked. Thomas cleared his throat. "May I see?" Bruce corrected.

Rex knelt down to Bruce-level and pushed up his sleeve to reveal the finished artwork on his arm. It was no mere dinosaur adorning his skin; this was a dinosaur in an old sci-fi movie spacesuit, bubble helmet and all, floating through a blue and purple depiction of space.

"Awesome," Bruce said, with a genuine sense of awe that the word no longer encompassed.

"I'm getting one of Monty next," Rex said, and Bruce nodded his approval.

"It's rare to see someone who enjoys his work as much as you do," Thomas said, and Rex grinned, stuck out the split tip of his tongue to dramatic—and demonic—effect.

"Lizards are my thing, man," Rex said as he stood. "Destiny. It's even in my name." He tapped the dinosaur on his arm.

Thomas considered this. "Or it could mean you were meant for politics," he suggested.

Rex shrugged. "Nah," he said, dismissive. "Definitely dinosaurs."










As they left the store, Thomas hoisted his son into the air, placing him on his shoulders.

"Mom says you shouldn't do that," Bruce scolded, holding on despite that. "She says you're going to hurt yourself."

"Pshaw," Thomas said. Bruce was small for his age, even if all signs pointed toward that changing.

"I'm going to be big when I grow up," Bruce reminded him. "Then you won't be able to pick me up."

"The hell I won't," Thomas said, holding on to his son's legs to keep him steady. 

"Even when I'm ten?"

"Even then."

"When I'm twelve?"

"I'll throw you in the air if I want to."

"What about when I'm thirty?" Bruce pressed, which must have seemed impossibly old to an eight year-old. He probably imagined thirty as looking white-haired and feeble.

"I'll pick you up at your own wedding and make you do the whole ceremony from my shoulders," Thomas declared, making Bruce laugh. "Your mom will have to carry whoever you're marrying, of course, since you'll be too tall otherwise."

"Mom wouldn't do that!" Bruce protested.

"True. This might present a problem. Maybe we can get them a ladder."

"Maybe Alfred can carry them," Bruce suggested.

"Now there's an idea," Thomas agreed. "How are those fencing lessons going, anyway?"

Bruce sighed dramatically, small hands resting on his father's head as he read the signs on passing stores. "Boring," he said morosely. "He still hasn't taught me any cool stuff."

"How about that gym thing, with your friend?"

"That's boring, too. We just fall down a lot."

"It can't be that bad."

"It sounds more fun in books," Bruce said. "Books should have to say that you have to run away and fall down a lot before you get to do anything cool."

"If they warned people, no one would ever try to do anything cool."

"Maybe," Bruce said, dubious.

Thomas looked at the street signs of their intersection and checked his watch. "Hey, Brucie," he said, his tone conspiratorial. "What would you say if I said we don't have to go home just yet?"

Bruce leaned down over his father's head. "Where are we going?" he asked, barely controlled excitement as his mind raced through all the best possibilities.

"That depends," Thomas said. "Can you keep a secret?"

Bruce nodded solemnly. "I'm the best at keeping secrets."










"And then where did Daddy take you?" Martha asked, resting her chin on her palms. Bruce was engrossed in stirring his hot cocoa, pushing little squares of gourmet marshmallow beneath the surface to watch them melt. They were in what Martha called the tea room, though really it was one of many little rooms whose original function had been forgotten. It had pretty floral wallpaper and a cute dining set, and a lovely view of the roses out front.

"We went to the movies," Bruce said. "It was on Truman Street, between two bakeries." Intermittently in the telling of a story he would shut his eyes to recall specific details, and it always made her smile to see him do it. "One was called Eastern Bakery and the other was called Lucky King. The theater just said wuxia on the front. The only soda they had was in cans and it was kind of warm but I didn't want to say anything. The guy at the front counter was named Willy and he had really little ears and instead of two front teeth he just had one big one in the middle." Bruce grabbed one of the square marshmallows, and impaled it on his front teeth. "Like dish," he said.

"That sounds amazing," Martha assured her son. He licked the marshmallow off his teeth so he could eat it.

"It was," he agreed. "The movie was called The Master of the Flying Guillotine."

Martha sighed. "Of course it was. The one with the silly hat?"

"Yeah."

"After all his complaining about murder books," she said with a roll of her eyes.

Bruce's nose wrinkled thoughtfully. "Those are more realistic, though," he offered in his father's defense.

"Are they?" she asked. Bruce nodded. "Did you not like the movie, then?"

"It was good," Bruce said mildly, as if he hadn't left the theater pretending to throw flying guillotines at passers-by. "It was just a little silly. I think there should have been more blood, to be more realistic."

"A reasonable complaint."

"And it was kind of mean how the guy said he was just going to kill all the one-armed guys. If you only have one arm you're already having a bad day." He was leaning forward on the table with both elbows, holding his mug by the handle and looking for all the world like a very old man drinking very bad coffee in a very old diner.

Martha attempted to subtly cover her mouth with one hand so he wouldn't see her trying not to laugh. He was, she could tell, completely serious.

"Oh!" Bruce put his mug down. "But after the movie, Dad took me to the Eastern Bakery—I said I wanted to go, because it looked old and kind of ugly and I thought it must have really good food to still be open."

"Good deductive reasoning."

Bruce beamed. "They had papers all over the windows and the walls in Chinese—I think it was Chinese—and the menu was really big." He liked to talk with his hands, gestures to indicate sizes and shapes and turning his body to represent different people speaking. "Dad asked what I wanted, but I didn't know, and then a lady came out of the back with something on a tray and I said I wanted that because I wanted to know what it was but I didn't want to ask. The lady had her eyebrows connected like that painting—Frida Kahlo?" He pressed a finger between his brows, and Martha nodded. "Yeah, her—and I wanted to tell her I thought it looked cool but I was being shy. But Mom. That stuff. Was so. Good." He patted his hands on the table for emphasis. "It was the best. I asked what it was called because I knew you would want to know what it was, and she said it was jian dui." He took his time saying it, having clearly practiced to get the pronunciation right. 

"It was so good, Mom. Can Chef Sofia make them? They were these hard ball things but then they were chewy and they had this black goo on the inside and it was like eating a weird alien egg and they were so good. I want them for my birthday. Like a ball pit, except full of jian duis. They'd be hot, though, so people might get burns. We would have to put a sign up not to jump in the ball pit because it's actually hot food. Because what if someone jumped in there, and he got all the hot goo on him, and it was so hot all his skin came off, and we had to go to jail because he had no skin. That would be a terrible birthday. It would be gross and all the food would be ruined."

"Perhaps we could serve the jian dui on plates," Martha suggested delicately, "rather than in a pit."

"That would probably be safer," Bruce agreed with a nod. "Then if someone gets covered in jian duis and his skin falls off we'll know he did it on purpose."

Martha tapped a fingernail against the table as her son sipped at his cocoa. "Bruce," she said finally, "why exactly would someone want to burn all of his skin off at your birthday party?"

Bruce set his mug down, going cross-eyed as he tried to lick marshmallow foam from the tip of his nose. "So he can sue us for ten million dollars, and then use it to buy better skin. Like. Snake skin. Or a robot body. And then he'll rob banks, and the police will say, this is impossible because no one could have done this without having a robot snake body. It'll be the perfect crime. And he would have gotten away with it, too, if it weren't for the… meddling kid. The one meddling kid. Me. And you helped, too, Mom."

"Well thank goodness you were here to stop it from ever happening," Martha said, and Bruce beamed again.

"Why was I not supposed to tell you about the movie?" he asked.

"Because your father is silly," she said, "and thinks I'll be angry with him."

"So he lies?"

"Everyone lies," she said, lest he think poorly of his father. "Sometimes adults think that secrets make things special. He wanted to have a special day with you, that's all."

Bruce's eyebrows furrowed, already formidable things. "Did I make it not special?"

"Does it feel like you did?"

"Not really," he admitted.

"You had a good day?"

"It was a great day. It was the best. I want to go back, and I want to eat all of the everythings. All of the stuff that they have. And I want to learn how to say everything so I know how to ask for stuff and I can watch the movie without having to read the whole time."

"Good," she said, smiling as she watched his constant movement, never still for a second. "I'm glad."

Nothing made her happier than when her boys were together.

"What's your schedule for tomorrow?" she prompted as he tipped his cup upside-down into his mouth, trying to get the thick chocolate sludge that had collected at the bottom.

"I'll check," he said, even though she was sure he knew. He always brought his bag with him to the tea room, a brown leather satchel carefully chosen for its adventurous aesthetic. He mostly used it to carry his pens, and impractically tiny notebooks from various bookstores. He pulled out a notebook not much bigger than his hand, with a picture of a bird stamped on the front. Flipping through it to find the page he wanted, he squinted at it. It was a child's approximation of a planner, little more than a date and a list of activities with half the times chosen at random. "I have fencing, and violin, and I found a book about a cat who talks to ghosts so I'm going to read it and write a book report."

"For… school?"

"No," Bruce said, reminding her in that moment of the world's tiniest accountant. "I just like to have structure."

Martha pressed her lips together, covering her mouth again. "I see."

"That will probably take most of the day."

"I have something for violin tomorrow," she announced, reaching into her own purse. She pulled out a toy pipe, a long stem in faux-wood plastic designed to blow bubbles. His eyes widened; he picked it up, and blew experimental bubbles through it. Then he set it down, looked through his bag again until he found his worn-out hand-me-down deerstalker. He put it on his head, then picked the pipe up and began blowing bubbles with an intense expression on his face.

"The catch," Martha warned, "is that except for right now, you're not allowed to use it unless you're practicing violin."

Bruce puffed bubbles through his pipe, practicing holding it in his teeth. "Do I look like a great detective?" he asked, rolling his shoulders back and trying to sit tall.

She smiled. "None greater."

  



9. This Little Piggy


    
    There was a dead pig on the kitchen floor. A whole, refrigerated, dead pig, split down the middle with the head still on. Alfred stared, uncomprehending, at the snout.

"Now, all I need," Thomas said, "is for you to help me get this thing up on the slab here." He'd stripped down to his undershirt, which made him look very much the part of a meatpacker—or a blacksmith. 

"I… see..." Alfred said weakly. 

"It's not as heavy as it looks," Thomas assured him, which was a fine thing to say with biceps that must have been the size of Alfred's head. "Just a bit unwieldy, that's all. The back end ought to be lighter, you can take care of that."

Together, Thomas taking the front hooves and Alfred taking the back, they hoisted the porcine corpse onto the steel countertop. It was just a little too much like dealing with a non-porcine corpse.

"It's a lot like a real dead body, isn't it?" Thomas asked, resting his arm on the pig's shoulder and leaning on the counter. Alfred froze. "Wait, what am I saying?" He laughed. "Sorry, sometimes I forget not everyone's been through medical school. You've probably never had to dissect a human body."

Right. Surgeon. That was all he meant. "I most certainly have not," Alfred lied. 

"Right, right." Thomas opened a drawer, and pulled out an enormous meatsaw.

Alfred took a slow step backward when he wasn't looking.

"You don't have a weak stomach, do you Mr. Pennyworth?" Thomas asked. "We haven't had many chances to talk, so..."

"I, uh." Alfred cleared his throat. "Mr. Wayne, why is there a hog in here?" 

"Oh, I used to just get the useful stuff," Thomas said, as he positioned the saw over the pig's neck. "But this way's cheaper per pound, anyway, and Martha likes having all those spare parts." He started to saw. 

Alfred averted his gaze from the other man's arms and attempted to look casual about it. "I was asking more generally, sir, if I may."

Thomas laughed again, baritone over the sound of metal through bone. "It might be a weird hobby for a surgeon, butchery," he admitted, "but better here than in the hospital, eh?" The sawing stopped as the pig's head came away from its body, and Thomas held it up by one ear to look at it. "There's actually some good meat on the head, you know. Kind of a waste." He tossed it up enough to catch it by the neck, holding it out to look at its face. "Alas, poor Yoroink."

Despite himself, Alfred groaned.

"That's how I know it's a good one," Thomas said, pointing the saw at Alfred with a waggle of his eyebrows. Then he tossed the pig's head into a metal tub a few feet away. "There's just something about charcuterie I like," he said, setting the saw down and pulling apart the split corpse into two halves. "Making your own bacon, turning organs into sausage." It looked like the organs had been removed and then put back by whoever had processed the pig. "Can you bring that tub over here?" Thomas asked, pointing at the one he'd tossed the head into. "Sofia gets pissy when I get stuff all over the floor." 

Alfred complied, though it was large enough to be awkward. Sliding it would have been easier, but might have scuffed the floors. Heaven forbid.

The organs Thomas wanted were set aside into bowls, future pate and sausage skin. Others—like the heart—got tossed in with the head. 

He picked up a large cleaver and slipped the blade between muscle and bone, slicing it in neat lines, all the precision one would expect from a surgeon and none that anyone would anticipate with a cleaver. "It's nice to know that, if all else fails, you can still take a dead thing and make something useful out of it."

"Feeding your family at the end of the world," Alfred suggested. 

"Something like that," Thomas agreed, pulling thick sheaves of lard out of the pig with his bare hands. "Martha'd have to be the one getting the pigs, though."

"Not much for hunting, sir?" 

"No, god no," Thomas laughed. "My father liked hunting, but I never cared for it." He paused in the middle of tearing out the tenderloins he'd cut. "Well. I say that, but he didn't really like hunting so much as he liked getting drunk in the woods and beating the shit out of me for being a sissy."

It was hard to know how to respond to that. 

"Sorry," Thomas said. "Was I oversharing?" He pulled at the pig's leg to pop the joint with a crack. 

"Not at all, sir."

"You can tell me if I am." He slammed the cleaver down to cut the limb away from the body. "It's a bad habit." He picked up the separated leg to admire it. "Hello, next year's Christmas ham." He set it aside in his growing collection of usable parts.

"I cannot help but wonder, Mr. Wayne, what possible use Mrs. Wayne could have for these... parts."

"Oh, one of her little hobbies," Thomas said, moving on to the other half of the pig and the other leg. "She used to be in forensic chemistry, you know—I don't think we ever told you that."

"You didn't, sir."

"She liked all that kind of thing, how bodies rot and so on. Really, it's no wonder Bruce is such a little weirdo." He cracked the other leg joint. "I mean that in the best way, of course, wouldn't want him any other way."

"Of course, sir."

"Comes by it honest." Again the cleaver came down. "Anyway. Martha likes running experiments, still, and pigs make a decent human analogue." Thomas held up the other leg. "Hello, prosciutto." He kissed the skin of it before setting it aside. 

That hint of something unpleasant in the air out by the greenhouse. 

"She has a body farm."

Thomas' eyebrows shot up. "You've heard of those?" 

"I saw a documentary, once."

The cleaver sliced at flank, but didn't cut it away just yet. "It's a little like one of those," Thomas admitted. "You know, our first date was at a body farm? That big one down in Texas. Not that I meant for it to be a date, at the time—you know how it goes."

Alfred did not. "Of course, sir."

Thomas had switched back to the saw for the lower half of the pig's spine. "Never did find out why she needed to see a vulture-picked corpse so bad. Kind of a weird emergency to have, in retrospect." He cut the skin away from the parts he'd separated, tossed it into the tub. "I'm rambling, sorry."

"Not at all, sir."

"How are things going with you?" He counted down ribs and started sawing again.

"With me, sir?"

"Sure! How's the house treating you, Bruce and Martha and all that."

"Things seem to be going well," Alfred said cautiously. 

"Bruce is getting the hang of those fencing lessons," he said as he switched back to the cleaver to cut the last of the skin holding the shoulder to the back and belly. "He's growing on you, isn't he?" 

"Yes, sir." Like a mold. 

"I told you he would." Again the saw for the other half of the pig. "Martha seems to be getting more use out of you than she expected."

"I suppose that she is."

"Your new obsession?" 

"Sir?"

"Oh, I'm not accusing you of anything," Thomas assured him. It would have been more reassuring without the saw. "I'm just wondering if that's your new thing, you know. Helping her out with those side projects."

"I'm not sure that I really have a thing, sir."

"Really?" He looked surprised as he started sawing out the rack of ribs, splitting babyback from spareribs. "Huh."

"Is that a problem, sir?" 

"No, no. Just a little weird, is all. I know you used to have that trouble with gambling. Usually at the clinic when we see someone with that sort of addictive personality who's recovered, it's because they subsumed it. You know, replaced it with something harmless. We've got a woman who comes into meetings, she clips coupons now. Never pays more than ten dollars for a cart full of groceries, it's remarkable."

"I suppose I've just been so busy with everything I haven't found the time for a new obsession."

"Oh, absolutely. No two people are alike, besides. You want to start wrapping up everything but the back legs for me? Once I get these spareribs off we'll have the bacon, best for last." He still hadn't used any knife but his cleaver. Alfred grabbed the butcher paper to do as he'd been asked. "Well. I say that, but I really prefer the prosciutto. Did that one first. Not always good at delayed gratification. Have you been going to any meetings? Really easy to relapse without a support network."

This was seeming more and more like an interrogation. Alfred focused on wrapping muscle and bone in neat paper and twine. "Mrs. Wayne has been very helpful with regard to my... idiosyncrasies."

"Aaah, has she now."

"Has she spoken to you about it, sir?" Alfred asked. A straightforward man, not a simple man. 

Thomas laughed. "Oh, no. If I need to know about it, she tells me. If I don't, she doesn't. And if I shouldn't, she doesn't. Know what I mean?"

"I think so, sir."

"Good." Thomas surveyed the disassembled pig with satisfaction. Then he considered the blade, his reflection in the heavy steel smeared with fat. "Martha—she's a scalpel of a woman. You're not a surgeon and she's not your wife, so you're going to have to take my word for it that the metaphor's a good one." He tossed the cleaver up, let it twirl before catching the handle again. "But you can get a lot done with a cleaver, if you put your mind to it."










Thomas hung up the prosciutto from the month before, wrapped in cheesecloth. The legs from earlier sat in salt boxes, replacing their older counterparts. The curing room was in the back of the wine cellar, cold and smelling of the right kinds of mold. Meats hung from the ceiling, cheeses stacked along the walls. 

"I think this one should be ready," Thomas said, taking another one down. "Don't you think?"

"I'll have to take your word for it, sir." Alfred accepted the enormous hunk of meat as Thomas dropped it into his hands.

"Good man. Now, if we're doing olives I'd say we're going to want this parm, but if we're doing pears I'd say the Saint-Marcellin will be better. Which do you think?"

"I was never good at those kinds of decisions, sir."

"Good idea—we should do both." He grabbed two of the small wooden molds, and dropped them on top of the prosciutto in Alfred's arms. He tried, precariously, to keep them balanced. "Alright, now, to drink—any strong opinions?"

"What does Mr. Beaumont enjoy?" Alfred asked as he followed Thomas to the tall wine racks. 

"Oh, no, this isn't for him," Thomas said, pulling bottles out enough to check the labels.  "Kids don't drink, Martha doesn't drink. This is for us." He gestured between himself and Alfred.

"I couldn't possibly, sir," Alfred protested. 

"Don't tell me you were an alcoholic."

"No, Mr. Wayne. It would only be... improper. I couldn't possibly."

"Pffft." Thomas checked a label, then pulled the wine off the rack entirely to get a better look at it. "That's old world thinking. Welcome to America, have some wine. How about a Madeira?" He turned it around so that Alfred could see it: Reverza Malvazia, 1875. It had to be worth several hundred dollars, if not an outright thousand. 

"I really must protest," Alfred said. "That's a bottle for a special occasion."

"In that case, I really must insist." Thomas kept the bottle in his hand as he lead the way out of the cellar. 

"May I ask the occasion, sir?"

"Being alive," he said. "Owning expensive wine, wanting to drink expensive wine. My prosciutto, that's an occasion right there." He held the door open for Alfred so that he could get through with his armful of goods. "Rainy days are bullshit, Mr. Pennyworth."

"I've not lived in Gotham long, Mr. Wayne, but I believe you've been wrong three times in the last week." Thomas laughed. "But I suppose I catch your meaning."

"You know my father had this bottle of Château Lafite, my great-grandfather bought this wine, god knows what he paid for it in today's dollars." Thomas unloaded the food onto the counter, a different one than the one he'd used earlier for butchering. "My father said it was half a million, I don't know if I believe that but he said it." He got a knife, not a cleaver this time, a long thin blade halfway to a sword. "Any time I did anything—valedictorian, honor society, summa cum laude, anything like that—he'd get that bottle of wine out."

Thomas owned a special frame to hold the leg of prosciutto, unsurprising from a man who took cured meats as seriously as he seemed to. "He'd go through the whole speech, I could probably recite it by heart if I wanted, about how old this wine was and how expensive it was, how his father and his father's father had held onto this wine waiting for the perfect moment to drink it. It got older every time, you know that? The Founding Fathers drank this wine, this wine came over on the Mayflower, Columbus drank this wine, they smuggled this wine out of the Vatican after it was left over at the Last Supper." He sliced a strip of skin away in one long, quick stroke, setting it aside as inedible.

"Same thing, every time, but you know I always got my hopes up? Still, ended the same way: someday, the moment would come to open that wine, and we'd know. We'd just know." Another quick stroke and there was a strip of prosciutto so thin it was transparent. "Then he'd wait a minute, and he'd say: not yet. Let's get some Champagne. Which sounds nice enough if you don't know that he thought Champagne was garbage." Another slice of prosciutto, and he set the blade down to offer it to Alfred. He accepted the delicate thing as graciously as he could, tearing just from being held on his fingers.

Thomas ate his own slice, and practically melted as it sat on his tongue. "Mmmph. God, that's good." He leaned on the counter on his elbows. "I've outdone myself."

Alfred was more subdued. "It's very good, sir," he assured Thomas.

"I know I'm excessive," he sighed. "It's only out of self-defense that I'm a hedonist. I'm a very weak man, Mr. Pennyworth. Where was I?" He stood to get his corkscrew.

"Champagne, sir."

"Right, right. So after the old man dies, I do the obvious thing and I open the wine." He drove the screw into the cork of the most expensive wine Alfred had ever shared a room with. "I figure, I'm going to drink that whole bottle and take the world's most expensive piss. You know how that wine tasted?"

"I can't imagine, sir."

Thomas pulled the cork out of the bottle with a pop. "Like shit. Complete garbage. Bring me those glasses, will you? That wine was the worst thing I've ever put in my mouth, and that's saying something. I went to Yale. I was in a fraternity. Saying this wine tasted like piss would be an insult to piss, and I'm not going to tell you how I know that."

"I appreciate your discretion, sir," Alfred said as Thomas poured the wine.

"That wine was only meant to age about fifty years, it was old before a Wayne ever touched it. That wasn't a wine for drinking, that was a wine for owning. I couldn't even finish a glass, I poured the rest of the bottle out on his grave. My mother thought it was a sweet gesture." He picked up his glass to inhale before drinking, and Alfred did the same.

"They say the best revenge is living well, sir."

"They do, don't they?" Thomas took a thoughtful sip, and again Alfred followed suit.

It was a very good wine. Nutty, buttery, fruity.

"I like you, Alfred." Thomas set his glass down, and set about slicing more prosciutto.

"Glad to hear it, Mr. Wayne."

"Did you leave anyone behind, coming out here? Family, friends?"

"No, sir." Alfred took another sip of his wine.

"Estranged?"

"No, sir."

"Oh."

Alfred Pennyworth was meant to be a butler from a long line of butlers. Two younger sisters. 

It was a shitty cover, anyway. 

"Well, it all worked out, didn't it?" Thomas said, moving on to slicing out wedges of cheese. "You've got us now."

Alfred should have been taking his time savoring his glass. "Yes, sir."

"That probably seems hasty of me."

"It's fine, sir."

"I told you, I like you. My wife likes you, my son likes you. Give it time, you'll see. Pour yourself another glass." He got pears and a container of olives out of the fridge. 

"I probably shouldn't, sir."

"Pour another glass anyway, Ms. Singh's going to want one."

Alfred looked over his shoulder, surprised. Myra waved from where she stood in the doorway. 

"The maids in this house are like cats," Thomas informed him, as Alfred got another wine glass. "You know the way they swarm when they hear a can opener?" 

"I'm not a maid, I'm a housekeeper," Myra corrected, taking the glass Alfred had poured for her.

"My mistake! You're a totally different name for an employee that keeps me from living in my own filth."

"He spoils us," Myra informed Alfred as she lifted the glass to her mouth. 

"I'd noticed."

"Ms. Singh is the scout, because she's shameless."

"It's true, I am."

"She comes first, then Ms. Leng, then Ms. Rodriguez, then Mrs. Johnson, then Mr. Reynolds. After that it's a free-for-all."

"Goodness."

"Sofia would be in here first," Thomas added, "but the sight of what I do to the butcher block gives her fits."

"Enjoying the wine?" Myra asked Alfred. 

"Enormously. I'm very grateful for your generosity, Mr. Wayne."

Thomas scoffed, arranging cheese and meat and fruit and olives into something attractive. "Sharing keeps me civilized, keeps me from drinking the whole thing straight out of the bottle."

"He still makes us leave him an inch at the bottom," Myra said to Alfred, conspiratorial. 

"Well. You have to let me drink some of it out of the bottle. Otherwise what's the point?"










Bruce nearly tripped Thomas as soon as he was outside. "Dad, I need a pop quiz!" 

"What?" Thomas frowned as he adjusted the tray. Bruce was covered in dirt; behind him and at a distance, so was his friend Andrea. Thomas had put his shirt back on before coming outside, and was no longer a mess to match. 

"I need a star to put in the chest so we have a reason to dig it up."

"You look like you already dug it up."

"Only because I knew you'd give me a star."

"You're getting cocky, kid. Bones of the arm and hand."

Bruce rocked on his heels and he searched his mind for the answers he wanted. "Clavicle, scapula, humerus, radius, ulna..."

"The arm's the easy part."

"Scaphoid, lunate... triquetral? Pisiform. Trapezium, trapezoid, capitate, hamate—that's carpals and then metacarpals, and then proximal phalanges, and intermediate phalanges, and distal. Phalanges."



Thomas balanced his tray on one hand and dug in his pocket to find a star, five points of gold-plated metal. "Gold star for you, good work."

Bruce didn't even pretend to be grateful, snatching the token away and running to rejoin Andrea at the pit they'd made. 

"You two been having fun without me?" Thomas asked as he set the tray down beside the lemonade pitcher on the little garden table.

"We've been watching the kids, mostly," Carl said. "Originally they were explorers, but they seem to have turned to a life of crime on the high seas."

"Our son, a criminal," Thomas tutted, kissed his wife before taking a seat.

"You've been drinking," she observed. "I'd like to point out that it was Andrea's idea—no offense, Carl."

"None taken," he assured her. "Andy takes after her mother, that way. She'll make someone very happy someday, if she doesn't kill him first." Carl ventured to try a piece of prosciutto-wrapped pear and cheese.

"I opened a bottle of wine as long as I was in the kitchen," Thomas said. "I didn't think you'd want any, Carl, but let me know if I was wrong and I'll have Alfred bring it out."

"Oh, no, that's fine," Carl said. "I'm driving home, I'd rather not risk it."

Bruce helped Andrea lift his treasure chest out of the hole. The hole itself was as deep as Bruce was tall, because he was nothing if not thorough. Then Andrea stood, and braced The Good Stick against her shoulder to aim it at Bruce. 

It was The Good Stick because it was shaped like a musket. Enough like a musket to satisfy a child, anyway. While it had been found in Bruce's yard, Andrea was the one who'd found it, so ownership was unclear. They compromised by trading, though he usually just let her have it. His primary interest was in sticks of a swishier nature.

"You've dug your own grave, Blackbeard!" Andrea announced. Then she made multiple gunshot sounds. Thomas ate an olive as he watched the show. 

Bruce's death sounds were suspiciously similar to someone being killed in a Kung Fu movie, with a lot of additional gurgling. 

"Such drama," Martha said. She approved.

"I'm surprised he didn't see that coming," Carl said. His daughter did have a certain predictability about her. 

"He probably did," Thomas said. 

"Oh, Bruce," Martha sighed. 

Andrea had bent down to get a better look at where Bruce had collapsed. She sat upright. "Mrs. Wayne?" she called. 

"Yes, dear?" Martha called back.

"Bruce isn't breathing."

Carl started to stand, but Martha put a staying hand on his arm. "Brucie, darling," she called, "you breathe right this instant."

After a second or two, Bruce's head peeked up from the pit. "But Mom," he protested, "dead people don't breathe!" 

"They don't sass their mothers, either."

With an indignant huff Bruce collapsed back into the pit. 

"How long can he hold his breath now?" Thomas asked. 

"He's up to four minutes and seventeen seconds," Martha said, picking up her lemonade. "He's going to make someone very happy someday, if he doesn't let them kill him first."

  



10. Crafty


    
    The orderly—or was it a guard?—looked him over with an expression of vague concern.

"Mrs. Strazds, you said?"

"Is that a problem?" Alfred asked. The psychiatric ward of the Gotham Women's Penitentiary was located in the basement, and smelled strongly of old mopwater and bleach.

"What did you say your name was?" the woman asked.

"Mr. Pennyworth," Alfred said. "I work with her daughter."

"Oh." It was a very ominous sort of 'oh'. "Are you just here to check on her, or did you... need something?"

"Does it matter?"

The woman's nametag said Smith. She looked around to see if anyone else was nearby, then leaned closer to Alfred. Alfred leaned down obligingly. "You go in there like that, you're getting nothing but trouble."

"Is that so?"

"The other guards, they'll tell you not to bother. But Betsy—she likes it when I call her Betsy—she's like a lot of the ladies I grew up with. You've just got to know how to work with her."

"And how do you suggest I work with her?"

"You want my advice—" Smith stopped and checked her watch. "I'm here another two hours and that's the end of my shift, after me it's Burt and you don't want to have to deal with Burt. So anyway, what you're going to want to do is, you're going to want to come back here with a twelve-pack of Bud Light and a carton of Newports."

"… for Mrs. Strazds?"

"Yes, that's right. You do that, she might not be nice but she won't give you too much trouble."

Alfred's brow furrowed as he absorbed this information. "Are the prisoners... allowed...?"

"Technically? No." Smith shook her head, then checked again that there were no apparent eavesdroppers to the conversation. "Mr. Pennyworth, this is the psych ward. Half the women here, they don't even know what they did. Barely anyone gets visitors, most of them should have been hospitalized years ago. If someone wants to bring an old lady some cheap beer and menthols, I'm not going to stop them. A lot of the other guards feel the same. Except Burt, obviously, but he's an asshole."

"Right." Alfred glanced down the hallway past the locked gate. Identical metal doors with tiny shuttered peepholes. "Mrs. Strazds—does she know?"

"What she did?" Smith asked for confirmation. "Oh, hell yeah. That woman's guilty as sin and crazy as shit. None of that means she was wrong, either, but you didn't hear that from me."

"I see."

"Oh—and if you can find someplace selling pączki, she might even try to be nice."










"Well wouldja look at that! You're a sweet one, eh?"

Elizabeth Strazds did not look much like her daughter. Her hair was a dark gray, and it had the approximate texture of dried straw, teased out in a way that might have once been very stylish. She wore dark red lipstick and light pink nail polish, chipped at the tips. Thin like her daughter, but with wider hips and shorter legs.

Those same green eyes.

She sounded like she was going to offer him some casserole at a potluck.

"Ya want any?" she asked, but all her Ts kept disappearing or else turning into Ds. She cracked open a can of beer and sat on the edge of her bed, the box of pączki beside her.

"No thank you, Mrs. Strazds," he said, feeling a bit awkward. The door was open, and Smith was standing outside; she'd promised quite effusively that she wouldn't be listening.

"Oh, call me Betsy," she said, sipping her beer. "Sit down, hun, you're makin' me tired."

"If you insist." He pulled up the small chair that went with the small table.

"I don' really get to talk much, yanno, 'cept with Jerri over there," she explained. She hit the pack of cigarettes against the heel of her palm. "I don' really leave this room, either."

"You have my sympathies."

"Aw, an' you witcher cute l'il accent." She put a cigarette to her lips. "You're gonna have to gimme a light, hun, they don' lemme have those in here." Alfred leaned forward with his lighter, and she puffed on the cigarette in the flame. She leaned back with a sigh of smoke. "Now, I know ya ain't here on account of any Waynes, so I assume ya got some kinda your own business ya think I can help ya with, eh?"

"Mr. Wayne—"

"Has no interest in hearin' from me at all, learned his lesson about that years ago. Came an' saw me a couple of times, figured out real quick it'd do him no good."

"I see."

"I kept tellin' him that son of his was gonna die," Betsy explained. "Didn' care too much for that, s'pose I can't blame him."

"… I see." Alfred cleared his throat. "You're not much like your daughter, are you."

"Oh, no," she said. "I'm trash, sweetheart. Martha decided a long time ago that wasn't for her. She was gonna have perfect diction an' wear perfect clothes an' never get blood under her nails. Martha Kane. Four hundred years an' she just cuts the thread, just like that." She snapped her fingers.

"I'm sorry?"

"Don' mind me, hun, just thinkin' out loud. Now I'm sure ya didn' come bringin' me these nice presents just for the pleasure of my company."

"I might have."

She laughed. "Don'cha try lyin' to me, now. Didn' Martha teach ya better than that?"

"Maybe I was just curious."

"Hmm." She took a drag on her cigarette, and leaned forward. "C'mere." She took his chin between her fingers, and once again he was subject to the piercing assessment of bright green eyes. "I betcha think you're a lion, eh?"

He stilled. "Madame?"

"You're wrong, though," she said, letting him go and leaning back. "Ya outta be pleased about that, male lions are worthless."

"Is that so."

"You're a wolf," she said with a wrinkle of her nose that was her first resemblance to her daughter, you're a wolf he'd told Martha the day that they met.

"Am I."

"Do ya know what happens to a lone wolf?" She took another drag, and he said nothing. "It lives a hungry, miserable life. An' then it dies."

"Is that intended as a metaphor for something?" he asked. He was beginning to tire of metaphors.

"I'm bein' real literal," she assured him.

"You're saying I'm a literal wolf."

"Your soul, Alfie." He doubted it would do him much good to ask her not to call him that. "Your soul's a wolf." She pulled a pastry out of the box, and took a bite too big, glaze sticking to the corners of her mouth.

"Martha never mentioned it."

Betsy snorted as she swallowed. "Course she didn'," she said, licking glaze away. "She's a Wayne." She set the pastry back down to lick her fingers. Then she got another cigarette out of the pack, used the butt of the old one to light the new. She sighed smoke. "Whaddaya know about witches, Alfie?"

"Not much." Aside from the obvious. Which was that women who claimed to kill people with magic powers got put into psychiatric wards.

"There's that story, yanno—ya probably know that story. Takin' fire from gods. Now that right there is a metaphor." She took another drag of her cigarette, and he waited. She seemed to be relishing the chance to talk to someone. To anyone. "Power an' all. It was witches stole fire from gods. Might not've been the only ones, but witches stole fire from devils, too. Kept it inside 'em to smuggle it away. That's what makes a witch, a witch's got fire in her blood. That's why we burn." Another drag, another tap of the ash. "One of the reasons. Blood burns us all up from the inside out. You've been playin' with my daughter, haven't you?"

"I'm one of her employees."

"Uh-huh. You're gonna catch, yanno, if ya haven't already."

"I'll be careful."

"It won' matter," Betsy said. "It never matters." She picked her beer back up to take a sip, and they sat in silence as Alfred tried to think of something to say.

"Why didn't you take your husband's name?" he asked finally.

"'Cause I'm a Strazds," she said, and it was almost imperious the way that she said it. "I'm a Strazds and my mother was a Strazds and her mother was a Strazds. There's power in names, Alfie, and Strazds girls keep ours."

"Martha didn't."

She didn't scowl; her displeasure looked like her daughter's. "There's a lotta poems an' all about caged birds, but do ya know what happens to birds that escape?" She stubbed out her cigarette. "Cats eat 'em."

"Why do you think Bruce is going to die?"

"Oh, not just him," Betsy said. "I already said, they're all gonna burn. He'll be the first, though. Still in his black eyes, ain' he?"

Impossibly dark blue, nothing like either of his parents.

"Here—you're gonna wanna leave soon, hun, Jerri's shift'll be over. You've already caught, yanno. That's why you're here, dunno why I didn' see it before. I'll give ya a l'il somethin' to help ya out, eh? Might explain a few things, if explanations are whatcha want." She stood and went to her bookshelf, covered in tattered paperbacks with missing covers. She grabbed a thick volume bound in leather, old enough that it might well fall apart. Holy Bible stamped on the front. She offered it to him.

"I believe I've read that one."

She snorted. "It's got family records in the front."

"Of course." He accepted the book as he stood, heavy in his hands.

"Stop by any time, Alfie, my door's always open to cute boys with presents. An' ask Martha about his eyes."












Maria and Martha were trying and failing to outrun the weather, though Martha's longer legs made her the more successful of the two. Maria was losing hope where her long-promised growth spurt was concerned. "It will be fine," Martha assured her, the front porch finally providing some shelter from the sudden downpour. "We can just hang out in my room."

Maria was hesitant, but nonetheless followed close behind as Martha unlocked the door and went inside. She stopped soon after entering, faltering at the sight of Mrs. Strazds at the dining room table.

"Ya hidin', kid?"

If there was one thing that would get Maria to stop lurking in the doorway, it was that. Immediately she stood taller, though she was still dwarfed by Martha. "I'm not," she said, though she sounded more petulant than she would have liked.

"Aaaah." The exhalation was accompanied by smoke. "That Mooney kid. Scaredy-cat, eh?"

"Mooom." Martha gave Maria a look that was as apologetic as exasperated.

"I'm not," Maria said, more firmly, chin jutting upward in defiance. She stepped further into the room, but closer to Martha.

"Ya don' think I'm a witch?" Betsy teased. She flicked ashes into the little crystal tray.

"Of course not," Maria said, though she had inched a little behind Martha like a shield.

"Whyzzat?"

Quietly, Maria's hand found Martha's. Martha squeezed in reassurance, and smiled. "There's no such thing as witches," Maria said, emboldened.

Betsy made a disapproving sound, taking a drag of her cigarette. "Martha, didja tell her there's no witches?"

"No, mom," Martha sighed, rolling her eyes.

Betsy tutted again, crossing one leg over the other. She had a run in one of her stockings, but she didn't seem to care. Beneath them, her toenails were painted red. "Witches built Gotham," she informed Maria with a certain relish. "Witches an' monsters. Strazds girls've been here right from the start. Ain' that right, Martha?"

"Yes, mom."

"They've been tryin' to take our name since we got here, but we don' let 'em, do we?"

"No, mom."

"If you're a witch," Maria asked, "why don't you live somewhere nicer?" Martha's eyes widened. Betsy snorted. "If I had magic," she continued, "I'd use it to live in a castle."

"Ya don' think we've had castles?" Betsy scoffed, though it gave way to a wistful sigh. "We ain' the havin' magic kinda witches, anyway," she corrected. "We're the bein' magic kind. Big difference." Red-painted lips curled faintly upward. "Wan' me to tell ya whatcher soul looks like, kid?"

"Mom," Martha protested, but Maria let go of her hand to move closer to Mrs. Strazds.

"You can see my soul?" she asked, curious rather than disbelieving.

Betsy looked pleased, despite her daughter's discontented expression. "Kinda," she said, shuttered lashes of false modesty clumped together with thick mascara. "Ya got an animal in ya, just like everybody else. Kinda thing't explains your whole life." She smiled wider, leaned closer. "Like a destiny."

Maria had been inching nearer all the while. "Tell me," she ordered, her eyes great circles of wonder.

Immediately Betsy sat back upright, clicking her tongue as she drew on her cigarette again. "No respect, this kid," she chided.

"I'm sorry," Maria said without a moment's hesitation, bowing her head and immediately adopting a humbled demeanor. She was very good at that, Martha was realizing. Her mother ate it up, regardless of whether she believed it. "Please tell me, Mrs. Strazds?" Her tongue did not hesitate over foreign consonants, and if she had not already won her way into Betsy's heart with flattery, that did the trick.

"Ya sure ya want Martha here?" she asked, as the girl in question crossed her arms in irritation, leaning against a wall. "It's a real personal thing, a destiny. She can wait in her room."

Maria looked back to Martha, who averted her gaze in a deliberate show of nonchalance. "No," she said, turning back to Betsy. "It's okay. She can stay."

Martha was pleased despite herself, a warmth along her ribcage.

"If ya say so," Betsy shrugged. She balanced her cigarette on the edge of her ashtray, and reached out to take small dark hands in large pale ones. Knuckles jutted out of long fingers, and Maria believed that they were a witch's hands. Betsy looked at Maria's palms, traced a thick red thumbnail over the lines in a way that made the girl shiver. Then she released them to take her chin instead, looking deep into her eyes. When she finally let her go, Maria blinked furiously. "Koi," she declared, picking her cigarette back up.

Maria hesitated. "I don't know what that is," she admitted finally, looking again to Martha for assistance.

"It's like a… fish," Betsy explained, waving a hand and smearing smoke through the air.

Maria's brow furrowed, nose wrinkling. "I'm a fish?" she asked, dubious.

"Not just a fish," Betsy assured her. "A koi. Like a goldfish, but like a fancy goldfish. Golden. Sparkly, shiny. Like money an' dreams. Beauty, grace, love, success."

Maria's eyes gleamed. "That's my destiny?" she asked breathlessly.

"Could be," Betsy said, a touch dismissive. "Only if ya do it right." She leaned close again. "A fancy fish is still a fish. Ya know what happens to a fish outta water, a fish that takes the bait, eh?" She tapped her thumb thoughtfully against the butt of her cigarette. "Koi's gotta find the right pond."

Maria mulled this over as they lapsed into silence, nothing but the sound of Betsy's exhalations. "What's Martha's animal?" she asked finally.

"I toldja," Mrs. Strazds said, "it's personal. Ask nice an' maybe she'll tell ya." She waved the both of them away, looking suddenly tired as she stubbed out her cigarette. "Go to your room," she said. "Listen to the radio, talk aboutcher souls, commune with the devil. I'll call your mama an' tell her where ya are."

"Thank you, Mrs. Strazds," Maria said with a curtsy, which made her smile. She turned and flounced past Martha toward the stairs. "I'm going to be rich," she informed her loftily, as if she had not been present for the discussion. Martha snorted.

"Whatever you say, Fish."

  



11. Family


    
    Martha Wayne made coffee the way a mad scientist in a movie made monsters. In the kitchen was a coffee roaster she used at least once a week, beans cracking and coming dangerously close to doing so again, stopped always in the half-seconds before. Beans and water were weighed on a lab scale, which was both the least luxurious and most expensive small appliance on the counter. Her burr mill was manual, walnut and steel, a crank that required far more strength and speed than seemed reasonable for the early morning. Her coffee maker was a made-to-order recreation of an antique, borosilicate glass and copper pipes and fiddly little dials mounted on cherry.

She didn't particularly care for drinking coffee, but she loved making it.

She had a tube of long wooden cigar matches that she used to light the spirit burner, and afterward she couldn't help but put the wooden handle of the match between her teeth, savoring the smell. She was not convinced, after almost a decade, that she would ever stop missing her morning cigarette. Martha swayed where she stood, watching for the boiling water to start feeding into the glass. She'd put on a morning dress, something loose and low-waisted that she'd chosen while she was tired and would inevitably decide was too casual to be borne.

She yawned.

Thomas put his hands on her hips and kissed a spot beneath her right ear, exposed by her updo. "Morning, Mars."

"Hello, Venus," she murmured.

"Hmmm." He put his hand under her chin to tilt it up and see her face better. "You look like roses today," he decided.

"Do I?"

"Unless you've got other ideas."

"I don't think that I do."

He let her go to set the temperature on the electric kettle. He shook black tea leaves and dried rose petals from canisters into an infuser, eyeballing it until it looked about right. "Sure it's okay for me to go in today?" he asked.

"You're fine, dear."

"If anything happens with Bruce—"

"He'll be fine." She patted his arm. "Just like last year. And the year before that."

"Yeah," he agreed. "But if something does happen—"

"That's what Mr. Quartercup is for," she reminded him. He did not seem entirely convinced. "If anything happens that he can't handle, he can call me. If it's something I can't handle, I'll call you." She paused. "Though I am getting my eyelashes redone, so there are going to be about two to three hours where I can't move."

"How about we just have Mr. Pennyworth call me first," Thomas suggested, pouring water into the teapot. "If anything happens. Regardless of whether he can handle it."

"We don't want him bothering you over some minor incident," she said. "What if it's just another dead bird?"

"When was there a—?"

"Did I not tell you about the—?"

"No, I don't remember any—"

"It was a taxidermied bird," she corrected.

"Thank god for that," he said.

"Besides, Bruce is older now and I don't think he'll be eating any—"

"Eating? He ate—"

"It's fine."

"It doesn't sound—"

"It's fine."

"Why would he—"

"You know how children are," she said soothingly, pouring coffee into his travel mug.

"I don't think I do," he said, pouring tea into a cup. "When was—?"

"It was a while ago, dear," she said as they traded cups. "You would have made a very big fuss."

"I would have," he agreed. "I'm still not clear on—"

"That's for the best."

"Okay." He sipped his coffee, then set it down to head in the direction of the fridge. His timing was impeccable, as Bruce entered the room, setting his bag on top of one of the kitchen islands. He insisted on using his brown leather satchel for school as well as play, and could not countenance a backpack. "What's for breakfast, kiddo?"

"Burritos!" Bruce said immediately. He retrieved a footstool so that he could reach the hot drink maker.

"Omelettes?" Thomas said, as if he had misheard.

"I said burritos," Bruce repeated.

"I heard omelettes."

"Burritos! With sausages! And potatoes!" 

"I already started making omelettes!"

"No you didn't," Bruce said, but he didn't argue the point. He could tell that the battle was lost, and he would be eating an omelette for breakfast. There was a small area of the counter for Bruce to make his drink of choice, gourmet cocoa mix and marshmallows and a conveniently located mug. He had a special cheese knife that he used just to level his measuring spoon. He liked making cocoa almost as much as Martha liked making coffee. He watched the water heat and froth with a serious expression, the handle of his spoon between his teeth, swaying a little.

"Looking forward to being back in school?" Thomas asked, cracking eggs into a bowl. Bruce made a noncommittal noise. "Aw, what's the matter?"

"Iunno," Bruce sighed.

"Nervous?"

"No." He was very firm about this.

"What do you think you're going to learn this year?" Martha asked.

"Boring stuff," Bruce said.

"You don't know that for sure."

"I guess." Bruce still didn't seem pleased.

"Is Rachel in your class?"

"I don't know yet," Bruce said, petulant as he poured his cocoa. Martha and Thomas exchanged a glance.

"She probably will be," Thomas said, carefully monitoring the texture of the eggs. With a flick of his wrist, he flipped it entirely in the pan to cook the other side, tossing in diced ham and cheese. "There's always recess."

"No," Bruce said. "If we're in different classes we might get different recesses."

"What?" Thomas looked to his wife.

"The lunchroom isn't big enough for everyone," she explained. "They have to stagger things."

"Damn." Thomas plated the omelette as Alfred entered the room, waiting near the kitchen door in order to stay out of the way. "Mr. Pennyworth! Omelette?"

"No thank you, Mr. Wayne."

"He makes really good omelettes," Bruce said, walking past Alfred with his plate and mug to the breakfast room.

"I'm sure, Master Bruce."

Thomas was about to crack another egg when the pager on his waist went off; he unclipped it to look at the screen. "Shit, Leslie needs me."

"Good luck," Martha said, as Thomas grabbed his coat and coffee, hunting for his bag.

"Thank you, sweetheart." He pressed a quick kiss to her lips, darting past Alfred to where Bruce was eating breakfast. "Good luck with school, Brucie," he said, kissing his hair.

"Thanks, Dad."

"Call the hospital," Thomas said to Alfred. "Anything happens, anything at all—there's a phone in the car you can use. Okay?"

"Of course, Mr. Wayne," Alfred assured him as Thomas darted for the door.

"Try not to touch any mafiosos," Martha muttered into her tea.

"One time!" Thomas called all the way from the front hall. "One time, that happened!" Then the door slammed, and there was relative silence.

"Don't call him," Martha instructed Alfred as soon as she was sure Thomas couldn't hear. "If you can handle it, handle it. If you can't, call me. Though I suppose you ought to call him if it's shortly after ten. I won't be much help at that point. After lunch I should be fine."

"Yes, Mrs. Wayne."

"Bruce's lunch is in the fridge—do you have something to eat?"

"I'm prepared for the duration, Mrs. Wayne."

"Hmm." She looked him over, tip to toe, to confirm that he was immaculate. His tie had been perfect since that first day. The tidy part in his hair made tousling much too tempting, but she ignored the impulse. "Don't go wandering off or letting yourself get distracted," she said finally. "There's no job in the world more important than this one."


  





  



He was babysitting.

Again.

There was a hill near enough to Gotham Elementary that he could park there and get a decent view of all entrances—with the help of some binoculars. It would have been easier if they'd had proper guards at the school, but they didn't. It would have been easier if the Waynes would hire a proper bodyguard service, but they hadn't.

Just Alfred, keeping an eye on things, with the assumption that he wouldn't be needed.

Gotham Academy would have been safer.

Tommy went to Gotham Academy, she'd said, voice dripping with disdain. It took me years to get him housebroken.

Instead Bruce would play at being a normal kid, in a normal school worth less than his library at home. For all the good it would do him.

He was familiar with stakeouts, had been on more than his fair share. This was more comfortable than most, and wouldn't take as long. Just until three. Five more hours.

Another car had parked a little down the street an hour ago. He was watching it as much as the school. Black car, tinted windows. It was a commercial road, small businesses on all sides, but no one had gotten out of the car. His car had tinted windows, too—no easier to watch him than it was to watch the stranger.

Check the doors, check the fences, check the parking lots. Watch for movement, watch for children leaving, watch for large bags or boxes. Check the rearview, see that the car hadn't moved. Leaves on the pavement in all the same places.

If he had to do this every single school day until his mission was over, he was going to lose his goddamn mind.

The driver's side door of the black car opened, and he was immediately on alert. Garrote in his watch, gun under the carseat, blade in the sole of his shoe. 

It looked like a man who got out of the car, lanky with youth and a swagger to his step. A suit jacket, a black turtleneck, a gold chain. Obnoxious all over. The stranger knocked on the passenger window, school rings on his fingers. When there was no immediate response, the stranger bent, bringing his sunglasses lower on his nose and grinning with a wave. His tan had an unnatural tinge to match the shape of his nose, and his hair was a mop of dark curls. He rolled a fist to indicate rolling down the window.

Young. Probably not even in his twenties, to look at him. New, reckless, expendable. A lot to prove, nothing to lose.

He rolled down the power windows, and the stranger reached in immediately to pull the door lock and open it. He sat down and shut the door, a shit-eating grin on his face the whole time. "Yanno," he said, "it just seems to me like as long as we're up here doin' the same thing, we might as well work together."

"I'm afraid I haven't the slightest idea who you are," Alfred said primly.

"English!" the young man exclaimed, startled, pointing at Alfred like he'd done a trick. "You work for the Waynes? Bodyguard?"

"Butler."

"They imported an English butler?" He whistled. "Shit." When Alfred said nothing, he looked back out in the direction of the school. "It'd have a real nice symmetry, wouldn't it? Son for a son."

"I beg your pardon?"

"Oh," he said, realizing his mistake at the tone of Alfred's voice. He pressed his hand to his sternum. "Make no mistake. I am with Mr. Falcone." He waited for a response that didn't come. "Mr. Falcone, he doesn't like outstanding debts. I understand that Mr. Wayne, yanno, he says it's fine—but imagine what it'd look like, someone does Carmine this great service, and he lets Maroni—pardon my American English—he lets Maroni fuck his shit all up? That's not acceptable." He shook his head, clicking his tongue.

"I don't think I ought to be talking to you," Alfred said, still prim, slightly anxious.

"Look, you're new here, right?" He put his hand on Alfred's arm, and Alfred flinched.

He could have broken every bone in his arm.

"One might say that," Alfred conceded.

"Don't believe everythin' you see in movies," he said, trying to be reassuring, too young and too cocky and too much violence under his skin. "You've probably heard some things—I'm sure you've heard some things. All sorts of things about Mr. Falcone and all that. But this ain't the sixties. All that stuff—nah. Maroni, him and his, you should watch out for them—but the rest of us? We're not like that. Your boss, he's got his own reputation to maintain, and I get that. But I thought—and I'll leave, if you ask me to. I wanna be clear about that, you say the word and I'm back in my car, no problem. But you're not your boss. You're—I'm Charles, by the way."

He held out his hand, and tentatively, Alfred accepted the shake. He opened his mouth only briefly, as if he could not decide whether it was safe to give his own name.

"You can go ahead and call me Charlie if you want, some people call me Chuckles, I do not like them, I'm just lettin' you know so yanno. So I pull up back there, and I see you're already here, I take the initiative and make some calls—we got one of these, too." He tapped the phone in the center console. "Fancy shit, right?" He thumbed the tip of his nose. "I was thinkin' I caught one of Maroni's boy's tryin' to pull some shit. Find out you're a Wayne—not a Wayne, but you know what I mean." 

He waited for Alfred's half-nod of confirmation that he had not offended. 

"And I'm thinkin', this guy. He finds this spot, he's keepin' an eye out. Weird car pulls up, you're either playin' it cool or you're real fuckin' stupid—no offense." Charles pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket, thumped it against his palm and pulled out a stick. The window was still open. He lit it up, took a long drag before he continued.

"Like I said: I figure we're here to do the same goddamn thing. You're not your boss, you're just the poor sap got sent out here to keep an eye on his kid. Which is fine, I'm not sayin' anything about your boss, no disrespect. But I can help you out here, English, and your boss never has to know. He'll never know. Yeah? Say something happens, say I help, he never needs to know about that. Nobody needs to know about that except Mr. Falcone. Only way your boss is gonna know's if he talks to Mr. Falcone. And he's not gonna do that, because he's a Wayne. Right?"

This time he waited for an answer.

"I would not presume to speak on my employer's behalf," Alfred said cautiously.

"Nah, of course you wouldn't," Charles said, thumbing his nose again. "I get that, that's fair. I mean, I'm not about to speak for Mr. Falcone, I would never disrespect him that way. I'm a dumbass, what the fuck do I know about nothin'. That Maroni, though, he's friends with some mean bastards. Some real mean bastards. If Mr. Falcone kept guys like that around, I wouldn't be here, I'll tell you that right now. I wouldn't fuck around with guys like that. They've got somethin' wrong with them, I'm pretty sure. You gotta have somethin' wrong with you, to act like that. And I know—I know for a fact—Mr. Falcone worries about this. I'm serious. He's worryin' about this. He's a worrier, that's just a fact. He worries about his kids, he worries about his friends, he worries about dumbasses like me. Now he's worryin' about this kid." Charles gestured with his cigarette in the direction of the school. 

"Mr. Falcone, he's like a father to me." He put a hand over his heart for emphasis. "I wanna help him. I help him by helpin' that kid, I help him by helpin' you. Win-win, no bullshit. Whatever you may have heard from your boss—no disrespect. He's a great man, he's a miracle worker. But he's rich. He's fuckin' rich. It's real easy for him to say, yanno, this thing's good, this thing's bad. Shit works for him, he can call the President if he wants to. He can just fuckin' call. You and me, we can't do that.  Shit doesn't work for us. We gotta make it work. And sometimes you don't tell people how you made it work, because it doesn't matter how you did it. You made it happen. Do you get what I'm sayin', here?"

Based on how he was saying it, he suspected that it involved breathtaking quantities of cocaine.

"I might," Alfred said, cautious, a normal amount of caution for someone confronted with an up-and-coming young member of a local crime family. Not hostile because it might be dangerous, but also not hostile because a butler should be in over his head, told to sit and scout for murderous mobsters.

"That's good, that's fine." Charles touched his arm again. He seemed to think this gesture should be comforting. "I'm not askin' you to make any decisions, sign up for anythin', don't even worry about it. It's not like that. I'm just touchin' base, yanno? Lettin' you know you got options, we both got options. I'm just a guy tryin' to help another guy by helpin' you do your job. Nothing wrong with that, right? I feel like we've got a synergy here—do you know about synergy?"

The question was earnest. "… I believe I've heard of it."

"Yeah, you get where I'm comin' from—I've been takin' night classes, that's just a fun fact about me. I'm a thinker. You think about this, how you wanna handle this whole situation here, and you get back to me, how about that? If you decide you wanna call the cops—and I don't recommend that, that's a bad idea, but I understand why you'd think it was—I'll go ahead and I'll take that as a 'no'. Bit of a strong no, but I won't take it personal. You decide you wanna talk, we can talk. I'm determined to help you either way, I'll tell you that, I'm just sayin' it's easier if we're doing it together."

"I'll have to think about it," Alfred said.

"That's all I'm askin'," Charles said, popping the door back open, trailing ashes. "Nice talkin' with you, English."

It might have been part of a larger con. It could also be pity, was the thing. It wouldn't be the first time a man in a crime family had tried to take him under their wing. Those were the ones who believed their own story, that they were helpful men doing their part for their communities in their own way. Strange ideas about what a community was, and what it meant to be helpful. Chatty, but a surprising number of them were, gregarious and outgoing and incidentally murderers.

Convenient. It was very convenient for him. It would have been suspicious, if more mobsters were actually criminal masterminds.

Charlie had ambitions. Families like Falcone could do a lot with friends like the Waynes. One hell of a get.

All of these considerations he had prepared for, but there was also the issue of Martha. It would be one thing if he were simply Alfred, a single Alfred, a butler getting in over his head, a not-too-competent butler, an accessory in a lavish house. Here are our hedges, here is our art, here is our authentic butler. He's here to stand around and give us an air of class. He should have been a salaried piece of furniture, and instead he found himself juggling Alfreds and keeping track of who knew what when no one should have known anything.

If she finds out, he found himself thinking, she is going to kill me.

Which was absurd.

Completely absurd.


  





  



"And how did school go today?" Thomas asked, joining Martha and Bruce in the library.

"Rachel isn't in his class," Martha answered on Bruce's behalf. Bruce was sitting at a small desk with a workbook while Martha read on a sofa.

"Aw, that's too bad." He tousled Bruce's hair on the way to join his wife.

"We have recess together, though," Bruce said. "And Mrs. Rittenberry has a special corner for reading and there's beanbags in it so if you finish your work early you can sit in the beanbags and read one of her books."

"Any dead birds?" Thomas asked as he collapsed onto the sofa, and Martha tapped his nose chidingly instead of offering him a kiss.

"I wish," Bruce said fervidly.

"He's doing his homework," Martha said before Thomas could ask for clarification.

"On your first day?" Thomas asked, surprised.

"Yeah," Bruce said, still bent over the desk. "We got math workbooks, and spelling workbooks, and a cursive workbook." This last was said with the utmost chagrin. "She said she's going to give us homework and stuff, but I'm just going to do it all now."

"I don't think you can—"

Bruce held the workbook up over his head so his father could see how far he'd gotten already.

"… did you check that she'll let you turn it in early?" Thomas asked, leaning forward to see it better.

Bruce turned around in his seat so his father could see the incredulous furrow of his eyebrows. He did not ask if Thomas was stupid, but the question was clear in his expression. "You don't turn it in," Bruce said.

"You don't?"

"If I turn it in she'll probably just give me another workbook," he said. "Or worksheets, or a special project." He turned around in his seat, slouching as he resumed doing math. "I'm just going to pretend I did it normal and then I can hang out on the beanbags and stuff."

Thomas frowned. He turned to Martha. "You're sure Gotham Academy is—"

"Yes," she said.

"This doesn't seem right, though," he said.

"He's learning valuable life skills," Martha countered. "Like how to look busy."

"I feel like he should be busy."

Martha leaned closer to her husband, and put a hand on his knee. "Were you busy, at his age?" she asked, for his ears only.

"Yes?"

"And how did that feel?"

Thomas opened his mouth, and then closed it again with a wordless frown.

"You know," she added, voice even lower, "it didn't even occur to him not to tell you about what he was doing."

His face softened, leaning back on the couch. "Huh." He considered Bruce's busy pencil, his little legs hooked around the legs of his chair. Thomas looked at Martha. "This is good," he decided. "We're good."

She laced her fingers with his, and brought the back of his hand to her mouth to kiss it. "We're good."

  



12. He Wrote


    
    Thomas had left for work early, and so Sofia had made breakfast. Bruce had found a new book series in his classroom library, and had promptly insisted on the purchase of the entire thing. He was on book six of thirty-five, reading over his cheese blintzes. Martha had the radio on so that she could listen to the news.

She had contemplated, loudly, making Alfred read her the paper instead. He hadn't even given her the satisfaction of a sigh. The accent would be much too distracting, anyway.

"The body of another young woman recovered in Yeavely Park has raised concerns—"

Martha hit the switch on the radio as a reflex.

"Is that about the girl they found the other day?" Bruce asked, turning his book downward to look upward. "Or is it a different one?"

"No murder talk," she warned. "You know Daddy doesn't like it."

"If he gets to talk about brain maggots I want to talk about murders."

"I know," Martha sighed. "It's all very unfair."

"If it's the same girl then Pepperoni Boy was telling us about her," Bruce continued, encouraged.

"Pepperoni Boy," Martha repeated.

"Yeah."

"Does he have a name?" she wondered.

"Yeah," Bruce said, giving up on his book and setting it facedown on the table. "But everyone just calls him Pepperoni Boy because he ate a pepperoni off the floor one time."

"Maybe you could try calling him by his name."

"That would be confusing, though," Bruce said, "because I think his name's Michael and there's already a Michael."

"Then call him Mike."

"There's already a Mike."

"Mikey?"

"Mom. There's a Michael, a Mike, a Mikey, a Mickey, a Mikael, and probably like six other guys." Bruce had been counting these off on his fingers. "There's gonna be a Pepperoni Boy," he said, like explaining a clear fact of life.

"You could call him Tall Michael," Martha persisted, "or Short Michael, or whatever other feature he has that distinguishes him from the other ones."

Bruce huffed, having never intended for his anecdote to be so derailed by something he considered so harmless. "White Michael said—"

"Pepper, how about that."

He did not look impressed by her lack of consistency. "Fine. White Pepper said he was at the park with his brother and they saw the dead girl."

"That's awful," Martha said with a frown. She leaned over the table a little. "Did he tell you anything else?"

Bruce leaned closer, his voice lower. "He said that he thought it was a boy in a dress, because of the hair, and he said the dress was really big and sparkly. Actually, he said it was a princess dress, but I don't think he knows what a princess looks like. He probably just means Cinderella." Bruce had approximately as much disdain for this as he did for the floor-eating situation. "He said there were flies, and I asked him what kind of flies, but he didn't even know there were kinds of flies. He's not the most reliable witness."

Bruce sipped his hot cocoa.

"Hmm." Martha drummed her nails on the table. "You really must stop sneaking out of your room at night to watch 60 Minutes," she decided.

"Only sometimes!" he protested, setting his mug back down with a thunk. "Not even very much. Just if I can't sleep anyway."

"Nocturnal, just like your mother. No 60 Minutes until you're older, that counts as a murder show."

"Uuuuuugh." Bruce tossed back his head and kicked his feet in a small, well-contained tantrum before going back to eating.

"Once you're grown up you can have all the murder you want," she said, and then frowned. "… it feels like I could have phrased that better."











"We have a problem," Martha said.

"We do?" Thomas said, looking up from his desk.

"Our son brought home a spelling test today," she said, setting a paper down on top of his paperwork.

"… what am I looking for?" he asked, squinting.

"… you don't see a problem, do you."

"I just want to be sure we noticed the same thing," he lied.

"His teacher can't read it, Tommy."

"What?" Thomas frowned, looking at the paper. Then he looked at his own paperwork, underneath the test. Then back at his son's work. "… he writes like a doctor."

"He does," Martha confirmed.

"He's supposed to be learning penmanship this year, right?" Thomas asked hopefully.

"That doesn't do him much good in the meantime," she pointed out. "And he's not taking it seriously anyway."

"He's not?"

"If this is good enough for you," she said, pointing to one of Thomas' long scrawls, "then why shouldn't it be good enough for him?"

"I mean…" Thomas looked at Martha. "No, that's not an excuse." He sighed, leaning back in his desk chair. "All right," he said. "I'll talk to him."











"Grownups don't actually write like that, though," Bruce protested, looking at his cursive workbook with disgust. "A machine wrote that," he said, pointing at the neat lines of the letter he was supposed to emulate.

It had taken twenty minutes to convince him to even open the workbook. Thomas rubbed his hands over his face, trying not to get frustrated. "Here—you know what, look." He went across the library to a different desk, finally finding a notepad that Martha had been using. He brought it back to show it to Bruce. "See? Look at her handwriting."

"Yeah, but that's Mom."

"You can write as good as your mom."

Bruce had never looked more doubtful.

"Or—here—Mr. Pennyworth!" he called.

"Yes, Mr. Wayne?" The butler approached from the opposite direction of where Thomas had been expecting, and Thomas jumped, spinning on his heels. 

"Mr. Pennyworth, can you—" He tore the top page off the notepad and set it down on the desk Bruce was using, locating a ballpoint pen and shoving both at Alfred. "Can you write something? Anything. Just a sentence or two."

"Yes, Mr. Wayne." He wrote more neatly than he otherwise might have, handing the notepad back.


  Call me Ishmael. Some years ago—never mind how long precisely—


"Here, see?" Thomas said, showing it to Bruce. It wasn't as neat as Martha's, but it was more reasonable. "And, look," he said, tearing off that page and putting it on top of the other, using the pen himself to write another message. "When I'm writing important things, like homework, I'm careful to use good handwriting. See?" He showed Bruce what he'd written, messier than his wife and Alfred both but at least legible this time.


  Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth…


"You still don't write like this," Bruce said, pointing again to his workbook and the computer-printed lettering. "No one writes like this."

Thomas sighed, heavy and pained, dropping the notepad and his pen onto the desk. Then he perked back up. "Wait—you know what, wait right here and I'm going to show you something." He left, running up the stairs to the second story of the library.

Bruce looked at Alfred. Alfred gave a slight shrug. Bruce sighed dramatically and looked at pieces of paper his father had given him. When Thomas returned, he was holding a heavy book bound in calfskin and brass, battered and flaking.

"This," he said, and Bruce recoiled from the book, clearly not wanting to touch it, "is from the 15th century. It was all made by hand, it was all written by hand." He opened it to a random page of illuminated text, black ink and gold. "Someone wrote this. With a pen. No eraser." Bruce looked like he might protest again. "This," Thomas said, "is much harder than that." He gestured to the workbook. "If someone could do this with a pen, then you can write that with a pencil."

Bruce sighed again. "It just doesn't seem fair," he said, "when you always say that everything's going to be on computers anyway."

"That just means that if you're going to go through the trouble of writing something down," Thomas said, pivoting easily, "you should make it count."

He glanced at Alfred to confirm that what he'd just said made sense. Alfred gave a slight nod. Thomas looked back at his son.

"Fine," Bruce huffed, reaching out and taking into his tiny hands a tome so old that his own lifespan could be a rounding error. He set it on the desk, open so that he could keep looking at the pages. Then he held up his hands toward Alfred, who automatically removed a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped them clean.

"You really should make him ask first," Thomas said.

"Apologies, Mr. Wayne."

"Alfred, can you please get this stuff off my hands?" Bruce asked retroactively.

"Of course, Master Bruce." Alfred bopped one of Bruce's already-clean hands with the handkerchief.

"Thank you, Alfred."











"I did it," Bruce said, entering Thomas' office without knocking first.

"Yeah?" Thomas said, looking up. Bruce set his workbook and a stack of papers onto Thomas' desk. "… have you been working on this since dinner?" Thomas asked, looking out the window to where it was dark.

"I wanted to get it done before bed," Bruce explained. "I did the workbook but I still don't want to write like that, and I couldn't decide which one I wanted, so I did them all."

"You…?" Thomas removed some of the papers from on top of the notebook to look at them. There were a lot of false starts and practice pages, obviously a child doing his best to copy what he was seeing.

Thomas looked at the page he had written, and a copy of that page. His was the one on the left. He was pretty sure.

"You really took the initiative here," Thomas said, unsure of what to say or how to say it.

"I think I'll use Alfred's," Bruce said. "But I like the way Mom does the letter Y, so I might use that, too. I think most people, usually, they pick the different letters they like and make one handwriting out of them, but I'm little so I'm just going to do this for now."

"I—did you ask Alfred?" Thomas said, putting the pages down and sifting through the rest. Bruce had attempted to copy the illuminated manuscript with a pencil, drawing out all the shapes of the letters.

"Should I?" Bruce asked. "I didn't think he'd care because he doesn't usually write like that."

"Does he not?"

"No." Bruce put his hand on the papers. "Are these good?"

"Yes?"

"Do I get a star?" he asked, holding up his palm.

"Do you…" Thomas' brain could not sort through whether this was the kind of behavior he ought to be rewarding. Bruce looked wide-eyed, expectant. He'd spent hours attempting to complete the task he thought had been asked of him. "Yeah," Thomas said, starting to rummage through his desk, opening and shutting drawers. "That's a gold star, absolutely." He found a little metal star and dropped it into Bruce's waiting hand.

"Thanks, Dad." Bruce jumped onto his toes to give him a kiss. "I'm going to bed, okay?"

"Okay, Brucie. I'll be there in a minute. Love you." He kissed Bruce's hair.

"Love you," Bruce said, escaping with his treasure—remembering at the last minute to dart back in and get his workbook.

"Mr. Pennyworth," Thomas called.

"Yes, Mr. Wayne?"

"Did you see him doing this?" he asked, holding up the papers.

"Yes, Mr. Wayne," he admitted. "However, I thought that Mrs. Wayne would approve of the activity."

"You did?" Thomas frowned again at the two matching pages. "I'm not sure if Martha—"

"If I'd what?" she asked, passing Alfred on the way into the office.

"Nothing," Thomas said, setting the papers back down.

Martha came up behind him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and resting her chin on his head. "Tommy," she said slowly, "I may be misinterpreting, but did you teach Bruce forgery?"

"Nooo—nonono. Not at all. It's handwriting practice."

"He wrote your signature here," she said, pointing to a corner of a page. Thomas' eyebrows dipped low.

"I didn't show him my signature."

"Hm." She kissed Thomas' hair. "Good job."

"Good?"

"It's useful. Could certainly save us time on school forms. Though I suppose that could be dangerous—we'll need to let his teacher know that anything we need to see should go straight to Mr. Moneypenny."

"You don't think he'd do that, do you?" Thomas asked, leaning his head back to look at his wife with distress.

"Not out of malice," she assured him. "But sometimes we're busy, and you remember the last time we decided to chaperone."

"Ah—the wax museum."

"Mm-hmm."

"That was a good museum."

"It was." She patted his shoulder. "It's possible Bruce might try to use this to be considerate."

"That would be a problem," he agreed.

"Mr. Manpennies," she called over her shoulder.

"Yes, Mrs. Wayne," Alfred said.

"Be sure to talk to Mrs. Booberry tomorrow, would you?"

"Of course, Mrs. Wayne."

"There—see?" She kissed Thomas' temple. "Problem solved."











"Thank you for agreeing to meet with me," Mrs. Hayes said, looking aggressively clandestine in her overlarge sunglasses.

"Of course, Ellen," Martha said with a smile, knowing full well that the woman would not appreciate her use of a first name. Ellen's mouth was a thin line of silence. "I never could say no to a lunch date when someone else was paying. And to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?" Martha sipped at her champagne flute full of sparkling cider, mink eyelashes all aflutter.

Ellen had a French manicure, a white dress with broad shoulders and enormous buttons in gold. Martha's nails were hot pink to match her dress and her lipstick—though her shoes were tall and black and strappy. She was going for something of a Niagara aesthetic, in spirit if not in details. She was very much looking forward to seeing herself in tabloids, and to seeing Thomas see her in tabloids.

She looked pretty in person, but she looked pornographic in print.

"My husband and I," Ellen said, "have never attended one of your… galas." They were horrible snobs. "However. In the future, I may be persuaded to make a donation to one of your causes, depending on the circumstances."

"Hmm." Martha plucked a strawberry from the center of the table and swiped it through cream, eating it slower and with more coy lowering of her lashes than entirely necessary.

She knew the glint of a lens in a hedge when she saw one.

"I have heard," Ellen continued, lowering her voice, "that you are known by some to be possessed of certain abilities."

"Am I?" Martha asked, licking a stray drop of cream from one fingertip.

"Psychic abilities."

"Oh, goodness," Martha said. "Wherever did you hear that?"

"That's not important," Ellen said impatiently. "Is it true, or isn't it?"

"Hmm." Martha swirled another strawberry lazily in cream. "I've been told I have something of a sixth sense," she conceded.

"I'm going to cut right to the chase," Ellen said. "I would like to know if my husband is a murderer."

Martha froze for a moment. "Really."

"Can you do it, or not?"

"Am I the best person to be asking?"

Ellen looked disgruntled as Martha casually fellated another strawberry, watching her all the while. "I know what it sounds like," she said, "and quite frankly, I don't care what you think of me. I've been married for almost twenty years, you know."

"I know."

"I don't think he's capable of it—but that's what they all say, isn't it? 'He was always nice to me', that's what they say. It's true, for all that matters. He fucks around, but so do I. He's always been discreet and he's always made time for me, and that's more than you could expect from most men." Ellen laced her fingers and leaned a little closer. "I'd like to say that he couldn't hurt a fly," she said, "but he's still a man, isn't he? I don't think I'd believe that about any man. They've all got that… something. I'm not convinced my husband has any more of that something than anyone else, but that doesn't mean it's not there."

"He must have done something," Martha said, "for you to start suspecting him."

"Nothing, everything, a million little things," Ellen said dismissively. "These bodies they've been finding—I thought I recognized one of them. There's just something about them, these girls. It feels like I should know them. I can't explain it. Our son has moved out, Geoffrey's been in a mood—not good or bad, just a mood."

She were silent as the waiter brought their food. Martha grinned at the sight of her lobster macaroni, all covered in shaved black truffle. It wasn't the most expensive item on the menu, but it came close. She didn't think it was her fault that she'd had a craving for macaroni and cheese.

Ellen did not touch her salmon. "I could be imagining all of this," she said as Martha enjoyed a forkful of noodles. "I've considered all the logical explanations—midlife crisis, a demanding new woman. Maybe I'm just looking for excuses to leave him! I don't know. Either I call the police and I'm the woman so heartless she accused her husband of murder, or I wait and I'm the wife who didn't notice. He refuses to go to your parties, don't think I haven't noticed that. I know what they say. The plague. It's what gave me the idea to see you."

Martha flagged a waiter for more cider. "I assume you don't want me to read his palms," she said.

"That's not all you can do, is it?" Ellen asked, disgusted.

"Certainly not," Martha said, fluttering her eyelashes again. "I'm just asking for clarification."

"If he's done something," Ellen said, "there should be evidence. If you can… I know some of your type do that thing with the sticks?" Again she leaned closer, palms flat on the table. "You know how the press works," she said through her teeth. "If there's nothing, there's nothing. Otherwise? I need to be the one who makes the call. Who gives them a location, a name, anything." Then she leaned back, and sighed. "If there were anyone else I could talk to about this, I would have."

Martha hummed thoughtfully. "How lucky."

  



13. Helping Hands


    
    Myra opened Alfred's door without knocking first. The servant's wing of the manor felt very often like a college dorm, and an unlocked door was an invitation. Alfred was working at the small table the room had come with, and didn't bother looking up. He recognized by now the sound of Myra bursting in on him, small and thick-waisted and round at every corner.

"Are you doing scheduling?" she demanded.

"Yes."

She abruptly put one foot up onto the seat of the extra chair, knee bent, hands on her hips. She was wearing high-waisted blue jeans and a white t-shirt, flannel tied around her waist. Alfred looked up without moving his head, raising one eyebrow.

"Is this intended to be a visual shorthand for trying to seduce me?" he asked.

"Yes," she said. "Is it working?"

"… yes."

She gasped.

"But I'm still not putting you on ballroom."

"C'mooooon," she complained, taking back her leg and spinning through his room to flop onto his bed. She bounced, her boots carefully held off the comforter. "I'll be good."

"No you won't," he said, his attention back on the schedules he was filling out. "You're in the kitchen."

"No!"

"You were going to be in the library," he added, "but then you tried to bribe me."

"You're so mean," Myra complained, rolling onto her side with an exaggerated pout.

"Very pretty," Alfred said, "but still no."

Myra sat up in his bed, feet hanging off the edge. "What if I took my shirt off?"

"I would enjoy it enormously and you'd still be in the kitchen."

"You're the worst boss."

"Technically speaking, your boss is Mr. Wayne," he reminded her.

"I should go ask him to change my schedule."

"You could," he agreed. "I'd only ask Mrs. Wayne to change it back."

"Shit."

Alfred's door opened again to let in Travis Reynolds, large and thick-waisted and round at every corner. Alfred sighed.

"Is he doing scheduling?" Travis asked Myra.

"Don't think you can seduce your way into the ballroom," Myra warned. "I've got dibs."

Travis put his foot up on the extra chair in defiance. Myra gasped in outrage. Alfred rubbed at the bridge of his nose.

"You're both on kitchen duty," he said, finding Travis' sheet to erase what he'd written.

"No!" they both protested.

"What if he took his shirt off?" Myra asked, pointing at Travis.

"I would enjoy it enormously—"

Travis had already yanked his shirt off.

"… but you'd both still be in the kitchen."

"Aw." Travis slumped.

"Mrs. Johnson," Alfred called into the hallway through the still-open door. The woman in question poked her head in. "You're on ballroom," he said.

"Thank you, Mr. Pennyworth," she said, bowing her head slightly as she left to continue on her way.

"A bunch of us are gonna go down to this place on Five Mile tonight to set off fireworks," Myra said.

"My cousin got a truck full of fireworks," Travis explained. "Don't ask how."

"Please put your shirt back on, Mr. Reynolds."

"I will not."

"Wanna go get drunk and blow things up in the woods?" Myra asked. She waggled her eyebrows. Travis looked at Myra, and then also began to waggle his eyebrows in support.

"I cannot imagine anything I would enjoy more," Alfred said, "but I'm going to have to decline."

"Aww." Myra stood up, and jumped without warning onto Travis' back. Travis tipped awkwardly toward the door, trying not to drop her. "If you change your mind, you know where to find us!"

"Yes," Alfred agreed. "The kitchen."


  





  



"Thank you," Martha sang, hanging up the phone on her desk. "Mr. Pennyworth," she called, well aware that the man in question was standing in the hall outside her office. He stepped inside, stiff the way he always was when she called him by his real fake name. "How are the boys doing?" she asked.

"Mr. Wayne was so focused on an Australian strategy that he allowed Master Bruce to take North America," he said.

"He does it every time," she sighed. "It should keep them busy for the day, anyway. Here, tell me what you think of this." She picked up a tabloid, holding it up and open to a particular page.

Alfred considered recoiling. "Is that a corpse?" he asked.

"It is," she confirmed cheerfully, turning it to look at it again. "The Gotham Daily Rag is an absolutely vile publication, but you have to appreciate a paper that knows exactly what it is. Still only a quarter, runs escort ads in the back. They've been sued and fined at least a hundred times—deserved it at least a thousand." She grinned. "Tommy would be so disappointed if he knew I keep an archive. He'd find a way to buy them just to make them mend their ways. But that's beside the point! Does she look blonde to you?"

Alfred tried to squint closer through the cheap newsprint and the blood spatter. "I couldn't say, Mrs. Wayne."

She huffed, setting the paper back down. Her desk had several issues from weeks and months ago, each one plastered through with gory photos taken before the crime scene could be secured. It was what the paper was known for, fast photographers with loose ethics. Any issue without a healthy helping of gore compensated with additional nudity. "I went through my file," she said, with a vague gesture toward a card catalog built into her shelves, "and I pulled all the issues that I'd flagged with prom dress—do you see the dresses?" She gestured again to the fanned out array of dead bodies. "And I found a few going back even three years ago, long gaps getting shorter. Now that there's more of them all at once, it's more obvious. But the old ones—this first one—she got to keep most of her hair."

That body was bloodier, but she'd had blonde hair down to her shoulders. "Mrs. Wayne, is there—"

"Hush, butler, I'm not done." She snapped her fingers when she said it, and his mouth shut with a click of teeth. "Oh, don't get so indignant. I can't imagine how you ever fooled anyone. They've been losing more hair as they go, these latest ones have been getting it all hacked off. They're thrift store prom dresses, he must put them into them, the cheapskate. I've taken out all the ones that were actually murdered around prom season, and these ones are all grown women. I think they might all be blondes, but once the hair gets shorter it's much harder to tell. What do you think?"

She looked at him expectantly. He looked at the pictures again, and said nothing.

"I don't often get chances to ask for second opinions," she explained.

"Serial killers were never my specialty, Mrs. Wayne," he apologized.

"Oh, phooey," she complained, leaning back in her chair. "Why couldn't they have sent me someone useful?"

"When they sent me to work for you," he said, "it was not intended to be for these purposes."

"Phooey," she spat again, all her vowels one-removed from where they were meant to be, fu-way. "Did you have fun with my mother, by the way?"

"She said I was a wolf," he said rather than deny it, and Martha grinned like a Cheshire cat.

"She would."

"Do you believe it?"

"I'd say you're more of a puppy, really."

"That isn't what I meant."

"Are you asking if I believe in witches, Mr. Pennyworth?" she teased. "Ghosts and ghouls and the devil?" She added strange letters in strange places to the word devil, which made it much more twee than it ought rightfully have been.

"I might be."

"I believe in me," she said, standing gracefully.

"Did you have an animal?" he wondered.

"If I did," she said with a dismissive wave, "I don't remember it now. It's been decades, Mr. Pennyworth. Now come along—you're driving."


  





  



Alfred kept his eyes on the road as Martha changed outfits in the backseat, managing remarkably little nudity or flailing of limbs in the process.

He was driving her old car. It had all the maneuverability of a one-oared rowboat.

"Does Bruce take after his grandfather?" Alfred asked, changing the subject from the sound of rustling clothes and tuneless humming.

"What?"

"It's only that he doesn't necessarily resemble—"

"The hell he doesn't," Martha said before he could even finish.

"The eyes," Alfred clarified.

"Aaah." Martha leaned up between the two front seats. She was topless. Alfred did not dare turn his head or check the rearview mirror. "My mother said something, didn't she?"

"She did," Alfred said, knowing by now how endearing she found a confession.

"Hmm." She tousled Alfred's hair suddenly before retreating back into her seat, and his upper lip twitched briefly. "Old family superstition," she said. "The way newborns don't really have eye colors yet—she really ought to have told you herself. There's a whole fairytale to go along with it. I won't be telling it, because it's silly."

"I see."

"The implication is that our eyes don't turn the proper color until we've set aside childish things," she sighed. She leaned forward again. Alfred had not dared fix his hair. "That means puberty," she stage-whispered, before disappearing into the back again. "I warned you not to go doing things on your own, and now look at you. All distracted by ominous proclamations by mad old ladies."

"I was only curious, Mrs. Wayne," he said, and was met with a harrumph. "Am I turning here?"

"Yes, it's a right here and then another few blocks."

"You still haven't told me where we're going," he reminded her.

"To find our victims," she said, as if it should have been obvious. "It's much easier to solve a murder once you know who's dead."

"Have they not been identified?"

"Not a one. Unidentified, unclaimed. The police think they're working girls." She said this last with scorn.

"And you do not."

Martha snorted and managed to make it sound delicate. "Murder a whore?" she asked, incredulous. "In Gotham? No one would dare. Take a left here, then park on the right. Whoever's done this would've been dead after the first, if it'd been one of Fish's girls. How do I look?"

Alfred checked the rearview mirror. She'd let her hair down, straight and parted right down the middle; she was wearing jeans and what might have been one of Thomas' old sweaters. Her lipstick was dark and eyeshadow was blue.

"Marvelous," she said, taking his lack of immediate reassurance as an answer. "If you want girls to order who won't be missed, and you can't go around killing whores anymore, what do you do?" 

She didn't wait for an answer as he pulled in by the sidewalk, under the printed vinyl sign for Happy Housekeeping Services.

"You go out and you hire yourself a very cheap maid."


  





  



They'd been through four different agencies. There were six more left on Martha's list. She thought it was a nice, even number for an investigation. Nothing too inexpensive—"Natural blondes aren't cheap," she'd said, with an eye toward Alfred's hairline.

He dutifully waited in the car outside agency five, ready to make a quick getaway or expedite a hasty escape. Neither had been necessary. Not yet.

He noticed immediately when a graceful hand appeared out one of the windows, a coy wave in no particular direction before disappearing. He got out of the car and walked like he had somewhere to be, somewhere that wasn't an alley beside a nondescript building. A quick investigation revealed that the room she'd been gesturing from was now empty. It looked to be an office, bookshelves and filing cabinets. He could not be certain her intent, but he could hazard a guess. 

She'd left the window unlocked so that he could easily pull himself up and inside, narrow though it was. He checked for cameras, saw none, and dropped silently to the floor. He'd left his driving gloves on, making fingerprints a non-issue as he made a beeline for the cabinets. The sounds coming from the hall were a distant murmur, but he listened for any to come closer as he slid open drawers.

Unlikely they'd be so kind as to maintain a file of murdered maids—unidentified, so no one knew they were dead, just knew they'd stopped showing up to work. Fired maids, former maids, maids with files held onto for legal reasons in case they ever came back for that last paycheck. Quickly skimming through file drawers was the sort of tedious spywork that was secretly his specialty, though Mrs. Wayne couldn't have known it.

Or maybe he just had that kind of look to him. Painfully bureaucratic. Unfortunate thought.

Nothing, nothing, nothing, there. A drawer that broke the alphabetical protocol, files all jumbled together out of order. A pointed lack of interest or care. He extracted the first file, found a picture of a brunette, put it back and tried again. He had stashed a camera in one of his interior jacket pockets, half a megapixel and the size of a pack of cigarettes. It was the kind of advanced tech he was absolutely not supposed to be using for unofficial work. Better than stealing away files and hoping no one noticed. All they really needed were the faces and names, but he got more anyway rather than risk censure. 

He forgot, briefly, as he sorted through and photographed files at high-speed, that Mrs. Wayne was not really his employer.

Noises, closer, going to be too close. He slid the files back away and his camera into his pocket, ducked behind a desk and then practically leapt for the window. Not that close, but better to be safe. Cutting it close was fun for drama, but deeply impractical. He hadn't made it through as many files as he might have liked, but there'd been a few blondes, and he'd need to hope it would be enough.

Back to the car like a man who'd needed a smoke break, forced to confront again the absurdity of a driver in a suit and tie behind the wheel of a boat like this. It grated at him, felt obtrusive. He should have offered to change, she should have asked him to change. The stakes weren't that high, but it was hard to remember it. Sense memory, or something like it.

Martha slid into the passenger seat, which wasn't what he'd expected but didn't startle him. "Did you get anything?" she asked, halfway to breathless. Her eyes scanned quickly the backseat, looking for folders. He presented her with the camera as he started the car. "Oh, clever boy," she said approvingly as she pressed the button to turn it on, squinting at the small LCD display on the back. "I knew you'd understand—I wanted to go through them myself, you know, but I simply couldn't seem to get away from that horrid woman and it was all I could think to do to call you and hope you'd take care of it. I never dreamed you had such a lovely little toy, but of course you would." She used the buttons to zoom in and navigate around, looking closer at a photo within the photo. "I swear this is her—the latest one. I'll need to get this on a computer so I can see it properly and compare it to the pictures I have on file. I assume we'll have the right cable lying around somewhere. Oh, and this little camera means we don't have to break back in to give their files back! You're magnificent, Alfie."

That did startle him, and his eyes briefly left the road to look at her, barely even a second and barely even a look. Still more than he should have. Her praise was effusive and husky and he was mortified with himself for feeling as warmly as he did. He didn't know if anyone had ever complimented him so thoroughly for simply doing his job—his real job—and he wanted to bask in it. It was a poor impulse. He gripped the steering wheel tighter, gloves hiding the color of his knuckles.

"How many pictures does it hold?" she wondered, turning the camera over in her hands.

"Not as many as you'd like."

She sighed wistfully. "Ah, well. It isn't as if we needed it for the first four, is it?" She pursed her lips. "Can I take it?" she teased.

"No."

She gasped. "Miser," she accused.

"It isn't mine."

"Isn't it?"

"That belongs to Her Majesty."

"I don't think I like you talking about another woman that way," she mused, and he could only assume she was doing it to tease him. She liked doing that, he'd discovered. "If it were yours, could I have it?"

"Maybe."

"Only maybe," she marveled. "We're going to have to work on that. Come, now, you're going to have to drive faster than that if we're going to find our dead women today."

"Yes, Mrs. Wayne."
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    The first time a man from the future showed up at Martha Kent's house, Clark Kent was two years old.

According to his birth certificate, anyway. She just kind of accepted that the details were a little fudged. Relativity, and all.

Maybe the stranger would have succeeded in whatever it was he wanted to do, except that he really did just show up. Appeared, like a ghost made flesh, right in the backyard. Clark, thank goodness, was out in the fields with Jonathan. He couldn't bear to be alone, that boy, and they could never bear to leave him.

Which left Martha free to shoot the ghostly intruder in the face.

Martha had not always considered herself a shoot first, ask questions later sort of a person. But that was before she found a baby in a spaceship where her corn was supposed to be.

They'd switch off, Jonathan and her, who got Clark and who got the shotgun. Martha got the shotgun more often than not. Guns made her husband uncomfortable. She was hardly a fan, but she'd always been a terrible pacifist. Too determined to defend herself. 

The sight of all that blood and brain and bone was still nauseating. She compartmentalized, told herself it was no different from slaughtering a cow; didn't think about riot gear or tear gas or the friends she'd lost or all the things she'd moved away from when her heart couldn't take it any longer. This was different. This was her son.

She prodded the corpse with her foot. It remained a corpse. A real nasty looking corpse, all big and burly and holding a gun much too large. She didn't like making assumptions based on appearances, but she didn't imagine he'd been coming for anything nice. She bent down to search his pockets, found a metal wallet and flipped it open.

Born 2018. 

Well, hell. Wasn't that just a kick in the pants?

Probably she ought to have been a bit more unsettled than she was. But she'd been waiting two years for someone to show up on her doorstep, men in black or UFOs or something. Hell, she'd half expected her sweet little boy to hatch into something worse.

Just because she brought home space babies didn't mean she was a damn fool.

Jonathan had rejoined her in long strides, was holding Clark in such a way that he couldn't see the corpse on the ground. "Well, shit," he said.

"Eyup," Martha agreed.

"Don't look government."

"Nope."

"We burying him?"

"I'll bury him," Martha said, standing up. "You get Clark inside and read him a book or something. I don't want him seeing any of this, getting him messed up in the head."

"You sure? Looks heavy."

"That's why we have a wheelbarrow. I'll stick him out behind the barn, might as well keep all our secrets in one place."

Martha had a long time to think as she dug a time traveler's grave. There were a lot of reasons someone might travel back in time trying to kill her kid. The first was her instinct as a mother, which was: he was a fucking asshole. Who killed a kid? Fucking assholes, that was who.

Now, it was also possible that her sweet little boy grew up to be some kind of space Hitler. She didn't think she'd raise that kind of a kid, but she didn't suppose there was any parent who set out to raise a Hitler.

Still didn't sit right with her. She didn't much like the idea of killing baby Hitler, either.

"I suppose I shouldn't keep this," she sighed as she hefted the traveler's gun in her arms. "Ought to bury it with the rest of the evidence." She turned it around in her hands, careful not to touch anything that looked like a mechanism. "Might be real handy if more of you show up, though." She knew her husband wouldn't approve, but she set the gun aside and kept burying.

Later, she'd hide it in the back of the woodshed. For emergencies, was all.

She patted the earth flat with her shovel, stuck it into the ground so she could lean on it. She pulled the dead man's ID from her pocket, and considered the details.

Jeremiah Jones the Third. No wonder he was going around trying to kill kids, a name like that. What kind of family inflicted that name on three kids in a row? ID was from Metropolis. Maybe she could work with that.

She waited until midnight, when Clark was asleep. Jonathan was on the porch smoking, same as most nights, and she kept the kitchen window open so they could talk. She was sitting on the kitchen table, receiver on her shoulder and a beer hanging from her fingers. A Metropolis phone book was open in her lap. Jonathan had a thing about big city phone books. Just in case, he said. In case of what, she never knew. But it sure as hell was handy now.

Jones, Jeremiah. No numbers or juniors after the name. Couldn't be that many, could there? Jonathan listened quietly, staring up at the stars.

"Jeremiah Jones?" she asked when the other end picked up. "How old are you? Jesus, kid, go back home, your ma's probably worried sick." Jonathan put a hand over his mouth to stifle a snort of laughter. "No, I called 'cause I've got a bone to pick with you. What the fuck kind of name is Jeremiah Jones? You're damn right I'm serious. That's a shitty fucking name, is what it is, and if I hear you went and had a kid and stuck him with a name like that I'm going to find you and whoop your ass personally." She slammed the phone back down on the receiver.

Jonathan's laughter had triggered a coughing fit, great big clouds of thick white smoke billowing into the night air. "Geeze, Marty, that was your plan? Was that it?"

She threw up her hands, beer sloshing in the bottle. "I'm sorry, Johnny, I didn't hear you offering any better plans. You got a better plan? You want to let me in on the plan?"

"I'm just saying," he said.

Martha went upstairs while Clark was sleeping, sat on his floor to rest her arms and her head on the edge of his bed. She might have drank a little too much. She probably shouldn't have been smoking with Jonathan. She'd just wanted to take the edge off, but her day had been nothing but edges. She didn't mean to wake Clark up, but maybe she was noisier than she thought she'd been. His eyes were the most beautiful blue in the moonlight. Always had been.

"Hello, baby," she whispered. He raised a tiny hand and set it on top of her head. He did that less than he used to, these days. That made her sad, like he was losing something.

"Hello, Ma," he said sleepily. "Did you have a nightmare?"

He was growing up so fast. Already too smart for a crib, for diapers. Not much of a vocabulary, but he was careful with it. Wasn't reading yet, but she was sure he'd be doing it sooner than later. Mind like a steel trap, quick as lightning. She thought she might homeschool him. He was so clever, it would be so much safer.

"Yeah," she sighed. "Real bad nightmare."

"Do you want to sleep in my bed?" Just repeating the same thing Jonathan told him, but it still made a lump in her throat.

"Yeah. Yeah, baby, I do. Is that okay with you?" Clark nodded, and wiggled over to one side of the bed. Martha felt huge and clumsy as she crawled in sideways beside him, curling her body protectively around his. He pressed his forehead to hers.

"I love you, Ma."

"And I love you, Clark. More than anything in the world."

She listened to him breathe as he fell asleep, clumsy noisy toddler breaths. Always so slow, always took him so much longer than it should have. His lungs were different, she was pretty sure. Someday, he'd need to get an x-ray, and she'd have to say no, because she didn't know what they'd find.

But not today. Today, he was safe. Slowly, she drifted off to sleep.

There was no body behind the barn. There never was. There was never any ID left out on the counter, either, no gun hidden behind the firewood. There was nothing to remember, and so Martha remembered nothing.


The first time a man from the future showed up at Martha Kent's house, Clark Kent was four years old.

The man looked like he'd been through hell already, bloodied and bruised and battered. If Martha hadn't opened the door before he made it onto the porch, he probably would have kicked it down. "Out of the way, lady," he said, and his voice was the most absurd bit of gravel she'd ever heard in her life. No one in the world needed a gun that big.

Her gaze went over his left shoulder, her eyes widened. "Oh my Lord—"

He turned to look. Martha shot him point blank, muzzle of the shotgun right under his chin.

Blood and brain and bone and that hideous splatter, but that body armor made it easier. He looked like a soldier. It was almost cathartic. She compartmentalized. She'd think about it later.

Jonathan came running down the stairs, came up behind her but stopped short of touching her. She was using the clean parts of her shirt to wipe her face. "Well, shit," he said.

"Eyup," Martha agreed.

"Don't look government."

"Nope."

"We burying him?"

"I'll bury him," Martha said. "Get back upstairs and make sure nothing's trying to get to Clark. Tell him Ma's shooting at cans again."

"With a shotgun?"

"Ma's got weird hobbies."

After the body was buried behind the barn, his gun hidden in the woodshed, she read the letter he'd had in his pocket. Mission info. Kill the tyrant Kal-El before he comes to power.

Kal-El. The name gave her a chill. That wasn't her son's name. That wasn't a name for a boy she'd raised, loved with all her heart. Maybe that was the name of the boy who'd been tucked into a spaceship, but it wasn't the name of her son.

Anyway. Whoever's son he'd been before, they'd lost their naming privileges. That's what happened when you shot a baby into space. He was hers now. A little boy named Clark, and he belonged to blue skies and green grass and cornfields.

Martha showered, threw her clothes on the fire and poured bleach over the stains on the porch. Then she went upstairs, and she joined her husband and her son on his bedroom floor. Clark was building a castle out of wooden blocks, and letting Jonathan help. He had to wear special glasses, now; his eyesight was fine, but something about the light hurt him. She had to smother the fear in her heart that this planet was slowly killing him.

"Clark, honey, what do you think about going to school?"

Jonathan looked more surprised than Clark did. But then, Clark had not spent as much time listening to Martha complain about the state of public education.

"On a school bus?"

"Yup. On a school bus."

Clark looked at the green block in his hands. "Would you come with me?" he asked, looking first at Martha, and then at Jonathan.

"We'd take you on the first day, so we know you're safe," she said, "but after that, you'd go alone."

Clark continued to contemplate his block, looking so serious in his little glasses. "Is it scary?"

"At first. But you'd meet lots of other kids you could play with. You'd make a lot of friends."

"What if no one likes me?"

Her heart broke a little. Clark, her little baby Clark. "They'll like you," she promised, knowing no such thing. "But if you decide you don't like it, we won't make you keep going."

He needed friends. Real friends, friends he saw every day. Not just two old hippies and a bunch of goats.

That night, Clark came into their bedroom. Tiny hands nudged at her shoulder, and she wiped at her eyes in the dark. "What's the matter, baby? You have a nightmare?"

"I thought you did," he said, and she shut her eyes against the pang in her chest. "Do you want me to sleep in your bed?"

"... yeah. Yeah, I do. Come here." She picked him up and pulled him into the bed, set him between herself and Jonathan. He settled in like he belonged there, and he didn't complain when she rested a hand on his chest to feel it rise and fall.

On his first day of kindergarten, a little redheaded girl asked Clark if he wanted to play princesses. He forgot his parents were even there. They forgot all the things that had never happened. Nothing behind the barn, nothing in the woodshed. Martha forgot the name Kal-El.


The first time a man from the future showed up at Martha Kent's house, Clark Kent was five years old.

He was exactly the man that Martha had always feared. A man in a nondescript suit, a man with a nondescript face. He had a gun under his jacket. Clark was at school. She didn't know if she was glad. What if someone had taken him? Surely someone would have called, if they had. It was a small town. Even men in suits couldn't take a little boy without someone kicking up a fuss.

He knocked and he smiled, and Martha itched to get her shotgun.

"I'm here on behalf of the U.S. Government," he said, and she hoped it didn't show on her face how much those words were a punch in the gut. "It's about your son."

Martha fluttered wide-eyed lashes, tried to look the appropriate kind of alarmed. "My son? What's wrong with my son?"

"I'm sorry, ma'am, I didn't mean to scare you. There's nothing wrong with your son. Actually, we think he may be... special."

"Well of course he is," she said, the way any mother would. "I don't see what that has to do with the government."

"May I come in?"

"Oh, of course." She let him inside, lead him to the kitchen so they could sit, hated him all the while. "Would you like a cup of coffee?"

"No thank you, Mrs. Kent."

"Are you sure? I'm making some for myself, so you really might as well. I'll feel like a terrible hostess, otherwise."

"If you insist." After a moment's puttering about the kitchen, she set two mismatched mugs on the table, both of them horribly tacky. Beside them, she set the sugar bowl. "There. Now what's this all about?"

"Mrs. Kent, can you tell me about the night your son was born?"

"I don't see what that has to do with anything..."

He took a small sip of his coffee, and she wasn't surprised he didn't care for it. Those beans were awful. He spooned sugar into his mug. "Humor me."

"Well, if you say so." She tapped her nails against her mug. "Oh, it really was such a wild night," she lied. "I'd just had the toughest time with my pregnancy, you know, and I wanted to have him at home—but he's always in such a hurry, even when he was born, he came much too early. There was a great big storm, the power at the hospital went out... I always said it was an omen that he was destined for great things."

So many mysterious circumstances. Definitely, absolutely mysterious. Certainly didn't find him sitting in a damn spaceship.

The nondescript man smiled faintly. "A mother's intuition rarely lies."

"Now, that's what I've always said," she said, beaming.

God. She sounded like her mother. She hoped it was working.

"Mrs. Kent, we have reason to believe that your son is... special. I can't go into details, but I can tell you what we're offering."

She furrowed her brow, pursed her lips. "I suppose?" She sipped delicately at her coffee.

"We would like to enroll your son in a special boarding school. You'd be able to come too if you'd like to stay with him, though it's not obligatory. We'd pay all his living expenses, he'd have the best teachers in the United States... we might even be able to fast track his way to college. Tuition-free. If you decide to join him, we would pay your living expenses as well—for at least the next ten years, if not longer."

She fluttered her eyelashes again, setting down her mug. "Oh, but that sounds much too good to be true."

"The catch, of course, is this would all be done under the utmost secrecy. You wouldn't be able to be in contact with your family, your friends... and, of course, the entire program is contingent on your son meeting our expectations."

"What are those expectations, exactly...?"

"Hm." He was trying to decide on a lie. He was trying to appeal to her poverty, and now he wanted to appeal to her vanity. On her son's behalf, if nothing else. "It's a new program intended for only the best students of every age in the country. We believe your son is one of those students—someone with the potential to be a genius. In the right environment, of course."

"Oh—that all sounds wonderful." The nondescript man picked up his coffee, and she turned her attention to her own as he drank.

"Obviously, this won't happen all at once. There will be paperwork to fill out, we'll also need your husband's approval, there will be a testing period as—" Martha stood without warning, turned and started to leave the room. "Mrs. Kent, what—?"

His attempt to follow her ended very quickly, with a crash to the floor that she could hear behind her. Leaving was not strictly necessary, but she was worried that he'd realize what was happening and try to shoot her.

She also, if she was honest, didn't want to watch him die.

He was on the floor when she came back into the kitchen, his face red. She took the sugar bowl and his mug, and threw them straight into the trash. She'd never trust them again, she didn't think. Better not to risk it.

Jonathan hated keeping cyanide in the kitchen, and she didn't blame him at all. An accident waiting to happen, was what it was. But this was the exact kind of emergency they kept it around for.

Her husband caught her in the middle of dragging the body out behind the barn. "Well, shit," he said.

"Eyup," Martha agreed.

"Looks government."

"Eyup."

"We burying him?"

"You're battin' a thousand. Go get a couple shovels, Johnny, we need to get him in the ground before Clark comes home." Because he would come home, she was sure of it. She had to be. He would get on the bus and come home safe, the way he always did.

She searched the body before they buried it to be sure there were no tracking devices or any other such thing. Lord knew what the government had these days. She found a badge that said 2021. She showed it to Jonathan.

"Well, don't that just beat all."

"Don't it just." She sighed as she considered the seal of the CIA. "I haven't been looking forward to this at all," she muttered as she picked up her shovel.

"What's that, Marty?"

"I'm going to need to teach that boy how to lie worth a damn," she said as her shovel sank into the dirt. It was such a shame, when he was so sweet and so open and so kind. But he would find out, eventually, where he'd come from and what he was. And he needed to know how to keep his mouth shut—so they wouldn't be arrested for keeping him, if nothing else.

When the body was at the bottom of the pit, they burned it just to be safe. Who knew what he might be hiding in his clothes? They smothered the fire with dirt, and by the time Clark came home, there was nothing left to see but a patch of disturbed soil.

Martha hugged him entirely too tight, for entirely too long, when he got home. He tolerated it, but also reminded her that he wasn't a baby anymore. She missed the days when he was small, when he'd press his forehead to hers.

She enrolled him in a local children's theater program. He wasn't very good—but then, none of them were. They were children. It wasn't Shakespeare. He developed, if nothing else, a basic grasp of the intent.

The body disappeared. There were never any nondescript men in nondescript suits, much as she never stopped fearing it.


The first time a man from the future showed up at Martha Kent's house, Clark Kent was seven years old.

This one was young. He was haggard. He was thin. He looked so very, very tired.

That didn't stop Martha from leveling her shotgun at him.

"Please," he pleaded. "You don't understand."

"He declare himself King or something?" she asked, and it was so difficult to keep her heart hard. This was a boy, just like so many boys she'd known, he was begging and she was the one holding the gun. She refused to think of any boy but her son.

"No, he's just—he's perfect. He's perfection incarnate."

"Sounds real unfortunate."

"He sets this standard, this amazing standard, he says if we just tried we could be like him, we could be strong like him, we could be perfect like him. All these problems would go away if we just worked for the greater good, and people—people listen, it's so hard not to listen, he says he's making a better world but there's no room in it for people like us. See, maybe it isn't even his fault, maybe he doesn't even mean it like that, but we can't help it, can we? People, I mean, human beings, we can't handle it, knowing perfect exists. And I'm sure, I'm sure you love your son, but he's not human—"

She shot him. She didn't want to shoot him. But she told herself it was a mercy. A miserable boy from a miserable future that never should have been. She stared down at the body, blood and brain and bone. She didn't know it, but it was getting easier.

"Can't say as I care for this much at all," she said to no one.

Muscle memory she didn't know she had, things that had never happened, burying the boy behind the barn. And when she was done she cried, cried as she burned her clothes and cried in the shower. All she wanted, all she ever wanted, was for her son to be safe.

There were so many sons.

"Don't take your coat off," she told Clark when he came home. She was pulling on her coat, grabbing her boots.

"Where are we going?" he asked, setting down his backpack. "Should I bring a book?"

"If you want," she said. "Don't know if you'll be reading it much. You know that Brady family down the way? Got a kid goes to your school?"

Clark made a face. "Tristan? He takes the short bus."

"Your school's not big enough to have a separate bus," she said, and she was angry, so angry. Not at Clark, but at the world that made little boys into men and lied about what it meant to be great. At herself, for not seeing the trouble her husband must have been having relating to a little boy Clark's age. Jonathan tried so hard to be a role model, but he didn't know what it was like to be a son, didn't trust himself not to steer Clark wrong.

Martha didn't know what it was like to be a son, either, but she found she didn't much care. Sons the world over would be lucky to grow up into a man like her husband, and damn anyone who said otherwise.

"That's what Caleb says," Clark said, defensive. "He takes the short bus and that's why he smells weird."

Lord, but she couldn't remember the last time she'd been so angry. "You go tell Pa to start up the truck," she said as she pulled on her boots, "because I'm going to go have myself a talk with Mrs. Brady, and you're going to have yourself a little playdate."

"What?" Clark was horrified. "I don't want to!"

"And I do not care," she said.

"You can't make me!"

"Oh, you'd better believe I can," she said, and Clark went silent as he recognized the fire in his mother's eyes. "I can, I will, and you will keep your fool mouth shut about what that Caleb says if you know what's good for you. We're going over there, and we're going to keep going over there, until you two are the best of friends."

"You can't make me," he mumbled again, and this time Martha was at his side, knelt down beside him and took his face in her hands so that he'd look at her. His eyes were still such a beautiful blue through his glasses; she didn't think he'd even know what it meant, even she didn't really know what it meant, but she pressed her forehead to his.

"I know I can't make you," she said. "But I know my son. I know you like I know my own heart, baby, and I'm not going to have to make you. It's just what's going to happen. Now go tell Pa to bring the car around while I phone ahead. Okay?"

Clark was sullen, but he went outside to find his father anyway. Martha shut her eyes, and tried not to cry again.

Two months later, Mr. and Mrs. Kent were called to the school to pick up their son. He and Caleb had gotten into a fight at recess. Clark's glasses were broken, he had tissue paper in his nose. Jonathan spent twenty minutes giving the principal a lecture about bullies. Clark stared at his father with a naked adoration she didn't think she'd ever seen, utterly rapt and absorbing every word.

She was so proud she thought her heart would burst.

There were never any boys lying dead in her yard, too young and too helpless. She had never cried for the sons she couldn't save.


The last time people from the future showed up at Martha Kent's house, Clark Kent was ten years old.

Martha didn't remember things that had never happened—how could she? And yet there was an awareness in her, born of meddling she did not know she'd done, fractured futures and split timelines. She didn't know what she knew, she didn't know how she knew it, the ghost of a thought against the edges of her mind.

Without thinking, without even entirely knowing what she was doing, she grabbed her shotgun and filled her pocket up with shells.

The tractor was still running, but Jonathan wasn't on it. She headed for the barn, where the door was ajar, and held her gun at ready.

"I'm sorry, I really don't understand what you're asking here," Jonathan was saying.

"Don't play dumb, Mr. Kent. Please just direct me to Kal-El's vessel, and this will all be over soon." The voice was... wrong, somehow. Not a human voice, not an animal, not anything she'd ever heard.

Kal-El. That name made a pit in the bottom of her stomach.

"Do you mean Clark?" Jonathan asked, and she could tell he was trying to buy time.

"If it makes you feel better to call him that, then fine."

"Now, I hate to disappoint you, fella, but we got rid of that thing a long, long time ago. Now if you want to go check out in the lake—"

"Don't waste my time."

Jonathan screamed. Which was all the encouragement Martha needed to burst in the door and start firing.

Her husband, thank goodness, was already on the ground. No chance of friendly fire. She'd just have to hope whatever the thing did hadn't killed him.

And it was definitely a thing, some slender twisted thing in only the vaguest approximation of a man, and the only advantage Martha really had was the element of surprise. She wasn't sure that it would be enough, when it kept moving, when it advanced toward her. Reloading took too long, firing took too long, everything took too damn long. But finally it crumpled, and her ears were ringing, and her relief was so profound that she almost crumpled herself. Moreso, when she saw Jonathan start to roll on his side so he could get up.

But then he looked behind her, with what was obviously genuine alarm.

So Martha turned as she reloaded, fired once before her gun grew too hot in her hand to hold. She dropped it and tried to shake her hand free of the heat, distantly aware that her gunfire had been completely useless. "Son of a bitch."

"Ma!"

"Oh, ma yourself," she said irritably, sizing up this apparently bulletproof threat.

Except that he wasn't standing there like a threat. He was standing there like he was very concerned. And confused.

And, lord, those beautiful blue eyes.

She stood straighter. "Clark?"

What in the hell was he wearing? And who was his friend? And his other, lady friend? What the hell were they wearing, for that matter? Some kind of a... bat... demon? And a flag girl? Maybe? This was a Halloween nightmare, was what it was.

"Ma, what happened?"

She put her fists on her hips, because the fact that her son had just appeared in her barn as a grown man in a ridiculous outfit did not excuse that tone. "You'd know better than I would," she said, looking back towards the twisted metal on the ground. "Johnny, do you know what the hell just happened?"

He was sitting up, wincing as he held his head. "Not a damn clue."

"Ma! Pa!" This older Clark sounded very scandalized. Martha smacked him straight in the middle of his chest with the back of her hand, and it felt like hitting a wall.

"Honestly, Clark, you're a grown man. I'm sure you've heard a bad word or two before." He started turning faintly pink. His lady friend covered her mouth, but the one in black remained expressionless. "You are a grown man, aren't you? Not some kind of aged-up ten year-old, or something?"

"Yes, Ma, I am a grown man—"

"Well would you go help your father, please? I'd do it myself, but as long as you're going to stand there showing off all those muscles you might as well use them."

"Ma." Now there was a familiar whine. Nonetheless, he was at his father's side before Martha could even blink, air whooshing around him.

"Now, was that necessary?" she asked. "Nobody likes a show-off, Clark."

"Yeah, Clark," murmured the man in black. Martha turned her head to look him over. She wondered if she imagined that he stood straighter.

"Is this just how people are going to dress in the future?" she asked, gesturing to both her son's companions. "Because I don't think I'm going to be able to pull that off."

"No, Mrs. Kent," the woman assured her. She couldn't place the accent. Lord, there was a time when she would kill to have a body like that. Especially those arms. Now it just seemed exhausting. "These are uniforms. Do you mind if I inspect the evidence?" she asked, pointing to the mangled metal she'd been shooting at.

"You may as well," Martha said with a wave of her hand. "What in the hell am I going to do with it? I'm assuming you're all from the future for some reason, is that about right?"

"That's correct," the woman said, kneeling beside it and picking at various... parts? Presumably she knew what she was doing.

"You're taking this remarkably well," the man in black observed.

Martha arched an eyebrow, then gestured to her son. "I found a baby in a spaceship. I have spent ten years now hiding a space baby from the government, and you think some kind of time foolishness is going to blow my mind? I was expecting aliens."

"You were half right."

He had a very dry sense of humor for a man with pointy ears. "Clark, are you going to introduce me to your... coworkers?"

Jonathan seemed to be feeling better. Clark was still sitting by his side, and it made her so happy to see them together. Even if it was still very weird. "Ma, Pa, this is Bruce and Diana. Bruce, Diana, these are my parents. Who are, apparently, unbelievably reckless—"

"Excuse me?"

"—because if Brainiac hadn't been in such a weakened state already he'd have killed you, Ma, and then where would we be?"

"Dead, obviously. Why does the robot have a gender?"

"I was wondering that too, actually," Jonathan said.

"That's—Ma, you tried to shoot me! What if it had been someone else?"

"Buried him behind the barn," both Kents said at the same time.

"You shouldn't sneak up on a mother with a shotgun," she added, though she was still mortified that she'd shot at her son. "If you're here for the manbot, why was the manbot here?"

"He was trying to get Kryptonian technology," Diana said, "so that he could rebuild himself. He came to a time when Kal-El's ship was still intact, and therefore of the most use to him."

"Don't call him that."

Diana raised an eyebrow. "Kal-El?"

"Right. My son is named Clark."

"They can both be my name," Clark said gently, standing back up. Lord, he got tall. Would get tall. Someday.

"I named you Clark," she said.

"We have a fight about it," he said. "When I'm seventeen."

"Oh, good, I'll know to look forward to that."

"You won't remember," Bruce said.

"No?"

"Time foolishness," he said.

"Oh, hell. I should have known. Ain't that just a kick in the pants."

Clark hugged her, suddenly. It felt very strange, being hugged by her son, her little boy, and he was bigger than she was. Still: it was very nice to know she'd raised a man who still hugged his mother. She'd done at least one thing right.

"You're not hugging me because I'm dead in the future, are you?" she asked.

"Ma! No, you're fine. I just saw you last week and I come home for holidays."

"You invited me last Christmas," Bruce added helpfully.

"Is that what you wore?"

"Yes," he said, and she didn't think she believed him. "But with a sweater over it." Martha cackled, and she was pretty sure when Bruce coughed he did it to cover a smile. "You didn't have a shotgun then, though," he said. "You baked cookies."

"Did I really?" Martha was impressed. She looked back to Clark, and cupped his face in his hands like he was still small. "I probably got real nice once I found out you were bulletproof." She beamed. "I wish I could remember this," she said. "I'm just so happy you... lived."

"Aww, Ma."

"I'm serious! I've spent ten years, now, scared to death that you were going to get stolen or vivisected or god knows what else. Every time you get the flu I'm scared you're going to die because you're an alien. You still can't be outside without your glasses—"

"That gets better."

"I see that, but I won't know that when you're gone. For all I know, just being on this planet is killing you. And I don't know what you'll be when you grow up." Martha looked at Diana. "I spent three years convinced this kid was in some kind of larval stage, I was going to wake up one morning and he'd be a giant crab." Diana smiled, and Bruce cleared his throat unconvincingly.

"She ain't kidding," Jonathan said. "You wouldn't believe how many nights she had me go over the 'our son is a crab' action plan."

"Pa, you knew I wasn't going to turn into a giant crab, right?"

Jonathan had finally managed to stand, and he grinned at his wife. "Kiddo, I spent the eighties recovering from the seventies, I would have believed it even if you hadn't come from space."

Clark rubbed at the bridge of his nose. Diana put her hand gently on his arm. She'd thrown the broken metal man over her shoulder. "Clark, we need to leave soon—before the portal closes."

"There's a portal?"

"There usually is," Bruce said.

"I'm sorry, Ma, we have to go."

"Oh, fine, give me a hug first, then." And he did, without even complaining, and Martha was indescribably pleased. "Diana, do I get to hug you, too?"

"Of course, Mrs. Kent. I have also enjoyed your Christmas cookies."

"Oh, hell," she said as she hugged the taller woman. Clark was hugging his father in the meantime, and that made her even happier. "I'm going to have to learn how to make those. Bruce?"

"Technically, you won't remember whether or not I hugged you."

"No," she agreed, "but you'll have to live with knowing that you disappointed me, and I don't even remember it for you to make it up to me."

"Ouch." That was apparently enough to guilt him into hugging her, but secretly she thought he wanted to anyway. Mostly because he hugged her much tighter than was strictly necessary. "Stay safe, Mrs. Kent."

"You know that I will," she pointed out.

"Stay safe, anyway."

She tried to remember. She really tried to remember. She tried to remember her son's face, some far off day in the future, when he was safe and happy and she could embarrass him in front of his friends. She tried to remember the way he hugged her, and how much taller her got, and how strong he looked. How he was bulletproof, how he came home at Christmas and he brought his friends and she needed to learn how to actually make cookies instead of buying them from the co-op bakery.

She forgot.

"Why do I feel like I fell off the tractor?" Jonathan asked, rubbing at old scars through his shirt as they stood in the driveway. Martha looked at the tractor, still running.

"Johnny, I don't mean to alarm you, but I think you might have fallen off the tractor."

"Well, shit."

She kissed his cheek. "How about you go inside and rest? I'm sure Clark can help me finish whatever else needs to get done." 

He took her hands, lifted them so that he could kiss each one of her fingertips. "What's got my favorite girl in such a good mood today?"

She sighed, blushing like a schoolgirl. "You know," she said, "I have no goddamn idea."
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Hardening Off


    
    "That certainly is a hell of a thing."

"That it is," Martha agreed.

Something had crashed in their cornfield. Which was, among other things, a real waste of corn. The heat of its landing had cooked some of it, and so incongruous white puffs of popcorn sat on the ground around it. It might have been funny, if it hadn't been rather worrying.

It looked, if she didn't know any better, like a spaceship. Except that it couldn't have been. Surely not.

"Think it's Russian?" Jonathan asked.

"No," she said immediately. "You need to stop listening to talk radio." It gleamed far more than anything she'd ever seen come out of Eastern Europe, for one thing, utterly smooth and not a bolt or a rivet in sight. Like glass-covered iridescent chrome, complex geometric shapes drawn over it in matte.

"I don't listen to talk radio," he said, faintly offended.

"It ain't like it matters," she said, hands on her hips. "That's definitely not Russian."

"How about I go poke it with a stick, then, see if it explodes?" he suggested.

"You know damn well that's a terrible idea, and I don't know why you're asking when I know you're going to do it anyway." He kissed her cheek before stepping carefully down into the crater the thing had made, boots sliding in the earth. He hadn't actually brought a stick with him, so instead he prodded it with the sole of his boot. He looked back up at his wife. She shrugged. He shrugged back. Then he leaned closer to the thing, scratched his hair as he looked at it.

"This part here looks different," he said, and he reached out to put his hand on it. And immediately started seizing.

"Johnny!" She jumped down after him, her own boots faring no better than his, and she yanked him away so he was no longer in contact with it. Didn't know if it would work, but it looked a little like getting electrocuted. Same theory. They both wound up tipping backward as a result, landed right on their asses in the ground. "The hell with this," Martha said, pulling herself up while her husband still sat dazed. Her jeans were stained dark with soil. "I'm getting my shotgun, whatever's in there thinks it can just go around doing whatever the hell that was and it's got another thing coming."

There was a clicking sound, a sort of musical mechanical whirring, and it opened. They stared.

"Now, Marty," Jonathan said, "you know I hate trying to tell you what to do and all, but I think I'd rather you didn't shoot that."

She stepped closer to the ship, blinking. The contents remained the same. A baby. Very clearly a baby. A dark-haired little baby, wrapped up in a blanket gripped by chubby little baby arms.

"Well that just makes no goddamn sense, does it?" she said. "Why'd there be a baby in there?"

"Russians shot a dog into space, once," he offered.

"The Russians didn't shoot any damn babies into space, Johnny," she snapped. "Sure as hell didn't in a ship like this one, anyway."

The baby continued sleeping, unperturbed.

"But it can't be an alien," she said. "Can it? Why'd an alien look like a human baby?"

"Maybe it's like Princess Leia," Jonathan offered as he stood, trying and failing to brush dirt off himself.

"What?"

"You know, that Princess Leia. She was an alien, looked like a human lady."

Martha huffed. "Johnny, that was a movie."

"Yeah," he said, as if he did not see her point.

"That was a human woman, pretending to be an alien."

"A real alien, though."

"No. The aliens were made up, too. They were fake aliens who looked like humans."

Jonathan scratched his head. "Theory's still sound."

Martha rolled her eyes but gave up on arguing, tried to lean closer to better see the possible alien. It was definitely breathing. "Maybe it's a trap," she suggested.

"A baby trap?"

"That pun better have been an accident." She bit the ragged edge of her thumbnail, trying to think. "What if it just looks like a baby. Like some kinda Trojan Horse, full of spider eggs or smallpox or something."

"I don't think the Trojan Horse was full of spiders."

"Tch!" She smacked him in the shoulder with the back of her hand. "I know that, I meant conceptually it's the same."

"Now, how come when I say Princess Leia that's silly, but when you say horse full of spiders—"

"Because mine's one that actually happened at least once, Johnny, it ain't the same."

The possible-baby, possible-spider's-nest opened its eyes. It yawned a toothless yawn, blinked furiously, and then looked at them. Its eyes were blue. A very bright blue.

"I think you woke the horse baby, Marty." She smacked him again. "Don't go hitting people in front of it, you're going to set a bad example."

The baby let go of its blanket to try and reach for them with tiny hands. Martha recoiled.

"Well now what do we do?" she said more than asked, because she didn't really expect anyone to have any answers.

"Now, you know I'd normally never suggest this, but do you suppose we ought to call the cops?" Jonathan asked. "Special circumstances, and all."

The baby was still waving its hands at them.

"Aw, hell." She reached out, picked the baby up in a manner suggesting she thought it couldn't be too different from holding a cat. It was wearing some kind of a nightgown in black, and it made it look much more dire than seemed strictly necessary for an infant. "If it's got some kind of smallpox, it's too late for us anyway." She brought it closer to try and get a better look at its face, looking for some kind of visible indication that it was anything other than human. The baby set a clumsy hand on her forehead, not enough fine motor control to avoid basically just smacking her in the head. "Now, what in the hell'd you go and do that for?"

"That's not how you hold a baby," Jonathan chided. He took it from her, set it snugly in the crook of his arm. "You've gotta support its head, it doesn't know what it's doing yet." The baby smacked him in the cheek, because it was the only part it could reach, but Jonathan looked unperturbed.

Sometimes she forgot how many little sisters he used to have.

"I feel like they'd make a fake baby a bit nicer," she said. It still hadn't cried at all, showed no indication of being uncomfortable on what was theoretically an alien planet. She let her head get just too close enough that it hit her in the forehead again. "Now, you really gotta stop doing that, baby," she informed it, gently removing the little hand to try and give it back. The baby was not dissuaded, so she recoiled from it again.

"Don't try to reason with the baby, Marty. Even human babies don't listen to reason, this one doesn't even speak the language."

She groaned, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. "Human babies don't speak the language either," she pointed out.

"They sort of do." He smiled down at the baby, and after a moment it smiled back. "They hear you talking while they're cooking, get used to what things sound like." He looked back up at his wife. "So what do you want to do with it? Feds might offer a reward."

Martha bit her thumbnail again, staring at the alien. It really did look like a human. Feds'd probably have some way of testing it, figuring out whether it was all some weird hoax. But then what if it wasn't? What would they do with it, then? She wouldn't even trust the government with a human baby, let alone some starchild. Keep it in a cage or dissect it or run experiments on it.

And what if the parents came back for it? It would probably be better for everyone if they could show it had been treated right.

The baby was trying to stick its whole fist in its mouth.

So many things that could go wrong, here. But Martha wasn't a big believer in making people suffer for potential crimes. Even if the people in question came from space.

"We still got that hitch crane lying around somewhere?" she asked him.

"Pretty sure, yeah."

"Give me the baby and go get it, then," she said. "We need to hurry up and get this ship hidden somewhere."

"Are you going to hold it right this time?" he asked before making any motion to hand it over.

"Yes, I will hold the baby right. Honestly, Johnny." He looked dubious, but nonetheless gave her the infant, and she cradled it to her chest the way she was supposed to.

"Give me ten minutes, I'll be right back with the truck."

Tiny hands tugged at the neckline of her shirt. "Oh, I wouldn't get your hopes up on that front, baby," she informed it. "You'd better hope we've got something or other you can eat, though, or this is going to get real sad for the both of us." It made a sound like a deflating balloon. Martha had no frame of reference as to whether this was a normal sound for a baby to make. She looked to the way that her husband had left. "Alright, baby, if you're going to explode or something, you'd better do it quick before Johnny gets back. I get hurt and that's one thing, but he gets hurt and I'll find your planet just to haunt it."

It smacked her in the cheek. She sighed.

"You'd better not make me regret this."
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    Janet MacIntyre was smoking in her car in the high school parking lot. It was, for a lot of reasons, infinitely preferable to eating in the cafeteria. She missed out on lunch, but the cigarettes kept her from getting hungry, so it wasn't as bad as it could have been.

Just one more year and she'd never have to see any of these people ever again.

She nearly screamed when the passenger side door opened, and someone sat down next to her. She didn't recognize him. She had, unconsciously, started holding her cigarette like she was planning to stab him in the eyes with it. He looked at the cigarette. He looked at her.

He was clearly another student, but he was fucking huge. Maybe on the wrestling team. If it hadn't been for the small amount of baby fat still softening all the edges of his face, she might have confused him for a teacher. He dressed like a teacher.

"Sorry," he said. "In retrospect I can see how that might be unsettling for you." Army brat, maybe. Something about the way he talked, or the way he carried himself, or the way his eyes bored holes into whatever he was looking at. Stiff as a board with a nail in it.

"No fucking shit," she said. "Get the fuck out of my car."

"It'll only take a minute."

"I don't care what you've heard," she said, "if you don't get the fuck out of my car I'll set your fucking face on fire."

He was taken briefly aback, confusion only clear in a split-second dip of his eyebrows and blinks that fell out of sequence. "I—no. I'm not—I need you to tell me what he looks like."

"What?"

She didn't know how she could tell that he was exasperated, because his expression had barely changed since he'd sat down. "I don't know anyone's names, I don't know what anyone looks like. I don't go to games. I could check last year's yearbook, but everyone looks different already. I need you to point him out to me."

An anxious twisting in her gut that she couldn't quite pinpoint. "What are you talking about?"

"I know his name's Tyler Sinclair, I know he's the quarterback. I don't know what he looks like or where he sits during lunch. That's why I'm here."

She sucked on her cigarette even though it would make her nausea worse and not better. "Who the fuck are you?"

"Don't worry about it."

"I'm worrying about it," she snapped.

The upward flick of his pupils did not quite count as a roll of his eyes, and yet. "Bruce Wayne."

"What?" It was the kind of question that was more about disbelief than a lack of understanding. "The rich kid?"

Something in his jaw twitched. "Yeah. The rich kid."

"Aren't you a sophomore?" Being shorter than a fucking sophomore felt like an insult.

"Yeah."

"Are you on the wrestling team?"

He frowned. "I'm in chess club. Sometimes the debate team."

"Sometimes?"

"It's complicated. Your cigarette just went out. Can we go."

She dropped the butt out the car window. "Can't you ask someone else?"

"Sorry," he said. "I'd be more comfortable if you pointed him out to me."

"Why? Why the fuck are you in my car, what the fuck are you even talking about?"

"The faster you do this for me," he said, losing his patience, "the faster I and everyone else will leave you alone. All you have to do is walk with me to the cafeteria and point him out. That's it. Can you do that?"

"Go fuck yourself," she said, more for his tone than what he'd actually said. She wasn't about to be patronized by some fifteen year-old. I and everyone else. She got out of her car, slammed the door and headed back toward the building. Bruce closed his door much less violently when he followed her.

"That isn't an answer." Teenaged boys weren't supposed to stand that tall, were supposed to slouch and gangle and be made mostly of knees. Unsettling, that was the word he'd used. He was fucking unsettling. A CEO in the body of a boy, walking like he had somewhere to be.

"I'll point him out because it's on my way," she said, "and after that you can leave me the hell alone." She did slouch, stomped in heavy boots, wore jeans that were falling to pieces over tights with holes in them. He wore a watch that was probably worth more than her car. Opposite ends of the spectrum, both entirely out of the range of what might be considered fashionable.

He didn't respond, just followed her in silence. She kept looking over her shoulder at him, unnerved to have him looming up behind her. He switched to walking next to her, but that just made it more obvious how much he had to slow himself down to match her pace. A fucking sophomore.

The closer they got to the cafeteria, the worse her stomach twisted, tried to wrap itself inside-out around her spine. But Bruce moved ahead of her suddenly, stood in the doorway so she was left grateful and resentful that she could hide behind him.

"Over there," she muttered, gesturing vaguely, as if to point with intent would somehow draw attention.

Bruce narrowed his eyes in the direction she'd indicated. "Which one."

"The redhead."

"There are three redheads and two strawberry blondes."

She huffed, tried to look around him to get a better look at the person she least wanted to look at. "The—the blue shirt."

"Talking to the blonde?"

"Yeah."

He started taking off his watch. "Thanks," he said as he dropped it into his pocket, started walking toward the boy in question.

"What—?" Janet started to follow him, although she didn't mean to, didn't want to be navigating through tables of talking teenagers. Bruce was rolling up his shirt sleeves, neat as could be. "What are you doing?" He was walking at his own pace, and so she felt like she was jogging to keep up with him. "Bruce," she hissed, "what are you doing?" But he kept moving, and she stopped before she came within ten feet of the table he was headed towards. She couldn't bring herself to go any closer.

"Tyler," he barked, and when he turned Bruce Wayne suddenly and without warning punched Tyler Sinclair directly in the nose. Janet recoiled, tensed, covered her face with her hands with an involuntary gasp of horror. The sound of it seemed to fill the room, although it couldn't possibly have, the unmistakable crunch of something breaking. Tyler staggered back as his friends moved away, joined the circle that somehow always formed like a wall around a high school conflict. Maybe they'd have tried to help him, if they'd had more time to process what was happening.

Tyler's retaliatory punch was a clumsy lashing out, and even though it made contact, even though she could hear it somehow over the clamor of shouting students, it wasn't obvious to look at Bruce. He didn't even move out of the way, just took the hit and then took Tyler's arm. Her eyes couldn't follow what Bruce did, maybe he was fast or maybe she was just confused and trembling, but Bruce's leg knocked Tyler to the ground and his arms twisted and Tyler screamed, a sound so deadly serious that it made the rest of the room quiet. By the time she could register that Tyler's arm was bent the wrong way, Bruce had pinned him to the linoleum and started hitting him with what could only be called precision. Again and again, and it wasn't even a fight, it was a massacre. How long had it even taken? One minute? Maybe two? And he wasn't stopping.

Janet was pulling on Bruce's shirt before she realized what she was doing, trying to grab his shoulder with hands shaking too much to function. "Bruce, stop."

And he did. Immediately. Froze with his fist still raised to look over his shoulder at her. His nose was bleeding. "You want me to stop," Bruce asked for confirmation, sounding exactly the same as he had before. Like nothing had happened, like his face and his knuckles and the front of his shirt weren't covered in blood.

"Stop," she repeated.

Bruce looked down at the bleeding mess he'd made of Tyler's face. "Okay." He stood, all one quick motion, and turned to leave exactly as as he'd come. The teachers hadn't even made it through the crowd yet. The crowd that swept closer all at once, converged on Tyler and left her feeling trapped and claustrophobic.

Janet jumped when someone grabbed her arm. Carly, acting much too friendly for the things Janet knew she'd been saying. "Janet," Carly asked, "are you fucking Bruce Wayne?" She looked thrilled by the prospect. Janet yanked her arm away, and when she went to push people out of her way they moved of their own accord. Gave her the same wide berth they were giving Bruce, who'd only stopped long enough to grab napkins off a table.

"What the fuck was that?" Janet demanded when she was close enough that he'd hear her. He was wiping blood from his face, from his hands, leaving a trail of crumpled red paper down the hall. "What the fuck did you just do?"

He covered his nose in napkins, covered those with his hand and then did something to make it crack again. This time he winced. Then he started to unbutton his shirt, like he wasn't walking through a school building. "Don't worry about it."

Someone should have been stopping them. A teacher, a security guard, someone. Except that he was Bruce Fucking Wayne, and he was walking like he had somewhere he needed to be, and it was like authority figures couldn't even see him. Their eyes slid right over him, looking for problems easier to solve, and as long as she looked like she was with him the aura extended to her.

"I don't even know you," she said, and she didn't know why she was angry.

"That's fine." He pulled off his shirt, and the blood hadn't seeped through to the undershirt beneath it. He tossed his shirt in the trash as he walked out the door to the parking lot. His knuckles were still raw, there were still traces of blood on his face; he spit blood onto the sidewalk.

"Why did you do that?" He hadn't even known who Tyler was, had never met him, but he'd beat him half to death like he hated him. But, no; hate wasn't that neat, that methodical.

"He deserved it." Like that was any kind of explanation at all. He pulled his watch out of his pocket to put it back on as he walked. His arms looked bigger without sleeves. The whole effect was off-kilter, expensive clothes and a sleeveless undershirt and minute traces of violence without even messing up his hair.

"You know what people are going to think now, right?" For the first time he stopped to look at her, and she had to skid to a halt because she'd been chasing him. "Why people are going to assume you did that?" she added, gesturing back toward the school. He said nothing, kept looking at her, and she realized he was waiting for an answer. "Everyone's going to assume that—that we fucked, or that you want to fuck me, or something. They already think it, by tomorrow the whole school is going to think we're a thing."

Bruce looked back at the school as he considered this. Then he looked back at Janet. "So?"

"So?" she repeated. "I don't even know you, what the fuck do you mean so?"

He shrugged. "People will leave you alone if they think it's true."

"That's not—no—I don't know, what the fuck even—do you? Is that what this is, do you want me to be fucking grateful or something?"

He started walking again, along the sidewalk and away from school. "Not really."

She followed him again, but didn't try to keep up or chase him. "You're fucking crazy," she called after him.

"Probably," he agreed as he crossed the street, just loud enough that she could hear him.

Janet stood on the corner and watched him leave.

  



2. september eighth


    
    Janet found Bruce in the back of the library, at one of the tables meant for studying. Where he was actually studying. He may have been the only person in the school's history to have done so. She had a hunch that this was what he did every lunch hour. He had headphones plugged into a CD player, head down over a notebook, pen moving constantly.

She sat down across from him, propped her chin up on her hand and waited for him to acknowledge her presence. He did not. She reached out to steal his canned protein shake so that she could look at the label. She didn't get a chance, because without looking he took it back and set it exactly where it had been, even turning it so the label faced the same direction. Finally, he hit pause, pulled his headphones down around his neck. "What is it." He did not actually look up at her, still writing.

"Do you do this every lunch break?"

"Yes."

She cocked her head to the side, tried to get a better look at what he was writing. Working on problems out of a book, tiny numbers and lines on graph paper. She tried to read the running head of the textbook title upside-down. "You just sit here and do homework?"

"No."

"You're doing differential calculus for funsies?" she suggested, thick with sarcasm.

"I'm doing differential calculus because organic chemistry requires too much of my attention," he corrected. He was still writing. She realized that he didn't have a calculator out. And he was using a pen. He hadn't crossed anything out that she could see. "Did you want something." he asked.

"Carly told everyone I blew you under the bleachers." She wasn't even mad about it. Half curious to see what he'd do now that she'd been proven right.

He still didn't look up. "That doesn't even make sense," he said. "I live in a mansion. You have a car. Why would we choose the bleachers."

"That's your problem?"

"It lacks creativity. Did you want me to do something about it?"

She shrugged, even though he wasn't looking to see her do it. "I just thought I'd let you know."

"Now I know. Was there anything else?"

Christ. It was like trying to talk to her dad. "My friend Stacey and I were thinking about going to the mall later," she said. "Did you want to come?"

His pen stopped for the first time. He looked up just enough that he could raise an eyebrow at her. "What."

She blinked. Slowly, as if his problem had been with her pronunciation, she said: "Do you. Want to go. To the mall. After school."

"Why."

She made a face. "To go? I dunno. It's the mall."

He narrowed his eyes at her in something like suspicion. Finally, he went back to working on equations. "I'm busy."

"All day?"

"Yes."

"Doing what?"

His left hand grabbed another notebook, flipped it open to the bookmarked page, turned it around and slid it across the table towards her—all without looking. She pulled it closer, brow furrowed. It was some kind of... planner? Calendar? To-do list? Except that it was all handwritten, everything completely straight despite the unlined pages. His handwriting was tiny, printed neat as a magazine. There was a weekly schedule with every minute accounted for, meals and exercise and classes and clubs, study hours and practice times and meetings that it didn't seem like a teenager ought to be having. He'd even slotted in showers and brushing his teeth. Who the hell needed to know exactly when and for how long they'd be brushing their teeth? Why was he spending so much time in the shower? Everything done in different colors that she could only assume meant something, since he didn't seem like the type to appreciate rainbows for their own sake.

"You keep a list of weekly personal goals?" Obviously he was fucking weird, but this crossed the line into completely alien.

"Yes."

"This only has six hours for you to sleep."

"Yes."

She flipped back through older pages, previous weeks, carefully checked boxes and color-coded habit trackers. The previous week listed Tyler Sinclair on the to-do list. It was checked in red pen.

"This says you only drank seven glasses of water last Wednesday," she said.

"It was a lapse."

She looked back at his weekly planner, at his scheduled activities for the day. "If you skip this run and violin practice, and move gymnastics down to where you have this walk, that's like four hours where you can hang out." Why did he need to have a run and a walk, anyway? That was way too late to be out walking, besides.

"No."

"You'd be walking around the mall. And you can afford to miss one day."

He reached out to take his journal back, slammed it shut as he reclaimed it. "Absolutely not."

Janet rolled her eyes. This had now become a whole thing that made her seem much more invested in the idea than she was. She was regretting not just going out for a cigarette the way she usually did. On cue, her stomach growled.

Bruce paused again, looked up from his notebook. "Did you not eat?"

She gestured to the table where they were sitting. "I'm here." Maybe it had escaped his notice that they did not sell lunch in the library, or that not everyone carried around canned meal substitutes.

He frowned. Then he reached into his bag, and slid a lunchbox across the table. It was lacquered wood and looked like it had cost a fortune.

"I'm not stealing your lunch."

He'd already gone back to work. He seemed determined that she not interrupt his allotted unnecessary math time. It wasn't preventing him from holding a conversation. Maybe that was what he'd meant by not taking too much of his attention. "If you don't eat it, I'll give it to someone who will."

She took off the lid as much out of curiosity as anything. It was, unsurprisingly, absurdly fancy-looking. "Why did you pack a lunch if you're not going to eat it?"

"I didn't."

"Who did?"

"Butler."

"Your butler."

"Yes."

"Can't you tell him not to?"

"It's complicated."

Janet picked up a carefully arranged sandwich and looked it over before taking a tentative bite. At which point she hated him all over again for the fact that he could refuse to eat something so good.

"If you want me to buy you clothes," Bruce said after a long silence, "just tell me how much you need and I'll write you a check."

She had to take a minute to swallow before she could respond. "I'm not trying to get you to buy me things."

"Uh-huh."

Janet was legitimately offended. "I'm not some greedy bitch trying to scam you." He said nothing. "You put Tyler in the fucking hospital."

"He belongs in jail."

She ignored that, because she had to ignore that, because if she thought about it she'd get upset all over again. "Look, you probably didn't notice because you're you, but since then? No one's touched me. Like, at all." Not even Ray in homeroom, and she considered that a goddamn miracle.

Bruce stopped writing. "Touched you," he repeated.

"Yeah, okay, that doesn't sound like a big deal," she admitted. "It would just be cool if we could just, like... go to the mall. And do mall stuff. Because usually it's just me and Stacey, and everyone goes to that fucking mall, and we end up getting kicked out after like two hours for starting shit or whatever."

Bruce narrowed his eyes at his notebook, but kept the pen off the page. "You wanted a bodyguard."

"No, it—I don't know." She stabbed a fork too aggressively at what she thought might be arugula. "That sounds shitty. I just figured you could get a pretzel or something. Read a book or look at chess sets. Whatever you do when you go out, except, with us."

"I don't go out."

"Yeah. I'm getting that."

Bruce shut his notebook and his textbook, stacked them neatly and set them aside as he opened his journal back up. "Were you planning to go straight there after school?"

"Probably, yeah."

He held his pen over his daily schedule. "Until seven at the latest, then. Taking your car?"

"Do you not have a car?"

"I have a lot of cars. I can't get my license until next year."

Right. Fifteen. Just tall. And Type A as a motherfucker. "Wait, so are you coming?"

The look on his face suggested he was stoically enduring great physical pain as he crossed out items on his schedule. "Only until seven."

Huh. "Cool." He was adding some kind of note beneath the day. "You can pick the music, if you want," she suggested.

"I don't listen to music."

"… seriously?"

Bruce glanced up at her, followed her eyes to his CD player. "I was listening to a book."

Janet put the lid back on his lunchbox. "That's fucking weird."

"Yes. Are we done here?"

"I guess," she said, standing up.

"Great." He pulled his headphones back up onto his head, hit play to start his book again.

"Nice talking to you too, dick," she muttered as she left. He'd already gone back to his textbook.

For someone who was doing her a favor, he made it really hard to like him.

  



3. late september


    
    "I'm not convinced that this is intended for human consumption."

"Stop being a baby," Janet chided from the lower stair on which she sat. Bruce continued to stoically contemplate the pancake-wrapped sausage-on-a-stick.

"If you want me to buy you a better breakfast," he said, "you can just tell me instead of trying to torture me into it."

"That's probably the best breakfast in the cafeteria, so you can either eat it or admit you're too spoiled," Janet said. Bruce narrowed his eyes, but said nothing. She had apparently prodded exactly the right spot, because he finally took a bite.

There was a click and a whirr as Kimber took a picture with her little toy camera. Not that it made for an interesting picture, since Bruce was just squinting into the middle distance. Janet and Zach were both snickering already. He clearly wanted to spit it out. He had not yet made any attempt to chew. Kimber pulled out the tiny picture her camera had produced, peeled off the back and stuck it without asking to Stacey's binder. Stacey turned pink, but didn't protest.

"It doesn't count if you don't swallow it," Janet warned him. "You might as well get it over with."

"You know," Ethan said, "my ex-boyfriend used to tell me that exact same thing."

Zach, sitting beside him, looked scandalized. Bruce did not seem to appreciate the humor.

"Which one?" Zach demanded. "I'll kick his ass." Since Zach was both the shortest person present and wearing a cast on one arm, this was even more doubtful than usual. Zach, despite numerous attempts, had never successfully kicked the ass of anyone.

"Don't try to kick Derek's ass," Ethan sighed. "You know I don't like hospitals."

Bruce finally managed to force the bite down. "That," he said, "is not food."

"It's better with syrup," Janet said, nudging the little plastic cup nearer.

"Derek used to say that, too," Ethan added.

"I'm gonna kick his ass," Zach said again.

Bruce pointed the barely-eaten breakfast stick at Kimber. "We had a deal," he reminded her.

"If you ate it," Kimber countered. "It only counts if you eat the whole thing."

There was a nearly imperceptible narrowing of Bruce's eyes. Though they'd all become comfortable taking advantage of Bruce's shielding aura, they were still aware that he was allowing them to do so. Kimber made a face, and picked up her smoothie to take an unhappy sip. Apparently satisfied by this concession, Bruce took another bite of his unsatisfactory cafeteria breakfast. "I hate peanut butter," Kimber muttered. The bones of her wrists jutted out at angles as she jabbed the straw deeper into the cup.

When Bruce stood, he waited in silence while everyone else collected their things. He didn't outright escort them anywhere, but he did take an unnecessarily roundabout route to class. One that took him past the doors of everyone else's morning classes. First Zach and Ethan together, and then Kimber; Stacey took the longest, because she was always determined to say something and never did.

Bruce was under the mistaken impression that Stacey Nguyen suffered from some kind of anxiety disorder.

Janet disliked following Bruce around like a confused duckling. However, she really liked being left alone. Bruce Wayne's personal space was a tangible thing, a privacy bubble in crowded hallways.

"Thanks for doing that for Kimber," Janet said. Bruce said nothing. She knew better than to expect a response. "You should eat more real food, too," she added.

"That wasn't real food."

"You know what I mean, though," she said. He didn't respond. "I'm pretty sure you have a disorder." She said it vague and off-hand, as if she didn't actually care; she wasn't sure if she did. He was rich, and he was eating. No one got to that size without eating. He was still better off in every way than most of the people she knew. She could not rationally explain why his careful lists of calories and vitamins felt so wrong to look at, seemed so inhuman.

He stopped outside the door to her first class. "Probably," he said as she went inside. He was as matter-of-fact about it as he was about everything else.










"Hey, Janet!" someone shouted from the other end of the hallway. "How's Wayne's dick taste?"

Before she could say anything—not that she was going to—Ethan put a hand on her shoulder, cupping the other around his mouth. "Better than yours," Ethan called, his voice carrying. "He washes his!"

Some of the boys surrounding Ray laughed.

"At this rate," Janet said, "people are going to start assuming we're all fucking him."

Ethan snorted. He was as tall as Bruce, and his hair made him taller, all long limbs and lank. "Because when I think 'master of seduction', I think of Bruce Fucking Wayne."

Janet laughed.










"This," Bruce said, "is entirely too complicated to be practical."

"The point isn't to be practical," Annie said. "It's to be pretty. Now get more hair on the left, like this, and cross it over." She demonstrated on Janet, fingers more nimble than they looked.

It was hard to tell, but Bruce might have looked displeased. Despite his complaints, he wasn't doing too badly with Stacey's hair. "I'm not convinced that this is a useful life skill," he said.

"If I have to learn how to do a suplex," Rachel said, "you have to learn how to do a French braid." 

"Fair's fair," Ethan agreed, though he'd already finished Rachel's hair. Bruce narrowed his eyes, but said nothing.

"Someday some girl is going to be really impressed by the fact that you can do that," Kimber said, from where she and some other girls sat on the living room floor. There was a very good chance that they were going to get nail polish on an antique rug.

"... I'm a billionaire," Bruce said.

"Knowing you, you'll want the one person in the world that doesn't care about money," Zach said.

"But who does care about my ability to French braid."

"Yes."

"Is this hypothetical person Rapunzel?" Bruce asked. Tasha snorted.

"Next I'll teach you how to give Ethan cornrows," Kimber said.

"Wait, what?" Ethan asked, a hand going defensively to his hair.

"All right," Alfred called from the hall, moving nearer. "I'm heading out, I should only be an hour—" He paused in the doorway of the living room, frowned. He held up a finger to do a headcount, brow furrowed. "Are there... more of you?"

"We're new," Karen said, gesturing to herself and Julie.

"Ah." Alfred looked to Bruce, who was either engrossed in trying to braid hair or pretending to be. "Any dietary restrictions I should know about?"

"I'm a vegetarian?" Julie said.

"Oh—well that's no trouble," Alfred assured her.

"She actually means pescatarian," Tasha interjected, "and what she really means is that she only eats fish sticks and french fries."

"... ah." Alfred's face looked remarkably neutral. "Fish sticks." He looked at Bruce. Bruce did something small with his eyebrows that made it look like he'd shrugged. He could do that, sometimes. It was sort of impressive.

"You know," Alfred suggested, "we could always order pizza?"










The girls came to a stop as unfamiliar boys walked on to the court.

"Hey, we're trying to play," Tasha said, resting the basketball on her hip.

"You can play when we're done," said a boy in a baseball cap.

"We could play together," Rachel suggested.

"No," said Julie and two of the boys in unison.

"Get off the court," Annie said, crossing her arms.

"You get off the court," another boy said, "and let the people who actually know how to play use it."

Julie had lost all patience. She turned, and cupped her hands around her mouth. "Bruce! These guys are being douchebags!" She had a very large voice for a very small ginger.

Bruce had been sitting on a bench with a book and a highlighter. He looked up when Julie called for him.

"Oh, come on," Rachel protested. "They haven't done anything that bad yet." She'd known Bruce the longest, had the least patience for his form of problem-solving.

"We're sooo scared," mocked a boy in cargo shorts, with accompanying jazz hands. He gave up on the razzle dazzle when Bruce came closer, and it became clear that he was both taller and broader than any of them.

Even if the white button-down and slacks made him look like a stray Mormon.

"You should come back later," Bruce advised them.

"Fuck you, dude."

Bruce looked the boys over. Then he knocked the largest one's feet out from under him. He picked him up by the ankle, so that his head hung above the concrete, and waited.

There was a lot of flailing and cursing, none of which accomplished anything. The smaller boys could not decide if they should try to help, or if that would only result in their friend's head meeting pavement.

After a minute, the boy Bruce held gave up. At which point Bruce gently set him back on the ground.

It was a bit like watching someone break a horse.

"You should come back later," Bruce repeated.

"Whatever, man," the largest boy spat, scrambling to his feet. The boys retreated, grumbling as they went, and the girls all watched them go.

"You should play with us," Julie said.

"No."

"That kind of thing might not happen if you did," Rachel pointed out.

Bruce hesitated.

"And you can learn how to do this!" Tasha said, and as she said it she spun the ball on her fingers until she could balance it on one.

"Why would I want to do that."

"So you can impress chicks?" Julie suggested.

"I'm a billionaire."

"Yeah," Tasha agreed, letting the ball fall into her palm, "but are you a billionaire... who can dunk?"

Annie giggled, a stark contrast to Rachel's wheezing bark of laughter.

"I'm going back to my book," Bruce said, but before he could Tasha passed the ball to him. He caught it, but otherwise remained motionless.

"Try to make a basket," Annie coaxed.

Bruce looked down at the ball. Then, reluctantly, he tossed it.

It went straight in.

"Oh, bullshit!" Julie said, as Tasha went to retrieve the ball. "That was a lucky shot, do it again. Actually, here, back up and then do it again."

Tasha passed him the ball. He backed up. He did it again.

"What the fuck!" Julie was outraged. "If you've secretly been on the basketball team this whole time, I'm gonna be pissed."

"I'm in chess club."

"Okay, you know what?" Julie picked up the ball and shoved it into Bruce's hands. "Go stand there and take a shot." She pointed to the middle of the court. Bruce obliged by standing where she ordered.

Then he landed a three-pointer.

"What the fuck!" Julie threw up her hands in disgust.

"Was that not what I was supposed to do."

"What are you bad at?"

  



4. october seventh


    
    "Where's Bruce?" Ethan called toward the house.

"This is your fault," Zach said instead of answering, pointing at Janet as he came down the porch steps. There was a rhythmic banging noise, but that wasn't unusual. Zach lived in a trailer park; there was always some kind of a weird noise coming from somewhere. Somewhere in the distance, someone was playing an accordion, and badly.

"What?" Janet asked, confused.

"It was your idea to meet at my house," Zach said.

"Your mom's the only one who doesn't care if we smoke!" Janet reminded him, still not clear on why he was mad at her. As if to prove the point, Stacey blew a smoke ring. Rachel was pulling into the driveway to park her car next to Janet's.

"Until today," Zach said, "all I had to do was not get arrested and not knock anyone up, and my mom thought I was a saint. But you're late, and Bruce showed up a half hour early—"

"I told you to give him the wrong time," Janet interrupted. "He's always early."

The door opened as Zach's mom came outside, holding a wooden tray with drinks on it. Zach turned, perking up briefly. "Is that a root beer float?"

Mrs. Lloyd smacked his hand away from her tray. "This isn't for you," she scolded. "Bruce!" she called as she stepped away from the house, standing on her toes. She was a very small woman.

The banging noise stopped. After a second, Bruce became visible at the edge of the roof. His shirt was missing in action. Stacey immediately dropped her cigarette to crush it into the grass.

"Why is Bruce on your roof?" Rachel asked as she came up behind the others.

"Mom mentioned it was leaky," Zach said bitterly. "Next thing I know, he's reroofing the goddamn trailer. It's a trailer. Who reroofs a trailer?"

"I made you something to help you cool off," Mrs. Lloyd said, holding out the tray so he could see. Bruce squinted down at it. "You've been working hard, honey, take a break."

"Honey," Zach hissed toward Janet, accusatory.

Bruce scratched the back of his head, looked to the newly-arrived group. "Okay," he said, and without warning he stepped off the edge of the roof. Stacey squeaked in alarm, but he landed on his feet in the grass.

"Don't hurt yourself!" Mrs. Lloyd scolded.

"Sorry." He picked up the glass, used the straw to prod at the contents.

Janet used her elbow to nudge Stacey in the ribs. Stacey did not seem to notice, because she was busy staring. Very obviously staring. Janet gave up on nudging, and outright jabbed her. Stacey snapped out of it, moved to hide behind Janet as if that would be less obvious than turning red. The fact that Stacey was the taller of the two didn't help matters.

"So how long do you think this will take?" Rachel asked.

Bruce looked up from his drink. "If you want, I can give you some money and you can go without me."

Ethan rolled his eyes. "We're not going to take your money and leave you."

Bruce blinked. "Why."

"Because that would be a dick move?" Janet said.

"Huh." Bruce sipped his root beer float. "Might take all day."

"Shit," Zach said, and his mother smacked him upside the head. "Mom! I'm seventeen, c'mon."

"You live in my house," Mrs. Lloyd reminded him.

"You know," Rachel said to Zach, "if you'd fixed the leak yourself we wouldn't be having this problem."

"Exactly," Mrs. Lloyd said. "Don't go complaining when it's your own fault for being lazy."

"How is that lazy?" Zach protested. "I don't know how to fix a roof, where would I have learned to fix a roof?"

"Habitat for Humanity," Bruce said almost absently, still trying to remember how floats were supposed to work. It all looked very unappealingly frothy and he couldn't remember if that was normal. "They've been doing restorations over by Old Town."

Zach barely ducked out of the way as his mother tried to smack him again. "You hear that?" she said. "He does charity. And here you are can't even fold your own laundry."

"That's kind of sad," Ethan agreed, and Mrs. Lloyd looked vindicated.

"It's not like he does his own laundry!" Zach pointed out, wide gestures toward Bruce. "He's got a butler. I'd have time to build houses, too, if I had a butler."

"Restore houses," Bruce corrected. "Alfred doesn't do my laundry."

"What?"

"Because never doing my own laundry would turn me into an incompetent manchild?" Bruce seemed to be under the impression that everyone had been forced to sit through a speech about this at least once.

Rachel was snorting in barely stifled laughter, her hands over the lower half of her face, a sound that made it seem as though she had a cold. All assembled turned their attention to her to try and figure out what was so funny. "Zach is more spoiled than the guy who lives in a literal mansion," she said finally.

"I have been spoiling you," Mrs. Lloyd said, a fire in her eyes.

"You see?" Zach said. "You see what you did? It could be worse, you know, I could be in prison right now."

"Don't bring your brother into this."

"Can we help?" Janet asked. "It'd get done faster with more people, right?"

Bruce seemed lost as to what to do with his empty glass until Mrs. Lloyd took it from him, set it on the tray she'd rested one-handed on her hip. "I think that roof has a low weight limit," he said. "You could go to the hardware store and get me a nail gun."

Janet frowned. "How much are those?"

Bruce reached into his back pocket for his wallet, then offered her a card. She had to step closer to get it, and behind her Stacey inched forward as well. A very subtle, definitely not obvious way to get closer to a shirtless Bruce.

"This is your black card," Janet said, exasperated.

"Yeah."

"Bruce, you can't just give me this."

His brow furrowed slightly. "Why."

She rolled her eyes, might have thrown up her hands if she weren't terrified of the amount of power the little metal card represented. "What if I just took it and bought... I don't know, a car or something?"

He considered this. "Okay."

"Bruce!" Janet said, horrified both at what he'd said and how much she was sounding like her mother. "No."

Bruce looked to where she'd parked, then back to her. "Your car kind of sucks, though."

She made an exasperated sound, because he was missing the point by a mile. "When someone says 'buy me a car' you can't just be like 'kay'."

He shrugged. "It's fine."

Janet couldn't pinpoint exactly what it was that infuriated her about the exchange. The way he threw money around like it meant nothing, like he was trying to buy friends, except that he didn't want friends and maybe he was just trying to pay them to leave him alone. But it wasn't just money, it was so many other things that he would just agree to. He carefully set aside hours in his schedule for them, and then he just did whatever they wanted.

It made her feel selfish. She couldn't tell what he was getting out of this. Anyone else, she'd assume they were trying to get laid.

"I'll get you a nail gun," she said, putting the card into one of the safer inner pockets of her coat. "But that's it."

"Alright." Bruce turned to head back toward the trailer without another word, jumped enough to reach the edge of the roof and pull himself up. Behind Janet, Stacey squeaked helplessly.

"Bruce!" Mrs. Lloyd scolded. "Don't hurt yourself! We have a perfectly good ladder, you know!"

"Sorry," he said. He didn't sound like he meant it.

"Anyone else want to go to the store?" Janet asked.

"Zach is going to be busy," Mrs. Lloyd said before he could respond. Zach slumped, looking defeated.

Ethan was craning his neck to see on top of the roof. "You know," he said, "maybe if I stayed on top of the ladder I could still help?"

It was a cheap ploy. He was almost as bad as Stacey.

"Sure," Bruce said, non-committal.

"I can help!" Stacey offered finally, her voice pitched so high it was barely audible to human beings. "I'm light so maybe I can be on the roof?"

She was absolutely going to be a liability instead of an asset. Bruce frowned as he tried to get a better look at her. She was still trying to hide behind Janet.

"We can try it," he said, and Stacey practically swooned.

"Rachel?" Janet asked.

"Yeah, I'll go with you," Rachel said. "We're taking your car, I don't want you smoking in mine."

"You should quit," Bruce said, just loud enough that Janet could hear.

"Go fuck yourself," she said automatically. Then she pointed at Zach. "Next time, just give him the wrong time."

Nothing good came of giving that boy free time.

  



5. october thirty-first


    
    Bruce had refused to wear a Halloween costume. Julie's solution to this problem was to put bunny ears on him. Julie was not good at taking no for an answer, and did not seem to mind that her sexy bunny ensemble had been rendered incomplete.

"I remember doing that when I was a kid," Annie said, looking out the window at the trick-or-treaters streaming toward the mansion. "Wayne Manor was everyone's favorite because you gave out full-sized candy bars." She was wearing a pink princess dress that she probably would have worn all the time, if it weren't completely impractical.

Bruce was only half-listening, staring into the middle distance. "That was Mom's idea," he said. "Dad wanted to give out something healthy." Dispassionate and matter-of-fact; if it upset him to think about them, it didn't show.

Ethan was taking his little brother out trick-or-treating; Janet was taking her niece. No one else had anywhere to be. If they'd been the kinds of teenagers that got invited to parties, they wouldn't have needed Bruce.

"Isn't there a liquor cabinet in this house?" Zach asked. He claimed to be Scarface. He looked like one of Bruce's accountants. He was the only one watching Frankenstein on the oversized television.

"Yes."

"Let's break into it," Zach said.

"No."

"Alfred might just let us have something, if we asked," suggested Julie.

"No," Bruce said again. "Not until I'm eighteen."

"Have you asked before, or is that a personal rule?" Rachel teased, doing something with her eye makeup. She claimed to be dressed as a witch, but she mostly looked like Janet and Stacey did the rest of the year.

"Personal rule," Bruce answered seriously.

"Ugh," Rachel said suddenly, shutting her compact mirror. "I give up, smoky eye is beyond me. I don't know how to girl."

"I can show you," Kimber suggested. She was some kind of Victorian cat vampire. No one felt confident enough to ask for clarification. Bruce assumed she was just wearing whatever she'd thought would be cute. It was impossible to deny that her makeup was flawless.

"Oh, goodie," Zach said with some disgust. "Makeup and no beer."

"Want me to do your makeup?" Julie asked him, a glint in her eye.

"God, no," Zach said.

"I bet Bruce would let me do his makeup," Annie said.

"Sure."

"That's not a fair comparison," Zach complained. "Bruce would let you punch him in the dick if you asked."

"Bruce, can I punch you in the dick?" Julie asked immediately.

"I'm sure you can," Bruce said, "but I can think of some things I might like better." He said it in such a flat way, same as he ever did, that it was a moment before Julie gasped dramatically.

"Did Bruce Wayne just flirt with me?" she asked.

"That's what it sounded like to me," said Kimber.

"Is it flirting to suggest I want a handjob?" Bruce asked. It was a serious question. Rachel snorted.

"It is," Annie confirmed. She was emptying makeup out of her purse, being now determined to actually make Bruce look as pretty as his bunny ears demanded.

"No one ever gets that excited when I want a handjob."

"That's because you just say 'hey, touch my dick'," Julie said with some disgust. She looked petulant about Zach's refusal to play along. Kimber and Rachel were sitting on the floor so that Kimber could draw along Rachel's eye with black kohl.

"I don't have anything pale enough for him," Annie complained, holding up palettes the color of cocoa powder.

"Don't look at me," Kimber said.

"You can use mine," said Julie, retrieving her own purse to dig through it. "I don't think he's that much darker than me."

Annie squinted at Bruce's face assessingly. He did not seem discomfited at all. "What are we going to do about those eyebrows, though?"

"Thread 'em," Rachel suggested. Zach and Bruce were the only ones who didn't laugh.

"I should," Annie said.

"I don't know what that is," Bruce said. Annie's answer was to wind floss around her fingers and twist it, sliding the twisted part back and forth. "That looks like a torture device."

"Scared?" Julie taunted.

"I do it every week," Annie said, waggling her eyebrows. They were impressively precise arches. "I'll just do it a little bit so you can see what it's like."

"Why do I need to know what it's like."

"So you know how impressive pretty girls are," Kimber said. Annie was trying to figure out the best way to arrange herself to keep her hands steady. She settled on very nearly climbing into Bruce's lap, one knee on the couch beside him.

"I'm already impressed."

Zach was suddenly interested. "Hey, wait, if you're going to be sitting in my lap you can put whatever you want on my face."

"You're so fucking gross," said Julie, her nose wrinkling.

"I'm not even in his lap," Annie said. "I don't want to crush him." At this, Bruce frowned, his eyebrows furrowing. "Don't do that, you have to keep them straight." His face obediently returned to impassivity. She positioned the threads carefully, then twisted a clean edge onto the top of his left eyebrow.

"Ow." If she hadn't known better she might have thought he was being sarcastic. She lined up his other eyebrow and did it again. "Ow."

"Do his upper lip!" suggested Julie.

"What." Bruce seemed appalled.

"That's the one that really hurts," Annie explained.

"Let's not," said Bruce. "You can sit down if you want," he added.

"I'm fine," she said, holding up Julie's foundation to see how well it matched his face.

"You're not heavy."

"I'm super heavy," she countered. "Normally I'd want to put primer on you first, but I don't think we brought any, soooo..."

"Are you actually trying to teach him how to do it?" asked Zach, incredulous.

"It's a useful life skill," Kimber said. Bruce had shut his eyes to let Annie apply foundation with her fingers.

"You're so pale. How do you even leave the house without bursting into flames?"

"I can live in a mountaintop mansion without being a vampire."

"Do moths flock to you in the night because they think you're the moon?"

"No comment."

"I'm going to use some bronzer so you look less dead."

"Thanks."

"He needs eyeliner!" Julie reminded her.

"I'm getting there, you can't rush art. Bruce, open your eyes." He did so, but immediately recoiled from the pencil in her hand. "I'm not going to stab you in the eye, you just have to stay still."

"I don't think I'm physically capable of letting you put that near my eye."

Annie sighed. "Do you want to try doing it yourself?"

"That might be better," he said, taking the pencil from her. She held up a mirror for him. "What am I doing."

"Try to make it look like this," she said, pointing at her own eyes. Bruce looked at her eyes like he was performing a complex analysis, then looked at himself in the mirror to try and copy it. "Oh my god, no, that's way too far away from your eye. It needs to be right where your lashes are."

"This seems unsafe."

"Wipe it off before you add more! You're giving yourself raccoon eyes!"

"Maybe I want to be a raccoon for Halloween."

"No one wants to be a raccoon, ever."

"Raccoons are a perfectly acceptable animal."

"Bruce, you just—you look like you got punched, now."

"It's a work in progress." His left eye turned out better, a proper thin line on each lid. His right eye was an absolute mess. "Should I make it match?"

"No! You disaster zone." She dropped the mirror and took the eyeliner from him. "You can't be trusted anymore."

"I take back what I said earlier," said Zach. "This is actually really entertaining." He'd grabbed a bag of popcorn from the popper in the corner.

"You're lucky I'm good enough to fix this," Annie said. "Watch and learn."

"I'm watching," Rachel said. She and Kimber had finished what they were doing and were now engrossed watching the debacle.

Annie gave up on kneeling on the couch, and sat on Bruce's lap. If he noticed the concession, he didn't say. She used a cotton swab to carefully remove half the eyeliner he'd applied, then tried to blend it out until it looked passable. She did the same with his other eye, frowning in intense concentration.

"Annie, you're a wizard," Kimber said. Annie, meanwhile, used a bright red lipstick on Bruce's mouth. It was a lot like painting a mannequin.

"There," she said finally, satisfied. "See?" She held up the mirror again.

Bruce narrowed his eyes at his reflection. "Am I supposed to be Bunnicula."

"Yes," Julie declared with clear relish.

"Huh."

Annie nearly jumped out of her skin as Bruce put his arms around her, something he had absolutely never done to anyone as far as she was aware. Then he stood, bringing her with him. She shrieked in surprise, dropping everything to cling to him. "Bruce!"

"See? Not heavy."










Bruce rolled onto his back, chest rising and falling rapidly as he caught his breath. "Shit."

"What?" Annie didn't mean to sound offended, but she did.

"I did that wrong." His eyes were on his ceiling, and he rubbed at one of his shoulders.

"How did you do it wrong?" she asked, offense replaced with amused incredulity. She pulled his comforter higher to cover herself up. There wasn't any point to being modest, but she was still self-conscious.

"Did you finish?" he asked. Annie didn't answer, pursing her lips in awkward silence instead. "I did it wrong."

"I liked it," she said. She'd liked it a lot, in fact. It was a bit mean, when she knew that Stacey had a crush from hell on Bruce. Her plan was that Stacey would never know. It wasn't like they were going to go steady. Stacey would never do anything about it anyway, because it was the sort of crush that made it difficult to even talk around a person, and those were always useless. Extra useless when Bruce needed to be told directly. In ten years, Annie was sure, Stacey would still be smitten without having ever said a word to him about it.

Which was a mean thing to think. That didn't mean it wasn't true.

Stacey was two years older than him, anyway. That made it weird. Leave the sophomores for the sophomores.

"Give me a minute," he said, "and I'll try again."

Tentatively, she snuggled closer to him. He didn't object. His bed was enormous. It couldn't possibly have been his childhood bedroom, but she didn't think it was the master bedroom, either. The walls were sparse. "Have you done this before?" He'd seemed like he had, and that was part of the appeal. He was handsome, of course, and nice in his odd way. He could pick her up like she was dainty.

Mostly, though, he seemed ideal for experimentation. She knew she wanted something, but she didn't know what it was yet. Bruce was exactly the sort of person who'd let her do what she wanted, wouldn't say anything mean or tell anyone or do any of the other million things a boy in high school could do to ruin her life.

"Once," he said. "Kind of."

"Kind of?"

"It got weird."

"Oh."

"She wasn't weird," he added, chivalrous as ever. "It just got weird."

"Do you still see her?" She thought of everyone she knew and tried to imagine any of them sleeping with him before her. Despite popular rumor, it definitely wasn't Janet. Julie, maybe, but he seemed like he'd know better.

"She moved."

"Oh. That's too bad."

"Yeah."

That he seemed to miss the mystery girl hurt her feelings in a way difficult to quantify. "Am I a decent consolation prize?"

His eyebrows dipped. "You're not a prize. You're a completely different person."

There was a loud knock on Bruce's bedroom door. "Master Bruce," Alfred called from the hall, "is Miss Davis in there with you?" There was a note of censure in his voice.

"Yes," Bruce called back. "We're having sex."

"Bruce!" She smacked him on the arm. "Don't just say that."

The hall was silent for a moment. "I hope that you meant to say 'had'," Alfred said finally.

Despite how casual he sounded, Bruce was definitely turning red. "No."

Again, a pause. "I fear that it may be my duty as your guardian to put a stop to any and all tomfoolery," Alfred apologized.

"She didn't finish," Bruce said, voice projecting impressively.

"Don't just tell him that!"

Alfred's sigh could be heard through the door and across the room. "I've no intention of raising a quitter," he said, "but if it's assistance you require, I'm afraid I really must draw the line."

Bruce laughed. It was almost immediately muffled covering his reddened face with both hands, but it was unmistakably a real laugh. It started with a snort and it turned into a bark, and it looked much more his age than Annie thought she'd ever seen him.

"So which one of you is actually in charge here?" she asked.

Bruce's voice was still muffled. "If you figure it out, let us know."

  



6. november twelfth


    
    Bruce had never actually been to Gotham Academy. He was the first one born to the name Wayne to have attended a public school. The Waynes had helped build a school just so they'd never have to.

His mother had been possessed of very strong opinions about rich boys who went to rich boy schools.

Bruce stared at the darkened trophy case. He stared, specifically, at one of the pictures in the back. The fencing team, the last time they'd had a Wayne on their fencing team. A teenager towering over the other teenagers, none of the swagger Bruce associated with his father. No smile. Just hard edges and cold fury. He didn't look like the Thomas he'd become. He looked like Bruce.

Bruce had seen a lot of pictures of his father as a young man. They were littered about the house, on the walls and in albums. He wondered, for the first time, if Gotham High School might have some of his mother. Old club photos, old yearbooks. He'd never thought to look. He didn't think he'd ever seen a picture of his mother before she'd met his father. Would she look more like him, the way his father did?

He couldn't imagine it. He felt as if his mother had been born with her hair in a twist and starch in her skirt. She couldn't have been a teenager, the way he was a teenager, the way Thomas had been a teenager. Messy and angry and overwhelmed by the weight of the whole rest of his life.

He couldn't linger. He wasn't supposed to be there. It was two in the morning on a Sunday. If he wasn't careful, he'd run into a student sneaking out of the dorms.

Aside from the student sneaking out of the dorms that he was there to see.

Security was actually awful. Simple alarm system, inconsistent guard coverage.

His steps were slow and quiet through the darkness of the library. It was quiet. It should have been. It smelled faintly of a wet fireplace. It should not have.

Tattered pages and traces of soot.

Bruce stopped at the table that seemed the most likely suspect. He dropped the bag that he had brought with him to the floor.

A small hand emerged from under the table to pull it under.

Bruce waited. He watched what he could see of the library, though there was little risk of anyone finding them. Rustling and whispered voices and one poorly stifled half-hysterical giggle.

It was Zatanna who emerged first, looking not at all ashamed of herself. She was wearing one of his mother's old dresses. It wasn't one she'd particularly liked, or worn often. It was dark blue, with little white buttons up the front. It was much too long for Zatanna. She wore it with no elegance, and did not aspire to.

"You're a life saver," she informed him, attempting to give him a playful punch in the arm. It landed far nearer to his elbow than was traditional for that sort of thing. "Geeze, you got tall. When did that happen? Did it hurt?"

"Last summer. Yes. Are you okay."

She made a noisy pfft sound, waving a dismissive hand. "Oh, yeah, I'm fine. Better than fine."

"Is she okay?"

"Yeah, yeah, she's—" Zatanna paused, frowned. Then she bent to look under the table. There were more whispers. Zatanna straightened. "She wants you to turn around and cover your eyes so she can leave."

He'd brought extra clothes. It wasn't modesty. She didn't want him to know who she was. He turned, and made an unnecessary display of putting his hand over his eyes. He could hear the girl underneath the table crawl out and make her escape.

"Okay, you're good," Zatanna said.

Bruce lowered his hand and turned. "You slept with Skyler James." The mayor's daughter. He'd only met her a few times.

"Bruce!" Zatanna put her fists on her hips. Maybe she thought this was intimidating. "Did you peek?"

"No," he said. "It was pretty obvious." She narrowed her eyes at him. "The list of people I'd recognize that have reason to worry about me recognizing them is fairly short. She has the most to lose. She's blonde. You have a type."

"None of that is obvious! Except to you." She reached under the table to retrieve Bruce's bag.

"Why did you call me, then?" He didn't think they were close. Not really.

"The list of people who would answer the phone in the middle of the night and drop everything to break into a school library and bring me clothes without asking questions isn't even a list." She offered him his bag back, and he took it. "And I know you're not going to tell anyone about her."

"Yeah." He pulled his bag back onto his shoulder. "Her dad's an asshole."

"No kidding."

Bruce surveyed the damage done to the library. "What did you do."

"A lady doesn't kiss and tell."

"Not what I meant."

"It was a very advanced technique," Zatanna said, "and I'm not at liberty to discuss it."

"You tried to do something complicated instead of just getting naked like a normal person, and you accidentally blew up both your clothes."

"You can't prove it."

"I don't need to. You're you."

"You said you wouldn't tell," she reminded him. She had her fists on her hips again. It still wasn't intimidating.

"I said I wouldn't out Skyler," he corrected. "I never said I wouldn't tell anyone you destroyed a set of presidential biographies with an involuntary pants explosion."

"Oh, don't act all high and mighty like you've never done it."

"My collateral damage generally involves less William Howard Taft."

"Less," Zatanna repeated, raising an intrigued eyebrow, "but not none."

"None that I know of."

"How would you not know?"

"I try to be aware of my own limitations. Is that a paper hat." He pointed to a charred page that had been folded.

"It's actually half of a paper bra."

"Ah." It made sense. To an extent. Her clothes had blown up. She'd needed to use the library phone. She hadn't wanted to walk around naked. She'd abandoned it pretty far from the table. "You had sex anyway."

Zatanna's shrug was a full-body experience that involved both hands, a tilt of her hips, and her entire face. "Guil-ty," she confessed. "It's not like there was anything else to do. Hey, speaking of bad sex ideas, how's your girlfriend?"

"She moved."

"Aww."

"And she wasn't my girlfriend."

"Pffffffffffffft."

"Was that sound voluntary."

"Mostly." She pushed at his elbow so he'd turn, then jumped up onto his back uninvited. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and her arms around his shoulders, and pointed. He headed in the indicated direction rather than object. "Was she not your girlfriend like I'm not your friend?"

"I don't know."

"That means yes," Zatanna informed him. "How've you been, anyway?"

"Fine."

"How's Alfred?"

"I don't know."

"Eesh. That means bad." He had nothing to say to that. She'd started steering him by strategically squeezing his shoulders. "How's chess club? Lost yet?"

"No."

"Still making devils' advocates cry?"

"They only let me debate against other teams now."

"That's not a no." They were out in the night air; he headed for the dorms. "Made any friends?"

"No."

"Made any acquaintances who you hang out with all the time and do stuff for?"

"I guess."

"That's great! Good job!" She was being entirely sincere. She rested her elbows on his shoulders so that she could use both hands to ruffle his hair.

"I'm not a toddler."

"You're a great big baby."

"I'll drop you."

"You're not holding me." She pointed at a window. He started to climb the brickwork toward it. He didn't have to. But it was satisfying. "So are you one of the popular kids, or a jock, or one of the nerds?"

"That's not a real thing."

"I've seen movies, I know how public schools work. Do you shove people in lockers?"

"We don't have lockers."

"What! But what are you supposed to shove people into?"

"You're not supposed to shove people into things."

"Realistically, though…"

"Trash cans." He stopped at her windowsill, and she climbed up his back like a wayward lemur to open the window and slip inside. After a moment, she poked her head back out. 

"Hey. I'm sorry about your mom."

"Thanks."

"Not the dead stuff," she clarified. "The stuff before that."

"It's fine."

"I was little."

"I know."

"We should hang out more."

"If you want." His arms were starting to ache. "Can it be on the ground, with clothes on, and no explosions."

Her answer was a wink and two fingerguns. It was not an answer.

  



7. december


    
    Julie rammed her shoulder into Janet's in some bizarre form of greeting. "Doing anything fun for Christmas?" Julie asked.

"Does Florida count as fun?" Janet asked in response, watching her feet as they took the stairs to the front of the school. Other students had already flattened out the snow, and sometimes it became packed enough that boots couldn't get a grip on it.

"Ew, god no." Julie tossed her hair over her shoulder. "Want me to get you sunscreen for Christmas?"

"... that would be great, actually." Considering how pale she was, Julie almost certainly had the hookup on good products. "Do you want anything?"

"I don't know, a cool necklace or something?" Julie shrugged. "You don't have to get me anything." She spotted Bruce by a lamppost before Janet could protest. "Bruce! What do you want for Christmas!"

Bruce looked up from his book with a frown. It was one of his little frowns, the kind that was difficult to identify for people who didn't know him. His expressions seemed to vary in size situationally, depending on where he was and who he was with. That was the thing that took longest to get used to, how it had no relationship whatsoever to the intensity of what he was feeling.

"No," he said, which was not actually an answer. The word clouded around his face.

"You do Christmas, right?" Julie prodded.

"Yeah."

"Do you have a big party, or what?"

"We hand out gifts at charitable events and volunteer at a soup kitchen."

"Oh." The answer took the wind out of Julie's sails. "That's... cool...?"

"It's nice," Bruce said, maybe sensing their assumptions.

"What's nice?" Ethan asked, Zach by his side.

"Being Santa," Janet answered before Bruce could. "He won't tell us what he wants for Christmas."

"Probably something money can't buy," said Zach. "Like parents."

Bruce snorted, immediate and surprised, a brief and ugly sound cut off as soon as it started. Zach looked victorious.

"Your birthday is in February, right?" Karen asked, smoothly inserting herself into the conversation. "I don't know what to get you for that, either."

"I don't need anything."

"Obviously," Rachel said. "That doesn't mean you don't want anything."

"If I wanted something, I'd buy it."

"Not if you didn't know it existed," Annie said. "What are some things you like?"

"Pretend you're making a bulleted list," Janet said with a grin. "I know you like those."

"Can that be the first thing on the list?" Bruce asked.

"I'm not getting you a bulleted list for Christmas," Julie said. "Physical, tangible things that you like. Like how I'm into lighthouses."

"You're into lighthouses?" Annie asked.

"You can get me pretty much anything with a lighthouse on it and I'll love it," she confirmed.

"I like lacquered boxes from Korea's Joseon dynasty," Bruce offered. "And anything from Japan's Edo period."

"Less pretentious," Ethan suggested.

"I don't think Mom's letting me give you any family heirlooms," Annie agreed.

"Calligraphy?" Bruce said uncertainly. "Abstract photography. Pine bonsai. Xiang Xiu embroidery."

"You're getting too fancy again," Zach said.

"Sheet music for the violin. Hand-carved wooden spoons. Endangered birds. Frogs."

"Frogs?" Rachel repeated.

"Yes."

"Like fancy frogs, or just boring frogs?"

"There's no such thing as a boring frog."

"What about frogs, now?" Tasha asked. She and Stacey always took the longest on Fridays, because they both had P.E. last period.

"We're trying to figure out what to get Bruce for Christmas," Julie explained.

"And his birthday," Karen added.

"He likes a lot of dumb fancy shit," Zach said.

"Are we surprised?" asked Tasha.

"I don't need anything," Bruce said again.

"My ride's here," Annie said, patting him on the shoulder. "I'll bring your present after break."

"Don't get me a present."

"See you next year," Stacey said, managing to sound almost normal as she followed Annie.

"Can I hide in your mansion until my family leaves me behind?" Janet asked.

"No. But if you actually need something over break, you can call me."

"Sorry, Macauley," Ethan teased.

"Yeah, yeah."


  





  



Bruce answered his phone despite not recognizing the number. His cell phone was meant for emergencies only, which usually meant Alfred wondering where he was.

"Bruce Wayne," he said instead of any real greeting, in case they were unsure who they'd called.

"Oh, thank god, I remembered your number."

He frowned. "Janet?"

"I need help."

Janet often needed help. She didn't like to ask for it. For her to ask meant it was urgent.

"What's wrong?"

"I need bail," she said.

Bail. Arrested. Shoplifting? She thought he didn't know about the shoplifting. She didn't like it when he paid for her. He did it in secret when they were out together, adding up the cost of everything that found its way into her pockets. She was very good at it. Hard to imagine she'd been caught. Never went anywhere expensive alone. Not enough to be worth an arrest. He'd been trying to teach her self defense. Assault charge? Not enough information.

"What happened?"

"I stole a cop."

"What."

"It's a long story, okay?" she said, her voice strained. "Can you hurry, please?"

Teenage girl. Gotham police. Bad combination. How long had she been in custody already? Probably no lawyer. Did she know not to talk to cops? Would they have listened if she asked for a lawyer? Gave her a phone call. Probably assumed she'd call her parents. Janet looked like she didn't get along with her parents. Easy mark. Bad to worse.

"Okay."

He hung up, and dialed the number for the department while he went to find Alfred.


  





  



"What just happened?" Janet asked, her arms full of her things as she left the station beside Bruce. The night hit her with cold all at once, her jacket in her arms instead of on them. From what she could tell, she wasn't being charged with anything. They weren't even going to be keeping any record of her arrest. Sorry for the misunderstanding.

Was there anything Bruce couldn't turn into a misunderstanding?

"They fucked up," Bruce said as a summation. It was always a little funny when he swore. All clean-cut and uptight and carefully enunciating his vulgarity.

"Will you be needing anything else, Mr. Wayne?" asked the lawyer Bruce had brought along. The man had salt-and-pepper hair and reminded Janet of a vampire. His breath didn't cloud into steam when he spoke. She wondered how much it had cost just to have him show up.

"That will be all, Mr. Phillips. Thank you."

"Always a delight." Phillips tipped his head toward Janet. "Miss MacIntyre." Then he smiled at Alfred. "Mr. Pennyworth."

"Phillips," Alfred said coolly. Phillips strolled off toward his car, less expensive but more showy than Bruce's.

"I don't understand what just happened," she said, beginning to shiver.

"They like easy marks," Bruce said. "Phillips would tear them apart. Put your coat on."

"But…" Janet swallowed. "But I did it," she said.

"It was his own fault for not doing his job. The last thing they need is more bad press, he should have known better." Bruce took her jacket out of her arms, and she let him. "Do your parents know where you are?"

"No. They're out with Ashley."

Bruce held up her coat until she put her arms through it, and tucked it over her shoulders. "You're okay?"

"Yeah."

"No one touched you?"

"No."

"Have you eaten?"

"It's fine."

"Where do you want to eat?"

Janet sighed. This was one of those things Bruce would be stubborn about, but it felt weird asking his butler to drive their very fancy car through a drive-thru. Although. "McDonald's," she decided, "but only if you eat a chicken nugget."

A twitch of his nose and the corner of his mouth were Bruce's only concessions to displeasure. He was practically making a face. "Fine. We'll get you something to eat and take you home."

"You're too nice," she warned him. She dug into her pocket, suddenly, fishing out her wallet.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing," she said. "I mean, not nothing, but. I got you something."

"What?"

"In Florida. I was going give them to you when school started, but they're in my wallet anyway, so, like..." She trailed off, holding out her hand until he offered his palm. She dropped them into his hand. "There was a smashed penny machine that had a frog and a parrot in it and I thought of you? They're not real presents or anything."

He slid the flattened metal along his fingers to see them. There were four, one of each design the machine had offered. A stylized tree frog of no particular species, an alligator that could as easily be a crocodile, a macaw that wasn't actually native to Florida, and a bat.

"Thank you," he said, running his thumb over the bat. "You didn't have to do that."

He'd bought her a used car for Christmas. He hadn't put his name on it, but it was obvious who it was from. It was still nicer than her old car, but it hurt her pride less than a new one would have. "Sorry I couldn't get you anything actually cool."

"Don't be." He tucked them into his pocket. "Just call me before stealing any cop cars, next time. Cops actually have to listen to me."

"I bet they love you."

"No," he said flatly. "They don't." Alfred held the door open for her. "Like I said: they have to listen to me."

  



8. january tenth


    
    "Bruce?"

Bruce froze on the sidewalk. Rachel stared, dressed in sweatpants and sandals she'd put on to take the trash out.

"Bruce, what are you doing here?" Rachel lived in what could euphemistically be termed 'a bad neighborhood'. She knew he hadn't been stopping by to see her. Despite how long they'd been acquainted, they weren't that close. For another, he'd been walking right past the place, unaware she lived there.

"Just going for a walk," he said, but already Rachel had come down the steps to see him better.

"You should not be here," she said, because he was still dressed like a prep school valedictorian, the stink of money all over him. Streetlights glinted off his watch. There was blood on the silver band. "Bruce? Did you get mugged?"

"I'm fine," he said, and again he moved to leave. She grabbed his hand, realized his knuckles were raw and bleeding. Just as quickly he yanked his hand away. "Don't." He swallowed, hard enough that she could hear it over the distant din of the city at night. "Don't touch me, I don't... like being touched."

Bruce was never friendly. But he'd also never had a problem being touched. Not happy about it, but he allowed it. The way he was about everything. There were things he did, habits he had, but in general Bruce did not have real preferences like other people. Not since his parents had died.

She remembered when he'd been little, when her mom had brought her along to work, when he'd been weird but harmless and he'd known how to smile. They used to talk about books, mostly. They'd never seen each other often.

Now he was standing in the snow and the dark with a split lip and bloody nose and ruined shirt.

"Bruce, come inside so you can get cleaned up," she said. He stood in silence. She hadn't intended to be outside for longer than a minute or two, and the cold was seeping into her skin, snow melting in her sandals. "My mom's going to be at work for another couple of hours, it's just us. You don't want Alfred to see you like this."

His butler's name made his shoulders slump. It was a cheap trick, but she wasn't wrong. There really was love there, she thought. She didn't try to take his hand again when she lead him inside.

"What happened to you?" she asked, but he said nothing. "You can use the shower, and we have a first aid kit, but if it's anything serious you should see a doctor."

It was impossible to tell if it was serious. There was no chance that he'd admit it if it was.

"I'll see if I can find you some clothes to wear home," she said. "Pants might be... tricky."

"It's fine," he said, which sounded much more his usual self.

"I don't think going home without pants would be fine."

She dug through clothes while he was in the bathroom. She thought she had a shirt that would fit him, one of the ones she wore to bed. Pants really were a problem, though. No one in the house was as big as Bruce; even if they'd kept any of her father's things, they wouldn't have been tall enough.

When she came out of her room, Bruce was standing in her living room in nothing but a towel. She rolled her eyes. "Don't just wander around people's houses naked!"

"I'm not." He looked like the idea of self-consciousness had never even occurred to him.

She handed him the shirt, and he pulled it on without looking at it. It was old and gray with a bootleg cartoon character on the front. It was much too big for her, and only barely fit him. It was the first time she'd seen him in something resembling casual.

The towel around his waist was less casual.

"The only thing I could find that might fit you was this skirt," she said, gesturing with it in her hand. It was denim with an elastic waist. The only thing it had going for it was that the lack of legs made it more likely to fit.

"Sure," he said as he took it, no apparent problem with it. He hesitated, and she turned around. Partially because she didn't trust him to not get naked in front of her. He wasn't all there, was even less there than he usually was. Apparently his earlier revulsion at being touched had used up the whole of his limited emotional budget.

She didn't think that was actually how it worked. She didn't know how it actually worked.

"What should I do with your clothes?" she asked him.

"Just toss them."

She frowned as she turned around. Her skirt looked shorter on him than it did on her. She didn't think he'd be wearing the outfit out any time soon, but he could get away with it if he wanted to.

"You're going home like that?"

"Yeah." His lip was still swollen, a scab along one eyebrow. His hands were a mess. She sighed, heading for the kitchen to grab him an ice pack.

"What were you even doing out here?" she asked. "It's the middle of the night and you're walking around like..." She grasped for words, but he just shrugged. "Did someone try to jump you?" she asked.

"I took care of it."

"You mean you beat the shit out of them." She didn't hide her disdain. It was no secret that she wasn't a fan of Bruce's violent tendencies, even if she sometimes found them justified.

She froze as a thought occurred to her.

"You did it on purpose," she said. He didn't respond. "You came here, dressed like that... to pick a fight?"

She wanted him to deny it. It would be so easy. The accusation was absurd. Bruce Wayne, of all people, deliberately seeking out violent robbery.

Bruce didn't deny it. Rachel felt overwhelmed suddenly with a kind of cold fury, a righteous indignation at and for him. It struck her speechless, an intense rage that she didn't know what to do with. So she pulled off her sandal and threw it at him. He put up his arms in time to avoid getting hit in the forehead with it.

"Did you just throw a shoe at me?" he asked, incredulous.

She answered by coming closer so that she could smack him in the shoulder with her other sandal. He turned half away from her, shielding his head with his arms. "What is wrong with you?" she demanded.

"Why are you hitting me with a shoe?" Bruce asked, bafflement making him sound more like a teenage boy and less like a larval CEO.

"Because you're a jackass!" she said, and she stopped hitting him long enough to press an ice pack to his face. He flinched, but then held it against his eye. Then she hit him again. "Where are they?"

"Who?"

She smacked him again. Every time she did it he flinched, even though she wasn't hitting him that hard and she'd seen him take a punch like nothing. "The guys you beat the shit out of," she said.

"They're—I don't know where they are." He looked petulant, ice against his face and his shoulders curled in like that would make him smaller.

"Were they still moving?" she demanded.

"Yeah, they ran away."

She gave him another smack for sounding annoyed. "You're lucky you didn't give anyone brain damage."

"Why are you—they mugged me," he protested indignantly. She threatened him with a shoe so he'd recoil, but didn't hit him again.

"They are my neighbors and you came here with a watch worth more than our rent because you wanted an excuse to hit someone."

"Your neighbors are scumbags."

She dropped her sandal and punched him in the shoulder. It hurt her knuckles. "They're poor."

"So are you. I don't see you jumping people in alleys."

"What if it had been Zach?" she countered. Bruce hesitated. "What if it was Zach and his brother's shitty friends, and they saw some asshole walking around like he owned the fucking place? Would he have a concussion right now?" Bruce said nothing, and that was somehow more infuriating than if he'd tried to defend himself. "I can't even believe you," she said. "You know, I actually thought it was kind of cool what you did for Janet? Like, I actually thought you had done this cool thing for her. But apparently you were just looking for an excuse to beat the shit out of someone—"

"It wasn't like that."

"Why would I believe you?" she asked, but he had no answer. "There's no way those guys can afford to go to the hospital, did you think of that?"

"No."

"What?"

"I wasn't thinking."

"No shit." She gestured for him to show her his hands. He did so; she didn't think there was anything she could really do for his scabbing-over knuckles. Wrap them in gauze, maybe, but she wasn't sure he'd let her. "I'm sorry I hit you."

"It's okay."

"It's not. I lost my temper and I shouldn't have."

"I deserved it."

She didn't contradict him. "Do you want me to drive you home?"

"I can walk." Which would be one hell of a sight, Bruce Wayne walking all through Gotham in a too-tight shirt and a short skirt.

"I'll drive you home." He was passive again, and something about it struck her as pathetic. "Bruce?" she said, and he met her eyes with his good one. "Don't do this again." There was no 'or else', because what would she threaten him with? He was big and strong and rich and orphaned. There weren't threats for boys like that.

"I won't," he said. She didn't have any reason to believe him. She chose to, because she didn't know what the alternative was.

  



9. february seventeenth


    
    Bruce pulled the pile of grey yarn out of the gift bag with a solemnity it didn't ask for. Technically speaking, it was a sweater, but the title was more aspirational than earned. It was lumpy in some places and had holes from dropped stitches in others, with the sleeves different lengths and attached at different heights.

"I knit it myself," Kimber explained.

Bruce pulled it over his head and on top of the shirt he was already wearing. Despite his size, it still managed to be too big for him. The end of one sleeve dangled from the middle of his forearm, while the other covered his hand entirely. The collar was large enough to nearly fall from his shoulder.

"Nana said I should probably start with something small and easy," Kimber added, "but I figured, go big or go home, right?"

Bruce looked down at himself, contemplating his sleeves. "I love it."

"Oh, good," she said, relieved.

"Can she teach me how to knit."

She blinked. "My nana?" she asked for confirmation, and he nodded. "Probably? I think she'd be happy to have more people to talk to."

"Cool." Bruce carefully folded the plasticky gift bag, and set it aside onto the pile of neatly stacked gift wrap. He hadn't torn a single gift open, instead opting to carefully peel open the tape and fold the paper.

"Why do you want to learn how to knit?" Zach asked. He'd gifted Bruce a questionable nu-metal CD that Bruce had politely pretended he would listen to.

"It's so if he ever gets stranded on a desert island, he can knit himself a tent using two sticks and a coconut," Tasha said.

"How would he get stranded on a desert island?" Ethan asked.

"He probably owns at least three," Rachel said.

"Probably," Bruce said.

"Don't strand yourself on a desert island just to prove a point," Rachel warned. Bruce scoffed like she was joking, but did not actually agree not to.

"My turn!" Annie announced. "This is going to be the best present, sorry guys." She handed Bruce her gift box with a flourish, and he accepted cautiously.

"I recognize that wrapping paper," Tasha said. "That's from the gift shop at the museum."

"Oh, god, it is going to be the best present," Janet said, disgusted, and Annie laughed. Everyone sitting close enough started leaning closer to get a better look as he opened the box.

It was a woodblock print of a frog by Matsumoto Hoji. Its mouth was a mopey letter C almost as big as its body, emphasized by black eyes staring into the middle distance.

"Oh my god," Kimber said, pointing at the frog and it's downturned mouth. "It's Bruce."

Stacey clapped a hand over her mouth to smother a hiccup of laughter. She was the only one who bothered.

"It is!" Zatanna agreed, delighted.

"It totally is," Janet said.

"I remember you saying you were into the Edo period," Annie said, "so I saw that frog and I was like, it's fate. Bruce needs this frog."

Almost everyone else in the sitting room was still laughing. Bruce gently lifted the print out of the box. "It's perfect."

"I knew it."

"I need a picture," Kimber said immediately, holding up the clunky disposable camera she'd brought with her. "Hold it up," she said, the camera to her eye. Bruce accommodated, holding the print up next to his face to better capture the resemblance. Zach fell into cackles on the floor as Kimber pressed the shutter, the flash going off in Bruce's face.

"Take, like, three," Julie insisted. "In case the first one doesn't turn out." Kimber complied, trying slightly different angles each time to account for lighting issues.

"Is this everything?" Bruce asked as he returned the print to its box for safekeeping.

"I've still got something," Zatanna said, waving a hand. She hadn't known anyone but Bruce at his birthday party, but she'd already befriended everyone she'd met. Whether this was in spite or because of the tuxedo she'd inexplicably worn was unclear. "Ta-da!" she said, producing with both hands what was clearly a paper bag from the nearby gas station. Bruce looked at the bag. Bruce looked at Zatanna. "It's not from the gas station," she added.

It actually wasn't from the gas station. Bruce pulled from the brown paper bag a box, approximately the size of a tissue box, metal coated in enamel. It was decorated with the gotham skyline along the sides, all in shades of black and silver and pearl; small gemstones made stars along the top. There was an oval lid there, and its presence alerted Bruce to the small drawer in the front containing the key. Bruce flipped the box over to regard the keyhole.

"What's going to happen if I wind this." No one else at the party was aware of the risks that could accompany Zatanna's gifts.

"It'll be wound," she said with a shrug. "For now, anyway."

He narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously. Nonetheless, he stuck the key in and began to wind it, if only briefly. He flipped the box back upright, and pressed a small switch shaped like the moon.

The oval lid popped open. The inside of the lid was painted to look like the forest, all lush and green. A miniaturized bird had popped up with it, larger than was standard for a singing bird box but still small. Instead of being decorated with iridescent hummingbird feathers, the tiny feathers were black and white with a bright red crest on the head; instead of the delicate song these devices usually played, it played a honking sort of bird call. The overall effect was clownish, not at all the dainty beauty associated with such devices.

The oval lid slammed shut, and Bruce stared at it.

"It's very nice," Stacey timidly assured Zatanna, sure of no such thing.

"Zee," Bruce said, "what did you do?"

She grinned. "I'll tell you later."

Bruce gently set the box down on the end table, with care suggesting that it might be explosive. "So that's everything."

"You're free from the tyranny of presents," Janet said. 

"Hey," Zatanna asked, "so when do you guys have prom?" 

"Prom's in May," Julie said. "Why?" 

"Are you going?" Zatanna asked Bruce, trying to prod him with her toe but unable to reach. "You have to go, right?" 

"Sophomores can't go unless they're dating a senior or a junior," Julie said. "He has to wait until next year."

Zatanna looked at Bruce. "Did you not tell them?" Bruce shrugged.

"He didn't," Janet said. "What should he have told us?" 

Bruce tried to figure out which set of eyes he was supposed to be meeting before giving up and looking at a spot on the far wall. "Now that I'm sixteen I can take the HiSET. Once I pass I'll be going to Yale. This is going to be my last year." He shrugged.

"Take the what now?" Zach said.

"He's testing out of high school," Janet said, because even if she'd never heard the name she was capable of understanding context clues.

"You can do that?" Zach asked.

"He can," Ethan said.

"So you're going to be gone by the time we can go to prom?" Annie asked.

"That sucks," Zatanna said, lounging aggressively backward on the couch. "What's the point of going to normal school if you're not going to go to normal prom?"

"I could take you," Stacey said in a small voice. "If you came as my date."

"Oh, that sucks though," Kimber said, and Stacey shrank in on herself. "Then the rest of us don't get to see Bruce try to prom."

"Getting as many people as possible to see Bruce try to prom is vital," Zatanna said, ignoring that she would not be going to Gotham High's prom.

"What if we just match everyone up?" Julie suggested. "Like, Janet could take Annie, or whatever."

"Will they let you be gay at prom, though?" Ethan asked.

"They will if you invite Bruce," Julie said to Ethan. "They're not going to tell the rich kid he can't go to prom with a Black guy. That's like a scandal double-whammy. And right before he's about to leave anyway? That's the last thing they need. Then once they have to let Bruce in, all the other sophomores in our group can get in just fine."

"My house has a ballroom," Bruce pointed out. "I own a yacht. I can just throw a party that isn't at school. You know that, right."

"That's not the same," Zatanna says. "Then the normal kids aren't there, spiking the punchbowls and having fistfights over some girl named Jessica."

"You have weird ideas about what public school is like," Janet said.

"No, she's right," Julie said, standing up so that she could pace. She'd convinced Bruce to let them all drink sparkling apple cider out of crystal champagne flutes as part of the festivities, and she refused to put hers down. "If we're not going to show off, what's the point?"

"Having a party with Bruce before he leaves?" Janet asked.

"Yeah, but he's coming back. Right?" she asked Bruce.

"I live here," Bruce said.

"Right," Julie said. "Exactly. So this is his last chance before college to make a big impression before disappearing and giving his mystique some time to blossom."

"What," Bruce said.

"But," Julie continued, an imperious tilt to her nose, "throwing his own party might actually be better, if it's just, like. Open. Like, a competing prom. So the Gotham High kids and the Gotham Academy kids including the freshman and the sophomores. And it'll be like, oh, you went to the official prom? Like at a school? I went to the Bruce Wayne yacht party. People will be talking about it for years. If you make it free and don't have a dress code then it's more egalitarian, even."

"Oh!" Zatanna said. "Then I can go!"

"Don't just decide for him," Rachel interjected. "That's a huge thing to have to organize in three months."

"Not to mention expensive," Janet said.

"I would have to ask Alfred," Bruce said. "He used to do that stuff all the time. He probably could."

"Do what, Master Bruce?" Alfred asked, taking a single step into the sitting room. The teens quieted in the presence of an authority figure.

"I'm not going to be in high school for prom," Bruce explained, conveniently leaving out the potential date-matrix workaround. "We were thinking about throwing a party for all the high-schoolers. At prom time. On a yacht."

"All the high-schoolers?" Alfred said after a moment.

"Yeah," Bruce said. "An egalitarian prom. Without an entry fee or a dress code." He looked at Julie. "Right?"

"Right," Julie said, less self-assured in the face of an adult who presumably knew what he was doing. "We thought it would be a nice send-off, and then we can all go together. And if it's open to all high-schoolers, then that'd be, you know. Cool. And not elitist, or whatever."

Alfred considered the neat stack of gift wrap. "I'll see about making a few calls," he said finally.

Zatanna squealed with delight. "I'm going to normal prom!" she declared, leaping from her couch and onto Bruce.

"This is going to be so cool," Kimber agreed, leaning down to hug Bruce from the other side.

"This is awesome," Zach said, bumping Bruce's limp fist rather than allowing Bruce to leave him hanging.

"Hey, Mr. Pennyworth," Kimber asked, waving her disposable camera. "When I get these developed, do you want copies?"

"That would be lovely, Miss Sanders."


"Sorry about the. Prom. Thing."

Alfred was still cleaning up the kitchen, finding space in the fridge for all the food sent along by everyone's parents. Bruce had wanted everyone to take their leftovers back, but they'd refused. He had no idea what he was supposed to do with that much macaroni, or that many tamales. How long could leftovers get left?

"Do you actually want to go through with it?" Alfred asked. "You can always tell them I decided to put my foot down as your, ah. Butler."

It felt stupid to still be doing this, the master of the house and the butler. But he didn't know if Alfred knew how to be anything else. He didn't want to break anything by asking.

"I want to," Bruce said. "I should do something nice for them. If it's not too much trouble."

"Considering our prior annual party budget, I imagine we've accumulated enough in savings to accommodate every high-schooler in the state."

"Yeah," Bruce said, now considering if this could be a mistake. A party. A great big party, organized by Alfred the way he helped organize so many other parties.

He looked at a spot on the counters and thought very pointedly about girls crawling all over him in the sitting room. Kimber smelled nice.

"I'm glad," Alfred said suddenly. "I know you're going off to college, but I'm glad of... all this. Your friends."

"Yeah," Bruce said again. He didn't know if he would define them as friends. In a purely pedantic sense. The word felt like it ought to be more meaningful than this. They were here sometimes, and that was fine. He would go to college soon, and that would be fine. He might see them again, or he might not. It would be fine, either way. Friendship, he thought, ought to be more than fine. Calling this friendship felt like a disservice. Or maybe it would be fair to say that they were his friends, but he was not their friend. It was complicated.

"I'm very proud of you, Bruce," Alfred said. "You know that, right?"

"I know," Bruce said. "I'm proud of you, too." That may have been a mistake. He was supposed to pretend Alfred knew what he was doing. That he wasn't lost and alone just the same.

Abruptly, Alfred turned and wrapped his arms around Bruce. It was far from his first hug of the day. Briefly, Bruce thought it might be fine. 

But it wasn't fine. He could feel it happening, the way it always happened when it mattered. He wasn't always haunted, but sometimes he was, sometimes he could feel the ghosts inside him clawing at his throat and filling up his lungs and pressing at the backs of his eyes. Not always, but sometimes, some people and some places were like magnets pulling at all the dark things under his skin. He couldn't let them out, he knew if he let them out they would never stop, he would never stop, he was a graveyard and if he even breathed then all the dead would come unburied and he couldn't breathe—

He pushed Alfred away. "Sorry," Bruce said, trying to breathe the way a person should breathe.

Alfred rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "Apologies," he said. "I should have known better than to... I know you don't like it. When I. Do that sort of thing."

It wasn't fair. Bruce knew it wasn't fair. He'd spent all day looking almost halfway to normal. Almost a person. "Sorry," Bruce said. He didn't know how to explain it in a way that would make it okay. It wasn't okay. It was never going to be okay. But Alfred would want it to be okay. Want him to get better.

Bruce had decided four years ago that he was never going to be better.

Alfred looked very tired. He leaned, half-sat on one of the stools at the kitchen island. "You have nothing to apologize for, Master Bruce," he said. "I'm just glad you had a happy birthday. That's all."

"I love you," Bruce said, willing him to understand the explanation, understand how it was different.

"I love you, too," Alfred sighed, taking it as another apology. 


"Is this going to explode."

"Not everything I make explodes," Zatanna huffed. She was wearing another tuxedo, but with a down coat. Bruce was wearing silk pajamas and rubber boots. They were both standing in the snow close to the woods behind the mansion. He was holding the singing bird box she'd given him.

"That's not an answer." His breath fogged in the air.

"How it works is," she said, "every year, on your birthday, you have to wind it. And you have to think happy thoughts while you wind it. Real ones. If it's not good enough to make Peter Pan fly, it won't work. None of that bittersweet stuff."

"Peter didn't actually need to think happy thoughts," Bruce said.

"Shut up," Zatanna said. "You do have to think happy thoughts. If you do, then you hit the button at midnight. It doesn't have to be exactly midnight. You have sixty seconds."

"Thanks for the wiggle room."

"Shut up. If you do all that right, then it'll work. Definitely. It will definitely work."

Bruce put his hand on the key, and tried to think of a happy thought that wasn't sex-related. He was sixteen. He gave up.

At some point he was going to have to stop using his dick as a quick-release dopamine button when he needed to pretend to be functional. He probably wouldn't get to spend that much time in the shower at Yale.

He turned the key, and thought about girls, and smashed pennies, and sad frogs, and a very fat cat he'd seen trotting through the yard recently.

"Is it midnight."

"I'll tell you when it's midnight!" Zatanna said, stomping one foot. "Okay, it's midnight."

Bruce pressed the button. The lid popped open. The little model of a bird remained where it was. The little model of a bird also, simultaneously, unfurled its wings and took flight. It grew larger in the air, reached its final size as it landed on the trunk of a nearby tree.

"Campephilus principalis," he said.

"What?"

"Ivory-billed woodpecker."

"You memorized the fancy science name?" Zatanna asked, incredulous.

"I used to get gold stars for it."

"Weird."

"You know this isn't its natural habitat, right?" he asked. "They live in Florida. It's way too cold here."

"It's got a week to migrate," she shrugged. "After that it's a regular bird. I mean it's the same kind of bird, but right now it's a hypothetical bird. It's complicated, don't worry about it."

He turned the box over in his hands, looking it over. If he did this once a year for long enough, it might not be enough for a breeding population. But it would be something.

"Did you give me this as a way to keep me from killing myself."

Zatanna scoffed, swinging her limp arm to hit him with it. "What? No. What? That's stupid. Don't be stupid. Shut up. What?"
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    "I can get home fine on my own," Lois said.

"I know you can," Clark said, continuing to escort her home.

"I barely even drank." She drank a lot. She'd been teaching Steve an important lesson about... something. He'd passed out right at the bar, which meant she'd won.

Her claims of sobriety were undercut when she stepped slightly wrong, had her heel land crooked to nearly give out beneath her. Not that it had the chance to, because Clark was there in an instant to catch her by the shoulders and hold her upright.

Very gentlemanly about it, too. He made it easy to forget that he was goddamn huge. Something about his posture, or the way he almost always stood at a distance. But then he did things like this, walked her home and offered his arm and generally acted unrealistically gallant. And the distance was gone, and all of a sudden he seemed like he'd doubled in height.

She took his arm only because the sidewalks were a mess, and she didn't want to risk damaging her heels. They were very nice. They were very expensive. They hurt like hell.

"I'm basically sober," she added.

"I see that."

She scowled up at him. The fact that she had to look up was irritating. Lois was, objectively, not a short women. And she was in heels. "You don't get to talk."

"No?" He always played so innocent. She could see right through it, though. A glint in his eye that his glasses couldn't hide.

"No," she confirmed. "Because you didn't even drink."

"True."

"You never drink," she added.

"Also true," he agreed.

"You know what I think?" She was just prodding at him now, really. Trying to get a rise out of him. He could be fun, sometimes, when he took the bait.

"No," he said, "but I'm sure you'll tell me."

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Don't try to get smart with me, Smallville."

Clark smiled. It was a good smile, even she had to admit that. Kind of goofy in the earnestness of it, but that could be okay every now and again. "Never. I'm always stupid with you."

"I can tell." Lois paused in front of a puddle, mulling over whether or not she could make it over. Expensive shoes. Didn't want to ruin them. Clark waited while she squinted suspiciously at the water. Then, without warning, he hooked his arm around her waist, lifted her just high enough off the ground that she didn't touch the water when he walked them past it. Then he was back to his gentlemanly offering of his arm, and they were walking like nothing had happened. People kept picking her up, lately. It was probably bad that she was getting used to it. "I... what was I saying?"

"You were telling me what you think."

It couldn't just be country boy strength. Drinking a lot of milk could only do so much. He hadn't done farm work in years. He had to have been working out. "About what?" Who was he even trying to impress? He didn't wear enough short-sleeved shirts to be working out that much.

"About my teetotaling ways."

"Yes!" She caught the loose thread of the conversation, lost hold of all the others. "I think... you're a lightweight. You don't want people to know that you can't hold your liquor."

"You got me."

"I knew it."

"Of course," he said, "I could also be a recovered alcoholic."

"No," she said, without even having to think about it. Wrong personality, didn't have any of the usual tells. Would have mentioned it the first time someone offered him a drink. Wouldn't smile so much when they did.

"No?"

"You're not that interesting," she said, because that felt like a concise summation of her research.

"Compelling evidence."

"Yes," she agreed. "That's what I've got that you don't."

"Yeah?"

"Good instincts."

"Is that all."

Lois paused. "Maybe a few other things."

"I'll have to take your word for it."

Almost at her building. She stopped again, and so did he, always so careful to follow her lead. "Hey, Kent." She turned toward him, grabbed him by the tie. "C'mere." She pulled him closer, and for the briefest of moments he hesitated. Eyes searching her own for... something. What a ridiculous shade of blue. There was blue, and then there was blue.  How had she never noticed that, shining like blue chrome behind his lenses? Whatever it was he'd been trying to find, whether or not he'd found it, he gave in and let her close the gap between them.

It was just supposed to be a quick kiss. A peck, really. Kid stuff. Just to see. She was curious, was all. She was allowed to be curious. Curious was basically her job.

But the instant their lips touched he was kissing her back, nothing quick about it, not even tentative. She hadn't meant to close her eyes, but she did. Her grip on his tie tightened, he was softer and gentler than he had any right to be, tasted better than he had any reason to. Nothing touching but their mouths, but the way they touched had her wanting to wrap her arms around his shoulders to fit herself against him. She couldn't help a small sound when his hands cupped her face, and it made no sense that his hands were so soft, that nothing about him came even close to hurting. Not gentle in the way of chaste things, desire was wound all through him, the heat of it as constant and unassuming and persistent as the sun.

Who the hell had taught this boy how to kiss, and why on Earth had they ever stopped?

They separated only because she needed to breathe, and she still debated whether it was worth it.

Carefully, he extracted his tie from her hand, kissed the backs of her knuckles like a consolation prize. There was a bittersweetness to his smile, if it could be called a smile at all. "Goodnight, Lois."

She blinked. "Goodnight?" That didn't seem right.

"I'll see you tomorrow."

She looked at the door to her building, which was right there. She looked back at Clark. "Really?" She couldn't help the censorious disbelief that crept into her tone, but it only made him smile more.

"It's late," he said softly, "and you're drunk."

"I am not," she said, indignant.

"You're drunk," he repeated, more firmly. "You should go to bed."

"So should you."

For a split second he grinned, then forced himself not to. "Lois." He adjusted his glasses and tried to look stern. He wasn't very good at it.

"I'm not that drunk," she added, taking a different tack.

"I'm sure you're not." He didn't believe her. He ran his thumb along her jaw with what could only have been affection, she could think of no other word for it. "Which means you'll feel the same after you've slept on it."

"No it doesn't." She didn't know how this had turned into her arguing with him. "Have you met me? I'm fickle."

He let himself grin this time, and the effect was dazzling. "True," he admitted. "Still."

"There's a fine line between chivalrous and stupid, Kent."

"I know. I live there. Now you know where to find me when you're sober." He kissed her forehead, and the sweetness of it irritated her.

"Fine." She crossed her arms over her chest, a stubborn upward tilt to her chin. "But don't come crying to me because you're sad about missing out. You had your chance."

"Goodnight, Lois."

By the time she reached her apartment's balcony to look down at the city street, he was gone. Even though she could have sworn it hadn't taken her that long.

She sighed as she looked up at the night sky. Good men were a menace.
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    "I'm going to be the one stuck with this fucking article, I can already tell."

Clark did not look particularly sympathetic to Lois' plight. He rarely did. "What makes you so sure?" 

"You couldn't write a celebrity puff piece if you tried," she said. "Just-The-Facts Kent, here to discuss the latest gossip with a list of citations three feet long and an aside about the latest studies on monogamous behavior in bonobos."

"Bonobos aren't usually monogamous."

"See? That's exactly what I mean." The wind on the tarmac picked up again, blew her hair directly into her face. She tried in vain to keep it from sticking to her lipstick. "Oh, fuck this." She turned around so that the wind would blow her hair in a more flattering direction, crossing her arms and scowling at Clark as if that would wipe the smile off his face. "Let me know when they open up the plane."

"I'd be happy to pick up some of your other stories, if you'd like." Deliberately baiting her while pretending he was being considerate.

"Like hell you will," she said.

"You've got something that good?"

"Don't even try it," she warned. "If you think you can scoop me on this, you've got another thing coming. This isn't the kind of lead you can just pull out of your ass." A bribery scandal like this came along maybe once a decade, if that. And she had an aide in the senator's office with a guilty conscience. Every journalist's dream. But she couldn't take it to Perry until she actually had something, and she couldn't get anything to show him while she was working on other stories. It was an ouroboros of bullshit. 

"I don't know why you assume that's where I get all my leads," he said. "It's not going to do you much good if you're busy trying to spin a story out of Bruce Wayne existing within city limits."

"I'm not wasting my time kissing his ass," she said with a roll of her eyes. "Powerful men are my bread and fucking butter. I'll shake his hand, I'll ask him some questions, I'll extrapolate into an article about how he's well-meaning but naive, or a shallow manwhore, or a spoiled prettyboy, or—"

Clark had a look. His hand was on his chin, nodding thoughtfully, his eyes never leaving her face. 

There was something behind her that he was trying not to look at. He didn't want her to know about it. 

"—a really nice, kind, forgiving person who's really very interesting—"

"I liked the other ones better," said a voice right behind her, confirming all of her worst fears. Clark was just lucky she couldn't set things on fire with her eyes like Superman, because he'd have been fucked. Clark would have looked convincingly surprised if she hadn't known him better. If she turned around, not only would she need to face her mistake, but she was going to get a face full of hair while she was at it. Insult, meet injury. "Don't tell me you're done," he said. "I wanted to hear more about how pretty I am."

Nothing to it but to do it. She ran her hands quickly over her hair to gather it over her shoulder, holding it out of her face so she could spin on her heel. "I am so sorry for the misunderstanding," she began. She tried to remain standing where she was instead of backing up, even though he'd turned out to be much closer than she'd expected. Not distant, just kind of quiet. Taller than he looked in pictures, cliché though it was.

"You don't think I'm pretty?" he asked. "I'm hurt."

Pretty wasn't the word for what Bruce Wayne looked like. Hair a charcoal color, not gray but a light black. Angular in a blocky sort of a way, heavy brows and his mouth a wide line softer than the rest of his face. Odd angles in his nose, subtle but present, the telltale signs of having broken at least once and probably more. 

Old-fashioned. That was the word. Handsome, definitely handsome, but the kind of handsome that looked more at home in black and white. 

"I think there was some context that you may have missed out on, which may have lead you to believe that my statements were..."

His expression was neutral. Diplomatic. Not disinterested, but not interested, either.

"... I may have been talking shit," she admitted. Bruce smiled, practiced symmetry and perfect teeth, familiar from press releases. But it didn't quite come through in pictures, the way it never went further than his mouth. It made him look absent, not all there. She looked over his shoulder toward the plane—the door still closed. "How did you...?"

"Hm?" Bruce looked back over his shoulder. The other members of the press had not yet noticed him, for the same reason she and Clark hadn't noticed his approach. "Oh, that's for the executives. I never take that. I brought my own." He jerked his head to the right, and she looked where he indicated, to where airport staff were taking care of a Cessna.

Lois sighed. "Of course you did."

"I've always wanted to learn how to fly," Clark said, sounding impressed.

"You should," Bruce said. "It's fun."

"It always seemed like it would be."

"At any rate," Bruce said, and he held out his hand toward Lois. "I'm Bruce Wayne," he introduced, no small amount of irony in his tone. "And you are?"

She accepted his handshake, surprised by the callouses on his hands. They made sense for a notorious adrenaline junkie, but they felt incongruous on a billionaire. "Lois Lane," she said, and with her other hand she held up her press pass, gestured to Clark. "This is Clark Kent. We're with the Daily Planet." Her hair started to get picked up by the wind again, and she caught it as soon as Bruce had let her go, hoping he wouldn't notice. Would putting it up with a pencil be unprofessional? Probably.

"They sent two of you?" Bruce asked, shaking Clark's hand. Lois tried not to make it obvious that she was watching them. Clark, she knew, was not the type to try and establish dominance with a handshake. She'd seen more than one person try and fail to crush his fingers to prove some kind of point. Bruce, however, was as polite with Clark as he'd been with Lois.

It wasn't a test, exactly. But it was sort of a test.

"Well," Clark explained, "you're a very large man. It seemed like a two person job."

Lois could see an expression flit over Bruce's face that she'd seen many times before, though he hid it better than most. Trying to figure out if Clark had just implied what he had seemed to imply on purpose. Clark continued to look as oblivious as ever.

This really was not the time for Clark to be getting cute. She attempted to subtly jab her heel into the top of his foot, to no avail.

"Mr. Kent and I tend to have very different approaches as journalists," Lois corrected. "Our editor was unsure which would result in an article most appealing to the Daily Planet's readership."

"Ah." Bruce accepted this explanation, regardless of whether he really believed it. He tucked his hands back into his pockets. "And the angle for your pitch was going to be... ditzy himbo?" 

She felt herself start to turn pink. "I hadn't decided on an angle yet," she said, choosing her words carefully, "because I wanted to meet you first."

"I admire your sense of caution," he said, and she thought his sense of humor might be even worse than Clark's. Maybe he deserved whatever article Kent might write about him. "I take it you weren't planning to write about my promiscuity, Mr. Kent?"

"I'm always willing to go where the facts lead me, Mr. Wayne," Clark said before Lois could stop him. That expression again, and she was going to need to intervene before one of the most powerful men in the country figured out he was being mocked by a hick. 

"Mr. Kent prefers an exclusively objective approach," Lois said, and she hoped he appreciated just how much she was doing to cover his ass.

"Whereas Miss Lane is a strong believer in the importance of sharing her opinions with the world," Clark added.

He did not appreciate it, and was instead an ungrateful fuck begging to be murdered.

"I believe I've noticed that," Bruce said. "I've read some of your Superman interviews."

"Really?" She didn't mean to sound so surprised.

"Absolutely," he said. "Setting aside the fact that you get exclusives with a literal alien, your style is witty and creates a sense of intimacy with the subject. Your command of language is evocative. Is your hair bothering you?"

The extensive flattery and sudden pivot into an apparent non-sequitur had her briefly speechless. Since Clark was standing behind her, she couldn't see the way his eyebrows arched in surprise. "It's—thank you, I—no, sorry, it's just windier than I thought it would be."

"Huh." He considered this. "If you don't mind turning around and letting me touch your hair, I could fix that for you."

"You—I. Okay?" Her gears had all ground to a halt, because this had all gone sideways and upside-down in ways that they usually did not. Supervillains and explosions? She could handle that. She did handle that. The idle and attractive rich offering to do her hair? That was just bizarre.

Lois turned around and let her hair go, and now that she was facing Clark she tried to communicate with him using only her eyes. Also by silently mouthing what the fuck. Since Bruce could still see Clark's face, he could not respond. She really wished she could see what he was doing to her hair. Lois tried to point to her head where Clark but not Bruce could see, and mouthed what the fuck is this? The best Clark could do was adjust his glasses and look faintly baffled. Since this was his default state of being, it was no use to her at all.

"Mr. Kent," Bruce said, tone suggesting nothing at all amiss. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but did you write a six-part piece on prison gerrymandering recently?"

This time Lois could see him blinking in surprise, clearly caught off-guard. Usually Lois was the only one who could do that. He adjusted his glasses again, though they didn't need it. "That was on my blog last month," he confirmed.

At least she wasn't the only one getting blindsided.

"I knew I'd heard your name somewhere." This time Lois and Clark's eyes met, and they understood each other's silent gazes completely. They were saying: what the fuck.

Clark looked past both Lois and Bruce. "Looks like they're going to be realizing you're not on the plane in a minute."

Bruce's hands left her hair, and both of them turned to look over their shoulders at the center of attention. Executive employees of Wayne Enterprises had finally begun to disembark, each of them of some moderate interest to business publications and no one else. Lois ran a hand gently over her hair; had he braided it?

He'd braided it. Bruce Wayne had braided her hair. Could she include that in an article without seeming like she was bragging? She'd definitely be bragging, but she didn't want that to be obvious.

"I should get going before that guy from the Wall Street Journal can find me," Bruce said. He looked back to Lois. "How about I pick you up later and we go to dinner?" he suggested.

"... like an interview?" she asked.

"If that's what you want to call it," he said with a shrug. "I was planning to treat it like a date."

"Oh." Lois was... intrigued.

Bruce's eyes flicked upward for a scant half-second, just long enough to glimpse the look on Clark's face. Carefully neutral. It could hardly be called anger, but it was a mile away from genuine detachment. Neither acknowledged the moment, though both were aware of it.

"It would give me a chance to figure out that angle," Lois mused.

That faint curl of his mouth again as he reached into an inner pocket of his jacket, produced a card. Lois took it; not a business card, but a real and actual calling card, nothing but his name and a phone number. "Eight o'clock," he said. "Text me where you'd like me to pick you up. Dress formal, if you can. If you can't..." He shrugged again. "I can pay people not to care."

Lois considered the card in her hand. "I'll be looking forward to it," she said.

Bruce walked backward to keep facing them as he started to leave. "See you then. Pleasure meeting you, Mr. Kent."

"I'm sure," Clark murmured, and he sidled out of the way before Lois could elbow him in the ribs.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    After more deliberation than she would have liked to admit, Lois decided on a one-shoulder cocktail dress in basic black. Strappy heels, a French twist—basics. Best to keep it simple. Right? 

She frowned at herself in the mirror. Maybe too basic? This was Bruce Wayne. He could fill a vault with supermodels and swim in them like Scrooge McDuck. Or maybe that made simplicity even better. Trying to compete with designer dresses would just make it obvious that she couldn't. She still could have done something more interesting with her hair. But she didn't have an army of stylists, either. She fidgeted with the small pendant on her necklace. 

Why did she even care? This wasn't a real date, whatever else he might claim. She didn't care about impressing him. She shouldn't, if she did. This was her own fault. She shouldn't have Googled him. Better to go in relatively blind, harder then to compare herself unfavorably to others. She'd just wanted to know what the obvious questions were, so she wouldn't ask them. 

She had no idea what she was going to ask. If she'd ask anything. What if he expected sex? Conflicted feelings about that. If he didn't at least ask she might be offended. 

Lois refused to feel nervous as she took the elevator down. Bruce was waiting outside her apartment building, leaning against his car.

"You look beautiful," he said as she walked closer. 

"You look like an asshole," she countered, and he grinned crooked. 

"What'd I do wrong this time?"

"Parked a car for men who need to overcompensate in a no-parking zone." She kept a few feet of distance between them. It felt safer that way. Less nervous in his actual presence, because he was more of a person, even in an expensive suit. Five o'clock shadow gave him just enough scruff to be appealing. 

"It's an arbitrary zone," he said. "A real asshole would park next to a fire hydrant. And this car is pretty understated."

"It's a Jaguar. If a Jaguar's under, what's over?"

"A Porsche?" he suggested. "A Lamborghini?" He opened the door for her, just chivalrous enough. She could not deny, as he shut the door and came around, that it was a very nice car. 

"If you're trying to show off," she said as he got in, "a limo would have worked just as well."

"I take limos in Gotham," he said as he pulled out into the street. "Where I know the limo service, and I know the chauffeur. If I start visiting Metropolis more often, I might vet a driver. For now, it's easier to drive. Even if it looks like I'm overcompensating" 

She watched his face as he watched the road. Nothing unusual for him in the casual admission of paranoia. "I forgot—you've been kidnapped before, haven't you?"

"Yes." Very matter-of-fact. 

"So now you have to be extra sure that your driver isn't a supervillain?" Maybe teasing more than she should have been, under the circumstances. 

"Yes." Still very matter-of-fact, not quite terse. 

"… you're serious."

Bruce raised an eyebrow. "Why wouldn't I be?" he asked. "Are you saying you don't take precautions?"

"Maybe. Sometimes." She did get taken hostage more than the average person. But generally she saw it coming. Hazards of the job. "I don't really think about it that much, to be honest with you. But I also don't have a staff."

"True," he agreed before changing the subject. "Have you figured out the angle for your story yet?"

"I've figured out twenty and had to toss every one," she admitted, not bothering to pretend she wasn't irritated. 

Another small smile. It still didn't reach his eyes. "That bad?"

"Pardon me for saying so, but you're really not news."

"No?" He seemed amused by the idea. 

"I don't think there's anything left to say," she clarified. "Do you know what I find when I Google you?"

"Hopefully not porn?"

She snorted. "Everything but." Lois pulled out her phone and opened up her note-taking app. "Here is what I found on the very first page of results: your birthday is February nineteenth, you were accepted into Yale when you were sixteen, had a graduate degree by twenty-two, adopted a legal ward by twenty-four—"

"That's pretty standard Wikipedia."

"—you're six foot two, your shoe size is twelve, when you buy off the rack you get a double-XL and have it fitted—"

"Maybe a little weirder."

"—you like a medium roast Blue Mountain coffee black, your favorite cake is unfrosted coffee cake and your favorite pie is lemon meringue, you think that eclairs are the best kind of donut and threatened to fight the interviewer who disagreed—"

"He said he preferred powdered donuts, he was clearly looking for a fight."

"—you've made one post on social media ever, at least three different videos of you playing the violin over celebrities complaining at parties have gone viral, Rolling Stone asked you for an article and you listed your fifty favorite species of frog in order with accompanying blurbs about each frog, you have strong opinions about turtles—"

"I don't think we can trust them."

"—and you are so candid that you once famously answered, when asked about Oliver Queen, 'I've heard he has a nice dick'."

"In fairness," Bruce said, "that was what I'd heard. Also, they sprung that question on me at a nightclub and I had no idea why they were asking. I would normally never say that about someone who'd just been lost at sea." He paused. "Unless I thought that was what they would have wanted."

"Do you think that was what he wanted?"

"Well, I had to send Moira about a thousand dollars worth of flowers, but when he got back he sent me an imported Italian gift basket with a whole pig in it, so. Make of that what you will."

She chuckled, but it was rueful. "The closest thing I have to a new angle is that you're basically the entire city of Gotham's weird rich uncle."

Bruce's mouth curled, that thing she did not want to call a smile. "I want that in my obituary, just so you know."

"I was surprised that I couldn't find a recent picture of your abs," she noted. 

"Thank you for assuming I have abs."

"There are so many other pictures of you out there, I'm genuinely shocked no one's posted anything. The most recent picture I could find was from eight years ago. Do you still have the scar?"

"Which scar?"

"That's telling," she said, but he didn't respond to that. "The big one, across your back. Some kind of a dirtbike accident."

"The dirtbike was my shoulder," he corrected. "The one on my back was from a fall rock climbing. I broke my fall with another, different rock. Turned out to be a bad plan."

"And yet you still go rock climbing," she pointed out. "Regularly, even."

"Can't let a little thing like a near-death experience stop you," he said, and his sense of humor was so dry that she couldn't tell if he was joking. 

"No?"

"If I did I wouldn't be able to walk down the street," he said, and when she realized what he meant it knocked all the wind out of her sails. "Sorry," he said, "did I make it depressing?"

"No, no," she assured him, even though he sort of had. But she didn't want him apologizing for being honest. "You just... make it easy to forget." Even though it shouldn't have been, even though the shadows it cast should have been clear in every half-smile and potentially fatal hobby. "Which might not be fair to you," she added, since forgetting was not a luxury he was likely to have. 

"It's okay," he said. "Really. Making it easy to forget is... good. I don't want that to be what people think about when they look at me."

She watched the lights of the city play over his face. "Are you happy?" she asked. It was the question she'd been wanting to ask since she'd met him. Basic. Too basic. 

He looked like he hadn't expected that, but took it in stride. "I am a comically rich white man in a sportscar with a beautiful woman," he pointed out. 

"That isn't an answer."

"I'm happier than I have any right to be."

That still wasn't an answer, but she didn't press the issue. "You know, most guys I've met like to show off their scars," she said, returning to safer waters.

"I'm not most guys." From anyone else, the statement would have rung hollow. 

"Do you just think they're unattractive, or what? You don't strike me as the vain type."

"Every scar I have is a record of a mistake I've made," he explained, dead serious in the most off-hand possible way. "And I have a lot of scars. I think I'm allowed to want to keep that to myself."

"That's a pessimistic way of looking at things," she observed. Yet another thing that she wouldn't have expected, completely predictable once he'd said it. 

"Is there an optimistic way of looking at it?"

Optimism did not come naturally to her. She'd been getting better at it. Too much time around optimists took its toll on even the most hardened cynic. "Maybe every scar is a time you put yourself out there and tried to do something amazing," she suggested. 

It touched his eyes that time, if only barely, softness accompanied by faint surprise. "You're sweet."

That got an unattractive snort out of her. "I can think of a whole list of people who'd laugh themselves silly if they heard you say that," she said, almost a warning.

"Doesn't mean I'm wrong."

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    "How exactly are you supposed to get in touch with him? WhatsApp? He seems like a WhatsApp guy."

"You don't call him," Lois said, her gaze somewhere over Bruce's right shoulder. "People scream. Superman shows up. Day is saved." 

"Huh."

She was having dinner with one of the world's most eligible bachelors, and she was barely even looking at him. Because there, at another table, was Senator Miller. A cozy corner booth with someone she didn't recognize. Lois was so dressed up she may as well have been undercover. 

It was perfect. It was so perfect. It would be perfect, if she weren't on a date. 

Just her fucking luck. 

"So," Bruce said, "that guy on Grindr probably isn't actually him."

"No, I don't think he—" Lois paused, turned her attention back to Bruce. The crook at the corner of his mouth was rueful. 

"You seem a little distracted," he said. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "It's not your fault, I just have a lot on my mind."

"I can see that. Penny for your thoughts?" 

"My thoughts are worth much more than that," she informed him. "And if all goes well, you'll be reading them by next week."

"I'll be looking forward to it," he said.

Lois smiled, but her eyes drifted again over his shoulder. The senator was standing—leaving? Maybe a blessing in disguise, when there was nothing at all she could do to take advantage of the serendipity. Though the other man remained, practically taunting her with the mystery of his identity.

But, no: wrong direction to be leaving. Toward the kitchen.

"You know what?" Lois said to Bruce, hoping it wasn't obvious that she was making excuses. "I think I need to go powder my nose." She grabbed her purse as she stood. "If the waiter comes back while I'm gone, just order me whatever's the most expensive."

"You've got it," he said, and it was hard to feel bad for him when she was so distracted by the thrill of the hunt.

The metaphorical hunt. But also a little bit the literal hunt.

The trick to being in places where she didn't belong was to look as if she belonged there. Lois was very good at looking like she belonged places. At least once someone she had never met assumed she was their boss. She was still a bit smug about that.

Being in a cocktail dress instead of a suit made things trickier, but it was mostly a matter of attitude anyway.

She slipped into the kitchen, staying out of the way of staff and doing her best to stay... not hidden, exactly. But no one noticed what they weren't looking for, and if she got away from the door and mingled with cooks she might pass.

A line cook frowned at her, but moved along when she winked.

Much harder to be subtle when she crouched behind a stack of egg crates. It occurred to her that the kitchen staff might be assuming she was rich. Every other customer certainly was. Being rich made it much easier to get strange behavior ignored.

Senator Miller was standing near the back entrance to L'Oiseau. This time, his conversation was with a much more familiar face. Mercy Graves. Luthor's favorite Girl Friday. They looked like they were arguing about something.

God, what she'd give to be able to hear them.

She slid her phone out of her purse, checked that the sound and the flash were all off. Not that she'd ever turned them on, but the one time she didn't check would be the one time they activated themselves. Somehow.

Phone cameras weren't made to take good long-distance pictures. This was barely even long-distance, but through her phone screen the two of them looked impossibly small. Not even remotely useful.

"What is it that we're doing, exactly?" Bruce asked in a low whisper.

Luckily for him, Lois had trained herself out of a startle response years ago. Dangerous to go jumping and screeching in her line of work. Instead she just froze, stiffened, turned her head and tried to convey the idea of hideous violence using only her eyes. He was kneeling beside her, and the ease with which he'd snuck up on her was irritating. She had no one to blame but herself, focused as she was on her target.

Lois pressed a finger to her lips to indicate that he should shut the fuck up, and went back to trying to find a way to get a better picture. The argument was getting more heated.

After a moment, Bruce tapped her on the shoulder. Her look was as much a warning as a response. She paused.

He seemed to be offering her a small camera. Which suggested that he kept small cameras on his person as a matter of course.

She'd investigate that later. For now: it had a lens. A real and actual zoom lens, small though it may have been. When she brought it to her eye she actually had to zoom out; for a very small lens, it had a very long range.

That was a weirdly specific feature for a camera to have.

Later. Investigate that later. And in the meantime, get pictures of Mercy Graves and Senator Miller having a clandestine meeting in a kitchen, the senator sticking a finger in her face and Mercy nearly breaking it for his trouble.

This was the best day. Absolutely, officially, the best possible day. Assuming her date did not turn out to be some kind of secret weirdo.

Actually, that would also be great. For her career, if not her love life. The one mattered much more than the other.

Lois ducked back behind the egg crates as Miller stormed out of the kitchen. She couldn't help looking at Bruce, who was watching her, had been watching her. His expression suggested that he found this endeavor charming. It felt patronizing. She scowled at him accordingly, but it made him look more amused and not less.

She checked and confirmed that Mercy had left before she stood. Bruce took his time joining her off the floor.

"What are you doing here?" Lois demanded.

"It was seeming suspiciously like my date had ditched me," Bruce said, not remotely ashamed of himself. "I thought I should check before I ordered her the gold-plated lobster."

Before Lois could respond to this absurdity, someone who actually looked like he belonged there made a furious appearance.

"This area is for authorized personnel only," he informed them, all crisp and cutting. "You are both trespassing."

Bruce's questionable smile had an edge. "I hate to do this," he said, but then he paused. "Actually, that's a lie. I love doing this, it's one of the best parts of being me. Do you have any idea who I am?"

Lois pressed her lips together for fear of grinning and encouraging him.










"They don't actually have a gold-plated lobster on the menu, do they?" Lois asked as they walked to his car. Bruce didn't use the valet. 

"You'd be surprised by the things I can order off-menu," he said. "I'm sure they'd find a way."

"I'm sorry I kind of ruined our date," she said. They hadn't even ordered drinks.

"Don't be. That was much more fun." He opened the door for her again, and again she tried to look accustomed to the chivalry. It took him a moment to join her; checking the tires, maybe. Or checking his email.

"Is there a reason you keep a camera with ridiculous range in your pockets?" she asked as he started the car. "Aside from the obvious."

"What's the obvious?"

"Voyeurism."

"I'm not convinced that's obvious."

She grinned. "What else would it be for?"

"Birds."

That brought her up short. "What?"

"I feel like that's self-explanatory." It wasn't. 

"Are you really going to try to convince me that you're a secret birder?"

"I wouldn't call it a secret," he said. "It's just not very interesting."

"Uh-huh."

"You don't believe me."

"I didn't say that." She didn't believe him. 

"Check the other pictures on the camera," he suggested. "I saw a painted bunting last week."

"Is that impressive?" she asked, even as she turned on the review function and paged backward through her photos. 

"Extremely."

She finally made it past the first of her frantic photos, and there, exactly as he'd said, was a bird. A very colorful bird. Picture after picture of a tiny fat rainbow bird, and nothing else. "I can't believe you have a special camera for bird emergencies."

"Sometimes it's also for frog emergencies." She couldn't tell if he was joking. "This might be selfish of me, but I do have a laptop with a data plan that you can use. In theory, we could still get dinner."

She blinked. "Really?"

"Assuming I won't distract you," he added. He did not seem at all concerned by the thought of her ignoring him in favor of a word processor.

"... did you have anywhere in mind?" she asked.

"Hm." As they stopped at a light, he leaned back, reached into the backseat to grab a laptop bag that he handed to her. "You know, I'm kind of in the mood for terrible Chinese food."

"You're kidding." She was already getting the laptop out, eager to get her fingers on a keyboard while everything was still clear in her head.

"I've never been more serious." His tone was so stern she had to bite her lip to keep from giggling. "Do you know a place, or should I ask the GPS?"

"I might know a place," she said, logging in to the guest account. "Depends on how you feel about the fact that the health inspector gave them a B."

"Cautiously optimistic."

"Brave man."

"I try."










"Aaaand done." Lois shut the laptop's lid, triumphant.

"Already?" Bruce was half done with his kung pao beef. He looked misplaced at such a small table in such a cheap place, but it was oddly charming. Lois had tried to make herself more casual by letting her hair down. They still looked like hungover refugees from a bad wedding.

"I had half an article written that I could use," she said, picking her chopsticks back up. "And I'm kind of a genius."

"That probably helps." Bruce took a bite of a bird chili, and she grinned.

"You know," she said, "I wouldn't have pegged you for the cheap Chinese food type."

"I usually prefer to get to know people better before I let them peg me."

Lois took a sip of her drink rather than acknowledge the statement.

"I'm implying that sometimes I let women fuck me with a strap-on," he added.

Lois choked, and had to cover her mouth to be sure she wouldn't do a spit-take.

"I wasn't sure if you got that." He remained completely deadpan as he continued eating his dinner.

"I got it," she managed finally.

"I wanted to be sure we were on the same page."

"Yeah, no, got it."

"It was sort of a pun."

"You can stop explaining it."

"You sure?"

"I'm sure." It was hard to be irritated with him when he looked like he was genuinely enjoying himself. Or, she thought he did. Something about the lopsided angle of his mouth or the way his eyes didn't meet hers. "So I'll stop trying to peg you—"

"I didn't say you had to stop."

"—and just say that it's hard to imagine you eating, I don't know. A hot dog."

He raised an eyebrow. "I live in a city and I drink."

She grinned. "Favorite drunk food?"

"Asking the tough questions. Gyros, extra tzatziki. Do you ask all your dates that kind of thing, or just the ones you're trying to interview?"

"I don't date much."

"No?"

She distrusted the tone of the question. "Married to my work."

"Is that all?" 

"That's all," she said firmly. Lois dated in much the same way that she thought Bruce probably did, nothing more than a brief vetting process to be sure there wouldn't be unrealistic demands made on her time.

"I don't have to worry about a man in a cape getting jealous and trying to set me on fire?" he asked, and she laughed.

"He's not the type, and he's got nothing to be jealous of. Despite what the internet seems to think, I'm not having some kind of torrid love affair with Superman." Though she'd been known to use the rumor as a way to scare off undesirables.

"Good to know."

"If you thought I was, why would you ask me out?" she wondered.

"Figured if it was going to be a problem, you wouldn't have said yes. But it's nice to have confirmation."

"Brave man."

"I try. Figured out your angle yet?"

She wasn't convinced that there was one. 'Bruce Wayne seems like he needs a hug' wasn't an article that would have papers flying off newsstands. 

"How's this for a hook: After we were kicked out of L'Oiseau, Bruce Wayne bought me General Tso's and told me he was into pegging."

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    Going back to Bruce Wayne's hotel room after one measly date felt like a cliché. Not enough of a cliché for Lois to be willing to give up the opportunity.

Chances to sleep with attractive men who weren't assholes were rare enough without adding 'literal billionaire' to the equation.

He didn't try to make a move on her in the elevator. Hadn't tried to make a move on her at all, actually. She wasn't sure how to interpret that. That disconnect, still, between his mouth and his eyes; not just his smile, but the easy way he flirted, teased. Yet she could see nothing in his gaze but distant affection.

His hotel suite was nicer than her apartment. Or any apartment she'd ever been in. He'd managed to seem so down-to-earth, for a minute there.

"Your mini bar is a regular bar," she observed. 

"I thought about asking them to stock it with tiny bottles." He was waiting at a distance, watching her. Like bringing a pet somewhere new and letting it scope out the room. That seemed an uncharitable metaphor, though. He might have wanted to be sure she hadn't changed her mind. Everything she'd seen so far suggested that would be important to him. "Would you like a drink?" 

Lois looked out the enormous window to the Metropolis skyline. She'd always loved her city's skyline. She didn't know what it was that made it so much lovelier to her than everywhere else. Maybe the architecture, skyscrapers designed by optimistic futurists in impractical shapes; maybe the neon, kitsch they'd never abandoned that turned the night sky into a lightshow. 

Maybe nostalgia had her stupidly attached to a pile of metal and glass and concrete. 

"Sorry," she said. "I only drink out of tiny bottles."

"Tch. Knew I should have asked."

She set her purse down, turned to move back toward him. He'd wandered further into the suite, still giving her plenty of room as he poured himself a drink. Bourbon or whiskey or some other thing as old-fashioned as the rest of him. She watched him shrug out of his jacket, and he wasn't putting on a show deliberately, but she enjoyed it all the same.

"For a notorious playboy," she said as she came closer, "you're not trying very hard to get in my pants."

He raised an eyebrow as he sipped his liquor. "You're not wearing pants," he pointed out.

She rolled her eyes, took his drink out of his hand and tossed it back like a shot.

Bourbon. Good bourbon.

"I was drinking that," he said, an air of affected befuddlement and offense as she set the glass back down on the bar. She grabbed his tie to pull him downward, and a lift of his eyebrows was the only concession to surprise she saw before their mouths met. 

If Lois was completely, totally honest with herself, he reminded her a little of Clark.

His hands went to her hips, pulled her close against him, didn't let her have the upper hand for long. There was something forceful in the way Bruce kissed, not aggressive but assertive. Not passionate, because she associated passion with desire, with want. He didn't want, because want suggested deprivation. It was like the world was divided into things that were his, and things that he had not yet decided were his. That was how he kissed her: like an inevitability. 

His hands slid downward, and suddenly he was lifting her by her thighs. She let go of his tie to wrap her arms around his neck, gasped as he pinned her to the wall beside the bar. Not the first time someone had pulled that trick, but it was always nice when they did it right. Her dress bunched around her thighs as her legs wrapped around him, and he ground his hips against hers. He buried his face in her neck, kissed a line down from beneath her ear to her shoulder, nipped at her skin. His stubble was faint, but already there was enough of it to feel like sandpaper in the best possible way. 

He hadn't made a sound. She wasn't sure how she felt about that. 

"You're wearing too many clothes," she informed him, breathless.

"Pot. Kettle."

"You're the only one here wearing pants," she countered. 

He stepped away from the wall, still carrying her. "Well when you put it like that."

"Don't hurt yourself," she warned, because while she got carried around often enough, it wasn't usually by human beings.

"I'm not going to throw my back out," he said, exasperated. "What do you take me for?"

"A man who sometimes breaks his fall with rocks."

"Touché." He kissed her again as he set her on the edge of his bed—bigger than any bed had any reason to be, unless he was planning to invite another four people over. Reputation said he might. Personal experience brought that into question. Didn't crawl on top of her, but almost did, forceful enough to nearly tip her backward. She unwrapped her legs from him so he could stand, loosening his tie.

"Ooh," she said with a grin, "I'll finally get to see all those scars of yours."

"That was your real plan all along," he said as he unbuttoned his shirt, started stripping down to the undershirt beneath.

"Ye—holy shit."

Bruce looked down at himself, at his now-visible arms. Great long ragged scars along his biceps, a splotch of thick pale skin that suggested he'd set himself on fire, what looked like it might have been a bullet hole on one shoulder. "Should I quit while I'm ahead?" he asked dryly. "Technically I can leave this on."

"When did you get shot?"

He looked at his own shoulder and prodded at it. "Monaco Grand Prix. Angry Italians. Not actually related to the race, their mother was—that's actually a long story. Nice guys once you got to know them."

"Now you're definitely going to need to take your shirt off."

He crossed his arms. "I'm not sure I appreciate your tone, Miss Lane."

She snorted a laugh as she reached behind herself to unzip her dress. "I make you shy?"

"I'm sensitive," he said, and she laughed again. She stood, and let the dress fall to the floor. His eyebrows shot up.

"Still feeling shy?" she asked. Not that she could compete with professional lingerie models, but she still looked fantastic in black lace. And Lois had amazing legs. That wasn't pride; that was simple, objective fact. A woman didn't flee from giant robots in heels without getting a great set of legs.

"Significantly less shy, all of a sudden," he conceded, and he pulled his undershirt up over his head.

"Holy shit," she said again.

"You know," he said, tossing the garment aside, "I'd really prefer it if you saved that for when I take my pants off."

Scars on top of scars, though most of them seemed to have faded. She started to circle him, not at all concerned about his alleged sensitivity. "The one on your shoulder is gone," she noted, the one he'd attributed to a dirtbike. The larger one across his back had faded as well, but was still obvious.

"I get laser treatments sometimes," he said with a shrug.

"Why does it look like you got whipped?"

"No comment."

She ran her fingers over a long, thin line. "I have a confession to make," she said. 

"That doesn't sound good."

"It's possible that I find this really... really hot." She kissed a scar experimentally, left red lipstick on his skin.

"So I'm just a fetish for you, is that it?" His offense wasn't convincing.

"Pretty much," she said, hooking her fingers in his belt and pulling him back into her. A dominating sort of a gesture, not necessarily suited to the circumstances. 

"I feel so used." He kicked off his shoes even as he said it. 

"You have not yet begun to feel used."

"You're kind of terrifying, you know that?" She laughed, let him go so he could turn around and face her. He kissed her again, and she unbuckled his belt without needing to look. "And impatient," he added in the brief moments that their mouths were apart. She stepped out of her heels, and he unhooked her bra with well-practiced ease. He reached into his pocket, stuck the wrapper of a condom in his mouth to hold it with a completely gratuitous waggle of his eyebrows. 

"Someone was optimistic," she said, even as she pushed his trousers down off his hips. He shrugged, his own hands busy undressing her with as much ease as she had him. 

This business with his scars was a goddamned shame, was what it was. They only enhanced the appeal of him, for people to whom he appealed. The sort of people who liked thick-laid muscle and dark curls trailing down his chest and yet further were exactly the sorts of people that liked those pale cords of flesh and all the things they stood for.

She knew because she was exactly that sort of a person.

Sometimes a girl just wanted to get tossed around a little by someone enormous and kind of furry.

That probably wasn't just Lois.

She pushed him toward the bed, and he obliged by falling back, sitting and letting her climb into his lap. She took the wrapper from between his lips so she could kiss him, and getting it on him was another trick she'd could do without looking. His mouth was a bit too occupied to say if he was impressed. 

"I feel like I should say," she said, teasing him with her touch and nothing more, "my interviews don't usually end like this."

"I'm flattered," he said, as easily as if she weren't touching him at all. She used her hand to guide him inside her, sank downward onto him with an involuntary groan. 

"Fuck."

"Now I'm really flattered."

"If I weren't already fucking you I'd tell you to go fuck yourself."

"Give it time. I can do both."

She laughed, but it got cut off as he held her tight against him by the hips, rolled her onto her back so that he was on top of her. That assertiveness from before, that sense of inevitability, like this couldn't possibly be going any other way. It might have felt smug if he'd hadn't been so good at it, minute adjustments to the angles of their hips until she made a sound that he decided was right. 

Bruce Wayne fucked like he was solving an engineering problem, but it was hard to argue with results. 

"Harder," she gasped, and immediately he obliged, his lips on her throat again and a low growl against her skin. That was new. Quiet, but there. Even less expected was the hand on her wrist, as if there were any need to hold her down when he was nailing her to the goddamn mattress. 

Her most fondly-recalled encounters were with people like wild animals or people like machines, snarling beasts and methodical pistons and all sorts of evocative metaphors for the lovers she liked. But he was something else, something neither, if he was an animal he was caged and well-trained. Almost domesticated, mostly civilized, but scars and growls and rough hands gave him away. 

When she came she was unapologetically loud, legs so tight around him it was like she was trying to crush him to her. Wanted him close and wanted him deep and didn't want to give him a say in the matter. 

He was extremely obliging, regardless.

Probably shouldn't include that in the article. 

Bruce rolled to lay next to her, give her more room to breath. Considerate of him to not go crushing her, but she might not have minded if he had. "How long until we can do that again?" Lois asked, half-laughing. 

His hair didn't quite reach his eyes, but he tried to blow it out of the way anyway with a huff. "Depends," he said. "Might have to give me ten minutes. Or you could save time and sit on my face." She snorted, collapsed into breathless laughter. "You've got options."

"I might take you up on that in a minute. You going to want me gone before morning?" 

Even sideways she could see him make a face. "What? No. Stay as long as you want."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." He rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "Might get up at night, though. Try not to wake you, but no promises."

"Pressing midnight business?" she teased. 

"Nah. Just insomnia. Driving in circles helps. You know?"

She didn't. A bar right in his room seemed much more convenient than driving around Metropolis admiring the scenery. Unless it wasn't an option.

Insomnia caused by nightmares, for instance, which drinking would only worsen.

Lois had a vague and yet highly specific desire to try and fuck all the sad out of him. She suspected he inspired that feeling in a lot of people. It didn't seem to have worked too well so far.

"Alright," she said, sitting up. "Break's over. Let's see if I can wear you out."

"Less if, and more when," he said, lacing his fingers under his head.

"Unless you wear me out first."

Bruce exhaled what could almost be called a chuckle. "I'm not convinced that's humanly possible."

Not that impossibility was enough to stop him from trying.

  



5. Chapter 5


    
    Lois woke up feeling cozy and sore in all the best ways. Burrowed into a down comforter, nearly pulled over her head. She yawned, rubbed at her eyes and tried to blink away sleep. The bed was empty. 

That seemed weird. It was his hotel room. She sat up, running her fingers through her hair. No one else in the bedroom. 

Huh. 

She grabbed a fluffy hotel robe before wandering into the suite's living room. There, finally, was Bruce. Dressed already, apparently incapable of anything between completely naked and business casual. Staring out the window at the city, looking... thoughtful? Pensive?

"Something wrong?"

He glanced over his shoulder at her. "Nah. Just... thinking."

"Anything important?" she asked as she moved closer.

Bruce turned his head back out to the city, silent for a minute. "What was the point of having Lando go undercover in Jabba's palace?"

"What."

"He had to have been there a while. That's a pretty big commitment for a mayor. But his presence doesn't actually seem to accomplish anything. The whole plan makes no sense."

"That's what's got you looking so serious?" It was just as likely that he was fucking with her. It could have been that he didn't want to share, too personal or too painful or both.

"It was on one of the movie channels last night," he said with a shrug. "It's been bothering me."

"I thought you were going to go for a drive."

"Tried it. Guess your roads aren't sleepy enough."

Gotham was a much darker city, overall. The smog or the streetlights or even just the fact that there was so much stone. Less glass to reflect the moonlight. "I wouldn't call Gotham sleepy," she said. "Don't you have a crimefighting werebat?" 

"Asks the woman who talks to a gravity-defying alien."

"The gravity-defying alien is friendly. Your guy's an urban legend." She cocked her head to the side as he finally turned away from the window. "You've met him, right?" 

"Sort of," he admitted, flippant as always. "Caught me falling out a window."

"Is he actually ten feet tall?" 

"I didn't exactly get a good look, what with the falling to my death."

"Why did the Joker push you out of a window?"

"Kicked. Kicked out. I was tied to a chair. Got mad because I'm funnier than he is." She snorted, then stifled it, because he'd still almost died. "Ironically I'm very serious. I think the henchmen who laughed got shot. Feel bad about that." He probably really did.

"That's ridiculous. The whole thing. Everything from the evil clown onwards."

"It would have been a pretty ignoble way to die," he agreed. There was a knock at the door to the suite. "That'll be room service. Hope you don't mind that I ordered breakfast."

"Not at all," she said, as he walked past her to let them in.

"I may have also had clothes sent up for you."

She blinked. "You're kidding."

"It was that or have your dress cleaned to wear it home." His tone made clear what he thought about that. Not a big fan of the walk of shame, it seemed. Not that she felt anything but pleased with herself.

"What, did you check the tags while I was sleeping?"

He turned around, an eyebrow raised, looking her up and down in a split-second assessment. "Thirty twenty-seven thirty. Right?"

"Bullshit," she said, but she was grinning.

"Am I right?"

"You can't tell that just by looking."

"I did much more than look," he reminded her, "but yes I can."

She didn't have time to retort before he opened the door, let the porter in with a cart. She crossed her arms, turned back to look out the window. Unconsciously she scanned the sky for familiar colors, a habit unrelated to recent activities. It wasn't as if he kept a regular schedule. To see Superman flying around Metropolis almost aimlessly was reassuring. To see a blue and red streak through the sky meant there was a story somewhere she was missing out on.

"You're not going to like this," Bruce said, and she turned to see what he was talking about. They were alone again, and he was looking at the paper.

"Is that mine?" she asked, and he nodded. "What, did they give me a shitty headline?" she asked as she came closer to look. The fact that she had no control over the headlines on her stories had been a source of consternation for years. 

"I think you'll take more issue with the byline."

She took the paper from him to look at it, and it took all her willpower not to hiss like an angry cat. 

"That son of a bitch."




  THE BATMAN AND SCARECROW IN METROPOLIS

By CLARK KENT


The picture, dim as it was, was credited to an anonymous source. So were the associated details of a fight that must have happened while she'd been sleeping, down in the sewer systems beneath the city. 

Kent must have sent the story in at the last possible minute to get it printed. Metahuman affairs always got the front page; they moved papers. Her bribery scandal, a coup on any other day, had been effectively sabotaged. 

"I'm going to fucking kill him."

"Now might not be the best time," Bruce said dryly, "since you've apparently got two superheroes in town."

"Did you notice anything weird last night?" she demanded.

"Other than gratuitous Billy Dee Williams?" he asked, raising a single eyebrow. "Which—to be fair—does improve the vast majority of films."

"No," she snapped, using the paper to hit him on the shoulder. His second eyebrow joined the first as he looked at the spot she'd hit. "Sorry for hitting you," she said automatically, not sounding very sorry.

"You should be," he said, rubbing his shoulder. "I'm not accustomed to your violent lifestyle."

She snorted. She hadn't forgotten the sight of that bullethole burned into his skin. "I meant when you went for your little drive."

"I may have been on the wrong side of town,"  he said, holding out his hand for her to give him the paper. "But I'm also not familiar with the city, so I don't know what constitutes weird here." He folded the paper such that he could read it, and she stalked away toward her clothes. 

... they were very nice clothes, actually. A grey a-line dress with lavender accents, professional enough to wear to work. And he'd... picked out matching shoes? 

Even if the sex hadn't been great, the personal shopper would have made the whole thing worth it. 

"Anonymous sources near to the scene," Bruce read aloud. "Who would have been near to the scene in a sewer?"

"Homeless people?" Lois suggested, pulling the dress on. "Alligator men?" 

"Do you have those, too?" Bruce frowned as he went back to reading the article. "This is..."

"What did he do?" she asked warily, ignoring the omelette on the tray in favor of a cappuccino. 

"Anonymous sources near to the scene claim that statements made by the Batman—why always the definitive article?"

"AP standard," she said, sipping coffee. 

"—suggest that he came to Metropolis in order to follow Scarecrow, while Scarecrow's arrival coincided with that of Gotham billionaire Bruce Wayne. Wayne has previously been abducted or otherwise threatened by villains known as the Joker and the Penguin—more definitive articles. Why doesn't Scarecrow get a definitive article?"

"Talk to the AP."

"—in each case attributing his rescue to the Batman." He cleared his throat. "Bruce Wayne," he read pointedly, "is perhaps best known for having consistently found himself within the top ten of every popular listing of eligible bachelors."

Lois froze. Slowly, she set down her coffee. Then she buried her face in her hands, horrified.

Bruce lowered the paper, and thoughtfully considered a painting of a diner on the wall. "Is this article implying that Batman wants to fuck me?" he asked finally. 

"Oh, Clark," Lois groaned.

"Is it more specifically implying," Bruce continued, "that I am a damsel in distress requiring rescue from the many supervillains who want to fuck me?"

Lois said nothing, just shaking her head. 

"You know," Bruce said, "I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt out on the tarmac, but I'm getting the distinct impression that Mr. Kent is deliberately fucking with me."

"He's from Kansas," Lois explained, dropping her hands so she could look for her purse. 

"Huh. And here I thought he might have just been flirting with me." Bruce lifted the paper again to resume reading. "Shame."

Lois froze again in the middle of digging through her purse. "What?" Bruce did not respond, engrossed in reading. "Did you just say it was a shame?" she pressed, her lips curling into a grin.

"You heard me," Bruce said, not looking up from the paper.

"Do I get to publish a scoop today?" she asked, picking up her purse entirely to stalk toward him. "Bisexual billionaire Bruce Wayne?" 

"You could," Bruce said. "But you won't."

"And why not?" she asked, stopping right next to him. He looked up to meet her gaze, steady.

"Because I'd rather you didn't." Then his eyes went back to the paper. 

She blinked in surprise. "You... what?" Lois felt herself getting indignant. She was a reporter. Men weren't supposed to trust her with secrets.

She wasn't supposed to want to keep them.

"I have a fourteen year old at home," he said, a non-sequitur that wasn't.

"You think some people would say..."

"Some of them already do," he said, casual as anything. "For right now, people still prefer casting me as the victim."

Political cartoons and skits about a swarthy teenager in a house full of bikini-clad models and expensive liquor. Bruce Wayne cast as the hapless manchild trying to do the right thing. Practically a sitcom. It didn't help that no one ever really saw the kid, carefully sheltered from the spotlight as he was. 

"That's a shitty reason," she said.

"It is," Bruce agreed.

"You could be a trailblazer."

"But I don't particularly want to be," he said, which was hard to argue with. "Besides. I'm only about a one. Maybe a one-point-four."

She snorted. "Oh, well. Is that all. That's nothing to write home about."

"Mm." Bruce narrowed his eyes near the end of the article. "Superman arrived on the scene before any of the water systems could be damaged," he read. "He doesn't specify who would have damaged them."

"Want to defend your boyfriend's honor?" Lois teased, having turned her attention to her makeup. 

"Don't you start. Who are these anonymous sources?"

"Hell if I know," Lois huffed. "I've lived in Metropolis most of my life, but Kent blows in from Smallville and suddenly he's friends with every hooker and hobo that might have a quote he can use."

"Huh." Bruce looked over the picture at the head of the article again. "Smallville?" 

"I know, right? Smallville, Kansas. It's like he emerged fully-formed out of an apple pie. The fucker." She swept powder aggressively over her cheekbones. 

The corner of his mouth curled upward. "Getting ready for war?" 

"With Kent?" She snapped her compact shut. "Always."

  



6. Chapter 6


    
    Lois' plans to kick Clark Kent's ass were ruined when she bumped into him in the hallway of the Daily Planet. This was not, on its own, enough to ruin anything. The real problem was when she turned to snap at him, and something crunched under her shoe.

She didn't even have to look.

She sighed. Clark, with his hand over his eyes, winced. "Was that...?"

"That was your glasses, yeah," she confirmed. Bad enough that he was comically near-sighted; he also had some kind of a light sensitivity, rendering him completely unable to function without coke-bottle lenses.

He perked up at the sound of her voice, and tried to squint at her through his fingers. "Lois?"

"Don't you Lois me, mister," she warned, jabbing him in the chest with her finger. He flinched, covering his eyes again. "I am pissed. I am beyond pissed. I am—you're just making it really difficult, right now, because you're all—" She gestured to all of him, but without his sight it was wasted on him.  "Do you have another pair of glasses? I can't do this when you're like this, it's like trying to kick a puppy."

"Because I'm cute?" he asked hopefully.

"Because you're fucking useless, is what you are, and it's sad. It's making me sad to look at you right now."

His shoulders slumped pitifully, worsening the kicked-puppy metaphor. "Sorry," he said, and she put her fists on her hips and rolled her shoulders back. There was nothing like a good power stance to ward away guilt. "I've got another pair in my desk, I'll just go get them." He turned, and immediately headed in the direction he seemed to think that his desk was.

Which was actually an open stairwell.

"Oh no you don't," she warned, hooking her fingers in his belt. He stopped short, nearly stumbling backward into her in the process. "I'm dealing with enough shit today without having to put up with you going all Mr. Magoo on me again." She headed toward his desk, still holding him by the back of the belt, forcing him to walk backward to follow her.

"Going all who with the what now?" he asked, twisting and bending backward to try and see her face. Except that he still had a hand over his eyes, and he was still walking backward, and so he'd turned himself into an elaborate contortionist act accomplishing nothing. Unless what he wanted to accomplish was making it harder for her not to look at his dumb idiot face. Which was possible.

"Don't even try it," she said, gaze flitting to where his eyes should have been despite knowing better. "I know you know who Mr. Magoo is, that trick's not going to work anymore."

"What trick was that?" he asked, as she deposited him into his desk chair. She hooked her shoe underneath it to keep him from rolling backward while at the same time pulling herself up onto his desk to sit on it. It was a well-practiced maneuver, because she'd learned long ago that the wheels on his chair could roll far and fast with very little provocation. Sometimes into other rooms.

Which was goddamned hilarious.

But she was busy.

"The one where you pretended to have never seen Sesame Street," she said, opening the top drawer of his desk to look for his spare glasses. "Because all you had to watch down on the farm were old cowboy movies on laserdisk and reruns of Hee-Haw." She grabbed his hand to deposit his glasses into them, wanting to be sure he couldn't drop them and get them crushed again.

"To be fair," Clark said as he slid the glasses on, "I didn't actually expect you to believe me." She huffed. "It was very sweet of you to try to explain the concept of a muppet to me, though." He opened his eyes, then blinked furiously as they adjusted to being open again, those absurd eyelashes of his all aflutter. The first thing he looked at was Lois. Specifically, her legs. Followed quickly by the rest of her. He clasped his hands over his knees. "So what can I do for you, Miss Lane?"

"Cut the crap, Smallville." She grabbed the paper resting in his inbox and opened it to the front page—his front page. "What is this?"

"That's crazy, right?" he said, disgusting in his earnestness as he pointed to the blurry photo of Scarecrow. "All the way here, from Gotham? That's got to be, what, almost five hundred miles?"

"That's not what I meant and you know it," she snapped, crumpling the paper into her lap.

He wilted. "Sorry."

"Why didn't you warn me about this? After everything I've done for you—"

"Everything you've what?" he asked, pushing his glasses higher on his nose.

She opened her mouth, then shut it again, trying to think of a single example to back up her claim. "I got you into the smuggling at the wharf story," she managed finally, triumphant.

"The—?" He blinked. "You didn't tell me we were going undercover, and then you told them that I was your fiancé from Arkansas."

"Yeah, but—"

"You introduced me as Bumpo Tungus."

"... to go with your backstory as a man from Arkansas."

"Your name got to be Dolly Davenport."

"Yeah," Lois agreed. "I really like that name, I think I give off a good 'Dolly' vibe." Clark did not seem swayed by this argument. "Okay, so what about when I let you in on the mutants at the sewage treatment plant?"

"The one where I was your deaf-mute, amnesiac husband, Mingus McGillicuddy? Whose memory you hoped to restore with his love of industrial processing?"

Lois crossed her arms, chin tilted upward. "Molly and Mingus McGillicuddy got us full access to that facility, so I don't know what you're complaining about." She moved the newspaper out of her way entirely and crossed one leg over the other; Clark, commendably, didn't even look.

"I don't know what you're complaining about," he shot back, "because I tried to call you."

She frowned. "You what?"

"I. Tried. To. Call. You."

Lois' eyes narrowed as she tried to recall noticing any calls from Clark. She made it a point to try not to notice calls from Clark while she was with other men. She opened her purse to find her phone, and checked the call history.

There was, indeed, a missed call. And a text, which said simply 'You okay?' to which she had never responded.

"Oh." This took a small amount of the wind out of her prodigious sails.

"Yeah."

"I was pretty tired," she said as she put her phone back away. "I had a busy night."

"That's—that's great. For you. I'm very happy for you."

She narrowed her eyes at him, but it was hard to divine anything from his expression when he was busy pulling at a loose thread on his tie. "And don't think I missed that, by the way," she said, and he looked up, startled. "That little thing you pulled with Bruce?"

"Oh, so he's Bruce now."

"He noticed it, too, so don't think you're clever," she continued as if he had not spoken.

"I don't know what you mean," Clark said, adjusting his glasses. "Everything I wrote was factual, attributable, or both."

"Don't pull that shit with me," she warned, resisting the temptation to kick his chair and send him rolling. "Eligible bachelor Bruce Wayne?"

He shrugged. "It was an identity-clarifying detail."

"Yeah, right. Because you couldn't put in 'billionaire Bruce Wayne', or 'CEO of Wayne Enterprises Bruce Wayne'. Instead it had to be 'these people seem like they're stalking Bruce Wayne, also a lot of people want his dick, just saying'."

"Gosh, Lois," Clark said, a dry monotone. "You don't really think anyone will take it that way, do you." She glowered, though for him to have been so obvious with his sarcasm meant he must have been furious. Or jealous? "Besides," he added, "if you can think of a better explanation for why they're all in Metropolis right now, I'd love to hear it."

"Obviously I don't know," she said, "but I imagine there's a more plausible explanation than 'Batman wants to touch Bruce Wayne's dick'." Clark snorted. "Which was very petty, by the way."

Clark shrugged, pulling the thread on his tie again. "Under the circumstances, I thought he might appreciate it," he muttered.

The right side of Lois' face all scrunched in baffled incredulity. "What?" Clark looked up, eyelashes fluttering again. "Under what circumstances would he appreciate being matchmade with a man bat?"

At this, finally, Clark looked abashed. "It's complicated," he said. "It's a... guy thing?"

"What guy?" she asked, loud enough that half the office looked to see what was happening. On seeing that it was just Lois, sitting on Kent's desk being baffled, they realized it was business as usual and went back to work. "Find me the guy that that's a thing for."

"Have you checked Twitter?"

"I will set your desk on fire."

He looked, briefly, at where her ass rested on his desk. Then back up at her. "Right now?"

"Watch it, Kent."

"I thought that was what I was doing." He glanced around the room, running a hand through the blue-black whorls of his hair. "Actually, Lois, can we talk?"

"What'd you think this was, a musical number?"

He scratched his head, watching the room and keeping his voice at a low volume. "I meant alone."

"Oh." She looked out over the open floor plan. It wasn't something he often asked, if ever; she felt suddenly self-conscious. "Yeah, sure. That's fine."

"Meet you next to Mister Peanut?" Clark suggested.

"Sounds good," she said, sliding off his desk.

Mister Peanut was not actually a corporate mascot. It was, instead, the bronze head of the building's architect. Clark and Lois both thought it looked like a peanut, if a peanut was also Alfred Hitchcock. That it was terrible may have explained why it was tucked away in such a remote location.

"So?" Lois asked when Clark joined her. "Spill."

"It's about Bruce Wayne," he admitted. 

"Oh, honestly, Kent," she began, rolling her eyes.

"Not like that," he said. "It isn't like that, I just—haven't you wondered what he's doing here? In Metropolis?" 

"Wayne Enterprises is all over," she said, crossing her arms and leaning back against the wall. "It would be weirder if he didn't come to Metropolis once in a while."

"He doesn't, though," he pointed. "Until right now, he's been perfectly content to be hands-off and leave it to his executives. What changed? Why now?" 

"What are you suggesting?"

"I don't know what I'm suggesting," he sighed. "I just—I don't think it's a coincidence that these people are all here at the same time, and whatever the reason, Bruce Wayne is at the middle of it. And... so are you, if you're with him." There was a finality to the way he said it.

She was almost speechless. Almost. "I—I'm always in the middle of it. That's exactly where I want to be, why are you acting like this is new?  You don't complain about me spending time with Superman, that's much more dangerous."

"That's not—that's different."

"How is that different?" she demanded, her voice getting louder as she grew more irritated.

"Superman can keep you safe!" Clark shot back, matching her tone. "Or he'll—I know he'll try, anyway!" 

"But Bruce won't?"

"Do you have to keep calling him Bruce?"

"I don't think this has anything to do with Scarecrow, or Batman!" she practically announced to the whole building, and only at the last second did it occur to her to lower her voice to an angry, hissing whisper-shout. "You're just mad because Bruce Wayne and I had sex."

Clark's eyes were wide. He opened his mouth and then shut it, pointed at her and then dropped it. Then he leaned sideways to put his hands over the ears of the bronze bust. "You did what!" 

"I thought I was pretty clear with the whole busy night thing!"

"I thought you were just working on your article and I was reading too much into it!"

"Why are you covering Mister Peanut's ears!"

"Because he's from a different time, Lois! They didn't talk about these kinds of things back then!"

Lois was briefly stunned. Then she tried to smack his hands away from the statue, but he pulled away before she could, recoiling and putting a hand over his sternum. She looked the statue directly in the eye. "I fucked Bruce Wayne," she informed it. Clark gasped. "And I had a great time!"

Clark sputtered as he searched for an appropriate response. "Well—well—that—good for you!"

"It was! It was good for me!"

"I'm very happy for you!"

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah! You work really hard and you deserve to have a good time once in a while!"

"I do work hard!" she agreed. Neither of them had at any point stopped yelling at each other. "I had a lot of fun and I feel fantastic!"

"I can tell because you look great!"

"Thank you!"

"That dress really suits your eyes!"

Lois felt herself start to blush. "Bruce picked it out for me!"

Clark looked conflicted about this information. "He did a good job!" he yelled anyway.

"He has really good taste!"

"Obviously! He went out with you!"

"Why are we yelling?"

"Because you were yelling!"

"That doesn't mean you have to yell!"

"I'm a natural people-pleaser and that makes me very prone to mirroring even in confrontational situations!"

"That's very self-aware of you but that's not a good trait to have in your line of work!"

"I know it's a problem and I'm working on it!"

"Good for you!"

"I appreciate your support!"

They stared at each other in silence. Shouting had done a number on Lois' throat, and so her breathing was ragged. She cleared her throat, and tried to modulate her tone like a normal person. "I don't know if I'm going to be seeing Bruce again," she said carefully, "but if I do, that's my business, and I can take care of myself."

Clark took a deep breath, dialing himself back. "I know that you can," he said. "I didn't mean to be patronizing, I just worry." He fidgeted with his tie and pulled at that pesky thread.

"You weren't patronizing," she began, before Clark's tie broke into three pieces. She rubbed her forehead. "Clark, you unmitigated human disaster."

"Sorry," he said again, loosening the knot and pulling on his tie. And pulling. And pulling.

"Clark," she said, watching as multicolored fabric filled his hands, "why are you doing close-up magic right now?"

"I don't always know what to do with my hands in conversations."

"So you wore an elaborate trick tie? Just in case?"

"It never hurts to be prepared." The last of the tie finally came loose from his neck, and it was impossible to tell where exactly he'd been hiding the enormous pile of necktie filling his hands.

"You took something that wasn't even a problem," she said, taking it from him, "and tried to fix it with another, worse problem." She looked for a trash can, and, not seeing one, dropped the mess onto Mister Peanut's head. Clark caught it before it slid off onto the floor.

"I do that sometimes," he said morosely. He started assembling his tie into a makeshift turban.

"I'm sorry I got defensive about sleeping with Bruce," she said, resting a hand on his elbow. He stilled, and didn't move again until she'd stopped touching him.

"It's okay," he said.

"And I'm sorry if I scandalized you with my salty language," she said to the statue.

"You should be," Clark sniffed. "Life's hard enough for a centenarian peanut. You know he has heart problems."

"I lost my head."

"He lost his everything else." He tucked the fabric just-so, and the elaborate tie-turban was complete. They considered it, cocking their heads to the side in unison. "I think he's making it work," Clark said.

"You two!" someone called from behind them, and they spun on their heels to see who it was. Jimmy Olsen, jaw squared, nostrils flaring, a crumpled paper in his hand. "What the hell is this?" Jimmy demanded. Before either of them could say anything, he held up the paper, shoving it in Clark's face and then Lois'. "A cell phone picture?" he asked, jabbing a finger into the photo at the head of Clark's article. He opened the paper up to Lois' piece, and pointed to the photos so aggressively his finger nearly tore straight through. "Photos by Lois Lane?"

"Jimmy," Clark began.

"Olsen," Lois started.

Jimmy yanked his phone out of his back pocket with such force that he nearly dropped it, hit the home button and shoved it in their faces. "No calls!"

His lockscreen was of an athletic man with no shirt, no apparent body hair, and a kitten on his shoulder.

Jimmy, who'd been glaring at them, glanced at the screen for a split-second before glaring at them again. Then he swiped away the lockscreen so they could see his phone's log. "No calls!" he said again.

Clark frowned. "How often do you get takeout?"

Four of the six recent calls were outgoing to a contact labeled 'Noodletown'.

"That's beside the point," Jimmy snapped, shoving his phone back in his pocket. "What do you even think my job is? You think you can do my job with a cell phone?"

"No one thinks that, Jimmy," Clark said.

"A lot of people think that, but not us," Lois said.

"I can't even believe you two," Jimmy said, shaking his head. "And look what you did to Pistachio Dan!" Jimmy turned and stalked off. "Unbelievable."

"Jimmy," Clark called after him. "I didn't even take the picture! I wasn't even there!" He sighed, and looked back at the statue. "Who calls it Pistachio Dan?" he asked after a moment.

"No one calls it that," Lois scoffed. "That's not even a thing."

"It's obviously a peanut," Clark agreed.

"Actually, now that he said that, it does kind of look more like a pistachio."

"Yeah, and that does mean you can leave Alfred Hitchcock out of the equation."

"Where did he get Dan, though?"

"I think the guy's name was actually Dan." Clark adjusted his glasses and squinted at the plaque. "Yeah, see? Daniel."

"Shit," Lois said, putting her hands on her hips. "Pistachio Dan is a way better name."

Clark crossed his arms. "It really is. I regret all the time we wasted on Mister Peanut."

"So how are you going to make it up to him?" she asked, nudging him in the side with her hip.

"Jimmy?" he asked, looking down at her sideways. "I'll probably bake him a pie, everyone likes pie."

"Can you put my name on it?" she suggested.

"What? No. I'm not putting your name on the pie. Get him your own pie."

"He doesn't need two pies."

"He doesn't need one pie, it's not like there's such a thing as too many pies."

"Don't be stingy," she scolded, turning to head back for her office. "Just get him a pie, put my name on it, and tell him we're sorry."

Clark leaned back with a frown to watch her leave. "That's not how apologies work!" he called after her. He looked back at Pistachio Dan. "That's not how apologies work," he informed him.

Pistachio Dan was unmoved.

  



7. Chapter 7


    
    Lois woke in the wee hours of the morning, sunlight not yet cresting the Metropolis skyline. Bruce had sent a rose to her apartment the day before; not roses, not a bouquet, not even red. Just a single white rose, in a slender glass vase accented in black. It suited her apartment's minimalist aesthetic with almost suspicious perfection.

She pulled her phone off its dock and stared at the screen.

Five in the damn morning. Too damn early. No sensible person would be awake.




  Lois: You up?

Bruce: If you need me to be.

Bruce: What's up?


She rested the screen of her phone against her chin with a sigh. What a ridiculous thing to feel nervous about. He was an interview subject. That was all. She lifted the phone above her face to type an answer.




  Lois: I'd like to meet with you today, if you have time


She had to wait a minute for him to respond. She rolled onto her side, rested the phone sideways on her pillow.




  Bruce: I don't know if that's the best idea.

Lois: My intentions are purely professional

Bruce: I didn't mean to imply otherwise.

Bruce: Is it something we can discuss over the phone?

Lois: I'd rather see you in person

Bruce: That could be problematic.

Lois: Is it a scheduling issue?

Bruce: Not exactly.


She huffed, blowing a stray lock of hair out of her face.




  Lois: It might help if you actually explained what the issue was

Bruce: It's difficult to explain.

Lois: Because it's complicated, or because you don't want to?

Bruce: Off the record?

Lois: If you insist

Bruce: I had a crazy night and I look like shit.


Lois laughed aloud, the sound filling her empty apartment and bouncing off glass.




  Lois: You've got to be kidding

Bruce: Dead serious.

Lois: You're self-conscious about your looks?

Bruce: I think we've established it's a problem I have.


She bit her lower lip. He sort of had, hadn't he? With his scars, certainly. But he was also image-conscious in general, aware at all times of how things might look and how others might perceive him. His whole life a performance acted out under the assumption that he had an audience, an assumption often correct.




  Lois: As long as we're being honest, I'd also like to see you for personal reasons

Lois: I have questions that aren't necessarily relevant to the article I'm planning to write

Lois: Your shitty face is also irrelevant, if that helps

Bruce: Not enough people think to reassure me about the irrelevance of my shitty face.


"Good job, Lane," she said, out loud just to emphasize her own stupidity to herself. "How could any man resist such well-practiced charm."

She'd been spending too much time with Clark, that was the problem.




  Bruce: To be clear, I was being genuine.

Bruce: I was genuinely reassured by your glib dismissal of my appearance.

Bruce: My schedule is a little all over the place today, but if you can swing by here within the next two hours or so we can talk.

Lois: Your hotel?

Bruce: If you're comfortable with that.

Lois: Sure

Lois: I'll text you when I get there











"What the fuck did you do to your face?"

"Hello, Lois," Bruce said, unfazed. "I believe we already discussed this."

He did not quite have a black eye. But a bruise was swelling over his brow, his lip was split, his nose looked like it had been broken again. Bruises on his arms, his sides, injuries revealed by the fact that he wore nothing but loose black pants.

"I just thought you'd be hungover!"

He stepped aside to allow her into his suite. "Who says I'm not?"

"Bloodshot eyes, a little green around the gills," she continued as she walked inside.

"I'm allowed to have multiple things wrong with me at once," he said, closing the door.

"You look like everything's wrong with you at once." She sat down on the couch, sinking further into the cushion than she expected as she set her purse down next to her.

"You've got a real way with words."

"That's what they pay me for. Get over here and sit down so I can look at you."

"You kind of sound like you don't want to look at me," he said. This did not stop him from sitting down beside her.

"You're like a car wreck," she said, gingerly using her fingers on his jaw to tilt his head. "What happened to you?"

"I don't mean to alarm you, Miss Lane," he said dryly, "but I believe that Superman may sometimes travel the streets of Metropolis in the guise of an ordinary man."

Lois snorted, trailing off into a mild cackle. "Yeah, you and every other guy who's ever lost a fight he shouldn't have picked in this city."

"How can so many drunks possibly be wrong."

He'd already set his nose, and while his eyes were bloodshot they weren't bleeding; nothing to be done but wait for the swelling to go down. "Honestly," she huffed, running her thumb along his jaw. "It's like no one appreciates art anymore."

His brow twitched in a way that suggested he wanted to furrow it, but was prevented by the risk of reopening his wounds. "What."

"Whoever did this to your face," she said.

His mouth tilted. "At least someone has their priorities in order."

Not having anything that she could do for him was frustrating, to say the least. She bit her lip as her eyes traveled the edges of the purpling monstrosity over his ribcage. "Have you been to the hospital?" she asked.

"I've had worse."

"That's not an answer."

"I have a doctor I can see at home if it's serious."

It was a gentle rebuke, but a rebuke nonetheless. She stared at him, and he watched her do it.

Keeping up appearances. Always, unfailingly, keeping up appearances.

But he'd let her see him.

"Why are you in Metropolis?"

Mild confusion in the way his eyes wandered. "Official company business. Housekeeping stuff."

Another huff of frustration escaped her. She rested her hand on top of his, and she felt him tense beneath her, an instinct to recoil. She held on rather than let him, careful of raw knuckles. "I'm asking for me. It's—it might be important."

"Hm." He tilted his head sideways, stretched it for a second so his neck cracked. She winced. "Your article's not coming out until I'm back in Gotham."

"I told you—"

"I know what you said. I'm giving you permission to change your mind. Just wait until it's over." He took his hands back so he could rub at his shoulder. "We've been looking at an acquisition. A research lab here, they've been working on a new water filtration system. Promising the moon, because that's the only way they can get funding. Faster, cheaper, easier. We've been in talks—not quite negotiations, but talks—for years now. Not anyone's fault, that's just the way it is sometimes with new science."

"But...?"

"But," Bruce agreed. "Last week, we start hearing rumors. Luthor is making offers. Ridiculous offers, considering the stage they're at. They're still in early testing phases, they're not anywhere near final approval for public use. Even private use. There's no way. Luthor's essentially offering to pay exorbitant amounts of money to take on all those costs himself. They're not about to turn that down."

"Unless someone makes them a better offer."

Bruce gave a slight nod. Then he smiled, suddenly, broad and bright and perfect porcelain white. "Hi there," he said, a perky baritone that should rightfully have only existed during wrestling announcements, offering her his hand to shake. "I'm Bruce Wayne, it's a pleasure to meet you."

"Augh." Her whole body shuddered in horrified revulsion. "That is so creepy, don't do that, Jesus."

He barked a laugh, then immediately stopped, pressing a hand over the bruise on his ribs.

"If it turns out you've had a broken rib this whole time, I'm going to be pissed," she warned him.

"It's fine," he assured her with a dismissive wave. His voice was back where it belonged, that slightly quiet huskiness that made him seem languorous. Or maybe just tired. The latter seemed more likely. Liquor and coffee and late nights and forced smiles all burning holes in his throat.

"It better be." Science had not yet shown it possible to threaten a man into good health, but if it was, Lois would be the first to find out. "So you're just here to make sure Wayne Enterprises gets a water filter?"

"Close." Bruce used two fingers to massage one of his temples. "I'm here to make sure Luthor doesn't get it."

She was starting to get a sinking feeling. "... why does Luthor want it?"

Bruce stifled a yawn. She wondered how long he'd been awake, if he'd slept since whenever it was he got his ass kicked.

Who had been stupid enough to punch Bruce Fucking Wayne?

"Promising the moon," he said, "remember? Better, faster, cheaper; it slices, it dices, it evenly distributes the FDA recommended amount of fluoride throughout a body of water or reservoir in record time."

Lois froze. "But it doesn't have to be fluoride."

"It does not."

She swallowed a lump in her throat. "Bruce," she said, reaching out to tilt his face back toward hers. "Do you know who did this to you?" His eyes on hers were steady, but he said nothing. "Is it possible that Luthor could have sent someone after you?" The pull at the corner of his mouth had a rueful air. "He did, didn't he? They're the ones that did this."

Slowly and delicately, he removed her hands from his skin. "There may have been an altercation with people I suspect of being Luthor's associates," he admitted.

"Wow that's a lot of weasel words."

"But they're not the ones that did this."

"What?" She pulled her hands from his, aghast. "Then who did?"

"That's a little more complicated," he said, "and I think I'd rather keep that part to myself, for the time being."

Luthor buying an experimental water filter. Scarecrow. Mercy Graves bribing a senator. Batman, The. Bruises on his skin and in his voice and in the way he never touched her first. Too much information, not enough time. "For fuck's sake, Bruce," she managed finally. "How many people want to kick your ass?"

He shrugged. "I think I have a spreadsheet somewhere, if it'll help."










"Lois!"

"Not now, Smallville," she said, not slowing down.

"Yes or no question, it will only take a second," he said rather than giving up. She got in the elevator as he caught up with her, hit the door close button. "Do you trust Bruce Wayne?" he asked, and she made a face as the elevator doors shut in his face.

Honestly. Hadn't they just had that conversation? It wasn't as if it was any of his business, anyway.

Someone stopped the elevator the next floor up, and Lois leaned back against the far corner to make room for the interloper.

The elevator doors opened, and there was Clark.

He put his hand over the door before she could leap for the button. "Did you run?" she asked.

"Yes or no, that's all I need," he said instead of answering. It didn't suit him at all, holding the door and blocking her way, looking suddenly as large and as intimidating as he always had the potential to. She didn't think he was even aware of the inherent menace in what he was doing. What it could have looked like, if he wasn't Clark Kent and if she weren't Lois Lane.

"Stop holding up the elevator, dipshit," she said, waving him in. He entered and hit the door close button, didn't press for a floor. Going wherever she was. "What is this about?"

"I just—I need to know."

"Does it matter?" she asked, leaning against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because I trust you," he said, which was both factual and obvious on the face of it but which still hit her like a surprise. "I'm not—I can't be objective about this. I'm not going to pretend I can be objective."

"First time for everything."

"That's why I'm asking you. If you think Bruce Wayne is a good person, then you're probably right. I know you're right."

"Seriously, Clark. What is this about?"

"Can I get away with explaining later?" he asked back instead of answering.

She decided with a sigh to take mercy on him. Mostly because she was in as much of a hurry as he seemed to be. "He's a good guy," she said. "He's a really good guy."

"You trust him?"

"Implicitly."

Clark released a whoosh of breath with enough force that she almost felt it, tension leaving his shoulders. "Okay," he said, and she couldn't tell if he was relieved or disappointed. "That's it, then."

"Whatever it is you think you're doing," she said as the elevator doors opened, "you're being way too dramatic about it."

"I'll tell you all about it tomorrow," he promised.

"You do that," she said, no longer paying attention. She had better things to do than worry about Kent's imagined little feud. Archives to check, public records to consult, maps to locate. Cities to save.

She loved her job.

  



8. Chapter 8


    
    It happened too fast for Lois to do much about it. One minute, she was investigating the aqueduct; the next, she had a hand over her mouth, her arms pinned at her sides. Leather gloves, something textured rough on arms she couldn't see, felt like being  tied to a mast made of sharkskin. 

"I need you to not make a sound," a voice said directly in her ear, "and I need you to not move. Can you do that for me?" Pitched low, quiet but not breathy enough to call a whisper, too little voice to patch over the rough spots in his larynx.

His. Its. Whatever.

Lois had been snatched by strangers just often enough to find the question patronizing. He'd left her nose uncovered, and she used it to full effect with the most put-open huff she could manage. She couldn't nod, because he wasn't letting her move her head. She tried to signal assent by forcing herself to relax. And not trying to jab him in the ribs with her elbow. 

"Thank you." He didn't move, certainly didn't let her go. Just didn't want her to struggle. She tried to memorize details, put him into words that she could use. The smell of leather and metal and smoke, was it recent or had it seeped into his skin too deep to dislodge? It was impossible to gauge size in this kind of situation, she knew that from experience; everyone seemed ten feet tall when they had her trapped in the dark. 

"When Superman gets here, I need someone to make sure he doesn't hurt himself. I wouldn't ask if I didn't think you could handle it. Can you do that for me?" He let her mouth go just enough that she could manage a small nod, though just as quickly she tried to turn enough to see him. He didn't clamp down on her again, but his thumb against her jaw forced her to face forward. "Watch the door."

Her gaze immediately honed in on a small hallway door on the far wall, anticipating... something. Superman? Scarecrow? She didn't know. It was just enough that when he let her go, she kept watching. It was easy to rectify, but by then it was too late, nothing but shadows. She strained to hear footsteps, but all that filled her ears were pipes and pumps and motors and the echoes of a sound like if nighttime could talk. 

Whatever she'd thought Batman would be, it hadn't been that. 

Reporters and detectives and criminals all ran into the same problem trying to find him: Gotham loved him. Not just the usual suspects, either. It was the Runners, the Banshees, the Cherry Street Girls. Helpless and hopeless and did he take them aside in the dark and tell him they were needed? Not an order, just a question, can you do that for me? Implicit that he thought they could. 

She turned back to the door he'd asked her to watch. No sign of anything, of anyone. She was taking it on faith that this wasn't a boondoggle meant to keep her busy. 

Lois nearly jumped out of her skin when Superman came crashing through a wall to her right. 

... which meant Batman had only asked her to watch the door as a distraction. And she'd fallen for it.

Superman hit the floor sideways, tumbled with his cape wrapping and twisting around him. Just as quickly as he'd come to a stop, he was trying to get back up again.

"Are you okay? What's going on? What happened?" She rushed to his side, though she knew she wouldn't be much help. That never stopped her from trying, taking his arm in her hands and pulling him upward.

"Lois?" His voice took up less room than it sometimes did. He cleared his throat, neither accepting nor rejecting her help as he rose. "What are you doing here?" That sounded a little better, a voice made to fill a chest like his, a careful lack of accent that only rarely drifted dangerously close to mid-Atlantic.

"The same thing I'm always doing," she snapped. "Asking what the hell happened, and not getting any damn answers."

Superman's eyes had a backlight. It wasn't an ideal word, but nothing else captured that dim glow, that ring around the iris that left his eyes looking the color of a sunny summer sky at noon. Easy to miss in the daylight, still only barely apparent in the dark.

Except, in that moment, they were flickering like faulty neon.

His skin was peeling, tiny dark spots splattered across his face that usually meant he'd been caught in a fire. He was worryingly grey.

"Radiation?" she asked.

"It's nothing to worry about," he assured her. His nose was starting to bleed. "It can't hurt you."

Kryptonite, but she didn't think she'd ever seen him react so badly to it. More of it? Longer exposure? "What about you?" she asked instead. No point asking questions he wouldn't answer.

"I'm—" He stopped, swallowed nothing.

"You're not going to vomit, are you?" she asked warily. He shook his head, wiped blood away from his nose. 

"Wait here," he said, but she wrapped her arms around his elbow to trap him.

Not that she actually could. It worked, regardless. "You wait here," she countered. "You're going to hurt yourself."

"You don't need to worry about me, Miss Lane."

"This is me, worrying about you. It's Scarecrow, isn't it? That's why Batman is here?"

Superman paused. "You saw him?"

"Not really." Enough to know the stories of a creature weren't accurate, not enough to know which of the others might be true. "Do you think you can trust him?" 

"Batman?"

"Who else?" She squeezed his arm. "He's not like you, he's not..." Unambiguous was the word that came to mind, precise and all-encompassing but not the kind of word she could say to his face. "Nice," she finished, but that wasn't much better.

Superman smiled, and she knew better than to call his smile perfect, not after she'd seen white porcelain and careful curves carving an uncanny valley in someone's face. He had an extra set of canines. She didn't know how many people had seen his smile close enough to notice. Such subtle little points. "That's a pretty high bar," Superman said. "I'm very nice."

It was hard, sometimes, not to tell Superman to go fuck himself. It was a lot like flipping off a puppy: occasionally tempting, but ultimately not worth what doing so would say about her as a person.

"Don't worry," he assured her, maybe misinterpreting the expression on her face. "I have it on good authority that he's as good as they come."

"That had better be one hell of an authority."

"They certainly think so." He picked her up suddenly, and she bit down a reflexive yelp. No one else could surprise her like that, the way he moved like there were frames of reality missing, the way her stomach lurched too late. By the time she'd gripped his shoulders he'd already carried her outside, safely away from the threat. 

And the story. 

"Wait here," he said, the night air cold and filled with crickets.

"Don't you dare go back in there," she warned as he set her down, though he didn't let her grab him this time. Like trying to hold the wind still. "You look like hell, god knows what it'll do to you if there's more Kryptonite."

"I'm feeling much better, Miss Lane." He rubbed at his face with his hands, everything gone blurry with the speed of it. Then he smiled again, and the peeling skin and the freckles were both gone. His skin was back to its usual golden hue, his eyes weren't flickering any longer. He turned his attention to the aqueduct, and she could tell without any real evidence that he was looking through the walls. "I'm afraid I'm needed elsewhere."

He was gone before she could protest again.

She stomped a heel against the pavement in irritation. Nothing left for her to do but wait, unless what she wanted to do was risk getting taken hostage.

Lois was torn, as ever, between a desire to be useful and a desire not to be a liability. 

The tiebreaker was Batman. If the Kryptonite was an issue again, he was there to help. She pulled her phone out of her purse to call the police, assuming they weren't already on their way. 

They probably had the situation under control. 

Right? 










"You see, Miss Lane," said Dr. Crane, "at small doses over an extended period, the effects of the toxin are hardly noticeable."

"So why bother?" Lois asked, writing notes on her phone. 

Crane was handcuffed, waiting for the police to finish their sweep of the aqueduct. He had a split lip and a bad case of mask-hair, but was otherwise looking quite fine. Delighted by the attention from the press, it was clear. He was still a novelty in Metropolis, not just one of Gotham's more irritating also-rans. 

"I've hypothesized—this would have been a test, you see, this little experiment—that a combination of careful dosing alongside subliminal messaging could induce a fear response toward a single target."

"Like an alien."

"Perhaps." Crane took too long to blink, or else timed his blinking to match hers so that she wouldn't see it. The effect was creepy enough to be deliberate.

"Why Superman?"

"Why not?"

"Where did you get the money for all this?"

"Oh, here and there."

"Did Luthor give you the filtration system?"

"Certainly not, Miss Lane, certainly not. It wasn't even his yet, was it? I suppose the security at the lab was poor enough that you could say they gave it to me."

"Where did you get the Kryptonite?"

"Oh, here and there."

Lois leaned a little closer to him. "What did you do with it?" 

Crane smiled, twisty and unpleasant. "It's not easy to work with, you know, Kryptonite. The crystalline structure is very strange, very strong. I'm not a geologist, an evil geologist could do a real number on your boy. Took me forever to even make a suspension. I did manage it, eventually."

"I see."

"You aren't taking notes, Miss Lane."

"I'm not," she agreed. "Does Luthor know what you did?"

"With the Kryptonite? Oh, no. He'd probably like to."

"Will he?" she pressed.

Crane tilted his head too far sideways to think about it. "I don't think so, no."

"A falling out?" she suggested.

"We were never in," he corrected.

"There are benefits to turning state's evidence."

"There's at least one large drawback." He straightened, that unpleasant smile again. "Did you see him?" he asked.

"Who?"

"The Bat."

"In a manner of speaking."

"That's all anyone ever sees." He was looking over Lois' shoulder. She took the bait, and looked.

The roof of the building. Eyes in the dark. A barely-visible silhouette in the moonlight.

"If you were going to try making a city scared of someone," Lois said, "I'd think he'd be the more obvious choice."

"Do you really?" Crane sounded surprised. Lois looked back to him.

"Don't tell me you're scared of Superman."

"He has a total lack of moral ambiguity that I find unsettling," Crane admitted easily.

Lois laughed. "You think he's too good?" She looked back over her shoulder, but the shadow above the aqueduct was gone. 

"He can't possibly be like that all the time," Crane said. "He'd go insane."

  



9. Chapter 9


    
    Lois checked the time on her phone. She didn't think Bruce would go back to Gotham without saying goodbye, but that didn't stop her worrying. She'd been watching his Cessna like a hawk, but for all she knew he had extras. Just for occasions like these.

Something like relief filled her as a familiar black Jaguar pulled onto the tarmac.

The relief disappeared when Clark stepped out of the car, laughing. Bruce emerged from the driver's side, no laughter but faint amusement evident on his face, only evident because she knew what it looked like. He popped the trunk and tossed the keys to Clark.

"What fresh hell is this?" Lois demanded, and Clark laughed again.

"You don't sound happy to see us," Bruce said, collecting his minimal luggage from the trunk.

"I understand you," Lois said, "but what the hell is he doing here?"

"He will be driving Mr. Wayne's car back to the garage," Clark said.

"Mr. Wayne suggested that he keep it," Bruce added, handing off all but one bag to airline employees, "but he refused."

"He doesn't need Mr. Wayne's charity," Clark said.

"Oh, cut the third person crap," Lois snapped. "Since when are you two all..." She gestured between the both of them. "Whatever this is."

"We happened to run into each other last night," Bruce said.

"I'm sure," Lois muttered.

"We agreed that there had been some minor misunderstandings between us and we decided to resolve them in the usual manly way," Clark said.

Lois eyeballed him suspiciously. She could not, in this instance, tell how many layers of irony he was wrapped in. At least one, surely. "I know you didn't fight," Lois said, "because you once got upset about hurting a spider, and you still look like shit."

"That daddy long-legs wasn't hurting anyone."

"You flatter me." Bruce had come to stand beside Lois, bruising and scabs still apparent on his face. His five o'clock shadow had become an eight a.m. shadow, and was halfway to an impressive beard. Clark remained by the car, babyfaced as ever. "The usual manly way, in this case, means that we got fucked up and talked about our feelings, then had a 45-minute argument about 1940's romantic comedy The Philadelphia Story."

"She divorced Dexter for a reason," Clark said. "She was under duress, if Mike had more time—"

"She'd have eaten Mike alive," Bruce interrupted. "She married Dexter for a reason, too."

"What about George?" Lois asked.

"What about George?" Clark and Bruce asked in unison.

"Anyway," Bruce sighed. "We never did settle that, as you can see."

"I can," Lois agreed.

"Whereas you seem to have accomplished quite a bit," he said, pulling a copy of the Daily Planet out of an outer pocket of his bag. "Don't suppose you'd want to sign it for me."

"You're kidding," she said, and he shook his head, offering her a pen. "What, you want a souvenir?"

"I'm sentimental. Don't tell anyone." He turned to offer her his back, and she spread the paper across the impressive width of it to sign. The headline in large print, SUPERMAN AND THE BATMAN UNITE AGAINST COMMON FOE, subtitled SCARECROW DENIES LEXCORP INVOLVEMENT IN WATER POISONING SCHEME.

She'd have preferred something snappier, but she didn't pick the headlines.

"I know you said to wait until you were back in Gotham," Lois began.

"I said to wait until it was over," Bruce corrected. Lois offered him his autographed paper as he turned back around. "It's over—no thanks to me."

"It's sweet that you tried, though," she said. "Turns out all the money in the world's no good unless you've got a cape."

"I could buy a cape."

"Don't you dare," she scolded, tapping him on the sternum with her knuckles. "Get yourself killed and I'll bring you back just to kick you in the dick."

"Ow."

"It's bad enough having to worry about Superman."

There was a pull at the corner of Bruce's mouth. "Do you worry about him?"

"Wouldn't you?" She looked to Clark for support, but he was leaning on the car, watching planes take off and land. "God knows what might have happened if Batman hadn't been there last night."

"I'm sure Superman would have handled it," Clark said, despite his apparent lack of attention to the conversation.

Bruce lifted the paper to look at Lois' article. "This makes it sound like he was in pretty bad shape."

"Miss Lane has been known to exaggerate for the sake of the narrative," Clark said.

"Bullshit," Lois said. "If anything, I downplayed it."

"I doubt it was that bad," said Clark.

"He shed his radioactive skin like a lizard."

"That is a much grosser turn of phrase than feels strictly necessary," Clark said. "I'm concerned by your new, pro-Gotham agenda."

She snorted. "Don't turn this into some kind of Batman versus Superman, Gotham versus Metropolis thing."

"Batman and Gotham did come first both times," Bruce said.

"Oh, don't you start. It's alphabetical order, that's all." She put her hands on her hips. "If one of your choices is Superman, you don't pick the guy who isn't Superman."

Clark stood to circle around to the far side of the car. Bruce turned his head enough to watch him. "I can see how that would be a problem," he murmured.

"Not if you're Superman."

"Since I'm not," Bruce said, "I'm going to have to get in my plane before the weather turns if I want to make it back to Gotham." He and Lois circled each other as Bruce headed toward his Cessna. "Mr. Kent," he called, and Clark perked up. "If you're ever passing through Gotham, feel free to keep going." Clark laughed, and the sound made Lois smile. "But if you want to stop by, Miss Lane, you know where to find me."

She bit her lip as she watched him walk away. "If you'd like to know my opinion," Lois said suddenly, projecting her voice, and Bruce stopped, "I'm going to have to side with Kent. Mike's the only one who never tried to put Tracy on a pedestal or knock her off one."

Bruce turned with a crooked smile. "What about Liz?"

She didn't follow Bruce, but she came a little closer. "Tracy can help her keep Mike in line."

Bruce met her halfway. "What about Dexter?"

She grinned back, raising an eyebrow of challenge as they came close enough that she had to tilt her head back. "The only person he had healthy chemistry with in the whole movie was Mike."

"What about George?"

"I was just playing devil's advocate," she said. "No one cares about George."

"May I make an observation, Miss Lane?"

"You may."

"You seem to prefer a version of the movie that ends with everyone loving the handsome reporter."

She didn't know why she looked at Clark, but she did. He had his back turned towards them, like he was trying to give them privacy. She turned her head back to Bruce; he was watching her intently. "Who doesn't love Jimmy Stewart?"

"George, probably, but nobody likes him." She smiled. "Is this the part where I kiss you goodbye?"

She tilted her head to the side, considered his face and the shape of his eyes. "I don't think it is."

"No?"

"Bruce." She reached up to touch his cheek. "Do you want to kiss me, or does it just seem like the thing to do?"

"You're very kissable," he said, which wasn't an answer.

"When's the last time you kissed someone just because you wanted to?" she wondered. "Not because they asked, not because they kissed you first. Just because you couldn't stand to go another minute without their lips on yours."

"I try not to kiss people who don't want to kiss me."

"You're very kissable," she said, though he hadn't asked a question.

"Would you like to know a secret, Miss Lane?"

"Always."

He leaned down until his mouth was by her ear. Her hand was still against his cheek. "I'm sure that there must be a way to tell the difference between when someone wants to kiss you, and when you just wish they'd want to," he said, his voice low, "but I can't for the life of me seem to figure it out."

She wondered what his face would look like, if she turned to see it. "If you have a theory, you can always test it," she suggested quietly.

"What if I'm wrong."

"A little rejection won't kill you."

"You can't know that for sure."

Her smile felt bittersweet. She was glad no one could see it. If anyone could die of a broken heart—or maybe he already was. "Someday, Mr. Wayne," she said, "you're going to meet someone that leaves you tongue-tied and clumsy, and they'll never have to wonder if you want to kiss them."

"Let's hope for their sake that you're not always right," Bruce said. They turned their heads at the same time, mouths met in a kiss as gentle as a door latch in the dark. "Goodbye, Lois."

"Goodbye, Bruce."

She walked back to the Jaguar to join Clark, didn't look back even when the engine started.

"Clark!" Bruce shouted over the sound, and Lois and Clark both looked over their shoulders. Bruce was hanging out the door of the plane; she couldn't figure his expression. "When I got here," he called, "you said you wanted to learn how to fly."

Clark's fingers didn't hide his grin. "I did," he called back in agreement.

"You're a real asshole, Mr. Kent." Clark's response to this was to step away from the car enough that he could take a bow; Bruce slammed the door of the plane shut behind him.

"What was that all about?" Lois asked.

"Inside joke," Clark said.

"Another guy thing?" she asked.

"Something like that." They watched as the plane started to taxi toward the runway. "You like Jimmy Stewart more than Cary Grant, then?" he asked.

"That's got nothing to do with it," Lois said, crossing her arms and leaning against the Jag. "Instead of appreciating his wife he projected his insecurities onto her and blamed her for his alcoholism. Her own father blames her for the fact that he's a cheating old fuck. Stewart plays the only man in the whole movie who sees her for who she is, no one else deserves to lick her boots."

"That's exactly what I said."

They watched as Bruce's plane took to the air, steady as a shot.

"No you didn't," Lois said.

"It's basically what I said."

"You only like Mike better because you think he's you," she accused. "You're wrong, though. He might be an idealistic reporter, but he at least pretends to be a cynic. Only one of us is the cynical reporter assigned against their will to write about the rich and famous." She looked up at him sideways, and he looked down at her, eyebrows raised.

"So you're Jimmy Stewart," he said, and she grinned. "But then who's the beautiful and uncompromising woman that only you understand?"

"Also me."

"Can you do that?"

"I can." Lois pushed away from the Jag; her own car was calling, an article she still hadn't written about a man she still didn't know. "Not everyone gets to be as straightforward as you are, Smallville. Some of us contain multitudes."

  



10. The Daily Planet


    
    SUPERMAN AND THE BATMAN UNITE AGAINST COMMON FOE

Scarecrow Denies Lexcorp Involvement In Water Poisoning Scheme

By LOIS LANE





In the middle of an otherwise unexceptional Thursday night, the city of Metropolis narrowly avoided killing Superman.

This is a tale of two cities, and one that begins not just months ago, but years. It starts with the Metropolitan Water Engineering Research Initiative (MWERI), a small collection of scientists and engineers dedicated to bringing clean water to more people for less money. Noble work, but when keeping it cheap is the whole point, profit margins can only be low. Nobility for its own sake is a hard sell.

Unless one of the buyers is Bruce Wayne.

Jonathan Crane's first experiments took place in Gotham, the city Bruce Wayne calls home. Crane was fired from his work as a doctor at Arkham Asylum for illegal experimentation on patients. Later, under the moniker of Scarecrow, he would join those patients after being judged criminally insane.

Whether Crane is truly insane is a matter of debate. The justice system in the city of Gotham is known to lean on Arkham as a way of managing the unmanageable. Activists argue that this does a disservice to those residents of Arkham seeking real treatment. Crane's former victims are likely to agree.

Scarecrow's so-called research has always focused on the matter of fear. He chemically induces fear in his targets, usually through the use of a gas. He has cited as his inspiration the Joker, and his now-infamous Joker Gas. But while it may be his preferred method, it is hardly the only option.

Last week, rumors reached Bruce Wayne. The experimental water filter that Wayne Enterprises had been in negotiations to purchase had another buyer. Not just any buyer: LexCorp.

Noble pursuits and Wayne Enterprises go hand in hand. The Wayne name can be found on hospitals, clinics, shelters, schools, scholarships, and clean water initiatives. Lex Luthor's name can be found on defense contracts, ballistic missiles, combat aircraft, and misconduct lawsuits. Yet LexCorp was suddenly eager to acquire a singularly unprofitable piece of technology. Technology that, according to Wayne himself, had a long way to go before being approved for use for the public.

It didn't take the world's greatest detective to figure out that something was amiss. And all this was before employees of LexCorp were found offering bribes to officials capable of fast-tracking potential public works projects.

According to Mr. Wayne, his primary source of concern was a fluoridation system built into the MWERI filter. With it, it would theoretically be possible to distribute chemicals far less benign than fluoride. Given LexCorp's interest in weaponization of technology, it was a reasonable concern. Wayne decided on impulse to investigate in person, to see if he could intervene on his company's behalf. After all, it's one thing to be in negotiations with a representative from Wayne Enterprises. It's another thing altogether to be shaking hands with Bruce Wayne himself.

Wayne seemed to be making good progress. It wasn't difficult. Wayne Enterprises is known for being straightforward in their dealings. LexCorp is currently being sued by three different companies alleging infringements on patents and intellectual property. Many more such suits have been settled behind closed doors. It's likely that Wayne would have closed the deal, if Scarecrow had not stolen the experimental technology before he could.

It is unclear in the aftermath how exactly Scarecrow managed to break in to the MWERI facility. According to a spokesperson for the MPD, Scarecrow entered the lab using the official keycodes and seemed to know exactly where to find what he was looking for. MWERI researchers insist that no one on their staff would have given him this information, but it's otherwise unclear where he could have obtained it.

Lex Luthor, who had also been given recent access to the facility, could not be reached for comment.

Through installation of the water filter at one of Metropolis' aqueducts, Scarecrow sought to disperse his fear-inducing chemical throughout the water supply. If the equipment had been installed successfully, it could have gone unnoticed for months. 

"At small doses over an extended period, the effects of the toxin are hardly noticeable." Crane has a voice higher than suits his appearance. His strength is in his mind; he is lank and long-fingered. It is easy to imagine him as a doctor, looking the delicate intellectual, prim and precise. Now he wears a ragged mask, and those same features make him look the monster that his patients always knew. His goal this time was not the mass hysteria that Scarecrow is sometimes known for. "A combination of careful dosing alongside subliminal messaging could induce a fear response toward a single target."

There is an alien living in Metropolis. The laws of physics do not apply to him. He is a bulletproof man, an impossible man; he can fly and break the sound barrier, sometimes simultaneously. He has blue eyes and an easy smile, and it does not occur to most people that they might ever fear him.

A few disagree, Luthor among them. Lex Luthor reminds the city of Metropolis, often and at length, that he believes we have much to fear from Superman. There are also the intermittent op-eds, written by someone who sounds suspiciously as if he is wearing a wig and a fake moustache. Perhaps it was these op-eds that inspired Scarecrow. It is hard to imagine why else he would choose a target so difficult and far from home. Scarecrow has thus far refused to reveal who it was that paid his travel expenses.

Despite what Scarecrow may have hoped, the Batman proved more than willing to chase his quarry to a new city. This despite the presence of Superman, who one might assume could handle a man like Scarecrow perfectly well on his own.

Prior to the confrontation in the sewers earlier this week, Superman had no personal experience with the Batman, though he knew the rumors as well as anyone. Witnesses on the scene suggest that Superman was initially hostile to the presence of Gotham's Dark Knight, but he was unwilling to comment. Regardless, any and all differences were set aside when it came time to take down Scarecrow. 

The Batman uses shadows so effectively he may as well be made of them. It's no wonder that no one has ever managed to get a good picture of him. Even having met him, it's impossible to describe what he looks like. Criminals of all kinds have told their stories of a great beast, of something inhuman, ten feet tall and walking through walls and snarling in the dark.

As the reporter on the scene, I found him to be quiet. Perfectly courteous, almost genteel. I saw no sign of any snarling beast; but then, I am not a criminal. He leaves no doubt that he is a powerful man, if indeed he is a man at all, if he is not some manner of wraith. I found myself reminded of smoke: intangible, but undeniably real. He has an overwhelming presence without having any solidity to him. He is, in short, everything that Superman is not; nothing that Superman is.

One of those things he is not is vulnerable to Kryptonite. Scarecrow had obtained a sample of the dreaded mineral, and used it to great effect. I have rarely seen Superman in such bad shape as he was after his encounter with Scarecrow. Weak as he was, even I might have hurt him. I asked Scarecrow, later, why he did not simply kill Superman himself while he was in his weakened state. The thought did not even seem to have occurred to him.

"What would that have proven?" he asked me. The tilt of his head when he asks questions is birdlike.

I do not doubt that Superman could have dealt with Scarecrow on his own, given time. I nonetheless find myself grateful for the Batman's presence, so that he did not have to. My gratitude might be greater if not for a sense of irrational pride in my city. I am a Metropolitan woman down to my bones, and I can imagine no world in which a monster of Gotham could best a hero of Metropolis.

What might have happened if Scarecrow had succeeded? How long would the citizens of Metropolis have been quietly and unknowingly poisoned? How long would it take before Luthor's screeds began to ring true, to fill hearts and minds with a fear previously mocked? I would like to believe that I would resist such things, but I'm glad not to have this belief tested.

Human beings are fearful things, even when faced with blue eyes and easy smiles.

In the aftermath, Superman was unusually reticent to share details. He had a much better look at the Batman than I did. They may have even had a conversation or two. I asked if his silence was for the sake of a new friendship.

"I'm not good at keeping secrets," he tells me. He's smiling. He is tangible and solid and utterly weightless. He is as human as any legend can be. "I'm just going to play it safe and not say anything." He gives a nod of acknowledgment to a distant shadow. I must assume that he sees something or someone that I can't.

Proceedings are already underway to have Scarecrow sent back to Gotham. It seems the Metropolis justice system is just as pleased to lean on Arkham, when Arkham is an option. Crane, for his part, seems eager to be back in more familiar territory. He'd rather return to the devil he knows than deal with the angel he doesn't.

Gratitude aside, I'll be as happy as Gotham to have their protector back where he belongs. This is Metropolis: we prefer our nights neon.










WHEN YOU MEET BRUCE WAYNE

By LOIS LANE





When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will spend too much time trying to figure out why you didn't recognize him. He will not look the way you expect him to look, because he won't look like his pictures. He loses something in the transition to an objective medium. You will think that he is taller than you know he is, and you will find yourself unsettled by his perfect smile. He will have veneers too expensive to look unnatural, and yet you will know that this is not the smile that belongs on his face. His smile will be a white picket fence in front of a crumbling brick facade.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, he will shake your hand. It will be the perfect handshake of a powerful man who regularly shakes hands with other powerful men. If he finds you comparatively underwhelming, he will never show it. He will be polite and attentive. You will believe that you are interesting for as long as he is there to convince you. He will smile. He will try not to make you nervous, but he will not succeed.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, he will remind you of an uncle, or a friend of a parent, or a parent of a friend, or a teacher. But not your teacher — that other teacher, the one that everyone who had seemed to love and that you never had but wanted. He will not remind you of an authority figure. He will remind you of someone else's authority figure, who you always thought but could never prove would be nicer than the authority figures you had.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will meet Death, who follows him everywhere like a childhood sweetheart. You will see her in his picket fence smile, in the scars he hides so well. You will see her in the way he jumps out of planes and off of cliffs and into fast cars. You will hear echoes of her voice in his, in the vast quiet of him that will make him sound distracted. Death is not a jealous lover, but there's a reason no one has been able to make him settle down. He's already felt the arms that will hold him last.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will meet Death's most jealous lover. If he has his way, it will be a long time before you meet her. He has built hospitals, and he will build more. He has built shelters, and he will build more. Time is money, and he has all the money in the world to buy you all the time you need. He will try to keep her from meeting anyone before their time, but he will not succeed. He knows that he will not succeed. He will try anyway.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, if you meet him soon, he will seem forty. He will be twenty-six. He will have as his legal ward a boy of fourteen. You will try to reconcile these things when you look at him, but you will not succeed. You will ask him if he thinks of himself as a father, with a son. He will say:

"His father is John Grayson. His father will always be John Grayson. I'm just the guy who makes sure his homework gets done, and I'm not great at that, either."

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will ask him about the boy who is not his son. You will be curious, the way everyone is curious. He will not smile, but he will almost try. You will know that you are toeing a dangerous line. He will say:

"He's a good kid. He likes old movies. Does okay in school. Misses the circus, mostly the animals. Anything more than that, you'll have to ask him when he's eighteen. It's up to him if he wants to be news."

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will find yourself wanting to ask him the strangest questions. He will answer most of them. He will be so carefully symmetrical that you will ask if he can balance a book on his head as he walks. He will answer with a port glass of Douro wine on his head as he does a pirouette. It will be the most ridiculous, absurd, and graceful thing you have ever seen from a man of his size. You will find it unbelievably arousing. You will not tell him so, but you will have the sense that he knows. He will be polite enough not to say so.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will talk about charity. He knows a lot about charity. You will ask why he doesn't just give his money away. He will say:

"The thing about being really rich is that it means I'm capable of things that no one else is. For instance: at any time, if I want to, I can kick Lex Luthor in the balls. I'm being very serious. I'm trying to have a serious discussion, here, and you're laughing. Would you like another glass of wine? Well, you're not getting it. I'm cutting you off. No, listen. Here's how it works. If I ask to meet with Luthor, he has to say yes, because I'm Bruce Wayne. You'd think he'd know better, since I just said I'll kick him in the balls, but not Luthor. If he refused to meet with me, that would be admitting that he's scared I'll kick him in the balls. He can't do that. His pride won't let him. If it were me, and Oliver Queen said he wanted to kick me in the balls, I'd tell him to fuck off. Have you seen him lately? Oliver Queen? If he kicks me in the balls I'm going to need reconstructive surgery. There is nothing funny about reconstructive testicular surgery, your laughter right now is very tasteless. Are you actually writing this down? Good. I want to see all of this in print. Where was I? Lex Luthor's testicles. I regret that sentence. The point is, from this point forward, Luthor is going to spend the rest of his life worried that I'm going to kick him in the balls and completely unable to do anything about it. That doesn't work if I give my money away."

When you meet Bruce Wayne, he will make you laugh. He will mostly do it by saying the absurd with a straight face. Sometimes, it will distract you from the question you meant to ask. Sometimes it won't. Sometimes you will ask for a real answer, how he can justify possessing more money than almost the entire rest of the planet combined. When he sees that you are asking a serious question, he will give you a serious answer. He will not insult your intelligence. He will explain to you, over the course of an hour, years worth of advanced economic theory. You will remember that he graduated at the top of his class from Yale, younger than his peers. You will realize that he earned it. You will feel as if you understand everything he is telling you, even though you will know you cannot possibly. He will show you the interest rates on his savings accounts, rates that you could never dream of. He will show you the amount of money he makes passively on investments. You will watch the screen of his phone as, over the course of a few minutes, he makes more money than you have all year.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, every aspect of his existence will frustrate you beyond all reason. You will ask him if that's his explanation, those long and complex theories. He will say no. He will say:

"It's hubris. Pure and simple, it's hubris. I have to believe that the best way to help a half-million people — or more — is to spend it on their behalf, instead of just giving them the money. I have to believe that the things that I'm building will help more people for longer. It's arrogance. I am an arrogant man, doing an arrogant thing."

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you will remember the story of the emperor's new clothes. You will remember, when you were young, assuming that the child who pointed out his nudity was rewarded for their honesty. In some versions of the story, they are. Is the point of the story that only the child realized the emperor was naked, or that only the child was willing to say so? No one ever wants to admit they'd keep their mouths shut, regardless.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, he will be a naked emperor. You will shake his hand, and you will not want to believe that he is as vulnerable as he is. He will be powerful and he will be exposed and it will be an uncomfortable thing to see, and so you may pretend you do not see it. The emperor wears no clothes, because he knows he doesn't need them. What's the worst that can happen? He's been flirting with Death since the day they met.

When you meet Bruce Wayne, you might keep your silence. He will smile his picket fence smile, and he will know you don't believe it, but he will hope it's better than nothing. He will look as if he has a secret, but the secret is that he has no secrets. So you might say: nice coat, asshole. And if you express this sentiment properly, he will smile. It will be a real smile. You will know when you see it that it is a real smile, but when anyone asks how you know, you will never be able to explain. His real smile will feel like a secret, a reward that you have earned.

When you meet Bruce Wayne: smile.

  



11. Too Many Years Later


    
    "To what does Gotham owe the pleasure of your company, Miss Lane?" Bruce asked by way of greeting.

Lois' answer was to slap him full across the face, practically echoing through his front parlor, also by way of greeting.

There was a moment of silent stillness.

"Not that I didn't deserve that," Bruce said finally, turning his head back straight and reaching up to rub his cheek, "but may I ask for a more specific explanation?"

"Batman?" Lois demanded. "Really?"

Bruce was still again. His gaze went to where Clark stood behind Lois. Every aspect of his being was as apologetic as she wasn't. "I didn't tell her anything," Clark assured him the moment they made eye contact, though Bruce would not have blamed him if he had.

Clark had finally told Lois he was Superman. It had not gone well.

"He didn't have to," Lois said. Her furious gaze was still fixed on Bruce. It was not the first time he'd been grateful she lacked heat vision. "I asked him if he knew who Batman was, and he hesitated."

Easy enough to put two and two together. If he didn't want to say, it could only have been someone Lois knew, and the number of people she knew in Gotham was limited. A very clever woman surrounded by very good liars.

"Don't take it personally," Bruce said.

"I'm taking it personally," Lois said.

"He really doesn't tell anyone," Clark offered in Bruce's defense. "He didn't tell me."

"Which is why I have lead in my mask, now." Too little, too late.

She turned her glower onto Clark, who withstood it admirably. "How long did you know?" she asked.

They hadn't discussed it. She must have insisted on seeing Bruce immediately after finding out. Or else Clark didn't want to discuss it without Bruce's presence. Either seemed likely. She was too impulsive, he was too considerate.

"It was…" Clark scratched his head as he recalled. "That night in the sewer. I wrote an article about it. Not about Bruce, about the fight, generally."

Looked right through his mask and recognized him. Hadn't said a word about it at the time. Couldn't, without alerting Scarecrow. An advantage he hadn't even used.

"I cannot believe you were your own anonymous source close to the scene," Lois said. "Writing articles about yourself, like an asshole."

"What else was I supposed to do?" Clark said, spreading his hands helplessly. "You were busy, remember? I spent all night worried sick because you were supposed to be with Bruce."

Bruce's brow furrowed. "Why would that be worrying."

"You were in a sewer in a bat costume."

"So? She was at the hotel."

"I didn't know that!"

"Did you think I'd brought my date to the sewer fight."

"It's Lois," Clark said, gesturing to his girlfriend as if this were explanation enough. It mostly was.

Lois turned her attention back to Bruce, hair flipping over her shoulders. "How long did you know?" she demanded.

"… that I'm Batman?"

She jabbed him in the chest with her fingernail. "That he's Superman, dipshit."

He looked at Clark. Clark's expression was resigned.

"Since he kicked my ass," Bruce said.

Lois frowned as she thought back. Then she turned to Clark with wide eyes, hair flipping over her shoulders again. It did that every single time, fanning through the air before falling stock-straight. It seemed exhausting. "You did that to him?"

"He broke into my apartment!" For a man who was theoretically only chaperoning his girlfriend's scolding of Bruce, he was spending a lot of time on the defensive.

"I just wanted to know where you were getting your information," Bruce said.

"I had no way of knowing that. It seemed totally plausible that you were there to try and hurt me."

"I can see how that would be terrifying for you."

"Obviously it wouldn't have worked, but you didn't know that."

Lois was watching them both with equal suspicion. "That didn't mean you had to hit him," she said, coming to Bruce's defense despite having arrived specifically to yell at him.

"I didn't hit him," Clark assured her. "I pushed him a little."

"I saw what he looked like afterward, remember?" Lois said. "His face was fucked."

"Don't look at me like that's a thing that I do," Clark said.

"It's true," Bruce said. "He barely touched me. Which was still enough to knock me through his bookshelves. Which then landed on me. It was extraordinarily emasculating."

"Sorry."

"It's fine. I'm not sure which book specifically fucked my face, but I'm going to choose to believe it was Oscar Wilde."

"It was probably either a collector's edition of Lord of the Rings, or a Jane Austen collection."

"I didn't need to know that."

Lois put her hands on her hips. "I remember those shelves," she said. "You took a year to get new ones, you should have asked him to pay for them."

"I did destroy your shelves," Bruce agreed. "With my face. Because you thought I was scary."

"When a masked man in black leather breaks into your apartment at night, it is perfectly reasonable to assume the worst," Clark said.

"Fair," Bruce said. He moved to one of the side tables to fix himself a drink.

"I can't even believe you," Lois said. She had gone back to being angry with him. "Mister super-candid, open-book, and the whole goddamn time you were lying right to my face."

"They were mostly lies of omission." They were mostly the truth. Outright lies were rarely necessary.

"And after we had that whole moment where you gave me a crisis of conscience," Lois continued. Practically giving her a story before asking her not to publish it. She never had, either.

"Expressing trust in a person makes you seem more trustworthy," Bruce said, "and people tend to like people better after getting a chance to do something nice for them."

"Don't you dare," Lois warned, her eyes ablaze again. She pointed a warning finger at him, came closer until she could jab him in the chest. "Don't you dare try to turn that into some kind of master manipulator thing, that is not what that was."

Bruce shrugged. "Suit yourself." He went to drink his whiskey, but Lois snatched the glass from his hand and drank it herself. He blinked. "You know," he said, "you can ask me to pour you a drink." Instead of consistently stealing his.

"Fine," she said, holding out the glass. "Pour me one."

Delicately, he took the glass from her hand to pour her more whiskey. Then he offered it back to her. "Your drink, Miss Lane."

"Thank you." She took it back with her fingertips, and immediately tossed it in his face.

Clark gasped.

Bruce sighed, eyes shut against the liquor dripping from his skin. "Fair," he said.

"You're goddamn right," Lois said. "You must think I'm really stupid."

"I assure you I do not." He pulled a white handkerchief out of his pocket, shaking it out before pressing it to his face.

"All those scars, the weird gadgets—being in the same city at the same time!" She slammed the glass down onto the side table, which couldn't have been good for the finish. "All the weird shit you know, your save-the-world bullshit."

Bruce dragged the handkerchief down his face, and sighed. He was still a little damp. "Connecting those facts to Batman would have been absurd."

"How mad you always get about the Batman!"

"I don't get mad. It's grammatically and stylistically offensive. Ask Twitter."

"Twitter's just mad about the extra characters." She put her hands on her hips. "And you know what really pisses me off?"

Bruce glanced at Clark. They made meaningful eye contact.

"Don't try to answer that," Clark said.

"That does seem like a trick," Bruce agreed.

"I was this close," Lois said, ignoring them both and holding up two fingers about three inches apart, "to having a threesome with Superman and Batman."

"What!"

Bruce tilted his head to consider the space Lois was using as a visual aid. Then he looked back at Clark, pointing to Lois' hand. "That close?"

Clark started to turn red. "Obviously she doesn't mean—I mean—"

Lois rolled her eyes. "Oh, for heaven's sake." She used both hands to indicate a distance of about three feet. "There, that close, is that better?"

"God, no, that's terrifying," Bruce said. He was pouring himself another drink.

Clark was covering his face with his hands. "Why would that be better?" he asked, high-pitched and muffled.

"I don't know why you're mad at me," Bruce shrugged. "I'm not the one taking options off the table."

Lois stared at Bruce. Clark splayed his fingers to stare at Bruce through them. Bruce sipped silently at his whiskey. Then Lois whipped her head around to look at Clark, who immediately covered his face again.

"Can we discuss this later?" Clark muttered.

Lois looked between the two men with suspicion. "Fine," she said eventually, and Clark visibly relaxed. "But I'm not done with you!" she warned Bruce.

"Call ahead next time," he said, "and I'll fit a scolding into my schedule."

Bruce remained by the door as they left, watching Clark take them into the air. He could hear, distantly, that their conversation kept getting louder. He tilted his head back to finish his drink before closing the door.

"Yeah," he sighed, looking at his empty glass. "Those two deserve each other."
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Matches


    
    Dick Grayson's instructions had been: wear something scruffy; bring the old Pontiac; drive to the Coney Island Diner and follow Bruce's lead.

As a rule, Bruce didn't let Dick drive if he could help it. Dick thought he was a pretty good driver for a sixteen year-old, but that wasn't good enough for Bruce. Alien invasions and sea monsters and cities wired to explode, those were fine, but God help him if Dick went a little too fast around a turn.

The Pontiac was one of Bruce's shittier cars. The paint was worn and rusted and in some places the metal had holes right through it. It coughed and sputtered and kicked, and at anything faster than sixty it shook like a leaf that had just seen a ghost.

Dick still kind of loved it. All those things just added to the aesthetic, added character. Made it feel like a project car, like he was the kind of guy who'd spend time out in the garage fixing it up. He might, too, if Bruce would let him. But Bruce didn't need more restored cars; he needed cars at varying levels of garbage, paid for in cash with doctored plates.

He pulled up to the diner, all old chrome and blinking neon lights. There was a small crowd gathered in the parking lot next to cars in only slightly better shape than the Pontiac. Dick rolled the window down as he slowed to a stop.

"There he is!"

Dick didn't recognize Bruce until Bruce pointed at him. He was slouching, and it made him look smaller than he really was, shorter and narrower. He was wearing jeans that didn't quite fit right, holes in the knees. A threadbare turtleneck the color of pea soup, a suede jacket with small holes and scorchmarks from cinders fallen astray. His hair was a mess, his right eye was in a perpetual squint, and he was pointing with an unlit cigar.

"There he is," Bruce said again, with a voice Dick didn't recognize but found oddly familiar. Didn't sound exactly like dairy-ish, but it was about halfway there. "That's my nephew, right there," Bruce said to the bald man beside him with the scar over his eye.

"That's your famous nephew, eh?" he asked, nudging Bruce with his elbow. "The football player."

"No, no," Bruce said, waving him off. "You're thinking of my niece."

"So dis here's da nephew wit' da tuba," said a man in a tattered baseball cap and denim jacket.

"No, no, different nephew."

"You got too many nephews," complained a man with a large gold hoop in one ear. "How d'you keep 'em all straight?"

"Well, for one thing," Bruce said, "they're not all straight." A roar of laughter went up. "What'd I say that was funny."

"Your uncle's a riot, kid," called the man with the scar toward Dick.

"Yeah, he's great," Dick called back, still not getting out of the car. He was trying not to grin too much at Bruce.

"Sweet kid, isn't he?" Bruce said. "Lookit that car, he bought that car himself, yanno."

"It's a good car," said a man wearing a Journey t-shirt with no sleeves. "You oughta be real proud of that car, kid."

"I am," Dick said, tapping on the door with his knuckles.

"You want some help gettin' that thing fixed up, you come on down to Goodman's," he said, pointing to himself.

"Gee, Mickey, you don't have to do that," Bruce said, sheepish.

"Don't you listen to him," Mickey said to Dick. "I've known this guy almost ten years, never let me do a damn thing for him, at this point I'll take any Malone I can get."

The man with the scar laughed and tousled Bruce's hair. Dick was grinning ear-to-ear. "That's real nice of you, Mr. Goodman," Dick said.

"That's Mickey to you!"

"He's a real sweet kid," Bruce said again, "real respectful." Bruce started patting down his pockets with a frown. "Say, I don't suppose—"

"Yeah, I've got a match," said three different men at once. They all laughed as Bruce scratched sheepishly at the back of his head. The man in the denim jacket gave Bruce a zippo; Bruce lit up his cigar, and started to put the lighter in his pocket before he was stopped.

"Ain't havin' ya lose annudda one o' my lighters, Matches."

"Aw, you know me, Bobby," Bruce said, puffing on his cigar. "I'm just forgetful's all."

"Yeah, yeah, we know all about it."

"I oughta get goin', my wife's expectin' me for dinner."

"When do we get to meet her, eh?" asked the man with the scar.

"I'm tryin', Joey, I'm tryin'. She's got a busy schedule, you know, with her work and the clubs and all that volunteerin' she likes to do. Did I tell you about her book club?"

"Only about a hundred times. Get goin', now, before you forget you're leavin' again."

"Geeze, I'm sorry, you know how it is, I get to talkin' and I just—"

"Yeah, we know."

"You call my cousin, now," Bruce said, pointing at Joey with his cigar. "You remember the number?"

"You wrote it down for me," Joey reminded him.

"Right, right. Don't lose it. You call him first thing tomorrow mornin', he'll get you the job."

"Don't you be getting my hopes up, Malone."

"C'mon, now, would I do that? When've I ever let you down?" Bruce opened the passenger door to the Pontiac, cigar held in his teeth; Dick wrinkled his nose at the smell.

"See you in a couple months, Matches," Mickey called after him.

"Stay away from the Tequila," someone else shouted, and everyone laughed at a joke Dick was not privy to.

Within the first block, Bruce was rubbing at his eyes like he had a headache. They made it two blocks before Bruce put out the cigar, and another one before Dick asked.

"Okay, Bruce: what the hell."

"The evidence we need was hidden in a shipment of clothing catalogs," Bruce said, his voice back to normal. "It was loaded onto a cargo ship called the Virginia Blackbird, it will be leaving for Australia tomorrow morning." The car smelled like cheap beer and cigar smoke and onions.

"That was not what I was asking."

"Was it not?"

"Why were you just doing a Columbo impression?" Dick almost wouldn't have recognized it. Before his time, but after the era of black and white that Dick made a hobby. He only knew it at all because Bruce sometimes left the television on for background noise, and his preferred television shows had a general theme that was easy to identify.

Columbo. Diagnosis: Murder. Murder, She Wrote. That Sherlock Holmes show from before Dick was born. Anything based on something written by Agatha Christie. He insisted it was because anything newer would be distracting, but Dick was pretty sure he was actually just a secret grandma. He even kept hard candies around the house.

Bruce sighed. "It's a long story."

"Were you pretending to have a glass eye? How would that even work?"

"It's not hard," Bruce said with a shrug. "Just squint and don't let that eye move." To demonstrate, Bruce rolled his eye. His left eye. Just his left eye.

"Augh!"

"What."

"Don't do that!" Dick said, torn between staring at his guardian in horror and watching the road.

"What, this?" Bruce's left eye pointed left while his right eye remained still.

"Augh! No, stop, that's horrifying. How are you even doing that?"

Bruce blinked, getting his eyes back together where they belonged. "Can you not do that."

"No one can do that! Except chameleons."

"Huh. Slow down."

"I'm five miles under the speed limit. Explain the Columbo thing."

Bruce rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "It was an accident."

"How do you do that by accident?"

"It's a long story."

"The way you're making me drive, it's going to take five hours to get home anyway," Dick said. Bruce did not respond. "You've been doing that for ten years? I thought Batman started six years ago."

"It did. He said almost ten years. I was nineteen."

"You started going undercover as Columbo when you were nineteen?"

"It was an accident."

"You keep saying that like it explains anything," Dick huffed. "You're the worst at telling stories, you know that?"

"I'm not telling a story, I'm answering questions. You're bad at cross-examining."

"Don't try to make it my fault that you suck at this."

"I was home from Yale over winter break," Bruce sighed. "Missing person case. Someone I knew. Police weren't taking it seriously, so I thought I'd be clever." Bruce reached over and set a hand on Dick's shoulder. "I did find her."

"What?"

"I found her. You looked worried. I thought I should let you know."

"So you told me the ending? You do suck at this."

"Use your turn signal."

"There's no one else on the road."

"There's a saying about a man's character and what he does when no one else is looking."

"I always thought that was a saying about why you shouldn't touch yourself."

"That's because you're sixteen."

"You were investigating a missing person?" Dick prompted.

"Yeah." Bruce ran a hand through his hair. "I was down at the docks poking my nose into someone else's business when Joey found me. I already had the cigar, so I just... said I was looking for a match."

"Why did you have a cigar?"

"I felt bad throwing it out. It was a gift."

"From who?"

"Old man with a fruit cart."

"Why did he give you a cigar?"

"Congratulations for the baby."

"See, this is what I mean," Dick said, huffing with frustration again. "You're the worst at telling stories."

"I don't hear anyone else complaining."

"That's because they're scared of you," Dick scoffed. "No one wants to ask a follow-up question. 'Hey Batman, why are you being trailed by a spectral alligator?' 'Well I couldn't leave it in the hot air balloon.'" Dick's impression of Batman involved lowering his voice as far as it would go and puffing out his chest, brow furrowed. "No one knows what the hell you're talking about and no one ever wants to admit it."

"That's their problem, not mine."

"We both know you do it on purpose." Bruce didn't respond to that. "Forget the cigar. An accident only explains it the first time."

"Joey's a nice guy," Bruce said. Dick laughed. "He is. He really liked me, I don't know. Introduced me to his friends, took me out drinking—God, so much drinking."

"Matches?"

"I just said Malone. Just call me Malone. The Matches thing, that was all them. Because I kept..." Bruce gestured vaguely.

"Asking for matches?"

"Yeah."

"And you haven't run into a single person who watched Columbo?"

"A couple. I tell them I don't like to watch TV because I'm paranoid about subliminal messaging." Dick laughed again. "They think it's a coincidence, I don't know. After that first case I wasn't planning to do it again—obviously—but then every time I was back on break it seemed like I'd be running into someone. Hey Matches, Matches where ya been, wait'll ya hear this Matches, Matches you'll never guess what Bobby did..."

"And now you're getting Joey a job?" Dick teased.

"He's a nice guy, Joey, he's got two kids—three now, he adopted his wife's son—"

"You're doing the Matches voice again."

Bruce cleared his throat. "Right. Anyway. He's good with heavy machinery, we've always got openings in warehouses. Did you just run a red light."

"It was yellow."

"Yellow means stop."

"Yellow means if you go fast enough you can beat it."

"Richard," Bruce warned.

"Matches," Dick shot back.

"This is why I don't let you drive the Batmobile." Despite his complaints, Bruce yawned, crossing his arms and leaning back in his seat.

"I once saw you go one-sixty down a sidewalk," Dick said, slowing down and being careful that his driving wouldn't jostle him.

Bruce yawned again, closing his eyes. "There are no red lights on sidewalks."

"I feel like these aren't the lessons you're supposed to be teaching an impressionable teenager."

"You want a lesson? Here's an important life lesson: never pick a cover story you're not willing to be stuck with for the rest of your goddamn life."
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1. Chapter 1


    
    Selina didn't care for parties. Too many people. She cared even less for Gotham. She'd have just as gladly never come back. 

Yet here she was, at a party in Gotham. 

Bruce Wayne kept nothing she wanted, nothing that wasn't his. And the cats liked him. They were good judges of character. Some part of her was glad. 

She'd left the ballroom when she'd decided it wouldn't get better. She may have been a little overwhelmed. Too many people, too tempting to claw some of their faces off. Unpleasant smiles, looking at her like a potential pet. She was as wealthy as they were, but one wouldn't know it from the way they looked at her. 

Wayne Manor had cats like some places had mice. They lived in the woods along the mountain, some descended from generations of ferals and others abandoned by idiots. Out in the garden and under the moonlight, they wound themselves around her legs and stretched out in the grass. 

That one is coming, they said, but they were neither threatened nor excited. She turned her head. Bruce Wayne, remaining at a distance in the dark. He was the first to break the silence. 

"That's a lot of cats."

Selina looked down at the clowder around her feet. "Cats like me."

"They must." He wasn't trying to come closer. 

"Am I not supposed to be out here?" she asked. 

"There's no rule against it. You okay?"

"I just needed some air."

"Okay." His hands were in his pockets, his expression indecipherable. Would she even have been able to see his face, with someone else's eyes? Would he have tried to look nicer, if he'd known she could see him? At worst he looked apathetic, or quietly inconvenienced. Not hungry. "Miss Kyle, right?" 

"That's right."

"You were studying abroad, weren't you?"

"After a fashion." Dropout, runaway. He remembered, at least a little. Maybe that explained the distant kindness. Recognition, pity. 

"I didn't mean to corner you out here." She could not have been less cornered. "Just wanted to make sure nothing was wrong." He adjusted his weight like he was planning to go. 

"You don't have to leave."

Bruce stopped. Selina hadn't actually asked him to stay. "Alright," he said after a moment. Didn't ask questions, still didn't try to come closer. 

That one is nice, they said, an I-told-you-so. A cat's definition of nice, letting interaction happen on their own terms. A scrawny tortoiseshell wandered away from the others to rub against Bruce's leg; he didn't seem to mind. 

"Cats like you, too," she pointed out. 

"Sometimes." The tortoiseshell meowed, meaningless noise to get Bruce's attention. He scooped it up almost absently, and it went limp on his arm as he scratched its head.

Selina stepped closer. He did nothing. "I don't think we've ever actually met," she said. 

"We haven't," he confirmed. "Should I have introduced myself?" 

"I know who you are." Bruce Wayne, such a shame, such lovely people, that poor boy, so unfortunate what happened. 

There's never enough time. You got even less. Don't make yourself smile. Let it hurt. It might get better, but it might not. There is no good advice. Yours, Bruce Wayne. 

"Why are you still here?" she asked.

"Hm?"

"In Gotham."

"I live here," he pointed out, deliberately obtuse.

"You don't have to."

"It's home." The tortoiseshell held against his chest was purring like an engine. "Besides. What if someone bought the place who didn't like cats?" He might have been joking. 

At some point she'd closed the gap between them. She shouldn't have. Fine as long as she didn't smile. She reached out and took the cat from him; he and the cat both let her. "I hate it here." She didn't owe him an explanation. Recognition, pity. Maybe she felt it, too.

"So why come back?" 

"I won't be here long. Just picking up some things." She knelt to set the cat back in the grass; it rolled onto its back, but she left it there as she stood.

"I'm glad you made time to stop by, then." He might have meant it. That didn't mean anything.

She wrapped her arms around herself against the chill. "I still have your letter."

A suggestion of surprise. "Do you?"

Two worn-out pages of immaculate handwriting in a tattered envelope, three years and thousands of miles, tucked safely into her suitcase. "It was nice. Is nice."

"I tried. Are you cold?"

"I'm fine." A slinky dress in purple, it wasn't designed to be comfortable. Despite what she'd said, he unbuttoned the jacket of his tux. He offered it to her rather than try to put it around her shoulders.

"I can get myself another one," he said when she hesitated. "I live here. I have a lot of them."

She took it gently from his fingers, slid her arms into the sleeves. It was still warm, almost hot compared to the night air. 

Claimed, they accused, because she'd wrapped herself in the smell of him and to them that meant something. She didn't pull it close. It didn't mean anything. 

"Thank you."

"Least I can do to make your stay in my city less loathsome."

"Your city," she repeated. 

"It's home," he said again. "Where are you planning to go?" 

"Anywhere. Everywhere. Have you ever been to Teotihuacan?" 

"Can't say that I have."

"If you decide to go, you should call me," she said, a smile without teeth. "I can show you all the good stuff."

"I'll keep it in mind," he said, though he didn't ask for a way to contact her and she didn't offer. "Ready to come back in?"

"I think I'll wait another minute," she said, "and then I'll head out, actually. Sorry."

"Alright," he said, understanding or ambivalent but distant either way.

"Before you go inside, there was something I wanted to tell you."

"Yeah?"

She opened her mouth, shut it again with a silent huff of breath, averted her face to look down at lurking cats. He cocked his head to the side to try and see her face, brought it closer to hers in the process. Her chance to pounce. Balanced on her toes in heels, fingers splayed through his hair to pull him down, claim his mouth before he could realize what was happening and stop her.

The plan was to get it done quick, so Bruce wouldn't have a chance to push her away. She didn't want him to push her away. But she wanted to savor it, too, memorize every little detail to keep. The hint of stubble along his jaw, the smell of him. It reminded her of black tea in Paris, despite smelling like neither of those things. The muffled sound he made against her tongue, how rough his hands felt against her shoulders.

She needed to stop before he noticed her teeth. Before he pushed her away.

Selina almost let him go, took her lips from his and let her heels fall to the ground. But her hands lingered along his shoulders. Gentle confusion and not anger in his eyes, not disgust and not desire. She was grateful for that.

"You didn't even know me and you didn't need to say anything," she explained, "but you were the nicest. You were nice when you didn't need to be. That's why I came, tonight. I wanted to thank you in person."

She didn't want Bruce to look sad, but she didn't hold it against him. "I hope you've met nicer people since then."

"Nice," she said, "but not nicer."

He kissed her again, too gentle to be doing it for anyone but her. Sweetness, softness, affection offered because it cost him nothing to do so. She tried not to compare herself to the tortoiseshell. Part of her wished that he would mean it. That it didn't matter that he thought he'd never see her again.

Then he pulled away, and with a bittersweet not-smile stepped backward toward the door. "See you in Teotihuacan, Miss Kyle."

He even got the accent right.

"It's a date," she murmured to no one but the cats. When she was alone in the dark, she pulled his jacket tighter around herself, buried her nose in it.

Bruce Wayne was never going to see this jacket again.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Usually when Gotham City Museum was robbed, it wasn't particularly urgent. Most often just someone stealing according to their theme. But, occasionally, someone after an artifact or a weapon. Best to treat them all as a headache in the making.

Batman didn't recognize this one. Slender, or at least on the small side; looked female, but the kit made it hard to establish her figure. Blonde hair visible from under her cowl, no doubt in his mind that it was a wig. All in black, showed less skin than he did. Couldn't fault her taste.

"Want me to head over there?" Robin asked through the communicator in his ear.

"It's under control. I'll keep you posted."

Not that he particularly liked leaving Robin to his own devices. He wasn't always good at sticking to the 'scouting only' rule, worse lately. Good enough so far at picking out which fights he could handle, but the kid was going to give him a goddamn heart attack. In a few years he wouldn't be able to keep an eye on him anymore. It wasn't a comforting thought.

Batman was waiting on the museum's roof, watching his target. Intervening within the building would be more trouble than it was worth. He'd let her worry about navigating security.

Smarter, not harder, et cetera.

New to Gotham, if not to the job, so he'd handle her alone. Sometimes if he caught them early enough he could reason with them. Not often, but sometimes. Easier without a smartass teenager in attendance.

Definitely not new to the job. Mystery woman: one-hundred sixty centimeters if he had to guess, boots looked heavy but light on her feet, cocky enough for a bright blonde wig, smart enough to disable the cameras and evade the motion sensors, nimble enough to avoid the laser fence, strong enough to climb a rope with just her arms.

Not a rope. A whip. Really? Robbing a museum with a whip? That seemed backward.

Whatever she'd taken was stashed in a pack on her back, on the large side. Either box-shaped or delicate enough to stash in a box. Going to need to be careful either way. Didn't do anyone much good to destroy artifacts.

She emerged onto the museum roof, and the silhouette of her cowl was catlike. She fastened her whip to her belt as she stood. Batman stepped closer, footfalls deliberately heavy. She froze. He stopped with just enough distance between them, dark enough that he'd cast a decent shadow, near enough that he could close the distance with ease if he needed to. Slowly, she turned her head. Her eyes were the only thing visible through her mask; they seemed to glint like mirrors in the moonlight.

"It'll be better for you if you don't try to run," he warned. Slowly, her boots crept further from one another on the concrete of the roof.

No one ever listened. Under his cape, he reached for the back of his belt.

She bolted.

Bolas were quicker than running after her, would tip her forward and keep relatively safe whatever was on her back. They caught on the ankles of her boots, but there was a certain grace to the way she toppled over. Made it look deliberate, landed on her hands and pivoted the whole of her body around to face him. The posture increased the resemblance to a cat. He'd been walking toward her all the while, didn't even need to run to catch up. Closer, he could see the buckles of a harness on her suit, climbing equipment. Her mask wasn't all one piece, the top half built similar to his but the bottom half pulled up like a scarf. Not meant to keep her face hidden all the time, then.

"Are you done?"

She reached down to her legs with one hand and tried to cut the bolas—not a knife, something in her gloves—but quickly found it was futile. She pulled her knees up close to her chest, unwrapped the wire with eyes on him all the while.

That seemed like a 'no'.

"You should sit," he warned, even though she wouldn't listen. 

She unhooked her whip from her belt as she rose to her feet, took a wide stance to keep her center of gravity low as she tried to snap it across his face. He caught it instead on his left forearm, let it wrap around his glove and wrapped it a few times more as he used it to pull her closer. He could see her eyes widen behind her mask as her boots slid along the roof despite her resistance. Rather than let the whip go, she reached up with her other hand to pull her scarf down off her face.

He didn't know what he'd expected, but it hadn't been for her to bare fangs at him in a hiss, pounce forward. Trying to rip his throat out, maybe? Teeth a bit dainty for that, but he admired her determination. Lucky that his right hand caught her neck before she could reach his, because she'd have needed dental work otherwise. Reinforced armor over his throat. Occasional vampire incidents.

She dropped the whip and tried to dig the blades on her gloves into his arm, to no avail; then she picked her legs up to try and kick him in the stomach. He put pressure on the sides of her neck, careful of her trachea, stopped when she started to go slack.

"Now are you done?"

She huffed. Looked a little petulant, actually. Like she was considering trying to claw his face.

Her eyes were gold. Theoretically hazel, but gold. Distinctive. Gold eyes, a thing for cats. Where had he seen that recently? The costume made her look older. Had there been fangs? That was an embarrassing oversight.

"And your name is?" he prompted.

She looked him over, trying halfheartedly to get his hand off her neck. More the principle of the thing than a genuine effort on her part. "Catwoman," she said finally.

"Very creative. You going to show me what's in the bag, or are you going to keep making this difficult?"

Definitely pouting. "First you let me go."

"No."

"I'll be good."

"I doubt it." Without warning he kicked her feet out from under her, released her only once she'd fallen to her knees. "Sit."

She made a show of rubbing her neck, posture attempting to look small and helpless. He crossed his arms and he waited. Finally she undid the buckle that held her pack on, slid it off her arms to hold it in her lap. "It's probably not what you think." He said nothing. She pulled a metal box out of the bag, very carefully undid the latches on the side so she could open it.

Nestled safely and well-padded in the box was a severed human head.

"I bet he's not what you thought he'd be." She seemed very pleased with herself over this revelation.

"Why are you stealing a mokomokai?" Mummified, leathery skin decorated with black tattoos; most likely about a century old. Most of them were.

She looked surprised. "You know what they're called." It was almost a question, sounded impressed. She shut the box again, took her time closing each latch. "I'm taking him home," she said with a flutter of her eyelashes, giving the box an affectionate pat.

"New Zealand."

"That's the idea." She flashed a fanged grin. "It doesn't count as stealing if they stole it first."

"And the necklace?"

She paused, looked to where copper bells could just barely be seen sitting at the bottom of her bag. "... finder's fee." She set the box aside on top of it, as if that would somehow stop him from having already seen it.

Probably Aztec. Hardly the most expensive item in the museum's collection. Neither item would sell for much, if that was her goal. The question was whether she was telling the truth, when it could as easily be a convenient lie.

Selina Kyle: nineteen; black hair, gold eyes, brown skin; birth parents unknown; adopted parents dead, car accident when she was sixteen; left Gotham that year; tasted like oranges; literal cat burglar.

Too many gaps. Could have been doing anything, wherever she'd been. Never thought to keep track of her. Knew practically nothing of value.


  Have you ever been to Teotihuacan?


Batman crouched down so he could look Catwoman in the eye. "I don't tolerate thieves in Gotham." Her petulance this time was imperious. Fitting, for a cat. "Which means you're going to have to sit here and wait for me to get back while I take care of something about five blocks over." She blinked. He picked up her discarded whip, ran it through his hands and considered it. Then he wrapped it loose around her wrists, twisted it into the world's saddest excuse for a knot. He pointed to the roof beneath her. "Stay."

Her face split into a wide smile, sharp white teeth. She pounced forward as best she could on her knees, and he didn't stop her. Her lips against his, aggressive and enthusiastic; this time he felt canines sharp against his skin. Didn't kiss her back, because he didn't want to encourage her. Even if it was tempting.

Shouldn't have been tempting.

Career criminal in the making, only a few years older than Dick.

Not tempting.

He pulled away and stood. "Stay," he repeated.

"Yes, sir," she said with an amused crinkle of her nose.

He turned to leave, paused as he looked down at the street. "Don't come back to Gotham," he warned over his shoulder. "I won't be nice if there's a next time."

She waited until he'd already leapt off the roof to get in the last word.

"Promise?"
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Hostile Work Environment


    
    “To be clear,” Clark asked, “did I just help you commit a felony?”

Lois said nothing, but gave Clark her best ‘shut the fuck up’ look. Obediently, he shut the fuck up.

She hadn’t needed to bring him along. The only reason she had was as a precaution. He might be too big to be sneaky, but he was a fine size for warding off the majority of small threats. Lois, despite a carefully cultivated demeanor, still could not intimidate as well as a hapless dork who happened to shop in big and tall.

Furthermore: Clark Kent had an irritating tendency to wander off when something interesting was happening. When he did, he tended to find all sorts of information that Lois did not. And then he scooped her.

Keeping him close meant she’d see what he saw. No chance for him to go to Perry with an angle she’d missed out on. It wasn’t quite a rivalry, what they had, but it wasn’t exactly teamwork either.

Even if he had, technically, just helped her commit a felony.

It wasn’t a major felony. It was an investigative felony. Those could hardly be said to count. Really more of an ambitious misdemeanor.

The chaos in Luthor’s press room had died down, but not by much. It was enough that their brief excursion seemed to go unnoticed. Luthor’s staff had the little prototype drone under control, for all the good it did them. They would probably still get fired, and Luthor would blame them for LexCorp’s stock taking a dive. As if it was anyone’s fault but his that he tended to jump the gun when it came to tech announcements, always wanting to be first instead of best.

Clark was already taking notes on his phone of Luthor’s non-answers to questions, and she glanced at the screen. “Ugh. Watching you type gives me a headache.”

“Obviously you have the right to do whatever you’d like, but if it’s causing you physical pain, you should probably try to spend less time watching me,” Clark said. He wasn’t even looking at the screen to type the bizarre mess of letters and symbols that would somehow eventually become coherent notes. How did he even find some of those emoji so quickly?

She rolled her eyes. “I appreciate your concern.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, and if she hadn’t known better she might have thought he’d missed the sarcasm.

Her own notes were mostly mental, filing away various turns of phrase as they occurred to her. She didn’t need to be as precise as Clark, because precision was his specialty. Pure fact masquerading as objective. If pressed, she might admit that he had a fascinating skill for arranging direct quotes and statistics in just such a way as to get his point across. Sometimes Perry would edit out innocuous sentences that he didn’t think Kent had realized could be insulting in context. Most of them slipped through. That part was much more impressive. Lois wore her subjectivity on her sleeve, and while it was what Perry liked about her, she had a much harder time sneaking subtle jabs past him.

He did let her get away with outright insults sometimes, though. That was always nice.

A hand on her shoulder, and she turned at the same time Clark did. LexCorp security.

“Can you come with me, please?”

Son of a fuck.

Lois shrugged. “Yeah, sure, why not.” Clark said nothing as he followed along, adjusted his glasses and had the gall to look faintly amused.

Then again, he looked like that most of the time.

“Can I see your press passes, please?” the guard asked, and both of them presented theirs without comment. If nothing else, that checked out just fine. “Do you mind telling me what you were doing on private LexCorp property?” he asked.

“Attending a press conference,” Lois said flatly. She’d warned Clark more times than she could count to let her do the talking. It finally seemed to have sunk in, as he stood there with his hands in his pockets beside her. The guard did not seem amused by her sarcasm.

“And when you left the press room to enter the building without authorized access?” he asked.

“We were being divebombed by a rogue drone,” she said, enunciating slowly.



“Except you kept going down the hall.”

She shrugged. “I figured as long as we were in there I might as well use the bathroom.”

“Really.” The guard was even less convinced than he’d been before. “And you needed to bring your partner,” he said.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “He’s got a better sense of direction than I do. It’s a big building, I didn’t want to get lost.”

The guard had narrowed his eyes at Clark. Lois risked glancing toward him. He’d pressed his lips together like he was biting them shut, trying not to laugh, adjusting his glasses again. It was bad enough the man had a horrible poker face, this really didn’t seem like an ideal time to be amused by I-told-you-so’s. He was as likely to get fired as she was, if they’d been caught.

“You’ll be interested to know,” the guard said, “that while most of our cameras didn’t catch you, one of them did.” She tried to radiate ambivalence. “You entered a private LexCorp office belonging to an employee. One that did not, I should note, have a bathroom. Do you want to tell me what you did in there?” The guard frowned, attention back on Clark. “Is something funny, sir?”

Clark's struggle not to laugh had transitioned to a peculiar toothless grin, not mean-spirited enough to be a smirk. She was going to kill him herself, if Luthor didn’t. “No, not at all,” he said, an undercurrent of laughter beneath it. He cleared his throat to try and get rid of it, still looked entirely too much like he was enjoying himself. He looked down at Lois, and his inexplicably mischievous demeanor conspired with the slight disarray of his blue-black curls to make him look younger than usual. “What did we do in there?” he asked her, as if he was as interested to hear her answer as the guard.

He was throwing her under the bus. The unbelievable asshole was going to let her take all the heat for this. So much for down-home country chivalry.

“We were just…” Lois trailed off as she realized the guard’s eyeline was too low. She looked down at herself, and realized her skirt was still rumpled from when she’d checked the room for either surveillance or evidence. Not badly, but it did not pair well with the run in her stocking where it must have snagged on the awful carpet. She smoothed it out, looked back up, and realized—to her great horror—that the guard now also looked amused.

Wait. No. Clark wasn’t throwing her under the bus. It was worse than that. It was so much worse. He was throwing her under—

She looked back to Clark, who had averted his gaze while he tried to surreptitiously fix his hair. Which was not only not surreptitious, it made it look obvious what he was trying to hide.. “We—no.” Lois tried to sound stern instead of horrified, tried to think of some way she could possibly salvage this. She pointed an accusatory finger at him, threatened to stab him in the chest with a perfectly manicured fingernail. “Kent, no, we were not—” She looked back to the guard. “We were not,” she said, and she found she could not say any more than that, could not bring herself to say exactly what it was they had not done. And the more flustered she got, the more defensive she seemed, the more Clark looked like he was going to laugh. The more she felt herself start to turn red, like she was in high school instead of a grown goddamn woman who was more than capable of discussing these kinds of things when they did not involve Clark fucking Kent.

“Really?” the guard said as much as asked, and he wasn’t looking at her, was looking at Clark instead. Clark said nothing, looked at Lois and bit his lip like he was saying nothing for her sake, shrugged helplessly. “Did you… touch anything?”


  Local Reporter Murders Other, Inferior Local Reporter


“The… desk…?” Clark managed, sheepish, gaze upward and slightly to the left like he was accessing his own brain.


  Victim Totally Deserved It, Witnesses Report


“It was not like that,” Lois tried one last time, and this time the guard looked at her with something like pity.

“I’m going to have to ask both of you to vacate the premises,” the guard apologized.


  Scientists Baffled By Number Of Knives Able To Fit In Human Body


“Are you going to have to, uh…” Clark rubbed his nose, pushed his glasses higher. “Report… this…?” Clark scratched his head, as if he were unsure of the appropriate protocol for the situation, as if he were genuinely embarrassed by some adolescent-style indiscretion.


  We Have Never Seen So Many Stabs, Say Police


The guard shrugged. “I met my wife at my last job,” he said, as if that were an explanation. “And the guy who works in that office is a tool.”

She waited until they were out of the view of the building to try and hit Clark with her purse. Try, because he managed to sidestep away from her before she could do it, turning his face like she wouldn't know he had a shit-eating grin on it. He didn’t even miss a step, still strolling along the sidewalk with that long-legged gait.

“Kent, you unbelievable asshole.”

“What’d I do?”

“You know exactly what you did.”

“I didn’t do anything!” he said, offended. “All I did was ask you for our alibi. And we did touch the desk.”

“Don’t you try to pull that with me,” she said, and she had to lower her voice to a hiss due to curious passers-by. “You knew exactly what you were insinuating.”

“I don’t see how it’s my fault if people jump to conclusions. If you’d like to go back and explain that you were just stealing company secrets, we can go back.”

“I ought to kick you in the dick for that little performance,” she told him. “See you try to play cute then.”

He winced. “You really shouldn’t,” he said. “I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“Oh. My god.” She was, for the briefest moments, slack-jawed in shock. A fleeting grin transitioned to a smirk, turning to walk backward so he could stay in front of her and see her face. Her mouth snapped shut. “Kent, you pig.” He only shrugged again, hands in his pockets, and she didn’t know how he managed not to trip over anything. “Now you really deserve it.”

“The warning stands,” he said as he turned back around to walk by her side. She shoved him, and he tilted his torso sideways but kept walking, straightened out only when a pole would have hit him in the forehead.

His attempts at slapstick were really not as funny as he thought they were.

“Being polite doesn’t make you better than any other guy,” she said.

“Really? But that’s kind of my whole deal. It’s a little late in the game for me to go changing strategies.”

“One of these days you’re going to get shoved out a window,” she warned him. “Not by me, I’m just saying. Generally. Don’t be surprised when it happens.”

“I never am,” he said cheerfully, and she couldn’t help a snort of laughter.

He was still an asshole, though.

  

  Works inspired by this one:
  
    	
        Podfic- Hostile Work Environment by ladyofrosefire
    

  






Perfect Alibi by Unpretty



Series: Sorrowful and Immaculate Hearts [11]


Category: Batman - All Media Types, DCU


Genre: Gen


Language: English


Characters: Bruce Wayne, Original Characters


Status: Completed


Published: 2016-07-21


Updated: 2016-07-21


Packaged: 2022-04-06 23:06:01


Rating: General Audiences


Warnings: No Archive Warnings Apply


Chapters: 2


Words: 1,339


Publisher: archiveofourown.org


Summary: 
              Bruce Wayne is very popular at parties. Bruce Wayne always has an alibi. These two things are related, and only sometimes on purpose.

            







1. Chapter 1
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    Bruce Wayne was at a party. Also, the sky was blue, and water was wet. Or perhaps better accompanying facts would be: the air was full of smog, and the river was polluted. Things that were unremarkable in the constant reality of them, but which might seem remarkable to someone who had only just started to pay attention.

He was, at that moment, in mid-mingle; a social butterfly between flowers. He scanned the crowd in an idle sort of a way as he finished off his drink. This wasn’t his party, so he was in no way obligated to do his usual crowd control. Still. It was a force of habit to watch out for wallflowers.

His eyes stopped on a particular conversation. An unremarkable older man, pale brunette in a suit he’d paid too much for; a pretty young woman, darker but not dark, hair done up simply and a dress in a classic cut. He headed towards them before he had entirely registered why. He sorted out the reasons on approach, the various things he’d picked up on all at once without realizing he was doing so; stiffness in the way the woman held her limbs, in her forced smile, the awkward twitch of her shoulders. Trying to get the man’s hand off of her arm without making a scene, while he pretended not to notice and persisted. Trapped in the middle of a crowd.

One of the many advantages of being Bruce Wayne was a free pass to ignore all rules of polite society and butt into any conversation uninvited.

“Don’t I know you?” he asked the woman he categorically did not know, verbally trampling all over whatever the man she was with had been saying.

She looked very confused. “Uh, I—”

“Aren’t you Bruce Wayne?” the man she was with asked. He was still touching her arm.

“Yes,” Bruce said, holding up a finger in the man’s face in warning, his eyes still on the woman, “but I wasn’t talking to you, was I?” The surprise probably shut him up as much as anything. “Now, where would I know you from? Because I’m sure I know you from somewhere, I might not always be great with names but I never forget a face.”

He was fantastic with names, actually.

“I… yes.” It seemed like she was catching on. “It was the firefighter’s ball, wasn’t it? Emily Cartwright?”

“Yes,” Bruce said, triumphant. “Emily, thank you. You know what it was? I told you I could play Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy on wine glasses, and you didn’t believe me.”

“I wasn’t going to take your word for it,” she said. The man’s hand was still on Emily’s arm; he’d moved closer to her, in fact, some kind of misplaced possessiveness.

“You know,” he said, “they actually have crystal wine glasses here.” He gestured with his thumb to the other side of the ballroom. “If you’d like, I can actually prove it to you this time.” He held out his arm for her, an offer.

“I’m sorry,” said the man still touching her, “we were sort of in the middle of something?”

“Sorry,” Emily told him, not actually sorry as she grabbed Bruce’s arm like a lifeline. “I couldn’t possibly say no to a private show from Bruce Wayne.”

“I’d love to join you,” the man tried instead. “I—”

“I don’t know you,” Bruce said, cutting him off. “And I don’t really see any reason to.” He shrugged. “You can just go ahead and stay over here, not trying to talk to me.”

“Excuse me?”

“Have fun,” Bruce said as he pulled Emily away with him through the crowd. He leaned a little closer to Emily as they walked. “He was being a creep, right? You weren’t just playing along because you thought I was a crazy person?”

“No, you were absolutely right,” Emily assured him. “Thank you so much.”

“Not a problem. Did he give you a name I can blacklist?”

“Uh.” Emily hesitated. “Stuart Bagley? But that seems a little extreme, he didn’t really do anything… he was just…”

“Being a creep counts as doing something,” Bruce corrected, “and quite frankly I’d keep him off my guest lists for the tie alone.” Emily giggled. “He looks like he was trying to choke himself with a sock and then pretended it was a tie when someone caught him. Now he’s committed to the lie and has to wear it out.” At that she gave a much less ladylike snort, which she tried to cover with her hand. “How’d you like me to introduce you to a very large group of young women, all of whom are planning to walk to their cars together after the party?”

Emily was still trying to regain her composure. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

“You know, I really can play Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy on wine glasses,” he said with a brief lift of his eyebrows.

“You know, I really don’t believe you.”

“Want me to prove it?”

“Absolutely.”

Bruce stood straighter to figure out which of the waitstaff was standing closest to the bar. “Tobias!” he called, and the man in question looked over immediately—along with every guest of the party between the two men. “I’m going to need about fifty of the crystal wine glasses and three pitchers of water, think you can do that for me?” Tobias raised a thumbs-up above his head. “Good man!” He leaned back down towards Emily. “You’re going to want to get your phone out. It’s going to be very impressive.”

“I’ve heard that before,” she said, and he cocked one eyebrow at her as she grinned.

“Did you just sully my artistic vision with a joke about premature ejaculation?” he asked, deadpan, and she fell back into giggles. “I’m going to be honest, I’m more upset by the part about getting your phone out. Is that actually a thing that happens?”

Emily had started to blush. “You’d be surprised?”

Bruce sighed. “I should really get another ten years before I start feeling this old.”

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    “Miss Cartwright? I’m with the Gotham P.D., I’m calling to ask about Bruce Wayne.”

Emily frowned and took the phone away from her ear to check the screen. Caller unknown. “What about him?”

“Do you happen to know where he was on the night of February twenty-second?”

“He was with me,” she lied immediately.

“Uh-huh.” The man on the other end of the line sounded dubious. “Can you tell me what you were doing?”

“Having sex,” she said, because that seemed like something he couldn’t ask for more details or evidence about. “It was pretty great.” That part just felt like the polite thing to say.

“Really.”

“Yup.”

“You know, it’s funny, I’ve called five other women so far and they’ve all said the exact same thing. You’d think you would have seen each other.”

“We did.” Emily tapped her pen against her desk. “Not that it’s any of your business, but, yeah.”

“So you won’t have any problem giving me their names, then.”

“I didn’t ask. I was otherwise occupied at the time.”

“You’re aware that obstruction of justice is a felony under state law.”

“I think the fact that you can’t believe this many women would have sex with Bruce Wayne at once says more about you than it does about him, Officer…?”

There was a click. She looked at her phone. Call ended.

“Huh.”

She tapped her pen against the desk again. Why would the police be calling about Bruce Wayne? Were they just calling everyone who’d ever met him? That seemed a bit desperate. What did they think he’d done?

If he turned out to be a serial killer, she was going to feel like a real asshole.

With a shrug, she got back to work. Even if he was a serial killer, he seemed like the kind of guy who’d only murder people who deserved it. Like people who texted in movie theaters.

It was probably fine.
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Office Meeting
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    Someone was in Bruce Wayne's office, and there was no graceful way to avoid them without making it obvious that he knew they were in there. There was a smell in the air like mulch and roses.

He had no frame of reference for what would constitute a normal amount of things to notice, and so chose to err on the side of oblivious moron. 

If there'd been a smell like marzipan dipped in bleach, he might have chosen differently. 

"Heya, Mister Wayne," Harley Quinn greeted, sitting on his desk. She waved as much with her feet as her hands. He closed the door behind him. 

Bruce considered his response. Hopefully his momentary indecision with regard to his facial expression could pass for surprise, or confusion, or fear. "Hello, Dr. Quinzel."

"Don't worry," she said. "I'm not with Jay no more."

"She's with me," Poison Ivy said. 

"Hello, Dr. Isley."

"I really prefer Ivy."

"Dr. Ivy," he corrected.

"Doncha love the way he says doctor?" Harley asked Ivy. 

"Charming," Ivy said. She did not sound charmed. 

"I told her we oughta come talk to ya," Harley explained, "on account of you're a real nice guy an' all."

"Thank you?"

"I was just going to kill you," Ivy added. 

"Thank you. For not doing that."

"Isn't he just like a puppy?" Harley asked, pressing her hands to her cheeks. 

"You can't keep him."

"Was there a reason you were going to kill me?"

"You don't know?" Ivy asked. 

"I could guess, but I don't want to suggest reasons for you to kill me."

"Now I'm curious," Ivy said, not quite a threat. 

He'd walked right into that one. "People have been known to want to kill me because their girlfriends find me attractive," he suggested. 

"That's presumptuous of you," Ivy said. 

"No," Harley said, "we've talked about it before."

"Extensively," Bruce said. "While I was tied to a chair."

"Don't say it like that!" Harley protested. "You're makin' it sound like I sexually assaulted ya."

"You did."

"Once! One time, that happened. That wasn't my idea, anyway, that was all Jay. I didn't wanna do that."

"I'm sorry."

"Ya see?" Harley asked Ivy, gesturing to Bruce. "See how nice he is? I kidnapped him an' grabbed his dick, an' now he's apologizin'."

"Yes, I see," Ivy sighed. "Your company is building a research lab on top of endangered flowers."

"That's not possible," Bruce said. "We've only got one project preparing for construction, and the land was surveyed."

"And the survey found monkey flowers, and then covered it up."

"That survey was done by consultants working directly with the Department of Natural Resources, no one had access to the initial results but me."

"Your consultants were bribed."

"What."

"Oooh." Harley shook her shoulders. "Did ya see how he got all intense all of a sudden?" she asked Ivy. "Ya could be real scary if ya put your mind to it," she informed Bruce. 

"I could?"

"Aw, nope, there it went. Puppy again."

"You didn't authorize the bribe?" Ivy asked.

"Obviously not. Do you know who did?"

"No," Ivy said. He should have guessed. No one was dead. "Who stands to benefit?"

"No one," Bruce said. "There are three alternate sites we can use without delaying the project, I know every member of the construction team and they know they're compensated well because they don't cut corners, I have a reward program for whistleblowers, my researchers are paid as well for failure as success, every one of my employees has undergone a thorough background check, there should be no incentive for anyone to lie to me."

"Yanno," Harley said, "for bein' as careful as ya are, it's surprisin' how many Wayne Enterprises folks end up becomin' supervillains."

"I am aware."

"You must have missed something," Ivy said. 

"Obviously," Bruce said. "May I use my desk, or...?"

"I suppose," Ivy said, moving out of his way. Harley continued to sit on his desk, and made no move to leave. Since she wasn't actively blocking the keyboard or monitor, he was willing to settle.

He paused in the middle of bringing up the relevant project files. Trying to use his computer with Ivy looking over his shoulder was deeply uncomfortable. He didn't think he could get away with asking her to stand on the other side of the desk.

"Of the four locations chosen as options for the project," he said, bringing up a map that had been put together during the planning stages, "we picked this one because..." He frowned. "It didn't have any major advantages. A lot of little boring reasons, nothing worth the risk of bribing a public official."

Harley was leaning dangerously backward to look at the monitor. Then she rolled sideways, one knee bent as she risked falling into Bruce's lap. It was a pose better suited to the top of a piano. "Ain't that by the wreck of the Monty Red?"

He glanced at her. He immediately looked back at the monitor. It was safer than trying to keep his eyes above her neckline. Which was, regardless, too low to be considered a neckline in anything but name.

"The what?" Ivy asked.

"A shipping freighter that went down in the thirties," Bruce said.

"It was taken down by a Loch Ness monster!" Harley said.

"I don't think that's the name of a species," Bruce said.

"A huge one," Harley continued, undeterred. "They were secretly transporting Nessie eggs and that's why it attacked."

"That sounds like a bad movie," Ivy said.

"A bad book," Bruce corrected. "Because it was. The SS Monty Red went down in a blizzard, and no one thought anything of it until about twenty years ago, when someone wrote a terrible science fiction novel about it." 

"Now there's people on the internet that think it's real," Harley added.

"How... dumb," Ivy said, resting her arm over the back of Bruce's desk chair to look closer at the monitor.

The door to his office opened. "Mr. Wayne," someone began.

Bruce looked toward the door. So did Poison Ivy, leaning cozily over his shoulder. So did Harley Quinn, who had to look backward, draped as she was over Bruce's desk.

The woman in the doorway froze. She absorbed the scene in front of her. "I'll just come back later," she suggested.

"That would probably be best," Bruce said.

She shut the door behind her.

"She seems nice," Harley said.

"That's Eileen," Bruce said. "She's purchasing manager."

"Is she going to call the cops?" Ivy asked.

"Almost certainly," Bruce said.

"Who's in charge of this project?" Ivy asked, pointing to the proposal still on the monitor.

"I'm not telling you." Her arm curled around his shoulders, her fingers wrapping around his throat, nails digging into his skin. Her touch had the burn of capsaicin. "It's not relevant, regardless," he added.

"Then tell me."

"I'm not giving you a hit list."

"Why is it not relevant?" Harley asked.

"The man in question is fifty-seven, he has a doctorate, he's got decades of experience in his field. I've known him for years." Ivy still hadn't let his throat go.

"Why do those make him irrelevant?" Harley asked. Her eyes were all wide, her lashes fluttering. She was an expert at feigned ignorance. Bruce had the sudden uncomfortable awareness of what it felt like to be the Joker.

"Dr. Quinzel," Bruce said, "please stop trying to spare my ego."

"I just don't see how any of that stuff matters," Harley said.

"You're suggesting that an intelligent and well-respected man believes that a fiction novel about a lake monster was actually a non-fiction exposé being suppressed by the U.S. government."

Harley fluttered her eyelashes again.

Bruce shut his eyes. He sighed. He buried his face in his hands. "Fuck."

Ivy let his throat go. Harley reached out to pat his forearm. "There, there."

"It's so fucking stupid," he complained.

"I know, I know."

"I took so many precautions."

"Idiot-proofin' is a lot harder than it sounds."

"Now will you give me his name?" Ivy asked.

"No." Bruce rubbed both hands over his face. "I have a contact in the FBI I'll be getting in touch with. Bribery of a public official and possible criminal conspiracy charges."

"Ya know an FBI guy?" Harley asked.

"This isn't the first time this has happened." Bruce looked to Ivy. "Will that be all? Or is there something else I can help you with while you're here."

Ivy frowned. "This seems too easy."

"I get that a lot."

"Not from me ya don't," Harley pouted.

"That's because you scare the shit out of me, Dr. Quinzel."

"I've seen the papers," Harley said. "Ya go out with Wonder Woman sometimes. She seems like she'd be into rough stuff."

"A gentleman doesn't kiss and tell."

"Fine," Ivy said, "we'll go."

"Actually," Bruce asked, "can you do something for me?"

"What?"

"My friend's daughter is a fan," he said, with a meaningful nudge of a notepad and pen.

"... fine." Ivy picked up the pen to scrawl a signature. "Should I make it out to anyone in particular?"

"Barbara."

Setting down the pen, she lifted the notepad to finish it with a kiss. She tore off the page, and offered it to Bruce.

Bruce looked at the little red lip stain. "Hypothetically," he said, "if a teenage girl were to kiss this, would she be poisoned?"

Ivy hesitated. Then she snatched the paper back. "That was just a test page," she said.

"Ya can use mine," Harley said. Ivy used the previous paper to wipe the remaining lipstick from her mouth, then took the tube Harley offered. It was a darker shade of red than her usual, but more pink than what Harley wore. It was unclear how many tubes of lipstick Harley kept on her person at all times. Ivy signed another page, kissed it again, then inspected her handiwork.

"There," she said, handing it to Bruce again.

"Thank you," he said.

"Nice seein' ya again, Mister Wayne," Harley said, sliding off his desk and pressing a quick kiss to his cheek.

"Thank you for not tying me to anything this time, Dr. Quinzel."

Poison Ivy bent down to his level, eyes narrowed with suspicion. "No man's as nice as you pretend to be," Ivy said.

"Sometimes I drink juice straight from the carton."

She kissed the cheek that Harley hadn't. The layer of makeup meant the touch didn't burn.

When Commissioner Gordon burst into Bruce's office, Harley and Ivy were long gone. Bruce was sitting at his desk, his chin propped on one hand. He had different colors of lipstick on each cheek. His skin had turned an angry red along his neck in the shape of a hand.

"Mr. Wayne," Gordon greeted. "You look like you've been having fun." He continued scanning the office, as if one of the women might have been hiding behind a statue. "Harley stop by to say hello?"

"We've gotten to know each other so well over the course of multiple kidnappings," Bruce said, "that she thought I'd want to meet her new girlfriend."

Gordon paused. Then he snorted a laugh, holstering his gun. "You know, Mr. Wayne," he said, "from anyone else, I wouldn't believe it."

"I'll choose to take that as a compliment."
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1. Chapter 1


    
    There was something particularly galling about seeing Selina Kyle in a museum. As if she was doing it on purpose to taunt him, even though Bruce knew she couldn't have been. 

The Gotham Museum of Contemporary Art wasn't even the kind of place Catwoman would target. Unless she knew and disliked one of the artists. Which was possible. She had an astonishing capacity for pettiness. 

Best to avoid her. Didn't want to encourage her. She'd never approached him of her own accord, was only ever approached. 

Because even though he always planned to avoid her, he never did. Not his fault. Circumstances conspiring against him. 

He mingled and chatted and tried not to keep track of where she was in the gallery. Habit that he did, nothing else. Brief glances occasionally caught her looking in his direction. Observing. No malice or yearning or anything at all. 

She didn't mingle. She didn't encourage being mingled with. She managed to look down on people much taller with the casual disdain that only a cat could manage. 

He counted at least five different men watching her from a distance. Screwing up their courage or planning an approach. Three of them were older than he was. Including Jack Renaud. Which he could have predicted. There was a reason he never invited the man to anything. Utterly vile. Tragically not a grounds for arrest. He'd never been so disappointed that someone was law-abiding.

Renaud was also the most likely to actually attempt to talk to her. That was a problem. A theoretical problem. The fact that he was disgusting was allowed to be problem enough.

If it were anyone but Selina, Bruce wouldn't have hesitated to intervene.

Circumstances. Conspiring.

"Hello, Miss Kyle."

She perked up immediately as she looked up at him. Dangerously high heels and legs to spare but she still had to look up. She was always so tentatively pleased to see him. Wary happiness. It made him feel guilty.

"Hello, Mr. Wayne." Measured, subdued, the way she always was when he could see her face. Renaud was still waiting for Bruce to move along. That meant he couldn't.

"Enjoying the exhibition?" he asked.

"It could be worse."

"High praise."

That got a toothless smile out of her. "Do you like them? The paintings."

He looked at the canvas closest to them. "They seem... introspective?" he suggested as much as said.

"Introspective."

"Yes." She said nothing. "I take it you disagree?"

"They seem masturbatory," she said. 

"That seems unfair to the artist," he said. "I'm sure she—" 

"He," she interrupted.

"He?"

"Did you think the artist was a woman because his first name is Brooke?" she asked, amused. 

It was the curator who'd invited him, not the artist. There hadn't been any reason for him to do any kind of research. He might have done it anyway, but someone had been keeping him busy at night. And during the day, figuring out where she'd be at night. 

The artist wasn't the point. Bruce was really only there so the curator could ask him for money. And several other curators, from several galleries around town. Possibly some other, less successful artists. 

There was always a long list of people who wanted to ask him for money. 

"The art seemed feminine," he explained. 

"Really."

"Considering all the ballerinas," he added.

"Uh-huh."

"Like a statement on women's position in society." He was just making shit up now. If he kept it up long enough, he could pretend he'd been doing it on purpose from the start. Or she might laugh. Or both.

"The position seems uncomfortable."

"That's what I've heard." That earned another smile, at least.

"It also seems to involve a lot of open mouths and gauzy fabrics."

"Obviously your mileage may vary."

She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. Then she turned her head, buried her face in the crook of her arm for a dainty sneeze. Extraordinarily dainty. So dainty it was almost fake. 

He was offering a handkerchief before he'd even had time to think about it. 

"Thank you," she said, taking it and covering her nose with it. Trying to stop herself from sneezing again. She folded it small before she lowered her hands, careful. Heaven forbid she be seen holding a handkerchief. Being anything less than perfect.

"Coming down with something?" he asked.

"I hope not," she sighed.

It was her own fault. No one in their right mind jumped in the harbor. A horrible escape route. If all she got was a cold she'd be lucky. He might have told her that if he'd caught her.  He might have told her a lot of things if he'd caught her.

Crime, and not paying, and so forth.

"You should get some rest," he said. "Before it gets worse."

Stop breaking and entering. Get a full night's sleep for once. Save everyone a lot of time and trouble.

Mostly him.

She raised an eyebrow. "Think I'm not spending enough time in bed?"

He'd walked right into that one. Non-flirtatious responses were difficult to come by.

"I wouldn't presume to make any assumptions in that regard."

"Diplomatic," she said.

"I try."

"I suppose I might as well go, since I'm not finding any of this particularly stimulating."

"Not any of it?" That had just slipped out. Force of habit. 

"Nothing I'm meant to." Her mouth curved upward. "The hors d'oeuvres are good."

"Better than nothing."

She looked down at the handkerchief in her hand. "Should I...?"

"Keep it."

"I don't mean to keep stealing from you," she said, a joke he wasn't meant to get.

"It's not stealing if I give it to you." Shit. He'd set her up again.

"And I do appreciate you giving it to me."

He set it up. She knocked it down. If he'd been doing it on purpose he might have enjoyed it. As much as he enjoyed anything.

"I don't suppose, Mr. Wayne, you'd be interested in walking me to my car?"

Bruce scanned the room. Renaud lurking in a corner. Selina didn't want just any escort, only wanted Bruce. Couldn't foist her off. Couldn't talk to Renaud to distract him. They hated each other, he'd see right through it. Couldn't throw anyone else at him. Then they'd have to deal with Renaud. There wasn't anyone in the room he hated enough for that. Except Renaud. Maybe if Bruce put a mirror in front of him he'd try to fight it.

Circumstances.

"I'd love to," he said, offering her his arm. She slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow, steered him toward the exit nearest to where she'd parked. Her heels clicked on the tile, a steady rhythm. She pressed her purse against her side to silence the decorative chains draped along it. 

"Have you been asked for a donation yet?" she asked. 

"They're working their way up to it," he said. "Trying to soften me up first."

Selina hummed thoughtfully. "Well, you can have my word that I won't be doing that."

He was starting to suspect his subconscious of sabotaging him.

"Thank you, by the way," she added.

"For what?"

"Keeping Jack away from me." He said nothing. "I know you would have preferred to avoid me."

"I don't avoid you," he lied.

"You avoid me," she said, certain and without apparent offense. "I'm not going to jump you again." She would. She had. She just didn't know that it was him. "It was special circumstances."

"Circumstances," he repeated.

"I was never coming back to Gotham," she clarified. Which was also the only reason he would ever kiss a nineteen year old. It had seemed completely harmless, at the time.

"But you did."

"I may have found a thing or two worth visiting."

"Like masturbatory art exhibitions?" he asked as they stepped outside.

"Two out of three isn't bad. I'm not trying to stalk you, Mr. Wayne."

"I never said you were."

"You're ubiquitous. It would be hard not to run into you from time to time when I'm in town." She was becoming somewhat less measured.

"Miss Kyle."

"While I understand why you might be uncomfortable around me, I can't help but think it's unfair when we've seen each other—"

"Miss Kyle." This was the most words he'd ever heard from her at once.

"—often enough that I think I've made it clear that I am neither rabid nor obsessive. I might sometimes be inappropriate but it's not deliberate, you can just be very witty and—"

"Selina." He could practically hear her mouth snap shut, chin tilting imperiously upward again. "You're fine. Really."

"Obviously."

"I'm not convinced that's obvious."

"I wanted to be sure we understood each other."

"I understand."

"I felt I'd made a misleading first impression," she continued, as if he had not spoken. Her heels echoed in the parking garage. 

"I really do understand."

"You're not obligated to like me."

"You've never claimed I am."

"I just don't understand why you don't."

At that, he was legitimately taken aback. People assumed he disliked them often enough. It was an easy mistake to make. Until they saw him with someone he genuinely disliked. He'd assumed Selina would know better. He wasn't sure why. "I like you."

"You don't act like it." She came to a stop beside what must have been her car—a rental, a purple sports car, all curves and no sharp edges. It suited Catwoman more than Selina. 

He chose his words carefully, and enunciated them as such. "I act in a manner appropriate to who we are."

She had not yet released his arm, though they'd both started turning to face each other. "And who are we?" she asked, mimicking his diction back at him. 

"We are two people with nine years between them."

"You think you're capable of taking advantage of me?" She said it like it was a dare. 

"I am older than you, wealthier than you, and larger than you." Somehow she had ended up between himself and her car. "Asking you to get me coffee would be taking advantage of you."

"If I were young and poor but enormous, would that be okay?"

He almost considered the question seriously. "You," he said, "are at the center of a Venn diagram of things I can't have."

"Can't have," she repeated. 

"That was poorly phrased." To say the least. 

"You're friends with women younger than I am."

"That depends on how you define friendship. And none of them have ever tried to kiss me." Or succeeded. Repeatedly. Usually while wearing a leather mask. 

"Then this is about the kiss." She sounded triumphant. 

"It set a bad precedent."

"I told you it was special circumstances."

"You keep trying to flirt with me."

"Sometimes you flirt back. That doesn't mean anything. I flirt with everyone."

"No. You don't."

"I flirt with everyone I find tolerable," she clarified. "There are exactly two people I find tolerable in this city. If I'm going to keep coming back here for work, being able on occasion to talk to one of them would be... nice."

"Nice," he repeated. 

"I'm not trying to damn with faint praise."

He knew that she wasn't. She'd kissed him for nice. Selina Kyle had been all over the world, and she could think of no greater praise than nice.

And she thought he didn't like her.

Hm.

She covered her nose with his handkerchief and sneezed again. It didn't echo. 

"Are you going to be at the fireman's ball next week?" he asked. 

"I'm actually leaving Gotham tomorrow," she said, rueful. 

"Ah. Any idea when you'll be back?"

"Not really. I'd call ahead to warn you, but I don't exactly have your number."

It really would be useful to have some warning. Just not for the reasons she thought. "May I see your phone?" 

She hesitated. "Really?" He said nothing, just waited. She unlatched her purse to retrieve it, unlocked it and gave it to Bruce. Her wallpaper was a painting of a cat, with icons to match. 

Honestly. It wasn't as if he made all his app icons tiny bats. She could at least try to be discreet. Despite that, he opened up her contacts to add himself, filling out every field short of a picture. He drew the line at selfies. He had never in his entire life had occasion to take a picture of himself, and he wasn't about to start. When he handed the phone back, she stared at it. 

"Really?" she asked again. 

"I don't always answer texts immediately. I get to it eventually. Don't even bother trying to call."

She looked at him, then back at his number, thoughtful. "When am I allowed to text you?" she asked finally. 

His eyebrows dipped a little. "Text me when you have a reason to text me." He didn't like the implications of 'allowed'. Her thumbs moved over the screen, and his phone buzzed in his pocket.

"So you have my number," she explained. But her thumbs were still moving, even though she wasn't looking at the screen. His phone buzzed again. "That one's just for fun." Another buzz. "And that one."

"Don't push your luck."

Despite the warning, she looked pleased as she put her phone away. "You should probably get your wallet back to its adoring fans."

"And you should get home," he agreed. "Read a book. Watch a movie. Sleep." He leaned forward just enough to press a quick kiss to her forehead. "Goodbye, Miss Kyle."

"Goodbye, Mr. Wayne."

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    "This," Batman said, "is ridiculous."

It was a damned good thing that Catwoman always worked alone. She could be very exasperating. Not great for his reputation.

She was sitting on the floor, her arms bound around her torso with slender rope. Her wrists were trapped in front of her sternum. The blonde curls of her wig looked out of place against her skin. "I'm glad we agree," she said. Catwoman was referring to the art. Batman was referring to what she'd done to it. It was a deliberate misunderstanding.

"This may be the pettiest thing I've ever seen." Every canvas was ruined, in tatters, long clawmarks running through them. A cat ruining the curtains. 

"I was performing a public service," she said loftily. 

"According to whom?"

"According to good taste."

Somehow this always seemed to end up happening with her. Discussing it as if she could be reasoned with.

"Where's the statue?" he asked, knowing she'd never tell him.

"On its way to where it belongs," she answered.

She was baiting him into saying 'it belongs in a museum'. He wouldn't, so the joke would lie in wait without a punchline to disarm it.

"The police are on their way," he said instead, a warning and an ultimatum.

She started to say something, then bent her legs and buried her face in her knees to sneeze. It was, as before, a very dainty little sound.

"Next time don't jump in the harbor," he added.

"Next time don't chase me into the harbor," she countered. The stubborn set to her jaw was belied by a brief shudder.

He would not be guilted.

She sneezed again.

He resisted the temptation to sigh. Separating his cape from the rest of his costume, he draped it over her shoulders. An expensive and glorified blanket. She was wary when he knelt beside her to wrap it tighter around her, since she couldn't do it herself. "Don't break and enter with a cold," he said.

"Do you take a break every time you get a cold?"

"I don't get colds." They could hear the sirens now, getting closer.

"How'd you pull that off?" she asked, though she clearly didn't believe him.

"Sheer force of will," he said as he stood. Catwoman laughed, bundled up in his cape on the floor. The sirens came to a stop outside the museum. "I believe that's your ride," he said.

"Be seeing you," she called as Batman headed for the roof.

He gave it about a block before she made it out of the car. He suspected her of letting herself get caught, in the same way that she suspected him of letting her go.

He wasn't, necessarily. The only alternative was that he carry her to the police station himself. That wasn't happening. 

Not after last time.

If there was one thing he was good at, it was learning from his mistakes.


  





  



"I thought you uninstalled Snapchat right after you claimed your username."

Bruce took his phone back out of Dick's hand, set it back on the desk where he'd left it before. "I did," he said, not looking up from his paperwork.

"So why are you getting Snapchat notifications?"

"I reinstalled it," Bruce said shortly.

"When?"

"When I kept getting yelled at for never checking Snapchat."

Dick laughed, because of course he'd find that hilarious. "Nickie or Adia?"

"Both."

Dick laughed again, fell backward into the couch in Bruce's office. His legs dangled off the armrest, not quite upside-down. "Who's the notification from?"

"None of your business," Bruce said, though he set his pen down, picked his phone up to check. He didn't think his face had given anything away when he'd seen the name and tapped to see the picture, but Dick shot up immediately.

"That was almost a smile!" Dick accused, nearly leapfrogging over the desk in his quest to look at the phone's screen. Bruce didn't bother trying to hide it from him, since the username wasn't visible. Dick frowned. "It's just trees," he complained, having apparently expected something more salacious.

"It's Guayabo de Turrialba," Bruce corrected, setting his phone back down.

"Did Diana send it to you or something?"

"No. If I ask you to show me your homework right now, how well is that going to end for you?" He picked his pen back up, turned his attention back toward work.

"Great," Dick said, clearly lying. "But I guess I can go double-check that I have everything in order, first."

"You do that," Bruce said, even as Dick darted out back into the hallway.

He picked his phone back up once he was alone, turned up the volume and tapped again to start a video. Trees again, no sound but bird calls and the chirping of crickets. But it moved forward, until he could make out an Agalychnis callidryas trying to hide on a leaf. She didn't get very close before it jumped away. Overlaid was an emoji of a frog. It didn't seem to suit the scene.

He wasn't going to reply. She never seemed to mind. Read receipts didn't count as encouraging her.

At least he'd have plenty of warning before she came back to Gotham.
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1. Chapter 1
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    "I'm serious, Ma. Just be nice."

"I'm always nice."

Jonathan laughed, but stopped when Martha glared at him. He returned his attention to his coffee and his book rather than contradict his wife's sweet nature. Clark had bought him an ereader, but his father simply couldn't resist cheap thrift store paperbacks. He also did not seem to feel any shame regarding how many of them featured shirtless cowboys on the cover.

"If I drag him out here and he ends up getting interrogated about his business practices, he's going to sulk for a month. At least." Clark had his hands around a mug of cocoa, but he'd been neglecting it long enough that all his marshmallows had melted.

"You're really winning me over, you know, telling me all about your sulky friend." She was scrubbing the dishes she'd made in the process of making the cookies now in the oven, even though Clark had bought her a dishwasher. Unless there were enough dishes to fill the thing, she never used it.

"You know that's not what I meant," he sighed.

"I know, I know. I'll be nice. Where do you think he'll want to sleep? Upside-down in the barn?"

"Maybe," he said, and Martha laughed. "We can put a mattress in my room. He'll want Diana to have the guest room, I know that for sure." Clark looked down at his cocoa to reheat it, a difficult-to-explain tightening in the backs of his eye sockets.

"I assume I need to be nice to her, too."

"I'm not as worried about that," he said. "Everyone loves Diana. I don't know if anyone's really done Christmas with her, yet. She seemed excited about it."

"Aww." Martha grabbed a towel to dry her hands, checked the time and grabbed an oven mitt. "I hope we don't disappoint her."

"You won't."

"These are for guests," Martha warned as she set the cookie sheet on top of the stove to cool. "Don't either of you go trying to steal some."

"Are you accusing Superman of theft?" Clark teased.

She pulled off the oven mitt, reached out to ruffle his hair. "I am accusing Clark Kent of being a little pig is what I'm doing. I'm still mad about those cupcakes."

"Ma, I was eleven."

"I'll be mad as long as I want to be mad." She kissed the top of his head. "I'm going upstairs to make sure the guest room's fit to be seen, don't think I won't know if you try to be sneaky."

"Sneaky isn't my thing." He sipped at his cocoa as his mother left the kitchen, and tried not to feel nervous. It was less that he was worried what his friends would think of his parents, and more the reverse. Insofar as Bruce could be said to be anyone's friend. More of a grudging coworker, but that was close enough to friends where Bruce was concerned.

"You know," Jonathan said, eyes still on his book, "you can always invite your friend Lois over."

Clark stared at the foam of melted marshmallow on top of his drink. "She's got her own family to celebrate with."

"It doesn't have to be for Christmas."

He made a weak attempt at a smile. "I don't think she'd be particularly interested in coming out to Kansas."

"Not even for Superman?"

"Not for Clark Kent." That might have come out a little more bitter than he'd meant it to. He sipped at his cocoa, as if that would make it sweeter.

"Still not planning to tell her?"

"Not really."

"Huh." Despite his apparent inattention, Clark knew his father's focus was actually on the conversation. It was just the way Jonathan was, always seeming half elsewhere. Secretly, he was interested to see what happened when Bruce met him. "Don't trust her?"

"It isn't like that."

"No?"

"I don't think she'd tell anyone."

"There's more to trust than keeping secrets, kiddo."

Clark started heating his cocoa again, not for any reason except that he could. "I know." He stopped when it started to boil.

"When I was a kid," Jonathan began, before stopping. "Lord, what an old man thing to say." He set down his book with a look of disgust. "Should I just quit while I'm ahead?"

This time Clark's smile was real. "You know I love your old man stories." He told them so rarely, after all. Especially from any point when he could have been called a kid. Clark had only a patchwork image of his father before he'd been a father, patchier the further back it went, built mostly of scraps dropped in non sequiturs and stories told by his mother.

He knew enough to know there was a reason he didn't know his grandparents. He didn't blame Jonathan for not talking about it much. But he still cherished the times that he did.

Jonathan sighed. "I wasn't a kid-kid, mind, but I was a kid. Before I met Martha, I was dating this girl—I liked her a lot, but I had a problem. Me and my health troubles, you know. Felt like I couldn't be myself until I dealt with it. Growing up real religious, it takes a long time to be able to shake that feeling. Secrets are second nature in a house like that. But I was on my own for the first time, I loved her, I felt like the world was my oyster. So I told her." He sighed again, took off his glasses to wipe them against his shirt. "She didn't take it well. Don't blame her for it, necessarily, but it ended the whole thing right there. She didn't see it as me having a problem, just that I was a problem. That was a hell of a thing to have happen, opening myself up only to find out the person supposed to love me best didn't love the real me at all. Felt like dying, if I'm honest." He was very matter-of-fact about it, now, with so many years between him and her. He slid his glasses back on, adjusted them to see if he'd managed to get the dirt off.

"So when I met Marty… well. I'd learned to keep my fool mouth shut by then. I was still better off than I'd been back with the church, that's what I told myself. Your ma, though, she could always tell I wasn't happy. Could tell I was hiding things from her, but she didn't pry. Might've been older by then, but we were still a couple of runaways at heart, living in the city and taking what we could get. And I went a long time keeping my secrets. Long, long time. I knew she was different, I was sure she was, but I didn't tell her anyway. Long as I didn't tell her, she'd never have a chance to prove me wrong. Didn't want to give her a chance to disappoint me, figured false hope was better than none." Clark felt his stomach twist with something like recognition, tried to ignore it.

"Wish I could tell you I was brave—if I'm teaching life lessons, seems like that'd be a better one. But it was Marty that took a leap of faith, figured me out and asked if I wanted help. Don't know if I ever would have told her, otherwise. Wasn't even mad that I hadn't trusted her with it. My problem was her problem, and we'd work on it together. It was everything I'd ever wanted, us against the world, and I'm still not sure what I did to deserve it. Might not have. Might not still. But if I could do it all over, I'd have told her a lot sooner." Jonathan looked at what remained of his coffee, debating whether to make more. "That's all I'm going to say about it."

They were quiet a while as Clark waited for the lump in his throat to subside. He could hear his mother upstairs, humming as she changed out the sheets in the guest room for nicer ones. "There's two things a person can think when they find out," he said finally. "It's either: Superman is actually Clark Kent. Or, it's: Clark Kent is actually Superman."

"And she could go either way."

"Basically." He shrugged, as if it was of no consequence. "We're not really anything. Not really. It's more of a game. Rearranging a puzzle while she tries to put it together." He frowned. "It's more fun than that makes it sound."

"Is it? Fun, I mean. For you."

His smile was faint. "Yeah. I think so, yeah." That felt like damning with faint praise, but he couldn't think of a better word for it. A dance where the lead kept changing.

Depending on what suit he wore, their relationship was completely different, and he couldn't decide which he preferred. He made her laugh when he was Clark. She trusted him more, but only because she thought she had him figured out. Superman was a mystery to be solved, and he suspected sometimes that she didn't really want to. Maybe for the same reason he didn't want to let her. Didn't want him to disappoint her.

Now there was a thought.

"She's never boring," he said finally, which really seemed no better than calling her fun.

Jonathan smiled and picked his book back up. "As long as you're happy, kiddo." He looked over Clark's shoulder at the stove. "Think those cookies are cool enough to eat?"

Clark leaned back in his chair, further than he should have been able to without falling over, and reached for one. "Clark! Don't you dare!" He froze. He looked through the walls, and confirmed that his mother was still upstairs in the guest bedroom, boxing up some of the clutter that had found its way in there.

Jonathan sighed. "It was worth a try."











Bruce was primarily in Kansas for Alfred's sake.

Dick had decided he wanted to spend the holidays with his new team. Bruce couldn't fault him for that. He'd have been perfectly happy not to bother with any festivities at all. He'd told Alfred more times than he could count that it was alright for him to take a vacation, visit old friends and relax. But the man refused to leave Bruce home alone at Christmas.

Thus: Kansas. The nearest airport, which wasn't near at all. A rental car, driving through a snowy landscape with a minimum of visual interest. The occasional barn.

It might have been relaxing, but the stillness made him anxious. Inactivity felt wrong, wrong like being able to see the horizon without a city skyline in the way. Somewhere that wasn't here, something was happening, and there was nothing he could do about it. Technically, that was always true. But usually he was at least doing something.

He had no expectation of enjoying himself. It wasn't anyone's fault. It just was what it was.

Fortunately, he was very good at pretending to enjoy himself. He might not be able to fool the living lie detectors, but Clark's parents deserved a nice holiday.

The Kents' farm had a driveway long enough to be a road. It was no wonder they'd managed to hide an alien in a place like this. Who would ever think to look? Even if they wanted to, they'd need binoculars. Clark was waiting by the porch as Bruce pulled in. It was strange to see him with neither suit nor glasses. An unfamiliar space between both identities.

"You made it!" Clark sounded entirely too pleased.

"I said I would."

"I know you did." Bruce resented the implication, regardless of its accuracy. Rather than acknowledge it, he circled the car to open the trunk. "Bruce, that is—I told you that you didn't have to bring presents."

"You did," Bruce agreed. Without asking, Clark started to help unpack the car. Bruce didn't protest.

"I hope you didn't spend too much."

"That's relative."

"You did literally the opposite of what I told you."

"I'm a loose cannon." Clark lead the way inside, and Bruce followed.

"Did you put lead foil around these boxes?"

"The fact that you can tell means I was justified."

Their parade toward the living room did not go unnoticed by Clark's parents. "Oh good Lord." Bruce had never actually met them before. Mrs. Kent was both older and younger than he'd expected. He wasn't sure what he'd expected. Someone wider, softer around the edges.

"Hello, Mrs. Kent."

"You're as big as Clark," she said, sounding faintly offended. "He's an alien, what's your excuse?"

"My house has tall ceilings." He set his boxes down beside the ones Clark had already deposited beside the tree. It was a real tree covered in a rainbow of lights, the ornaments all mismatched. Bruce and Diana had their own stockings on the mantle, less worn than those that belonged to the Kents.

"Bruce, this is my mother. Ma, this is Bruce Wayne."

"You look smaller in pictures," she said, holding out a hand.

"So I've heard." He accepted the handshake with a well-practiced smile.

"Oh, no, don't do that," she said, making a face as she put her hands on her hips.

He blinked. "No?"

"It's…" She gestured vaguely, then snapped her fingers as she tried to find the word. "Johnny, what's that creepy thing?"

Jonathan Kent had not stood yet from where he sat in an easy chair, reading a book with a very floral cover. "Victorian-era porcelain dolls?" he suggested.

His wife huffed. "No—well, yes, but I mean the reason they're creepy."

"Uncanny valley?"

"Yes!" She looked triumphant. "Uncanny valley, that's what it is."

"I probably should have warned you not to fake smiles around Ma," Clark said, apologetic.

"I'll try not to be creepy."

"It's Christmas, be as creepy as you want as long as you mean it." She'd turned her gaze back to her husband. "Johnny, get up and say hello, quit being rude."

"One second." Mr. Kent held up a hand, still reading, and Mrs. Kent rolled her eyes. "Sorry," he said as he set the book down. "It looked like they were finally going to kiss, but it was a false alarm. You know how it is."

Bruce did not. "That's always disappointing."

Clark's father was definitely shorter than he'd expected. About the same height as his wife, about as lean. Softer around the eyes. It was surprising that anyone believed they'd had a son so tall and broad and bronze. Even setting aside the other, more obvious problem.

"Clark takes after his grandmother," Jonathan said, unprompted, as they shook hands.

"They say it skips a generation," Bruce said.

"Clark said you'd want to give Diana the guest room," Mrs. Kent said, "so we put an air mattress in Clark's room. Is that okay? It's more comfortable than it sounds."

"That's fine."

"The couch unfolds into a bed, but it's harder to fall asleep in the living room. And that mattress is awful, really."

"I'll take your word for it."

"If you'd rather share a room with Diana, just let us know."

Bruce kept his face carefully neutral.

"Ma," Clark scolded.

"What?" Mrs. Kent was not at all apologetic. "Obviously she'd have to be okay with it, too—"

"Ma."

"—but you are all adults and what you get up to is your business. You can all share a room, if you want! As long as you keep it down while I'm trying to sleep."

"Ma, please." Clark's voice was muffled by his hands, because he'd buried his face in them.

"We'll be careful not to wake you," Bruce assured her.

She patted him on the arm. "That's all I ask." She looked back to her son. "Will Diana be getting here soon, do you think?"

Clark frowned. "She should have been here first, actually. She said she was in town a couple of hours ago."

"She's driving?" Mrs. Kent seemed surprised.

"She doesn't like flying for extended periods," Clark explained. "Prefers to be grounded."

Diana of Themyscira might be flesh and blood, but she'd been made from clay. She didn't like being too far from the earth. An interesting personality quirk. Bruce hadn't examined it too closely.

Not because it wasn't worth examining. More because he did not care to be examined in return. She could, in theory, see into a man's soul. If it was true, he'd managed to avoid it thus far. He would rather continue to do so, if he could help it.

Staring into the abyss, et cetera.

"Maybe she got distracted by the scenery," Bruce suggested.

"She could have been," Clark said, a hint of defensiveness. "It's scenic."

"Clark," his mother said, "it's Kansas in winter. I wouldn't live here if I didn't love it, but that doesn't mean you have to lie about it."

Bruce felt a pull at his mouth. Clark looked toward the door—and probably through the door, as well as any walls between him and it. "There she is. I wonder what kept her?"











What had kept her, it turned out, was the locals. "I stopped for gas," she explained, "and when I told them I was here to visit you, they were very enthusiastic."

"Was it Troy's?" Clark asked.

"The sign said 'liquor' and the woman was named Dory."

"That's Troy's," Clark said with a nod. "Technically not Troy's anymore, but everyone still calls it Troy's."

Diana opened the back door of the car. "Well, Dory wanted me to give you this." She pulled out a dusty cardboard box filled with glass bottles and handed it off to him. His brow furrowed, and he balanced it on one hand so he could lift a bottle out of it. The contents were a bright red bordering pink, the label crude.

"What! I thought they stopped making these!"

"Dory said she found that box in the back and knew you'd want it." 

As she got her luggage out of the trunk, Bruce left to grab his duffel bag from his car. He leaned against it and watched introductions from a distance. There was a lot more hugging than there'd been previous. Diana's bracelets could be seen under the sleeves of her sweater as she moved. He didn't think either Clark or Diana had any need to dress for warmth, but they'd done it anyway. He was the only person not wearing jeans. He almost felt overdressed.

Not that it mattered. They'd only be staying a little over a day.

Diana glanced in his direction. That was his cue to follow them back inside. The house looked smaller in the context of this many people, though he knew that wasn't fair. This was a normal number of people for a normally-sized house.

"We'll let you give them the tour," Mrs. Kent said to Clark, moving out of the front hall with her husband in tow. Bruce was the only one with a coat that needed to be taken off, and Clark put it up for him. "We don't want to get in your way."

"You're not in our way, Mrs. Kent," Diana said, and he didn't think anyone would be scolding her for smiling. Even if she looked every inch the statue she'd been made as, clay skin and soft curls and dramatic features. 

Uncanny valley. Not her, but him.

"You can call me Martha, you know," Mrs. Kent said.

It was just a name. Plenty of people had it. It really didn't matter at all. But Clark and Diana both looked at him, making it into a thing. Even if they tried to pretend that they hadn't.

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Kent," Diana said, "but I don't think that I will."

Mrs. Kent looked at Bruce. "Oh!"

"It's fine, really," he began.

"Fishsticks, I didn't even think about that."

"It isn't a problem."

"All the same," Mrs. Kent insisted, "you go right on ahead being as formal as you like, I'll be in the living room trying not to embarrass myself if anyone needs me."

"That's… not necessary." But she'd already bustled off, and Bruce was left feeling as if he'd scattered the floor with eggshells just by existing.

He was usually very good at being sociable.

"Fishsticks?" Diana asked.

"Ma gets creative with her interjections." Clark had cleaned off one of the mysterious bottles so he could drink it. Bruce was curious to see if it was still any good. How long did carbonation even last in a glass bottle? "Come on, I'll show you the guest room." They followed him up the narrow stairway, pictures along the wall of young Clark and younger Kents.

"This'll be your room, Diana," Clark said, opening the door to the left of the stairs and standing aside so she could get by. Bruce remained in the hallway.

"It's lovely," Diana assured him. Bruce thought she'd have said that no matter what. There was a frame across the hall filled with old polaroids assembled into a collage. The white borders had been scrawled on with permanent marker, dates and words that may have been names or may have been places. Faces, buildings, occasional crowds. He thought he could guess what word had been scribbled out in front of 'Nixon', a blurry picture centered around a fire. There were a lot of scribbled out words, actually.

"Is it still good?" Diana asked, and Bruce looked over to see Clark nodding mid-drink.

"Want to try it?" Clark asked, offering her the bottle. Diana accepted, but took only the smallest sip before making a face and holding it at arm's length.

"Is that how it's supposed to taste?" she demanded. She looked horrified. Bruce's mouth twitched.

Clark laughed. "Yes! It's great! You don't like it?"

"That," she said, disgusted, "is pure sugar."

"You say that like it's a bad thing."

"I don't think they have that brand in Gotham," Bruce said, examining the label at a distance. Tuckers Straw'berry Cream. That was a very oddly misplaced apostrophe.

"I don't think they have it anywhere," Clark sighed. "Never saw it anywhere except Troy's. Supposed to have been local, I think it was just some guy Troy knew. It was always my favorite."

"Dory told me," Diana said, smiling again. Her smiles weren't rare. She still managed to make them feel like it.

"Alright, well—bathroom's right over there, I'm going to show Bruce where he'll be and let you get settled."

"Thank you, Clark. I'll probably join you in a minute, if that's okay." She'd set her larger bag onto the bed, and unzipped it to reveal that it was full of presents she'd need to unpack. Clark's insistence that no one bring gifts continued to go unheeded, much to the surprise of no one.

"Yeah, that's fine." Clark looked to Bruce for confirmation, and he nodded. "So," he said as he lead the way, "we're going to be over here, and for the record, I moved out when I was eighteen and it's not like I've bothered to redecorate since then. That means you don't get to say anything about it."

"I'm not agreeing to that."

Clark sighed dramatically as he opened the door and lead Bruce inside. "I'm sorry we don't have anything better than an air mattress. I've been petitioning for a bunk bed for twenty years now, but I keep getting vetoed."

"It's fine," Bruce said, dropping his bag beside it. "I've slept on worse. You wouldn't have let me take the top bunk, anyway."

"I absolutely would," Clark said. "Give you a chance to feel tall."

Like most childhood bedrooms, it was mostly empty, stripped of anything that Clark would have wanted to keep. "A Hubble deep space poster and a map of Middle Earth."

"I had very diverse interests," Clark said, setting his drink down on the desk.

"Did any of them involve girls?"

"Hey, Lana was way more into Lord of the Rings than I was. And you're the one who recognized a map of Middle Earth."

"Fair."

"I'm sure you had nothing but original Rembrandts and pictures of yachts."

Bruce considered it. "I'm not sure if I had anything on my walls, actually. I'd have to ask Alfred." He glanced at Clark. "Don't give me that look."

"I don't have a look." He had a look.

"You and Diana do realize I'm a grown man capable of taking care of myself, right." Bruce asked.

"As if you'd ever let us forget it." That still sounded very patronizing.

"I'm older than you are. You don't have to keep checking to make sure I'm not sad."

"Diana is older than you, does she get to check?"

"You can both safely assume that I am fine unless told otherwise."

"But you have such a sensitive soul," Clark said, and Bruce shook his head. "Sometimes you look like you're not telling us what's on your mind. Like right now. You look like you could use a hug. Do you need a hug, Bruce?"

"I don't." Bruce had a vague hope that if he kept his tone neutral rather than irritated, Clark would drop it.

It did not work. Clark was already spreading his arms. "I feel like I should give you a hug just to be safe."

He was not going to give him the satisfaction of leaving the room to escape. "Clark, I know where to find significant amounts of Kryptonite."

"That sounds like something that someone who needs a hug would say."

He crossed his arms over his chest. It would be physically impossible for any hugs to be mutual. "I can say very authoritatively that it does not."

Bruce was being hugged. He remained stock-still and ramrod straight, arms crossed and face expressionless.

"Clark. Let me go."

"Let's just enjoy the moment."

"I am not enjoying the moment."

"Give it a couple minutes."

"We are not staying like this for a couple minutes."

Diana cleared her throat in the doorway. Bruce shut his eyes, and would have rubbed at his temples if Clark had not trapped his arms. "Should I leave you two alone?" she asked.

"Please help." Bruce's flat affect made her laugh.

"Get in here Diana, let's make it a group hug."

"Clark," Bruce said, "please don't give your mother ideas."

Clark finally let Bruce go, but only because he was laughing. Diana had covered her mouth with her fingers.

"I leave you alone for five minutes and I miss out on hugs," Diana sighed.

"You two are free to hug each other whenever the mood strikes," Bruce said.

"That isn't the same," she said, hand on her hip.

"You only like hugs when there's the potential to break ribs?"

"I would be very gentle," she assured him.

"That won't be necessary."

"You don't want me to be gentle?" She didn't have to sound so intrigued about it.

"You know that isn't what I meant."

Her grin was not as reassuring as she wanted it to be. "You know I would never hug you without your consent."

"See, Clark?" he said, gesturing to her. "Why can't you be more like Diana."

"I can try," Clark said, "but I'm not sure I'll be able to find the boots in my size."











Jonathan had been very insistent that no one ruin their appetites, as he was making a quite frankly ludicrous amount of spinach-and-artichoke baked macaroni and cheese.

Despite this, Mrs. Kent was nibbling on cookies as they sat in the living room. Diana had already eaten two. Clark had been given the job of digging through the closet to find a suitable board game.

"Have a cookie," Mrs. Kent suggested, pushing the plate closer to Bruce's side of the couch. "Maybe it'll cheer you up."

"Wouldn't want to get too cheered," he reminded her. "I might smile again."

"Don't be silly," she chided. "It's just the fake smiles, makes you look like you just found out your exes are dating."

"I can see how that would be a problem."

"I should hope so."

"Some people think I have a nice smile," Bruce said. "Some of them even smile for a living." Which in theory made them experts.

Mrs. Kent raised an eyebrow. "Bruce. Can I be honest?"

"I don't see why you should stop now."

She reached out to pat him gently on the shoulder. "I don't think those people care about you very much."

He considered this. He considered, also, that Mrs. Kent was far from the first person to ask him to stop smiling. "Probably not, no," he conceded.

"Cookie?" she suggested again, holding the plate up for him. This time he took one, and she looked satisfied.

Clark sighed as he surveyed the contents of the closet, scratching the back of his head. "I'm not sure we have any games you guys would know," he admitted.

"We've mostly got flea market, yard sale stuff," his mother clarified. "It's all very old-fashioned."

"I'm much older than you are," Diana reminded her.

"Maybe," Mrs. Kent said, as if it were not an objective fact. "But I don't know that they have many old board games where you're from, either."

"True. What about card games?"

"I don't play those with Clark," she said with a slight sniff of displeasure.

"Ma, I don't cheat at cards."

"Then find me a deck with lead in the middle of the cards. It shouldn't make any difference to you."

Bruce made a mental note to see if that was possible. "As long as I don't have to play Monopoly," he said. Clark whipped his head around as if Bruce had just said something horribly offensive.

"Did Marty buy another Monopoly board?" Jonathan demanded, poking his head into the living room. How he had heard them was a mystery, since he was still wearing a very large pair of headphones. Mrs. Kent had insisted on it, as she did not share his affection for Top 40 stations. Bruce could hear the bass from where he was sitting.

Mrs. Kent huffed. "No, we were just having a conversation."

He disappeared back into the kitchen with a, "Thank god."

Diana was leaning forward, resting her chin on her palms with a smile. "I feel like there's a story there."

Mrs. Kent scoffed, waving away the notion. "I'm not that bad."

This time it was Clark's turn to scoff. "You made Pa cry."

"Tch! Don't say that like it's hard. He cried when the Spice Girls broke up."

"Didn't everyone?" Bruce asked, and Mrs. Kent laughed. His mouth twitched, and he grabbed another cookie.

"Besides, Clark," she added, "you're the one that used to use two pieces. At least I followed the rules."

Clark looked indignant. "If you put the Scottie on the cannon, it becomes a dog on a unicycle. That's one piece."

"Don't say it like it like that's a rule," she said. "He even tried putting the top hat on it, once," she added to Bruce.

Bruce swallowed his cookie. "Unbelievable," he said.

"Thank you, Bruce," she said, and Clark glared at him.

"I can't believe you," Clark said, and Bruce shrugged. "And after we shared a moment earlier."

"Oh, don't say anymore, I don't want to know," Mrs. Kent said, recoiling and looking ready to cover her ears.

"I did not consent to that moment."

"Clark!"

"It was a hug!" Clark protested, throwing his hands up, as Diana tried to smother a giggle fit. "It was just a hug, Ma. Honestly. I'm your son, what are you even accusing me of here."

"That's not better!" Mrs. Kent insisted. "You can't just go around hugging people without their permission. Respect Bruce's right to set boundaries."

Bruce had turned his head so that she couldn't see the upward curl of his mouth, lips pressed into a thin line, but Clark could see it just fine. "What happened to being a grown man capable of taking care of himself?" Clark asked.

"I have a sensitive soul," Bruce reminded him. Diana hiccuped a laugh, and Bruce looked without meaning to at where she was curled up in Jonathan's chair. Their eyes met for a half-second, contact that felt tangible, magnetic. Not least because she had very expressive eyes, the palest shade of blue; she could say a lot with just a look. He couldn't tell if she had that effect on everyone. He wasn't going to ask. Bruce pulled his gaze back to Clark, safer territory.

"Let's just play halma," Mrs. Kent suggested.

"You're only saying that because you always win at halma."

"You let me."

"I really don't."

"We can do teams! You and Diana versus me and Bruce."

"Why does Bruce get to be on your team?" Despite his tone, Clark did not seem genuinely hurt.

"He's already sitting next to me." She patted Bruce's knee as Clark pulled the box down from inside the closet. "Clark and I will play a round first so you two can see how to play, that sound alright?"

"Sure you don't want Diana on your team?" Bruce asked. "More evenly distribute the superhumans?"

"Don't sell yourself short," she chided. "Just because my son's smart doesn't mean he's any good at strategy. Sorry, Diana."

"Why are you apologizing to her?" Clark asked.

"That's alright, Mrs. Kent," Diana assured her. "If we were both as good as I am, it wouldn't be fair to Bruce."

Both men narrowed their eyes at Diana as Mrs. Kent cackled.

Rather than pull up a chair, Clark sat on the floor beside the coffee table, across from his mother. "I'm not that bad at strategy," he insisted as he set up the board.

"We had to stop playing chess because you gave up whenever you lost a pawn," Mrs. Kent reminded him.

"I was nine!"

"Do you just not like games you can't win by having powers?" Bruce asked, raising an eyebrow.

"You don't need powers to be good at poker," he said. He sat back once the board was ready, waiting for his mother to make the first move. She moved her first piece, and he moved his; they kept going in quick succession, neither of them seeming to take much time to think about the moves they were making. It was more impressive from Mrs. Kent. Clark could think even faster than he could move, and he was capable of breaking the sound barrier. It wasn't hard to see how the game worked. Trying to trade places with their pieces, they could only move one square unless they were jumping others. A variation on checkers, though in this one no pieces were lost.

Which made sense, if losing pawns was all it took to make young Clark quit.

"You used to count cards," Mrs. Kent accused.

"Not on purpose. And that's not a power. I didn't even have powers, yet."

"Did you not?" Diana asked. She moved to sit on the floor beside Clark to watch the board.

"Those came later," he explained, as he moved a piece that would allow his mother to jump five times. He frowned when she did exactly that. "High school."

"The worst possible time for a boy to get super speed," Mrs. Kent said, blocking off the only useful move Clark could have made.

"Not like it did me any good," Clark said. "You banned me from using super speed to do chores to teach me the value of work. Which made no sense, incidentally—" Mrs. Kent started laughing again, and Bruce found himself watching Diana as she watched mother and son. 

"Is that what I told you?" Mrs. Kent asked. "Lord, you were sixteen, I was just trying to get you out of the house and doing something with your hands. Tissues don't grow on trees. Well, they do, sort of, but—you know what I mean."

Clark stopped playing to cover his face with both hands. "Ma," he said, muffled, "you can't just say that in front of people."

"What?" She was no more abashed than she'd been when she'd insinuated they might wake her with orgies in the night. "It's not like you're the only one here to have ever been a teenager. You were a teenager, once, weren't you?" This last was directed to Diana, who was trying to interpret Clark's horror. His ears had turned red.

"I was," Diana confirmed.

"See?" she said. "No point being shy about it. Don't know where you get this puritanical streak from, it's certainly not me." Clark dragged his hands down his face, resumed moving game pieces in ill-advised directions. He was still blushing. "You should have seen him when it came time for The Talk, I thought he was going to jump out the window. And he couldn't fly yet, so you know it was serious."

"That was the least helpful The Talk in the history of The Talk."

"I did my best! All I know's the birds and the bees, for all I knew you were an iguana."

"It took three hours. I counted. There were diagrams. You brought homework."

Bruce was surprised to see Diana pull her phone out of her pocket in the middle of this fascinating exchange, more surprised when his pocket buzzed. He pulled out his own phone, opened up the secure messaging app that had alerted him.




  JoeyBee: There are a lot of idioms going around that I'm not clear on

JoeyBee: I assume I get the gist from context but I'd like to be sure

JoeyBee: I don't want to embarrass myself later


Bruce glanced up from his phone. Definitely Diana. Definitely waiting for a reply. Clark and his mother were having an argument about Our Bodies, Ourselves.




  6625211850: I don't remember giving you my info.

JoeyBee: I got it from Dick last time I was in Gotham

JoeyBee: He warned me you don't text

6625211850: I don't.


That had been months ago. Many months ago. He wasn't sure what to make of that fact. That she was trying to save it for emergencies?




  6625211850: You know you could probably just ask Clark.

JoeyBee: I don't want to interrupt

6625211850: The birds and the bees are a euphemism for sex.

6625211850: "The talk" is a talk about sex.

6625211850: Do you want etymologies, or do you think you're good?


Diana looked up from her phone. Bruce raised an eyebrow at her. They both glanced toward the ongoing argument, then back to their phones.




  JoeyBee: Why not flowers and bees?

JoeyBee: Birds and bees have nothing to do with each other

6625211850: They have other traits that lend themselves well to metaphor.

JoeyBee: How does the iguana factor into this

6625211850: Clark is an alien.

6625211850: In theory he is neither bird nor bee.

6625211850: I have not confirmed this theory, nor will I.

JoeyBee: Oh

JoeyBee: Thank you for the clarification


Diana set her phone down in her lap. That should have been the end of the conversation.




  6625211850: Aren't you a telepath?

JoeyBee: ?

6625211850: Why did you have to message me?

JoeyBee: As opposed to direct mental contact?

6625211850: Yes.

JoeyBee: Without my lariat, it requires physical contact and an open mind

JoeyBee: A willingness to by touched both physically and mentally

JoeyBee: I was respecting your right to set boundaries


Bruce looked up at Diana's small, impish smile. He hadn't actually been aware of that limitation. It was comforting, in a way, to think that she couldn't get into his mind without his permission. Without tying him up. That part was less comforting.




  6625211850: I appreciate the consideration.

JoeyBee: You know, in this context your use of a full stop makes you seem terse

6625211850: Yes.

6625211850: I know.

6625211850: Was I supposed to recognize your username?

6625211850: Because if I hadn't seen you messaging me, I wouldn't have.

JoeyBee: I guess I didn't think of that

6625211850: Why not just WonderWoman?

JoeyBee: That was taken

JoeyBee: So was WanderWoman

JoeyBee: Barry said a good technique was to combine things you like


Barry's username was SciencePizza. She should not have been taking advice from Barry. About anything.




  6625211850: So, bees.

JoeyBee: Bumblebees!

JoeyBee: 🐝~ bzz bzz

JoeyBee: And baby kangaroos

JoeyBee: There is no emoji for those

JoeyBee: It is a grevious oversight

6625211850: I can see that.


There were times that the warrior princess of Themyscira confounded him utterly.

"Can I not make any moves?" Clark asked his mother.

"You can't," Mrs. Kent said, apologetic. She clapped her hands together. "Should we set the board for four players?" she asked, looking to Bruce and Diana. Both of whom hid their phones with a vague sense of guilt.

"Certainly, Mrs. Kent," Diana said.

Clark added new pieces and reset the old at lightning speed. "I'll try not to hold you back too much," he said to Diana, sounding resigned.

She smiled. "Oh, Clark." The smile disappeared. "I'm going to be telling you what to move and where."

"… that's probably for the best."

Mrs. Kent looked thrilled. "Isn't this exciting, Bruce?"

He could see out the corner of his eye where Diana had risen to kneel on the floor, preparing herself for war.

"Truly," Bruce deadpanned, "I have never felt so alive."











The game had ended in a contentious tie, made less contentious by the fact that dinner was ready. Diana was grateful that they'd gone through the trouble of making something vegetarian to accommodate her; she knew very well that it was not the standard when it came to American meals. The table had only four chairs, so Clark had found another that did not quite match.

Martha and Jonathan sat together, of course, and Clark sat beside them. That left Bruce and Diana beside each other at the table, and it was remarkable how little elbow room he needed when he put his mind to it. Maybe contortion was among his many and varied skills. She spread her own elbows out to take up as much room as she could ever need, just to see if he'd notice. If he did, he didn't show it. She might have gone so far as to sprawl out if it wouldn't have been a difficult thing to explain to the Kents.

Or maybe 'I was trying to irritate Bruce' would be explanation enough. It seemed good enough for Clark.

"This is very good, Mr. Kent," she said between bites. Bruce nodded his agreement.

"Glad you think so," Jonathan said. "How's a goat cheese and squash pie sound for tomorrow?"

Diana was in the middle of another bite, so she covered her mouth with her hand to speak. "Fantastic."

"Good," he said, "because I already made the pie crusts." Martha snorted. "I was going to be in trouble if you said anything else, I'm not sure why I asked."

"I'll be taking care of the goose," Martha said. "If you're a vegetarian because you like animals, you should know this goose was a real jerk." Diana giggled. "I'm not kidding, she was an awful bird. Absolute worst. Keeping her alive until Christmas was the hard part."

Clark looked thoughtful. "I'm not convinced there's such a thing as a nice goose," he said. "Or any kind of waterfowl."

"He just thinks that because a swan chased him into a tree when he was six," Martha said to everyone and no one.

"If you really wanted to strike fear into the hearts of criminals," Clark said, pointing his fork at Bruce, "you'd dress up like a swan."

"I considered it," Bruce said. "I scrapped it because the feathers were too high-maintenance."

Diana was pretty sure that was a joke. It was hard to tell, sometimes. One of these days she would accidentally laugh when he was being serious and offend him horribly. She was hoping it would get easier with practice. She'd enjoyed messaging him earlier. A private conversation, something they did not often have. Or ever. She didn't know why she enjoyed it so much, when he always had to make everything so difficult. Though that may have been an answer in and of itself. She didn't know if he would respond, if she messaged him again when they were back to their lives. She might not try.

"Speaking of costumes," Martha said, "Diana—"

"Ma," Clark said, a warning.

"I'm not judging!" Martha insisted. "I'm genuinely curious. When I was a kid they taught us Amazons wore pants and cut off one breast, clearly they had some bad intel."

"I… don't know where the breast thing came from," Diana said. "But it has long been tradition among my people that when traveling in the world of men, we wear whatever is least likely to get us confused for a man. In the time of the Greeks, trousers were considered quite feminine."

"Aaaaah." Martha nodded. "Spite."

"Yes. And unlike some people, I do have several costumes. Some are more comfortable than others, but sometimes I just…"

"Want to wear a red bustier?" Martha suggested.

"Exactly."

"I can sympathize with that," Martha said, and Jonathan raised an eyebrow. She caught his expression out of the corner of her eye, nudged him under the table to get him to behave. It was, Diana thought, extraordinarily cute. They were such a lovely couple, so very in love still; not long in the life of an Amazon, and yet it felt like an achievement. It was no wonder they had raised a boy into Superman, in a house so full of love. It reminded her of home.

"In my defense," Clark said, "I do have a couple of different costumes. I just like to be consistent, is all."

They both looked at Bruce. Bruce did not sigh, but he came very close to it. "Would it make you feel better if I wore my business casual cape next time."

"Not good enough," Diana said. "I won't be satisfied until you have a hole in your costume shaped like a bat." Clark choked on his drink.

"A hole," Bruce repeated, "in my bulletproof suit."

"Yes." Diana felt like she was improving her poker face. Clark was still trying not to spit out his drink. "You're very unlikely to get shot there, anyway. And it will distract your enemies."

"I would find that very distracting," Clark agreed, still sounding a bit strained.

"Bat-shaped hole in the chest," Bruce repeated. "Any other notes? As long as we're workshopping this."

She'd thought for sure that would get him to make some kind of face. Any kind at all, really. He was much better at this than her. She hummed thoughtfully as she took another bite of her dinner. "Sleeveless," she decided.

"Really," Bruce asked. "No gloves, nothing?"

"No, keep the gloves. I just think you should show off your biceps more."

Bruce's first concession to the absurdity of the conversation was to look down at his own arm. It was even larger than Diana's, and that was saying something. Then he looked up at her, one eyebrow raised. She fluttered her eyelashes to denote innocence.

"You do recall that I'm not bulletproof," he said, as if her suggestion had been even remotely serious. Though if he did start wearing an alternate costume— 

"I'm not saying it would be appropriate for every mission," she said, continuing the farce. "But sometimes, surely, you could stand to dress more like… Aquaman?"

"He seems like a bad role model," Bruce said, "since about half the time he doesn't actually finish getting dressed."

"Yes," Diana agreed. "Exactly."

"I'm starting to think you don't have my best interests at heart."

"I never said that I did."

"True."

"Do these kinds of conversations happen often in your line of work?" Martha asked her son.

"Conversations about skimpier Batman costumes? Yes. Too often. And yet he never listens."

"What can I say," Bruce shrugged. "I'm shy."

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Bruce woke up because he'd had the nightmare again.

At this point in his life, it was no more eventful than waking up for the usual reasons. Nothing as dramatic as calling out in his sleep, or even jolting upright. Just opened his eyes, so he wouldn't have to see blood burned into the backs of his eyelids.

He'd never actually told the police what happened. Alfred, later, but never the police. They'd thought it was shock. Maybe it was. It had been easy enough for them to figure it out, from the evidence, from other eyewitnesses. He'd never corrected it. All of the re-enactments were wrong. He'd seen enough of them by now to be sure.

The re-enactments always went like this: 

When the gun went off, Thomas leapt in front of Martha. Thomas was shot trying to protect his wife. He died instantly. Martha screamed. Martha was shot to silence the screaming. She died instantly. Her necklace broke and fell to pieces, her hair around her face. The mugger ran rather than shoot a child. Bruce was left there to weep with the corpses of his parents until police responded to reports of gunfire.

The re-enactments didn't bother him. Not really. They were too wrong. It made him grateful that he'd never told the truth.

The nightmare always went like this:

The man with the gun didn't even know Bruce was there. He was too far away. The first bullet was meant for Thomas. It may have been an accident. It hit Martha instead, pierced her abdomen, went through her left lung and settled near her spine. She did not die instantly. She never screamed. Scream was not the right word for what Thomas did. No human, no animal, could ever make a noise like that. His wife's name had come out of him like the sound of his soul being torn in two. Sometimes Bruce thought that the gun had been aiming for that terrible noise. The bullet went through his skull and lodged itself in his brain. He had died instantly. 

Bruce had not known, then, the exact organs that the bullets hit. He found that out later, when he'd read the coroner's report. He'd thought he'd be able to handle it. He'd been wrong. He'd spent a lot of time vomiting, afterward.

They'd been left there on the pavement. Bruce had run to them. Martha had not a hair out of place, not once in her whole life, not even as she'd lain there with her lungs filling with blood. That was the thing they got most wrong, always so wrong. Martha Wayne would not dignify so low a thing as death with dishevelment. She told him it would be okay. She told him he needed to call Alfred. She told him to trust no one but Alfred. She told him to hurry, because Alfred would know what to do. 

He would realize later that she'd told him this so he wouldn't watch her die. She'd already resigned herself to dying then and there. She'd always been very practical, that way.

Bruce had run faster than he ever thought he could to the nearest payphone. Gotham still had payphones, then. Alfred took too long to answer. Bruce was incoherent when he did. Everything took too long. He gave up, and ran back. In his absence Martha had lain beside her husband, and laced her fingers with his. She had shut his eyes, and fixed his coat. They used to stargaze that way, out on the lawn behind the house in summer, when the air was hot and filled with fireflies. With nothing left that he could do, Bruce had curled up between them. He'd thought maybe he would die. He'd thought maybe he could go wherever it was that they had gone. It was the only thing he could think of. Their blood had soaked hot through his clothes. He couldn't see the stars past the city lights. The police had thought he was dead, too, when they got there.

Maybe he was, in his own little way.

He always woke up when they tried to take him away. He always thought the nightmare might end when Thomas screamed, but it never did. He didn't understand how he could sleep through that. That was always the worst part, not the bullets or the blood, but that sound. It echoed in his heart long after he woke up.

He was a very particular kind of cynic. He did not think, but knew, that true love was a real and tangible thing. True love looked like bloodless hands trapped together by rigor mortis, true love sounded like a man's will to live escaping through his throat, true love tasted like copper and bile.

Anything less was a pale imitation settled for by people who didn't know any better.

He stared at the ceiling of Clark's childhood bedroom. Someone—maybe his mother—had painted glow-in-the-dark constellations on the wood.

He rolled silently off the inflatable mattress on the floor, pulled on a spare sweatshirt from his bag. There were three creaky steps on the staircase. He'd counted them earlier, so he could avoid them now. In the living room, he could see that the Kents had already been through. There were more presents piled beside the others, and the stockings had been filled. Including his.

Bruce pulled on his boots in the half-light of the tree, threw on his jacket but nothing else. The Kents didn't have an alarm system for him to disable before he went out the door. It wasn't even locked. He could see his breath in the cold night air when he stepped out onto the porch. Snow, nothing but snow stretching out into the distance. A pure sheet of white reflecting the moonlight. This much open land existed nowhere in Gotham. His house was the closest. He looked up. The stars seemed to burn brighter, this far away from everything.

He started walking, told himself he just needed air and that he wasn't patrolling.

He was patrolling.

It made him feel better.

He stopped as he turned the corner toward the barn, watched his breath dissolve into the air. There was a bonfire lit nearer to the barn than the house; the Kents were sitting beside it. He could hear her laughter, smothered and distant though it was. He hesitated.

His approach was slow along the cleared-out path, because he wanted to be sure they'd see him coming. At least in part because he didn't think it was the cold that had Jonathan exhaling thick white clouds. Mr. Kent did not make any move to hide what he was doing, despite the advance warning. Firelight glinted off a pipe made of glass.

"Hello, Bruce," Mrs. Kent said, waving cheerfully. "Couldn't sleep?"

"Something like that." He shoved his hands into his pockets, and thought perhaps he ought to have put on a heavier pair of pants. "I'm not interrupting anything, am I?"

"Naw," she scoffed, waving away his concern. "We got extra chairs if you want to pull up a seat."

"Now, wait a minute, Marty," Jonathan interrupted. "That all depends." He squinted at Bruce over the fire. "You a narc, boy?"

Mrs. Kent cackled before he could answer, hit her husband on the shoulder with the back of her hand. "Johnny, you ass, don't pick on him. Come on, Bruce, sit down. Get close to the fire, you're going to freeze to death looking like that."

Bruce hesitated again, but did eventually pull a chair up near the fire. He crossed his arms over his chest to try and get warmer faster. "Does Clark know?"

She snorted. "He pretends not to."

"Least he can do," Jonathan said, "after all those times we pretended not to notice him sneaking back into his room after he'd been out drinking."

"That was back when he could drink," she reminded him. "I think it stopped doing anything for him before he even turned eighteen." She leaned toward Bruce. "This probably makes me a terrible parent, but I'm glad he got to see what it felt like. Speaking of which." She held up her beer. "You want one? It's nothing fancy, but it'll get you buzzed." She looked him over. "Maybe. You might be a little out of my weight class." Jonathan was blowing smoke rings toward the sky.

"I'll take one," he said with a shrug. Might as well. He was on vacation.

"Good man," Jonathan said as he pulled a bottle out of the snow and handed it to his wife. She used her wedding ring to crack the cap off before handing it to Bruce.

"We used to do this a lot more when Clark was young," she sighed. "We don't have to worry about waking him up anymore, but now we just do it for old times' sake. Funny how that works. Start doing things out of necessity and develop a taste for it." Bruce nodded, though he couldn't relate.

Although he had been patrolling. The farm. To make him feel better.

Jonathan had his head tilted so far back he was almost looking behind himself, eyes narrowed suspiciously at the moon. "Now, is it just that you're used to being up all night?" he asked. "Or is it holidays dredging up some feelings?"

Bruce stared at him. "I… yes. I usually work nights."

"Aw, hell," Mrs. Kent said. "I am real sorry about earlier, by the way. Didn't even occur to me your mama had the same name, that must have been a real punch in the gut."

"It really is fine," he said. His grip had tightened on the bottle in his hand, and he forced himself to relax and take a drink.

"Nothing wrong with not being fine," Jonathan said with an impressive exhale, still regarding the moon. "Bad memories sneak up on you in the dark. Make it easier to sleep once it's light out."

Bruce watched the fire, beer hanging from his fingers off his knee. "I've had a long time to deal with it," he said, almost by rote. "It's fine."

Mrs. Kent leaned closer again. "Boy, you jump off buildings dressed like a bat to punch clowns. That doesn't sound like the sort of wound time heals."

Bruce froze with the bottle almost to his mouth. "… touché." He tilted his head back to drink more than he probably should have, and she patted his knee. They listened to the crackle of the fire awhile. Jonathan tapped the burnt contents of his pipe into the snow so he could jam it into his coat pocket. Bruce looked up at the stars. "She taught me how to lift fingerprints," he said finally. "Cornstarch and packing tape. I kept an inventory of my Halloween candy and my peanut butter cups were disappearing. I thought it was Alfred."

"Was it?" Jonathan asked.

"No. I fingerprinted everyone in the house. Turned out it was Mom."

Mrs. Kent chuckled. "I used to steal Clark's taffy. Don't think he ever found out about that. Sure as hell never taught him how to catch me."

"He probably didn't keep a carefully updated inventory of his candy."

"Lord, no. It barely ever lasted more than a week. Pickiest eater you ever saw, found something he liked and he'd eat it 'till he made himself sick."

"Was he really?"

"Hm?"

"A picky eater." The thought of Superman refusing to eat his vegetables amused him.

"Oh, god yeah," she said, taking a swig of her beer as she reminisced. "Still is. Never drinks real coffee, it's always that sweet stuff's mostly milk. Thank god he started drinking cow's milk eventually, for a long time it had to be fresh goat's milk. Wouldn't touch anything else, couldn't even be a day old. Wouldn't eat a tomato he didn't pick himself. Sugar snap peas, no garden peas, never figured that one out. He'd only eat German Butterball potatoes, no idea how he could tell the difference. You remember that, Johnny, you tried to trick him with some Yukon Golds?"

"You've never seen a toddler look so betrayed in all your life," Jonathan confirmed.

"You should just see some of the faces he'll pull, you put a little pinch of white pepper in anything."

"I'll make a note of that," Bruce said, the smallest upward curve to the corner of his mouth.

"Aw, hell." Mrs. Kent held up her bottle to the firelight to see how much she had left. "Get a beer in me and I start blabbing all his weaknesses."

"I'll make sure Luthor doesn't find out about the white pepper."

"That's kind of you." Martha tapped him on the knee again. "How about you? Can't imagine you eating chicken nuggets."

Bruce snorted. "I liked quail." He didn't recall if he'd actually liked the taste, or if he'd only liked the idea of being able to eat an entire bird by himself. It felt very impressive, at the time.

"So, fancy chicken nuggets."

"Basically. I think the only thing I didn't like was octopus. Threw up in the middle of a sushi place. Dad had to give me extra gold stars to make up for it."

Mrs. Kent was grinning. "He gave you stickers for trying octopus?"

"No, it was…" He held up a hand to use his fingers to indicate size. "He actually had these little things made, like tokens. Made it feel very official when I traded them in for prizes. There was a whole list he wrote up of things I could do to earn them." He hadn't thought about that in years. He used to keep them in a treasure chest that he kept buried in the backyard. Every time he got a new one he dug it up and moved it. It was amazing the gardener put up with it. Ms. Julia. She'd been one of the last members of the staff to leave.

"Wish I'd thought of that," Jonathan sighed. He'd picked himself up a beer, still looking at the sky. Bruce could think of nothing else he could add. To say any more felt as if it ran the risk of turning maudlin. This, by contrast, was… nice. It was Jonathan who broke the new silence. "So what's the deal with you and Diana?"

Bruce may have resembled a deer in headlights. "I don't believe there is one."

"No?"

"No," he said, more firmly.

"She know that?"

"Yes." He was not as certain as he sounded.

"Hm." Jonathan did not sound convinced. "If you say so."

"Oh!" Mrs. Kent snapped her fingers. "That reminds me—Lois Lane. You met her?"

"I have," he said warily.

"What do you think? Is she nice?" He took just a second too long to respond. "Oh, hell. That bad?"

"No, that's not it at all," he said, trying to do some damage control. "She's great. Smart, brave. Big heart. Tough as nails. I might not say nice, but I don't think you get to where she is by being nice."

"Huh." She mulled this over. "She does like men, doesn't she?" Jonathan started to laugh. "What?" she asked him, defensive. "She's got the Ls and everything, that don't bode well. The kid's got a type, Johnny."

"Takes after his old man that way," he agreed, still chuckling. She hit him on the shoulder again, made a disapproving noise.

"She does like at least some men," Bruce confirmed, mildly as he could as he took another sip of his beer.

Jonathan's eyebrows shot up. Then his eyes narrowed. He leaned over to rest his elbow on his knee. "You didn't."

Mrs. Kent blinked. "What? He didn't what?"

Bruce had resigned himself to a faint sense of bafflement. "Was there something that happened here that gave me away?" he asked, gesturing to the whole of his face.

Jonathan shrugged. "I thought the implication was deliberate."

"What implication?" Mrs. Kent demanded.

"Excuse me." The Kents and Bruce all turned. Diana was standing at the edge of where the light reached, clearly loathe to interrupt. She was wearing fleecy blue pajamas and honest-to-god bunny slippers. Bruce turned his attention back to his beer. "Is this a private gathering?"

"Course not," Mrs. Kent said. "Pull up a chair, get cozy. We were just talking about Clark's friend—do you know her? Lois?"

"I've met Miss Lane," Diana confirmed, and she set a chair beside Bruce. He watched the fire. "Didn't you two date?" she asked him. Bruce winced as Mrs. Kent gave a dramatic gasp.

"Clark never mentioned that!"

Diana at least had the grace to look abashed. "Was I not supposed to say?" she asked Bruce.

"It's fine," he shrugged. "It was before we really knew each other. It wasn't anything serious." He'd wanted to know more about Superman. She'd wanted an interview. Anything more had been purely accidental.

"I wonder why he never said anything," Mrs. Kent said with a frown. "Usually we talk about that sort of thing."

"Probably didn't want to have another Suzie Perkins incident," Jonathan said, a faint smile.

"Oh, Lord," Mrs. Kent said, all exasperation and disgust. "Now why'd you have to go and remind me about her?" Her voice took the mocking tone of repeating something heard too often. "Suzie Perkins, Suzie Perkins, Suzie Perkins." She huffed. "I don't think they even really dated, she just used him like a chauffeur. Finally gets interested in a girl that isn't Lana, and it's that nasty little thing."

"Now, see, if you hadn't called her that he might've given up sooner," Jonathan said.

"That girl was a bully."

"Really?" Diana asked with obvious surprise. "And Clark liked this girl?"

Mrs. Kent sniffed with disdain. "I know they don't have teenage boys where you're from, so you're going to have to take my word for it, but: he was a teenage boy. That's really all you need to know." Diana looked to Bruce as if for confirmation, and his shrug was a resigned admission. "And anyway, she was this tiny little waif of a thing, real good at playing the victim." She sighed.

"But Ma," Jonathan teased. "You're not even giving her a chance."

"Fuck's sake, Johnny," she groaned. "I already went through that once, don't go making me relive it. Hand me another beer, would you? And one for Diana—you want one? I should probably ask first, shouldn't I?"

"I'll take one," Diana said.

"How many have you had, Mrs. Kent?" Bruce asked.

Her eyebrows shot up, her expression affronted. "Not enough for you to be asking me that question, that's for damn sure."

"I think he's asking on account of all the language, Marty," Jonathan said as he handed her two more bottles.

"Oh, hell." She handed Diana her bottle without opening it first, apparently trusting in the Amazon's ability to take care of it herself. "That hardly signifies, I've always been terrible."

"He's only seen you around Clark," Jonathan reminded her.

"I swear around Clark!" Mrs. Kent paused. "Don't I?"

"You said 'fishsticks'," Diana reminded her, taking a cautious first sip.

"Oh, hell." Mr. Kent started to laugh, and Mrs. Kent scowled at him.

"Don't want to be a bad influence?" Bruce suggested.

Jonathan spoke before his wife could defend herself. "One of Clark's first words was hell." Diana made the very specific muffled noise that indicated someone was trying not to laugh because their mouth was full of beer. "I ended up having to set up a swear jar. And look how well it worked! Still can't say 'damn' where our son might hear."

"I'm unfamiliar with the concept of a swear jar," Diana said.

"Traditionally," Bruce said, "it's a jar you have to put a quarter in every time you use a word you shouldn't."

"Traditionally," Jonathan agreed. "But I am an innovator." He tapped at his temple. "Instead of putting something in, ours you had to take something out. Little slips of paper, with, ah. Chores on them. Trickier than just losing a quarter." Mrs. Kent had started to blush, and Mr. Kent only looked more pleased. "Ought to bring that back, come to think of it."

"Hush, you." They exchanged a look that made them seem, for a moment, much younger than they were. Then the moment passed, though it left Mrs. Kent with a small and secret sort of smile half-hidden in the firelight.

"When I was young," Diana said, "I had a bird—some kind of parrot, I think. I doted on it at first, but as other things caught my interest I paid it less attention. Which is why I think it was revenge that it began repeating all the words I didn't want my mother to know I'd been saying." Mrs. Kent laughed. "You might be interested to know that 'I'm not mad, just disappointed' is a phrase that exists on Themyscira as well."

"You know, I don't think I ever said that? I did get mad. What about you, Johnny, you ever pull that line?"

"As if I had to," he said. "Just had to give him a look and he'd be disappointed in himself enough for the both of us."

"You raised him very well," Diana assured them.

"We tried," Mrs. Kent sighed. "Not that we ever managed to get him to mind his own business. Clark, I know you're listening, you might as well just come on out. Don't run in the house!"

Clark stood beside the fire looking sheepish. "Sorry."

She huffed. "You know that's bad for the floors."

"Sorry, Ma." Clark hovered rather than grab a chair, and yawned. His bedhead was prodigious.

"We were just telling your friends embarrassing stories about you," Jonathan told him.

"You didn't tell them about the car, did you?"

"No," Bruce said, "but now I'm curious."

Mrs. Kent's poorly-contained laughter was near a hiss. "Oh, Lord, I hadn't thought about that in—it was all real upsetting at the time, but looking back on it, what a mess. Very first car, he crashed it into a tree, just about tore the thing in half getting out of it, and then—this is the part where it gets funny—he panicked and threw the whole thing in the lake."

"Why would you throw it in the lake?" Diana asked Clark. Jonathan had handed him a bottle, and Clark squinted at it to check that it was soda before he opened it. Apparently his parents had accounted for his eventual presence.

"I panicked," he repeated with a shrug, as if that spoke for itself. "I was fifteen, I had a provisional license. I think I thought if I hid the evidence I couldn't get in trouble. It might still be down there, I have no idea. I wonder if that's what happened to my jacket."

"That jacket was hideous," Mrs. Kent said. "Good riddance."

"It was the height of fashion at the time," Clark assured Diana.

Bruce did a mental calculation to figure out the year it would have been the height of fashion. "Definitely hideous, then."

"Next time we should do Christmas at your house," Clark told him. "I bet Alfred has some stories."

"Absolutely not," Bruce said. "I've seen what you do to floors." Martha snorted. Though Bruce couldn't help but think that Alfred might like this, sitting around reminiscing about memories less painful in retrospect. Isolated by secrets just the same, but theirs had been a family of two, not three. It didn't seem like it ought to make much a difference, but maybe the difference was Bruce. There'd been opportunities for nostalgia. He'd never taken them.

"When I first learned to drive," Diana said, "I kept accidentally carrying the car." Clark started to laugh. "It was so unsettling! Logically I knew the car was under control, but it didn't feel like it. It felt much safer to just carry it. But, of course, most vehicles aren't designed to be carried by the driver's seat…" Bruce exhaled a quiet chuckle. "I got used to it eventually. I only broke a few. And I never threw any of them in a lake!"

"Is that going to be the new bare minimum?" Clark asked. "Everyone gets to feel better about themselves because they never threw a car in a lake?"

"I made Alfred teach Dick how to drive," Bruce admitted. "Tried it once, never again. I couldn't handle it."

"You're kidding," Clark said.

"I still don't let him drive if I'm in the car," Bruce said. Diana laughed. "Let him drive you through Gotham sometime, see how funny you think it is then."

"Were you so much better, the first time?" she asked.

"When Alfred taught me how to drive, it was in a quarry with a rally car. With a roll cage." He paused. "Alfred has very particular ideas about what constitutes necessary driving skills."

"Alfred… the butler?" Mrs. Kent asked.

Bruce shrugged. "He wasn't born a butler."

"You ought to bring him, next time you swing by," Jonathan said, looking up at the stars. Bruce looked up as well, hunted down a particular grouping of constellations. Ursa Major, all the way down to Hydra. They used to make their own constellations, the way someone might try to identify shapes in clouds. He'd forgotten most of them. But Thomas and Martha had an extensive debate, one night, as to whether this was Godzilla or a T-Rex. Martha had been very determined in favor of Godzilla. Bruce had voted in favor of a T-Rex. He couldn't remember why.

"We'll see."

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Bruce and Diana were already sipping coffee at the kitchen table when Clark meandered in. Both had offered to help Martha with dinner preparations, but she had emphatically insisted that they were guests and would do no such thing. It was hard to argue with a woman in a gingerbread sweater, singing along to Springsteen. Clark may have just woken up, or else he may have not bothered to brush his hair despite having time for it.

"Aw, Ma! You got started without me."

"You're darn right I did," she said heatedly. She pointed an accusatory wooden spoon at him. "Don't you go trying to help, I know what you're about." Despite his mother's preemptive scolding, Clark gave her a sideways hug and a kiss on the cheek as she worked.

"Can't a guy just want to help his mom out on Christmas? What about that, can I help with that?" He pointed to nothing in particular on the other side of her, and when she turned to see what he meant he stole stuffing out of the bowl with his fingers. Martha turned back around just in time to see him popping it into his mouth, looking horribly pleased with himself.

Bruce was pretending not to watch the exchange as intently as he was. Diana had no reason to bother with the pretense.

"Clark!" She attempted to give him a swat on the backside with her spoon, but the handle of it ended up snapping in half. "Now look what you made me do."

"I put more spoons in the drawer when I got here," he said, completely unrepentant as he licked his fingers. "Don't act surprised, you do this every year."

Martha moved to get another spoon with an indignant huff. "That stuffing is for dinner, not for you to pick at."

"Kay." The word was a little too round, because he was trying to talk around more stuffing now that she was distracted.

"Oh honestly, you're as bad as your father."




  JoeyBee: If he wanted he could very easily take all of the food much faster than he is doing

JoeyBee: I assume there is some kind of ritualistic significance to this

6625211850: That's one way of putting it.

JoeyBee: Is there an explanation for it?

6625211850: Not really.

JoeyBee: It's kind of cute

6625211850: Yeah.


"Jonathan!" Martha called outside the kitchen window, where he was sitting on the porch swing with a book and a meerschaum pipe. "Could you come collect your son, please?"

"Uh oh." Jonathan lowered his book but didn't set it down, adjusted his glasses to look inside. "Hear that? You're my son, now."

"I fink 'at meansh I'm in trouble," Clark agreed, and this time he was talking around a mouth full of mini marshmallows intended for hot cocoa.

"I think that means it's snowman time. You kids wanna help?"

It took Diana a moment to register that she was being addressed. Her reminders of her age did not seem to be sticking. "I would be happy to, Mr. Kent. Bruce?"

She could tell that he was weighing his options as he finished off his coffee. He was not enthused about the idea of snowmen. But staying inside when Martha was cooking, not being allowed to help her cook, was awkward. Even Bruce Wayne couldn't entirely ignore that. Maybe not even Batman.

"I can supervise," he said dryly.

"Obviously we wouldn't expect the CEO of Wayne Enterprises to do manual labor," Clark assured him.

"I might ruin my manicure," Bruce agreed.

"Go get your sweater on, Clark, and get out of my kitchen," Martha said, unmoved by the fact that her son could as easily wander the Arctic in shorts. "And brush your hair!"

"But it's Christmas," he protested.




  JoeyBee: I don't understand what the holiday has to do with his grooming habits

6625211850: Absolutely nothing.

6625211850: He just doesn't want to.


"Oh! Before I forget, bring the two presents on the side table in here." Despite her earlier scolding, Martha was now nibbling on a marshmallow. "We'll do most of the presents after dinner," she explained to Diana, "but these ones are special."

"You really didn't have to get me anything," Bruce protested, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

"Hush, you."

When Clark came back he'd thrown on a monstrosity of a sweater, chunky red knit and a snowflake pattern that actually glittered. He still hadn't brushed his hair or put on shoes, and he was humming along with the song that had come on the radio. He was holding two gift bags, squinting at the tags. "This one's for Bruce," he said as he handed him the one with a Santa on it. "And this one's Diana." Her bag had a polar bear. It was very cute, actually. She wondered if it would be rude to keep it.

"Thank you, Mrs. Kent."

She snorted, leaning against the counter. "Don't thank me until you see what it is."

"Oh?" Diana opened it slowly, pushing tissue paper out of the way. She lifted it out and held it up to see it better, though that did not actually make it easier to tell what she was looking at. The obvious answer was that it was a sweater. It was in various mismatched patterns of green and red, and on the front there was… a sloth. In a Santa hat.

"I didn't quite know what to get you," Martha admitted with a sigh, "but I saw the sloth and I had to get it for somebody."

"I love it." Possibly her declaration was a little too intense. She stood immediately to pull it over her head, and once she had it on she looked down at herself with great satisfaction. She felt extremely festive. "I will treasure it always."

"I'm so glad," Martha said, further pleased when Diana suddenly hugged her.

Bruce did not share Diana's enthusiasm. He stared at his new sweater, knit in green. He had that very blank look he sometimes adopted, which could mean that he was trying not to laugh, but which could also mean he was trying not to look horrified. "It's really not that cold out," he ventured.

Martha sighed and gave a very dramatic pout. "Well, if you don't like it, that's your decision. Just because it takes forever to find sweaters that'll fit you boys doesn't mean I can make you wear it. Do what you'd like."

Bruce's thousand-yard stare spoke volumes. Wordlessly, he pulled the sweater on over his tasteful black turtleneck. It was patterned with ornaments, and made him look like a Christmas tree. Diana giggled. Fortunately, unlike Clark, Bruce could not set things on fire just by looking at them.

"I was so worried it wouldn't fit," Martha confided in Diana. "I have the same problem with Clark, I do my best but those shoulders just throw everything off."

"Thank goodness you found something." Bruce did not actually sound very thankful.

"You look so handsome," Martha insisted, and without asking she bent down to give him a hug as well. Bruce turned very faintly pink. "Now go on, all of you, go make yourselves a snowman so I can finish this bird in peace."











"Couldn't you just assemble the snowman using super speed?" Bruce and Jonathan, as mere mortals, had been assigned to rolling up the head. Clark and Diana were in competition to see who could make the larger ball to form the base. Both were currently at around seven feet in diameter. Eventually, surely, they were going to run out of snow.

"It either falls apart or it melts," Clark explained. He'd started hovering while he pushed the enormous ball around, which seemed a little like cheating, even if he wasn't very far off the ground.

"So you've tried it," Diana said.

"Of course I've tried it."

"Was that the year you tried to build the army?" Jonathan asked. His sweater featured a polar bear, complete with real fur. It did not make Bruce feel better about his sweater. He and Jonathan were also the only two people who needed to wear gloves for the endeavor, although Diana had put on a pair of mittens and a beanie despite this. For festivity reasons, she had explained. The beanie had cat ears, and the mittens looked like paws. It was completely, inexcusably absurd.

"An army?" Bruce asked.

"I was… I don't remember, it must have been late high school. Right?"

"Must have been," Jonathan agreed.

"I thought it'd be funny to fill the field with snowmen. Snowmen as far as the eye could see. Hundreds and hundreds of snowmen."

"You weren't wrong," Jonathan said. "He gets his sense of humor from me," he added to Bruce.

"Except it turned out you couldn't use super speed," Diana said, extrapolating to the end of the story.

"Right. Took me a while to figure that out. Once I did, I only managed to get about five in before giving up."

"The Man of Steel giving up in the face of adversity," Diana teased. Against all odds, she was making the sweater and beanie combo work. This failed to make Bruce feel better about his sweater. Quite the opposite.

"The Boy of Steel giving up in the face of a failed punchline," he corrected. "The joke didn't work if they saw me assembling the army, so it wasn't worth the effort."

"I taught you well, my son," Jonathan said, solemn. Bruce was letting him set the pace on their snowball, and so it wasn't as large as it could have been. But he wasn't feeling particularly competitive.

He still didn't think they were going to be able to find a carrot big enough for the nose.

"Clark, if I may ask," Diana began, "why exactly are you leaving your hair to do as it pleases today?"

Bruce snorted, then pretended he hadn't.

"Because it's Christmas."

"I have it on good authority that Christmas is not a traditional time to leave hair untended in the world of men."

"I'm allowed to be lazy on Christmas morning. If I had a comb, I'd show you, but you're just going to have to take my word for it when I say it's on the list of things not worth the effort."

Jonathan stopped where he stood. "I've got a comb." All eyes went to him. Out of his back pocket, he produced a piece of plastic, and pressed a button to reveal it as a novelty switchblade comb. Clark groaned and rolled his eyes.

"Pa, I'm not taking your weird gag comb. You've probably been holding on to that thing since the seventies."

"Nah, I got about fifty more of the things."

"What?" Clark's confusion came as an odd relief to Bruce. He didn't think he was that out of touch.

"Bought 'em about twenty years back, some guy was selling them on the side of the road. Fell off the back of a truck, I guess."

"So you bought a whole box?"

"Figured I might as well." He tossed the comb to Clark, who caught it, but looked no more edified. "Never hurts to be prepared, kiddo."

"That's—okay, we can talk about that later." He sighed. "I'm only going to do this once, okay?"

"I'll try not to blink," Diana said.

Clark stuck the comb in his hair. Then he tried to drag it through. It snapped immediately, leaving him holding a handle while the plastic teeth remained in his hair. Diana covered her mouth with a mitten to hold back a laugh. "Ta-da." She stifled a snort.

"Your hair is invulnerable?" she asked, muffled by knitwear.

He pulled the broken comb out of his hair and shoved it into his pocket. "Not as much as the rest of me, but basically. Is yours not? What happens if your hair's on fire?" He resumed pushing his comically oversized snowball, and the rest of them followed suit.

"Fire cannot harm me."

"Specific, but useful."

"You know," Bruce said, "it's really no wonder Luthor hates you." Clark laughed, ran his fingers through his hair, though it was not enough to make it settle down. Bruce turned his attention back to Jonathan. "How often do you buy things off the side of the road, exactly?" he wondered. That didn't seem like a habit his wife would encourage.

"Oh, not at all these days. One-Eyed Danny was the guy with the good stuff. Clark probably doesn't even remember him, died years back after that thing with the cats. No idea why we called him that when he had two eyes. Ought to have called him No-Legs Danny, but there's no accounting for nicknames. Bought a whole crate of lighters from him, once, still got about half of them. Good guy."

Bruce nodded, as if this had clarified something rather than raised more questions than it answered.

"Will we also be having a snowball fight?" Diana asked Clark. "I've been lead to believe they are traditional."

"Eh." His snowball was easily at eight feet, now. "Might take a while. Maybe you can have one with Barry, sometime."

Bruce's mouth twitched.

He shouldn't.

"I think what he's saying," he told Diana, "is that he doesn't want us getting our feelings hurt when he wins."

The effect was immediate on Diana's face. "That is not what I said," Clark insisted, but the fact that Jonathan was laughing did not much help his argument. "Diana, I didn't mean that."

"I believe you." She did not remotely look as if she believed him. "To assemble this, I need to set my ball of snow on top of yours, yes?"

Clark's hovering grew more pronounced with suspicion, moving away from his carefully collected snow. "… yes…?" If Bruce could fly, he would have been doing so much faster. Diana could fly too, after all.

"Then allow me." Awkward though it was, she knelt, managed to get her arm underneath the great mass to lift it up into the air. She rose off the ground, enough that she could easily place it on top of the other. At which point, predictably, she dropped it on Clark's head. For a moment, the two giant snowballs sat next to each other, looking practically identical. Then Diana's collapsed, cracked in half to reveal Clark standing in the middle of it. She'd managed to ground him. His hair, now wet, hung in front of his eyes; his hands were splayed helplessly.

Jonathan was practically doubled-over with laughter, leaning on the snowman's head and holding his glasses in place.

"You realize this means I won," Clark pointed out, since his snowball was now the largest by default.

"And yet I find I feel like a winner," Diana said, hands on her hips as she admired her handiwork.

"That girl has some damn good comedic timing," Jonathan said.

Bruce was not clear on why this statement was directed at him.











They had moved their snowman components closer to the house before assembly, and so Mrs. Kent met them outside, holding a camera and Clark's glasses. The head was a little too small for the single ball the the body was made of, and Clark had stuck old tires in its face for eyes. The mouth was made of fist-sized rocks, and the arms were not so much twigs as saplings.

It was completely hideous.

Diana adored it.

Mrs. Kent struggled with the tripod, then sighed. "Clark, do you know how to set up the timer on this thing? I want to get a picture with all of us." She looked at Bruce. "That is alright, isn't it?" He only shrugged. Getting a picture of all their secret identities together was hardly prudent, but if anyone could keep a secret…

Clark worked on getting the camera set up as his mother tried to arrange everyone. "Boys on the inside, girls on the outside, how about that? No, that won't work, you're too tall—no offense, Diana."

"None taken."

"Tall people in the middle, then. Johnny, you stand next to Diana and I'll stand next to Bruce, leave a space for Clark in the middle."

"No, don't leave a space for me," Clark called from behind the camera, looking through the lens. "Go ahead and get closer together, I think I figured out a good way to do this."

"Are you sure? You know I want to get you in the picture, baby."

"I'll be in the picture, it'll be fine. I'm putting this on burst mode, we should get at least one good shot. Everybody ready?" 

Diana had draped an arm over Jonathan's shoulder, so Bruce did the same, putting an arm gently around Mrs. Kent. She looked up at him, then tapped the back of her hand against his chest in a scold. "No fake smiling in my photo album," she ordered. "You grump like you mean it, boy."

"Yes'm."

"Okay, everyone except Bruce—smile!" Then in a flash Clark was in front of the camera instead of behind it, kneeling on the ground in front of them with his arms spread wide. The shutter went off multiple times in quick succession, and when it was done Mrs. Kent tapped Clark on the head in a way that was clearly disapproving.

"You better not have made any faces," she warned, as all assembled reclaimed their limbs. Bruce all but glowered at Diana, but she only fluttered her eyelashes. It didn't make her look as innocent as she wanted it to.

"Only in one," Clark said as he got up to check the camera. "Or two."

"Clark." Mrs. Kent did not actually sound upset. "Tell me we at least got one good one."

"I'm checking, I'm checking," Clark assured her. Mrs. Kent tried to look at the screen at the same time as he scrolled through the recent photos.

"I knew you were making faces," she scolded. "You goofball."

"I am extremely serious, always, as befits my station." Mrs. Kent snorted. "Look, I was nice for this one! Bruce looks a little weird, though." Clark turned the camera around to show Bruce, and on the small screen he had zoomed in on his face. The camera had managed to catch him in a moment of wide-eyed surprise. Despite himself, Bruce looked at Diana.

She had gone right past pleased and shot straight into smug.

Clark narrowed his eyes, then scrolled downward. To where Diana had wrapped her arm around Bruce's waist, sudden and unexpected. 

"What happened to not hugging me without my consent?" Bruce asked.

"It's Christmas," Diana said, as if this was any explanation.

Mrs. Kent was delighted. Bruce rubbed at the bridge of his nose, and hoped no one could tell that he'd started to blush. "Aww—that one! We're framing that one, I love that one." Clark zoomed back out, and showed it to Bruce for his final approval. As if he had any say at all in the matter. Objectively speaking it wasn't a bad picture. Their abomination of a snowman loomed large in the background, and Clark in front looked like he was showing off the lot of them, his glasses askew on the tip of his nose.

"My only regret is that we can't make it the League Christmas card," Bruce said.

"Oh, that really is too bad," Mrs. Kent sighed. "Maybe you could take another one in your costumes?"

"I think it might lose something without the sweaters," Jonathan said.

"You could put the sweaters on over your costumes," she suggested.

Clark and Bruce's eyes met. "I don't think we'll be doing that," Clark said.

Mrs. Kent shrugged. "It was worth a try."











"I made enough to feed three Clarks," Martha said, "so eat as much as you want and then eat more, because we don't have enough room in the fridge for leftovers."

They were having dinner far earlier than was the usual custom; when dinnertime came, Clark would need to be back in the city. Superman always volunteered at soup kitchens and foodbanks and shelters on Christmas. As reliable as Santa. Maybe moreso.

"Every discussion of this holiday that I have been a part of," Diana mused, "has inevitably come around to the matter of Santa Claus, and the age at which he was discovered to be fictional."

"Oh, we were just awful at that," Martha sighed. "Did you ever believe in Santa?" she asked Clark.

"Not really," he admitted. He'd finally brushed his hair, as apparently sitting at the dinner table with a tangled mass of curls was where he drew the line.

"He pretended for a while," Jonathan said. "Trying to make us feel better about it, I think."

"What about you, Bruce?" Martha asked. "Do stakeouts for Santa?"

"They never even tried to convince me," Bruce said. "Mom thought it set a bad precedent."

"She was probably right," Martha said. "I'd have thought the same thing, if I'd thought about it at all. We just had no idea what the heck we were doing."

"Did your families not celebrate Christmas?" Diana asked.

"Marty's did," Jonathan said, "but we never celebrated when it was just the two of us."

Martha's nose wrinkled in brief disdain. "I thought it was consumerist propaganda masquerading as a holiday," she said primly, and Clark laughed. "Then Clark got to be about two or three, I think, and it just felt… sad. Not celebrating Christmas, no presents or anything. I lacked the courage of my convictions, I suppose."

"Secretly I was excited," Jonathan said. "I'd always wanted to do the Christmas thing."

Martha huffed. "You could have just told me that, you know! We'd have done it every year if I'd known." Jonathan just shrugged.

Clark made a sound that indicated he wanted to say something as soon as he'd finished swallowing whatever it was that he was eating. "You should tell the story of how you met," he said finally.

"I can't imagine why you like that story so much," Martha said.

"It's cute."

"I'm sure your friends aren't interested in that."

"I am," Diana said.

Martha made a face, seemed conflicted about contradicting Diana. "Johnny, why don't you tell it?"

Jonathan was in the middle of buttering a roll, looking quite focused on what he was doing. "At a bar," he said simply. "She punched a guy and then moved into my van with me."

Martha hit him in the shoulder with the backs of her fingers. "You didn't even try!"

"What? I figure that's everything." He took a bite of his roll, ensuring that he couldn't speak even if he'd wanted to.

"Fine," Martha said. "If you wanted me to tell it you should have just said." Jonathan shrugged. "I was still in Iowa at the time, must have been around sixteen I think. This would have been long before your time, about '71."

"I am much older than you," Diana reminded her again.

"I'd been saving up to get out of there, splitting rent with some other girls, but all I had was my bike and that wasn't a safe way to go cross-country. That's the only reason I was still there, I hated Iowa. I was at this real dive, they didn't check ID and drinks for girls were half-price so I was there just about every night. Might have had a bit of a drinking problem, actually."

"Oh, you definitely had a drinking problem," Jonathan said.

"Hush. You had your chance to tell it, now I'm talking. Anyhow, this night Johnny happened to be passing through. Hard to resist cheap drinks. There were these local boys that showed up every night, drank too much and got nasty. They knew to leave me well enough alone but Johnny was just kind of trying to ignore them. You know how he is. I did okay trying to blend in, but he had this real short hair and his shirt was three sizes too big and they just didn't know what to make of it. I had a couple drinks in me, decided I was sick of listening to these hicks try and play tough. And I know I'm one to talk, but when I say hicks, I mean some real hicks. So I went over and socked the big one in the nose."

Jonathan looked wistful. "All hell broke loose," he said.

"I thought this poor kid was going to get trampled, so I grabbed him and we booked it. Got on my bike, got in his van, we met up down the road. He had a VW bus, all decked out." The look on her face suggested that this was impressive, and so Diana looked impressed.

"All these years," Jonathan said, "and I still can't figure out how me living in a van was a selling point for you."

"You were rebellious and free," Martha said with a grin.

"I was homeless and kept getting robbed."

"Same difference. That night we decided I'd move in with him and we'd drive to San Francisco, see if it was as nice as everyone said."

"You decided that," Jonathan corrected. "I'd been on my way to Canada."

"You wouldn't have made it, anyway," Martha said dismissively. "You kept drifting left! No sense of direction."

"Kept losing track of what I was doing, for some reason," Jonathan admitted.

"For some reason," Martha repeated with a roll of her eyes. "Not exactly the cutest story, all together, but there it is."

"It's super cute," Clark countered. "My parents are adorable," he added to Bruce. Bruce's mouth curled just the smallest bit, even as he pretended to be busy eating.

"Was San Francisco not as nice as you had been told?" Diana asked.

"Nice enough," Martha said. "City life just didn't agree with me. Needed somewhere quieter."

Jonathan had piled more mashed potatoes onto his plate, and was carefully arranging it into some manner of gravy volcano. If this was unusual behavior for a man of his age, no one mentioned it. "You can just say you had PTSD," he said.

"Jonathan!" Martha sounded scandalized. "Don't just be telling people that, you'll give them the wrong idea."

"No I won't," Jonathan said, not at all concerned. "You got better about the drinking in Oregon, though."

"You're making me sound like a mess," she accused.

"We lived in a van."

"How did you end up in Kansas?" Bruce asked, the first thing he'd said unprompted. When he put his mind to it, he could eat an impressive amount of roast goose.

"I had some health problems," Jonathan said mildly, making surprising progress demolishing his volcano. "Caused some trouble in Oregon, so we thought we'd look for a place that agreed with us both.

"We were trying to travel Route 66," Martha said, "but we kept wandering off looking at balls of twine and whatnot. Got to Kansas and we wanted to go to the center of the U.S. Drove through Smallville and decided to stay."

"You took more convincing than I did," Jonathan said. He had a dreamy sort of a smile. "Still remember when I decided this was it."

"Bet I know when it was," Martha said.

"Yeah?"

"Down at the Starlight Diner. Mike Richardson—that was the old mayor—said you were an upstanding young man and you ought to make an honest woman out of me."

Jonathan's smile broadened. "And I did, too."

"I still can't believe it," Martha said with a frown. "Of all the things I thought I'd end up doing, living in a small town with a husband and a son wasn't even on the list."

"I've still got the van if you want to move out for old times' sake," Jonathan suggested.

"I spent years trying to get you to give me that van," Clark sighed.

"It's a good thing he didn't," Bruce said as he took a sip of his drink. "It'd be in the bottom of a lake by now."

Diana could see the smile he hid behind his glass as Martha laughed.











Bruce looked, to put it mildly, perplexed. Diana could almost sympathize. After such a large meal, a stocking full of candy was hardly appetizing. But she doubted Bruce would be eating his even after he'd finished digesting the enormous amount of bird he'd eaten.

Still. It was the thought that counted. And Diana might steal some when he wasn't looking. There were a lot of very peculiar hard candies that Diana suspected were Clark's childhood favorites, and perhaps Jonathan's childhood favorites before that.

The majority of the presents had been for the Kents, out of deference as guests. Clark, being their son, had bought them all the various things they had mentioned in passing throughout the year. Diana's gifts had been mostly from home, things meant to help with aching joints and sore muscles and other minor inconveniences. Blankets warmer than they had any right to be, wine that would pour more than could fit in the bottle.

The usual.

Bruce had somehow determined which records Martha was missing from her collection, including some that—by Martha's response—were quite rare. Jonathan got gadgets. He was already playing one of his new video games. Most of the gifts from the Kents were things like homemade jam and fresh honey, and Diana was not sure they believed how pleased she was to receive them.

Clark was sorting through boxes trying to find the ones that still had gifts in them. "Oh! This one's for you, Diana." He handed it to her, his name scrawled across the tag. He'd wrapped it in glittery gold paper, and it almost felt a shame to tear it open. Almost.

Whatever it was, it was cute.

"Is this… pajamas?" she ventured.

"Yes."

"Meant to make me look like a panda?"

"Yes."

"… I should probably wait to put this on."

"Probably."

"I want to wear it now, though." It was so soft. Diana looked over to Bruce, who was watching her with a neutral expression. "I won't," she added, in case he was worried. "But I want to." She looked back down at the panda hood. "Do they make ones that look like bats?" she wondered, unable to help herself.

"I couldn't find any in his size," Clark said, anticipating what she was thinking.

"Thank god," Bruce said.

"This is what you get instead," Clark said, and he set down a box that was quite frankly enormous. It was impossible to say how heavy it was, because even the heaviest box would look lightweight with Clark holding it.

"If I open this," Bruce asked, "will there be something alive in it?"

"No."

Bruce was nonetheless wary as he opened the box, and when he saw what was inside it, he sighed. And removed… another box. With the attitude of a man who knew exactly what was going to happen, he opened the second box to find a third. "I'm going to go out on a limb," Bruce said, "and guess that this gift could have fit in an envelope."

"It could, and did," Clark confirmed.

Martha snickered. "I did that to him on his birthday, once," she told Diana. "He was so mad."

"I learned from the best," Clark agreed, as Bruce continued to open boxes to find more boxes. Clark handed Diana another box, this one of a more reasonable size; it had no name, which meant it was from Bruce. It was heavy in her hands, and she genuinely could not imagine what it could be. The paper was more subdued, so she didn't feel as bad about tearing it.

It was a chess board, the kind built to keep the pieces within it. Carved out of very dark wood, with inlays in gold along the sides. Familiar zigzagging shapes which could only mean that he'd had it custom made; Ws for Wonder Woman. She ran her fingers over it, traced the letters. She opened it to see the pieces inside, sitting snug in red velvet. Obsidian and quartz, and the pieces were handcarved into tiny and intricate statues. Gently she lifted out a crystal queen. It looked like Aphrodite.

"It's beautiful," she said, which felt like damning with faint praise. She looked up at Bruce, who was acting as if he hadn't been watching her; she knew that he had, because the room had been momentarily silent. "Will you play with me? Later?"

"It's not like I can tell you to play with Clark," he muttered. He was finally getting down to the smaller boxes.

Clark was shaking his head. "I guess I'm glad you opened mine first," he said to Diana, "since there's no way I'd be able to follow that with pajamas." Diana thought he was not giving enough credit to the pajamas. "But I'm still mad you went overbudget," he added to Bruce.

"No I didn't," Bruce said. "I just have a bigger budget than you do." He opened the final envelope, unfolded the pages that it contained so that he could read them. He narrowed his eyes. "What am I looking at."

"The article Perry's waiting until next week to publish," Clark said. 

"Thinktank Uncovers Strange New Twist in Study of the Batman," Bruce read, faint incredulity.

"I'm going to spoil the ending for you," Clark said. "Their extensive research has lead them to the completely plausible, unassailable conclusion that Batman is a sewer mutant."

Diana started to laugh, covered her mouth with her hands.

"Actually," Clark corrected, "five sewer mutants. Working together to impersonate a single non-sewer mutant."

Martha was torn between amusement and horror. "They're letting you publish that? In a real newspaper?"

Clark shrugged. "I'm not asserting anything! I'm just reporting on what was said by a very reputable thinktank. The Daily Planet publishes articles about how I'm an alien, this isn't that out there."

"When this issue comes out, will you send me a copy?" Bruce asked.

"Going to frame it for the Batcave?" Clark teased.

"Yes." He folded the pages back up to put them in the envelope, tucked it into his pocket. "I look forward to finding all of the subtextual ways you've managed to insult me this time."

Clark picked up another box, but apparently this one was for him, because he started to open it. "If you need any help, let me know and I'll be happy to point some of them out. I'm particularly proud of the bit about moths."

"Is it a joke about me wanting to mate with the Batsignal."

"Yes."

"Clark!" Martha was trying not to laugh.

"It's subtextual!" he said, as if this were a defense. "I'm pretty sure Bruce is the only person who will even identify that it's a joke. Maybe some entomologists." Clark pulled a framed picture out of the box Bruce had given him, and frowned as he looked at the picture. He turned it around, a woodland scene disturbed by the presence of a large green rock. "What am I looking at, here?"

"A twenty pound meteorite made of kryptonite."

"Ah." Clark turned it back around to look at it again. "Thank you for… the reminder of my own mortality…?"

"I bought it months ago and had it destroyed."

"Oh." He blinked. "Thank you, Bruce. I appreciate that."

"You should."

Clark looked around for another box, picked one up. Diana recognized it immediately. "That one's for Bruce," she said, before Clark could even check the tag. Clark shrugged and handed it off.

Diana ran her hands over the chessboard again rather than watch him open the gift. She had decided to run the risk of overstepping her bounds, and she hoped that he wouldn't take offense. She knew that, despite his claims, Dick was very much like a son to him; she knew, as well, that this was Dick's first Christmas away. She'd thought it might be nice to make him a photobook, something sentimental that neither man would ever allow themselves.

Bruce paged through it very slowly, and once again she could not interpret the blankness on his face. Except to say that it looked almost more blank than usual. She hadn't even known that was possible.

"Where did you get these?" Bruce asked. He sounded neither angry nor accusatory; the question was softer than she'd heard before.

"I asked Dick if he could try and find some to email me. And I asked him to ask Alfred, as well. I'm told they made something of a project of it."

She'd wanted as many pictures as they could find of all three of them together, but it had turned out to be quite the challenge. Most were pictures taken by Alfred of Bruce and Dick, or pictures taken by Dick of Alfred and Bruce. But there were a few of Dick and Alfred together, some of all three of them. She'd felt a bit voyeuristic sifting through their personal photos, but told herself it was for a good cause.

If this odd stillness that had settled over him could be called a good cause.

"Thank you," Bruce said finally, closing the book and setting it aside. He said nothing more.

"Merry Christmas, Bruce," she ventured.

Bruce looked at her, really looked at her, but it lasted for only the briefest of moments. "Merry Christmas," he said.

"Is that everything?" Jonathan asked, looking up from his game.

"There's a couple more last-minute gifts," Bruce admitted, pulling his phone from his pocket.

"Oh, no," Clark said. "What did you do?"

Bruce scrolled through something, stopped and half-read. "SuperModern Foods Company, a subsidiary of et cetera, acquired the rights to once-defunct beverage company et cetera, I'm putting that apostrophe where it belongs but otherwise we'll probably keep it the same for kitsch."

"Acquired—?" Clark leaned closer, staring. "You bought Tuckers?"

"Tucker-apostrophe-s," Bruce corrected.

"When did you even do this?" Clark asked.

Bruce shrugged. "Couldn't sleep, sent some emails."

"That apostrophe added character."

"That apostrophe was a menace to society."

"That is so sweet, Bruce," Martha said, and she was utterly genuine in the exclamation. Bruce started to turn pink again.

"It's not entirely altruistic," Bruce said. "I'm pretty sure we'll be able to turn a profit on it."

"Actually," Diana said, "the other present was also Bruce's idea. He may secretly be sweet, after all." The look he gave her suggested that she'd betrayed him. "It's for you, Mrs. Kent." She handed her the small present, and Mrs. Kent accepted it warily.

Bruce had suggested it earlier, when both the Kents had been busy in the kitchen. The snowman was still outside, and they did all bring their costumes. They always did.

Martha started to laugh the instant she'd pulled the paper off, handing it off to Jonathan almost immediately so that she wouldn't drop it. Jonathan's chuckling was more subdued.

Diana's sweater had nearly covered her costume entirely. Clark's sweater had nearly matched his costume. But Bruce. Even though it had been entirely his idea, he looked incongruously sullen with the garish green over his suit. 

Diana had insisted on keeping a copy for herself. So had Clark. Bruce had grudgingly made one for himself, which she thought he would probably put next to his sewer mutant article.

It would have made magnificent blackmail material, if they could ever have convinced anyone it was real.

"Bruce," Martha said as she stood, "you get over here and you give me a hug this instant."

"That present was from everyone," he insisted, even though he stood as ordered.

"Hug," she repeated, holding out her arms, "now."

Bruce acquiesced, let Martha wrap her arms around him even as he did the same. He looked, Diana thought, like he was worried he might hurt her. Clumsy, despite his being one of the more graceful men that Diana had ever met.

"I hope you had a good Christmas," Martha said, hugging him tight.

"I did," he assured her. "Thank you."











"Bye, Ma." Clark was hugging his parents goodbye, and it was a strange thing to see when he was in costume. He looked so much larger when he wore it, and his mother looked so small. Yet he was still Clark, not yet Superman. Something about his posture made it easy to tell which was which. "Bye, Pa."

"Merry Christmas, baby," Martha said.

"Happy holidays, kiddo," Jonathan said, patting him on the back.

"Thank you again for having us over," Clark added.

"Any time," Jonathan said. "Get going before you're late, we'll see you tonight."

Clark kicked off the porch, floated slow and gentle away from it as he turned to wave to Bruce and Diana. "See you guys later."

"Goodbye, Clark," Diana said with a smile. "Merry Christmas." Bruce waved two fingers, which was about as much enthusiasm as anyone could hope for.

Clark grinned. "Merry Christmas." Then he rolled his shoulders back, and all of a sudden he was Superman; he looked skyward and took off, and they watched him disappear into the clouds.

"You know," Diana said, "he does that just to be dramatic. It's better to avoid clouds, you end up soaked."

"Oh, I know," Martha said. "Ruined a pair of suede boots. Blessing in disguise, but still. You two heading out?"

"I'm afraid so," Bruce said, and it almost sounded like he meant it. "Thank you for having us."

Martha scoffed. "You're a sweet kid. Come by any time as long as you call ahead, we'll be happy to have you."

"Thank you, Mrs. Kent," he said as he gave her a goodbye hug. Unprompted, even. He had apparently come to terms with it as a necessity, since he even hugged Jonathan.

"Goodbye, Bruce," she said as he stepped off the porch. "And goodbye, Diana," she said with yet another hug. "That applies to you, too. Stop by any time."

"I will keep that in mind," she assured both Kents. "Merry Christmas—and a happy new year, as well."

She caught up to Bruce next to his car, before he had climbed inside. "Bruce?"

He was wary. "Yes?"

"Be honest," she said, voice low enough that only he could hear. "Did you actually destroy all the kryptonite?"

"No," he said, and he didn't even hesitate. Which surprised her. She thought she was going to have to catch him in a lie. Despite the nature of his confession, she smiled.

"You really do keep contingency plans for everyone," she said, not a question and not quite admiration. Intrigued, at best.

"Not everyone," he corrected, and she raised an eyebrow. "Not everyone has the kind of weakness I can keep on hand. You don't."

Her smile did not fade. "I do, actually." That brought him up short, that wonderfully rare softening around his eyes that happened when he was genuinely surprised. "Do you want to know what it is?"

He should have said yes immediately. According to everything she knew about him, everything he was, there should have been no hesitation. And yet, he hesitated. This close, it was easier to see the subtle expressions he suppressed so well; she could practically see his mind going in all different directions. Conflicted, she could see it in his eyes.

Because if he knew how to bring her down, it would be his responsibility, if it ever came down to it.

"Maybe next time," she said before he could answer, taking the choice out of his hands. A little twitch of the muscles in his neck, relief in the set of his jaw. "But, Bruce—there is one tradition I didn't get to try."

"I don't carol," he said, and she grinned. She reached into her pocket, and slowly lifted its contents above her head.

Bruce stared at the mistletoe.

"This is how it works, isn't it?" she asked.

A brief crinkle of his nose, a curl at the corner of his mouth, lips pressed together as he shook his head and tried not to smile. "That's cheating, Princess," he said, his voice a low warning that curled like smoke around her spine.

"I have it on good authority," she said, "that all's fair, under the circumstances."

"There are two circumstances that could apply to," he reminded her. "Which is this?"

"Do I have to choose?"

His kiss was sudden, but it wasn't some perfunctory thing, a chore to get out of the way. His fingers slid into her hair, his other hand at her hip, and Diana lowered her arms to wrap them around him. No shortage of kisses in her memory, but she could have sworn this tasted sweetest, carried with it all the thrill of victory. Love and war, but war wasn't what this felt like; this felt like the hunt. This felt like catching something ethereal, intangible. Her heart fluttered like a sparrow trapped in the cage of her ribs. When his hand moved to the small of her back to press her closer, she fitted herself against him, tried to memorize his warmth in the cold winter air.

She still had to be careful not to hold him too close, since she didn't want to break his ribs.

He broke away first, and his hand left her hair to frame her face, callouses rough against her skin. "Diana?" he asked, close enough still that she could feel his words. She opened her eyes, met his, that fascinating color like the ocean meeting the sea.

"Yes?"

"You're going to have to put me down."

She froze.

She'd picked him up off the ground.

She had picked them both up off the ground.

She shut her eyes in mild horror as she lowered them both back down, until she felt the ground beneath her feet. He surprised her by kissing her again, soft and swift but a kiss all the same, before he let her go. Her face felt hot, and she wasn't sure if it was the kiss that had done it or the mortification. If it hadn't been for her, he might have kept kissing her, might be kissing her still.

"Fishsticks."

And then—and then! He smiled. A real smile, the kind that spread outward from his eyes, lopsided and imperfect around porcelain teeth, and she thought that her heart probably stopped. As if to even let it beat would break the spell, that smile that shot electric right through to her fingertips.

"I'll be seeing you, Princess," he said as he opened his car door, said it like a promise; for a moment, she could imagine that he was her knight, and not his city's.

"Merry Christmas," she said, at a loss for anything else.

She waited until his car had pulled away to pirouette, a giddy spin before she returned to her car.

Clark was going to be so mad he'd missed it.














  JoeyBee: Guess who got a kiss? 💄

MajorTom: WHAT no how 👀

JoeyBee: I have my ways 💅🏽

JoeyBee: Maybe he was just overwhelmed by the Christmas spirit

MajorTom: lmfao

JoeyBee: There may have been mistletoe involved

MajorTom: omfg cheaterrrrr 💔💔💔

JoeyBee: It's not cheating!

JoeyBee: Mistletoe isn't legally binding

JoeyBee: He could have refused

MajorTom: 😂

MajorTom: admit defeat? 😱

JoeyBee: You will just have to take my word for it

JoeyBee: He really did want to kiss me

JoeyBee: And did

JoeyBee: 😘

MajorTom: 🙌🎉🎊🎆🎇

MajorTom: xmas miracle 🎄👼

JoeyBee: You know what this means?

MajorTom: UGH

MajorTom: fine

MajorTom: no more adele

JoeyBee: 😩🙌

MajorTom: but u had to kiss bruce

MajorTom: so who is the real winner

JoeyBee: Even more me 😈

JoeyBee: There is no bat emoji

MajorTom: Or kangaroos

JoeyBee: I know!!

MajorTom: alt bman options: 💰🎃🌑🐁🌃

JoeyBee: 🌃 is more like Gotham

JoeyBee: Bruce is more like 😐

MajorTom: 😂😂😂

JoeyBee: What do you think he'd say if I sent him a panda selfie?

MajorTom: 😐😶

MajorTom: and then secretly save it

JoeyBee: I'm doing it 😤

MajorTom: godspeed

MajorTom: 🎄☃️🎅
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Sweet


    
    Batman didn't jolt when he awoke, and instead remained still as he tried to take stock of the situation. The last thing he remembered was realizing too late that Poison Ivy had filled the vents with sleep poppies. 

He really needed to build some kind of automated sensor into his mask, so it could activate when his hands were tied. Literally or metaphorically. He kept meaning to, but it kept getting put on the back burner in favor of more pressing projects. 

Sometimes he wondered if his subconscious was deliberately guiding him toward forced naps. 

He wasn't in a research lab. He was in a bed. A comforter had been pulled up over him. He was still in full costume. Someone was singing Duke of Earl, muffled by at least one door. 

Slowly, he sat up. He slid out from under the covers until his boots touched the floor. He kept the lights off, and remained silent as he opened the bedroom door, entered the living room. The apartment wasn't large enough to accommodate a hallway. 

Standing between the couch and the dining room table, he had still somehow managed to go unnoticed. She was still singing Duke of Earl. She made it sound like Duke of Oil. 

"Harley." His voice rasped in his throat.

She twirled around in surprise, her eyes wide. She'd changed out of her costume. She might have been wearing a black hoodie dress, or she might have just broken into the closet of a man Batman's size. The primary source of confusion was the fact that the neckline went about halfway to her navel, in order to show off a bra stitched to look covered in roses. She may have stolen it from Ivy. The fact that it was too small for her supported this idea. The rose print ribbons in her hair matched her choker. If she was wearing shorts, they weren't obvious beneath the hoodie. The stripes on her thigh-high socks were mismatched.

It was unclear what this outfit was intended to convey. If anything.

"You're up!" she said, a wide grin of delight, voice as high and nasal as ever. The headache he did not yet have didn't appreciate it. Her lipstick was a lighter shade of red than usual. She was holding a metal spatula. "Pancakes'll be done in a minute, Red says it's important to eat after ya get up if ya don't wanna be sick. There's water for ya, too, you're probably dehydrated." She pointed with the spatula to a bottle of water on the counter.

"Harley," he repeated, a tone of warning underneath the rough texture of it. He considered the best way to express the sentiment he wanted conveyed in as few words as possible. "What the fuck."

It was neither eloquent nor intimidating. Both were pointless where Harley was concerned. She and Ivy had moved well beyond the point where he could maintain any kind of a mystique. He was just lucky that neither had any interest in killing or unmasking him.

Harley giggled. "Ya sound awful," she said, and when she said the word it sounded like it contained at least three Os. "Drink your water," she insisted, turning back around to flip her pancakes. 

Cautiously, Batman claimed the rectangular bottle.

"We weren't just gonna leave ya there, obviously. Findin' Bats all sleepy on the floor, how embarrassin' would that be? And then all the boys in Gotham'd start acting up, thinkin' they could get away with it, and nobody wants that."

Batman had already finished the entire bottle of water. He was still thirsty. His skin felt sticky. 

"Red wanted to steal your clothes and leave ya in a dumpster again, so you're welcome for changin' her mind."

"Thanks."

She hummed, swaying her hips as she poured more pancake batter onto the skillet. He kept his eyes on a random cabinet door. One of the hinges was missing a screw. "I had her help me bring ya back here, instead. I dunno how comfy it was, sleepin' in your suit, but I thought ya might be shy about your ballerina pajamas."

"That's not what those are."

"Whatever ya say," she sang. "Ivy's already way outta Gotham, and I'm not tellin' ya where."

"Harley." She looked over her shoulder at him. "Are you off your meds again?"

She giggled. "Kinda."

"It's a yes or no question."

"It's complicated." She flipped more pancakes. "The old stuff made me feel nothin' but mad and everythin' else gave me seizures and even when it worked I was tired and fat and twitchy. That's one good thing about gettin' dunked, I don't have those tics anymore."

"Don't make excuses for him."

"I'm not makin' excuses!" she said, defensive. "I'm just sayin', is all. I don't think he knew it'd help with that." She frowned. "I think he thought it'd kill me."

"Probably."

She sighed. "When I'm all flat I end up goin' back to him and goin' off my meds anyway, so what's the point?"

"You're not yourself when you're unmedicated."

"I'm not totally off them! Can't ya tell?" She turned around, and grabbed her own breasts. "Lookit all the weight I've gained."

Batman averted his gaze pointedly to an art poster on the wall.

"Ya remember how skinny I was."

"I remember."

Harley turned her attention back to pancakes. "Ivy and I've been workin' on growin' somethin' I can use."

"That sounds inadvisable."

"It's workin', though! It's sorta workin'. I'm not hallucinatin' much, anyway. Still gettin' fat, but I'm not tired."

"You're not fat."

"You're sweet."

"I'm really not."

Harley presented him with a plate of pancakes. He did not accept it. "Don't make me have done all that for no reason," she warned. Once-rich skin had an unnatural pallor, color leached out of it with acid. There were red rings around the gray of her irises. They used to be brown.

Silently, he took the plate from her. He made no move to actually eat it. There was a sound at the front door, and Batman and Harley both turned their heads to look. It opened, and an unfamiliar brunette froze at the sight of them. She was holding a phone up to her ear.

She stared at them. They stared back.

"Honey, can I stay at your place tonight?" she said into her phone as she shut the door again.

Batman looked back at Harley, and said nothing.

"What?" she asked, putting up her palms. "I never said it was my apartment."

He waited.

"I wasn't just gonna steal her food, either," Harley added. "I was gonna run to the store before ya took me back to Arkham."

"I'm not letting you rob a grocery store."

"So you're just lettin' me rob this girl, instead? After eatin' all her pancakes?"

"I'm not eating these."

"You'd better! And I'd wanna get her some food even if ya didn't, because look at this." Harley swung the door to the fridge open, and pointed inside of it. "She can't be livin' like this! It's unhealthy."

The fridge contained nothing but sparkling fruit drinks and yogurt.

Batman sighed.










Batman and Harley Quinn were standing in the middle of a Green Market that had not yet opened for the morning. She'd put her costume back on, her coat in red and black with a harlequin hood, bells on her collar. She still hadn't zipped it up. The sports bra was a minor improvement. The leggings were marginally more practical. Her high-tops didn't match.

She frowned at the label on a bottle of juice.

"These prices are a lot better than I woulda thought," she said. "I figured it'd be all frou-frou organic stuff."

"It's sustainable. Not organic."

"Yeah! Red's always tellin' me how those're different." She dropped the juice into the basket on her arm. "I feel like your lecture'd go different than hers, since hers always end with how everybody oughta die." She gasped in delight as she spotted a display of pawpaw fruit. "Are these local?" she asked. She did not wait for a response. "I didn't know they had these here!" She grabbed three. "They need to work on their advertising."

"Apparently."

"Is this where ya shop?" Harley asked. Batman did not respond. "I always thought it was funny, imaginin' you and Robin goin' grocery shoppin'. Did he go off to college? I figured it'd happen eventually, once he got taller than me. Course, ya had that other Robin for a minute there—real firecracker, that one. I always thought that first Robin was yours, but that second one..." She shook her head. "What happened to him, anyway?"

The silence this time had a weight to it.

Harley wilted a little. "Oh, no."

"It wasn't that."

"Is he okay?"

He opened his mouth, then shut it again without a word.

"He didn't get shot or nothin'?"

"No."

"It's okay if ya don't wanna tell me what happened," Harley assured him, looking over produce, basket hanging from her hands.

"Joker happened."

Her grip on the basket tightened. "Oh."

They were both quiet, then.

"It wasn't anyone's fault but Joker's," Harley said finally. "Whatever the kid did."

"What are you doing here, Harley."

"Makin' sure that girl gets some fiber in her diet?" she suggested as she dropped apples into her basket.

"You know what I meant."

Harley pursed her lips thoughtfully. "I'm goin' back to Arkham." She slid the hood back off of her hair. "He's out, so I wanna be in. The stuff Red's growin' ain't perfect yet. I keep thinkin' I heard him, or I saw him, and it's gettin' harder for her to talk me down. He could still get me in there, but at least there'll be cameras and people watchin' me. And I don't mind it so much, really, since they got the new doctors in there. The ones that didn't know me, before."

"She's letting you go alone?"

"It's not the same for her. And this way she can get me out when ya put him back in." He did not protest her planned escape attempt. Her coat fell down off her shoulder. "We're hopin' she'll have the kinks worked out by then. She wants it to be flowers—eatin' flower petals instead of takin' pills. Do ya not like this?" She stuck a finger into her cleavage to tug at her bra, red marks where the stitching pressed into her skin.

"You're fine."

"I can zip it up if you're uncomfortable."

"My comfort is irrelevant to how you choose to dress yourself."

She giggled. "You're sweet." She pulled her coat up and zipped it to her neck, bells jingling when she hit them with the zipper. "How old are you?"

"How old do you think I am."

She squinted at his jaw in the half-light of the store, street lamps filtering through the windows. "Forty-five."

He was thirty-one. "Good guess."

"Ya always seemed old-fashioned." She headed for the dry goods, and he followed at a distance. Just enough to keep her in his sight. "But in a nice way, not the judgey way." She set the basket down so that she could compare different bags of wild rice. When she bent, it was straight-legged and at the waist. It was bad for her back. He turned his head to keep her at the edge of his vision.

"It's hard, ya know," Harley said, "meetin' nice guys."

"You have Ivy."

"And I love her," she said, with a vicious fierceness. "Sometimes I just want somethin' she can't give me, is all."

"You don't need to explain."

"I've just come to terms with it," she continued. "I know what I like, and what I like is weird shit."

"You really don't need to explain."

"Bein' ashamed of it's what got me into trouble. I know ya don't like it when ya think I'm cuttin' him slack, but I think it worked out for the best. I'm closer to the person I always secretly wanted to be. Maybe people make assumptions, but I used to do everythin' right and people made assumptions then, too. At least now I'm actually gettin' laid sometimes."

"You really don't need to explain."

"It's just hard, ya know?" she said, as if he had not spoken. She carried the basket against her thighs with both hands, though she was probably strong enough to carry it higher and one-handed. "Ya meet a nice guy, and ya tell him you're into weird shit, and he gets all excited 'til he finds out ya don't just mean silk scarves and anal."

"I cannot overemphasize how little you need to explain."

"And then ya meet a guy who's into all the same stuff you are, except he don't just wanna play, he's actually just garbage. Garbage that's really good at—"

"Please do not say anything that I cannot unhear."

She held up her basket. Batman took it, carrying it for her as she wandered toward the refrigerated cases. "It's too bad you're such a prude."

"Hm."

She dropped bottles of water and a jug of milk into the basket. "A lotta those tight-pants guys in the League are probably into weird shit, right?"

"I wouldn't know." This was a lie.

"In costumes like those? Gotta be. If ya ever wanna play matchmaker..."

"There's a problem with your idea." He took a detour on their way out through the aisle with basic hardware supplies, in order to grab a small box of screws.

"The fact that I'm askin' Batman where to find good dick?"

"There are multiple problems with your idea."

"Like what?"

He stopped; she didn't. She used his stopping as an excuse to put herself into his personal space. He was put into the peculiar position of suddenly and involuntarily looming. It was not as unusual as it could have been. He sometimes loomed as a reflex.

"Matchmaking," he said, "would require me to find a man who I would trust not to hurt you, and who I would trust you not to hurt."

Harley frowned. "Yeah," she said finally, "I can see how that'd be tricky." He resumed walking toward the checkout. "Not impossible, though."

"I'm busy."

"Ya could keep an eye out."

"I'm busy."

Harley stuck her tongue out at him and crossed her eyes. He opened a pocket on the back of his belt, and set two hundred dollars on the counter. She whistled. "Ya keep that kinda cash on ya?"

"No."

She huffed and punched him in the shoulder. "Just for that, I'm stealin' your belt for real next time Red whammies ya."

He looked down at her. His mask meant that raising an eyebrow would accomplish nothing. His meaning nonetheless came across.

"I didn't mean like whammy whammies."

"Hm."

"She tries not to do that to ya," she added, "because we like ya."

"Thanks."

"... if ya did get whammied, though," she began.

"I have hands," he finished for her.

"I could still supervise."

"I'm going to pretend you never said that."

She rose up on her toes to give him a quick peck on the cheek. "You're sweet."

He sighed. "I'm really not."
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1. Eighteen Years Later

Author's Note:
      This fic is available as an ebook for offline reading, which I promise looks much better than downloading the one AO3 generates.

    


    
    It was almost impossible to find Bruce Wayne amidst the flock of models that had descended upon him. Pictures would soon be all over various social networks as guests pretended to take selfies, though it was unlikely Mr. Wayne would have stopped anyone from taking photos outright. At least one of those photos was going to end up a meme sooner rather than later.

It wasn't hard to see why. The man himself, dressed in an impeccable suit, had taken a seat to give himself a break from mingling. A very large fellow with an earpiece kept the area under his poolside awning free of those his boss didn't care to speak to. All around him the party continued, with more than one person leaping fully-clothed into the pool. And slowly, like moths to a flame, slender women with fashion-shoot faces had gathered around Wayne. No one stopped them. A few had enough decorum to sit in adjacent chairs. Some sat on the couch beside him, one with her legs draped sideways over his lap; some stood behind the couch and bent half over it to talk to him, doing dangerous things to their necklines. A few, shameless, sat on the tile of the patio near his feet.

Not that any of this was particularly unusual. It was difficult to find a picture of Gotham's favorite son at a public event without a throng of women. The fact that he had never been known to date anyone seriously did not dissuade them.

"I don't know why I even come to these things when he just hogs all the hot chicks," one guest complained. Someone—he did not see who—pushed him into the pool, and gave him something better to complain about.










"Bruuuce," Cindi said, looking up from where she sat on the ground. "Seriously, you should come."

"What would I even do?" Bruce asked, as Laura took his glass to steal some of his champagne. She was standing behind the couch, and wasn't actually old enough to drink.

"Play with us, obviously," said Adia, legs draped over him for no apparent reason whatsoever. Bruce took his glass back from Laura before she could take a second sip, and she pouted. He frowned as he wiped lipstick off the rim.

"I don't even know how to play Street Fighter," he said.

"Who doesn't know how to play Street Fighter?" Cindi demanded, scandalized. "Didn't you go to college?"

"Is that what I was supposed to be doing?" Bruce asked. "In that case, I made things much more difficult than they needed to be."

"I bet you studied really hard and went to bed at a reasonable hour," Nickie accused from where she sat beside him.

"I've never gone to bed at a reasonable hour in my life," Bruce said, "and quite frankly, I am offended." He drank more champagne as Nickie giggled.

"We can teach you to play Street Fighter," Adia pointed out. "And! Anita has a big yard, so we're all going to bring our pets."

Bruce raised an eyebrow at Anita, who had taken her heels off to sit cross-legged in one of the chairs, her skirt pulled down over her knees. "Really?" he asked. "Chairman Meow is okay with that?"

"I told you he's friendly!" Anita said. "I don't know why you don't believe me."

"Because he looks like a confused Austrian peddler," he said, and Anita gasped. "He looks like his parents were a pug and a slipper. In every single picture you have ever shown me of that cat, he looks like he's going to tell me stories about the war."

Cindi had a distinctly horse-like laugh that Anita did not appreciate when her cat's honor was at stake. "You're going to feel really bad when you meet him and see how nice he is," Anita warned.

"I'm going to feel bad when he turns out to be a wish-granting hobgoblin," Bruce corrected.

"He really is nice," Cora said. "Wanna see a picture of him cuddling with Pigglesworth?"

"Yes."

Cora, standing behind him and over his shoulder, held out her phone in front of his face so that he could see her lockscreen. A Himalayan cat was wrapped around a potbellied piglet on a pillow, and they both seemed to be sleeping.

"That," Bruce said seriously, "is adorable."

"So are you going to come?" Cindi asked.

"Do it for Pigglesworth," Cora added, wiggling her phone encouragingly.

"I'm going to have to see how I feel next week," he said, and there was a collective groan of frustration. "I don't want to get your hopes up and then have to cancel. You know how it is."

"All I know is, usually when you say that it means you're secretly planning to do something dangerous that might get you hurt," Adia said.

"Mister Do-What-I-Say, Not-What-I-Do, No-You-Can't-Come-BASE-Jumping-With-Me," Nickie added.

"I don't think that nickname is going to catch on. Yvonne, watch your drink."

Laura set the margarita back down like she'd been burned, and Yvonne took it back with narrowed eyes, curling up in her chair.

"Snitch," Laura accused.

"Eat some sushi first and I'll get you your own glass."

Laura pouted again. "It's too many carbs."

"She doesn't want to eat because she has a beach shoot tomorrow morning," Cindi revealed. She'd already eaten entirely too many California rolls, and Bruce probably would have let her get away with drinking if she'd wanted to.

"Then you shouldn't be drinking, either," Bruce said. "You don't want to be hungover. And you should still eat."

"But if I drink enough, and stay up all night, I can be drunk instead," Laura said, sitting down beside Cindi.

"You're really not selling me on this," Bruce said.

"Who's the shoot with?" Cindi asked.

Laura made a face. "Hugo."

Cindi made a face to match. "Oh, ew. No wonder."

"Hugo?" Bruce repeated. Laura and Cindi exchanged a glance.

"It's not really that big a deal," Laura said.

"I never said it was," Bruce said. "I'm just curious." Despite his claims, there was something about his face that made him seem more focused than he'd been.

Nickie giggled again, then put her hand to her mouth for a stage whisper away from Bruce. "Observe," she said, "a Wayne in his natural habitat. This one has scented prey, and so the hunt begins." Adia cackled.

"I'm not that bad," Bruce protested. "I've just never heard of the guy."

"Hugo Wegner," Yvonne said, squinting at her empty margarita glass as if that would refill it. She was older than Cindi and Laura, if only barely. She was also much better at following the unspoken drinking rules, and so Bruce didn't police her the way he did them. "He's an up-and-comer."

"He's not, like, a super-creep," Laura said. "He's just obnoxious."

"He does this thing where he gets really picky about poses and ends up moving you around with his hands," Cindi said, making a face again.

"He's gross," Alex said, the first thing she'd said all night. She was sitting on the very end of the couch, nearly off of it. She was the youngest at barely eighteen, and she spent most of her time staring at her phone.

"Huh." Bruce finished off his champagne, handed the empty glass off to Adia and moved her legs off of him so he could reach into his pocket.

"Uh ooooh," Adia announced. "He's getting his phooooone."

"I'm just checking the time," he said, as if he was not wearing a perfectly good watch.

"Papa Bear Bruce is gonna maul a motherfucker," Cora said.

"There are at least five things wrong with that sentence," Bruce said. Cora practically set her chin on his shoulder to try and watch what he was doing, and he tilted the screen away, turned his head to raise an eyebrow at her. "Can I help you?" he asked.

"I wanna see what it looks like when you ruin a man's life via email," Cora said.

"Coretta Lee, you are being very melodramatic today."

"Oooooh," Anita said with a wince. "You got full-named."

Cora dropped down behind the couch as if she were hiding. "I can't believe I got Coretta'd."

"They're not going to cancel my shoot, are they?" Laura asked.

"No," Bruce said, no longer bothering to deny the nature of the email he was composing. "You'll just get a different photographer."

"What if they know I complained? I don't want people thinking I'm difficult. They won't want to hire me."

"You're not difficult," Bruce said, thumbs still moving over the touchscreen keyboard. Cora peered over the back of the couch, her eyes just barely visible. "Karen knows better than to try that, anyway."

"I can't believe you call Mrs. McClelland Karen," Cindi said.

"It's one of the perks of adulthood," Bruce said as he hit send, put his phone back in his pocket.

"Because you're so old," Anita teased.

"Ancient," he agreed. Nickie tipped sideways and sprawled out, resting her head on one of his legs and making herself comfortable. "… and I'm furniture again. Go right ahead, Nickie, thanks for asking. I'm just the guy who owns the place."

"It's not my fault you don't have any throw pillows," Nickie said.

"You are the only person in the entire world that uses throw pillows," Bruce said. Cora leaned back over Bruce's shoulder and held her phone up. "Please don't take a picture with her head in my lap." Nickie made a peace sign for the camera as Cora did exactly that. "At least don't post it."

"I'm posting it everywhere," Cora informed him, and he sighed. "I need to share this milestone with the world. My first selfie with Bruce Wayne where he didn't smile for the camera." Nickie feigned shock.

"That's how you know you've made it," Anita said.

"You know," Bruce said, "I could have sworn some of you used to be nice."

"That's what you get for making fun of my cat."

"It's a price I'm willing to pay." 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          This is what a Himalayan Cat looks like. Feel free to reread Bruce's description of Chairman Meow alongside this image. Possibly you will find this hilarious. Possibly that's just me.

        




2. Nineteen Years Later


    
    "She stole my phone!"

Bruce looked at Alex. "Alex?"

Alex glanced up from her phone, and after a moment, shrugged. "I threw it in the pool." Bruce looked out the open window, down to the patio on the ground floor. It would have taken a pretty aggressive throw to get it in the water, but someone did in fact seem to be fishing it out with a net.

"You bitch," the other girl spat, and Alfred rolled his eyes as he continued holding the two furious models at bay. They looked the same age as Alex, about nineteen, but it could be hard to tell with models. It was an industry that rewarded women for looking like girls. Bruce's eyes lingered on Alex's left arm. She'd gotten a full sleeve tattoo since last he saw her, butterflies from her wrist to the middle of her upper arm. Alex was looking at her phone again, and making no effort to defend herself.

"Did you have a good reason?" Bruce asked her.

"Yeah," Alex said, but didn't elaborate.

"No she didn't," one of the other girls protested.

Bruce sighed. "Alfred, could you see these ladies out?"

"What?" The girl who'd had her phone stolen looked as baffled as angry. "Why are we the ones getting kicked out?"

"I'm sorry," Bruce said, and he really was. "Alex is a family friend, and if there's been a disagreement between you two, then I'm going to have to ask you to leave until it's sorted out. If you'd like to come back tomorrow, I can write you a check for the value of your phone."

"This is bullshit," said the other girl, but Alfred was already leading them to the stairs. Alex had not looked up from her phone.

Bruce waited until they were out of earshot. "Do you want to tell me what that was about?" Alex shrugged. "So no, then."

"I can go home if you want," she said, eyes still on the screen.

"That is not what I said, and that is not what I want." It was a very subtle motion of her shoulders that had her drawing in on herself. "I'm not mad at you, I'm just confused." How strange, to think that she was Dick's age, when she seemed so much younger. "I'm pretty sure I've seen you ignore everything short of a punch to the face, so right now I'm imagining that they must have committed some kind of war crime." She smiled faintly, but said nothing. "Does it have something to do with the fact that my bedroom door seems to be open?" She shrugged. "Were there pictures involved, or...?" She shrugged again. "Did one of them steal your voice in exchange for legs so that you could walk on land?"

She snorted a laugh despite herself, a smile with teeth. "Bruce."

"If you've been a mermaid this whole time, I think Jane has a right to know."

She looked up from her phone just so that she could give him A Look. "Yeah, Bruce. You got me. I'm a mermaid."

"Knew it." She tried and failed to hide her smile. "That why you pitched her phone into the pool?"

The smile faded with another shrug. "I didn't know if her phone did cloud backups or whatever."

"So you figured you'd completely destroy it before it could." It wasn't a question.

She was back on her phone. "I guess."

He sighed. He almost crossed his arms, put his hands in his pockets instead. Less threatening. "You could have just gotten me. Maybe I could have talked to them to start with, instead of trying to do damage control?"

"They wouldn't have listened."

"Already knew them, huh?"

"Yeah."

"Were they aware you hated them before you chucked a phone out the window?"

"I don't think so."

"Ah." Bruce glanced outside. It wasn't really a party, more of an informal get-together. Mostly people he knew well, but he didn't mind if they brought someone along. A low commitment, low effort way to keep up appearances. Primarily to avoid people assuming he was having some kind of depressive episode. Once Dick had left for college, it suddenly became much more acceptable for acquaintances to swing by unannounced with soup. Why did they always bring soup? He didn't even like soup.

Parties as a soup prevention tactic were probably one of the weirder aspects of his lifestyle.

"I like the tattoo," he said, and Alex smiled.

"I like it, too," she said, holding up her arm and looking at the butterflies.

"That won't make it harder to find work?"

"No," she said, going back to typing on her phone. "I'm planning to get into porn, anyway."

Bruce froze. "… ah." He paused. "That's… a… valid decision. For you to make. As an adult. If that's… what you want to do. With your life. For… whatever reason. Which you… are not obligated to explain to me, obviously. Because you are a grown woman."

Alex lifted her phone without warning to snap a picture of him, then grinned.

"… you were fucking with me, weren't you."

"I'm texting this to Jane."

"That wasn't funny."

"Your brain basically broke."

"That was rude."

"Watching you try to reconcile the fact that you think I'm a baby with the fact that you didn't want to disrespect sex work or my bodily autonomy was a-mazing."

"I think you were disrespectful enough for the both of us."

"I can barely even talk in front of people," she reminded him. "How would I do porn?"

"I—I'm not answering that," he said. "That's a trick question and I'm not falling for it." She laughed. "You're growing up into a horrible young woman, you know."

"Nuh-uh," she countered, shaking her head and swaying as she did it. "You're proud of me."

"I am," he agreed.

She looked up from her phone. "… well now you've ruined it."

"Was I supposed to pretend I'm not?"

"Maybe? Now it's all feelings-y in here."

He considered this statement. "Gross."

"Exactly."

"Still proud of you, though."

She balled her hands into fists, one of them around her phone, and rubbed them over her cheeks. "Oh, whatever."

"Really proud."

"Shut uuuup."

"I'm going back out to get a burger," he said with a nod of his head. "You coming with, or are you going to keep wandering around my house unsupervised?" He offered his arm.

Alex slid her phone into her pocket. "Sure." She put her hand loose on the crook of his elbow, and let him lead her down the hall.

"You don't need to defend my honor, you know," he said when they were halfway down the stairs.

"Someone has to."

"I can take care of myself."

"You can." She stopped, and he did the same two steps lower. He was still taller than she was. She extended her left pinky towards him. The corner of his mouth twitched.

"What exactly am I promising?" he asked.

"Let people do stuff for you sometimes."

"That's very vague," he said. She waited. So did he. Finally, he hooked his pinky around hers. "There. Happy?"

She started descending the stairs again. "I'll be happier with a burger."

"Your wish is my command."

  



3. Seventeen Years Later


    
    "What are you doing back already?"

Robin dropped down onto the rooftop where Batman was standing. "You got a letter."

"What."

"It was attached to a bag of M&Ms." Robin held up a piece of paper covered in stickers.

"What happened to the bag of M&Ms."

"Tossed it."

"You ate them."

"I ate them."

Batman held out a hand so that Robin could hand him the letter, but Robin unfolded it instead and cleared his throat. "Don't read it out loud," Batman warned.

"Dear Batman," Robin read.

"Don't do a voice."

"I hope you're doing well," Robin continued, still doing a voice. "I don't know if you can—" He was cut off when he snorted a laugh, and when he started talking again his voice was strained. "I don't know if you can read," he said, before falling into choked laughter again.

"Are you done."

"I'm sorry," Robin said, trying to get himself under control. "I thought I had it, but now that I'm reading it out loud—"

"I told you not to."

"No, no, I've got this. Okay." He cleared his throat again. "My friend Joey says you can't, because bats are blind. Just in case I used a strawberry marker—this letter smells like strawberries, I think this banana sticker is scratch and sniff."

"You think?"

"I might have imagined that because I didn't want to have smelled a sticker for no reason. Anyway: I'm fine, but I'm worried about my neighbor's dog."

"Someone could be getting mugged right now. You realize that."

"No one ever gets mugged after two. So: it cries all day, and I think he hits it sometimes. I tried to let it out of his yard, but now he doesn't let it out of the house. Mom says I can't call the police because of a dog. I'm sorry about the M&Ms, they were all I could get." Robin paused. "I like the M&Ms better, actually. Do you think we can tell them that?"

"No."

"It would be less wasteful."

Batman crossed his arms over his chest, scanned the horizon. "It wouldn't be as emotionally satisfying for them."

Robin sighed. "So do you want me to go get the dog?"

Batman held out his hand again, and this time Robin handed him the letter. "No."

Robin blinked. "No?"

"Head west, finish your patrol."

"Seriously?" Robin stood closer to the edge of the building. "Because I can be in and out of there in like—"

"I'm not letting you steal a dog," Batman said, cutting him off.

"I would be rescuing a dog," Robin corrected.

"You can't have a dog," Batman said, no room for argument. "We've had that discussion, we're not having it again."

Robin scuffed his heel against the brickwork. "… I'm more than old enough to handle a dog."

"That's what you said about the guinea pigs."

"Hey," Robin said, indignant. "For all we know, those guinea pigs are still alive and well."

Batman turned his head just enough to look down at him. "In the woods?" Batman asked. "With the feral cats? For two years?"

"… they were very fast."

"Dogs are faster. Now is not the time for this discussion. Finish last rounds."










Batman stood from where he'd been kneeling on the ground, and sighed. "Shit." He pressed down the button on the communicator in his ear. "Robin."

"Yeah?" Robin's voice had a slight fuzz of static over it.

"Where in the Batmobile do you hide that sandwich you always bring."

There was a pause. "Nowhere. You told me to stop doing that."

Batman watched the entry of the alleyway, just in case. Police radio was as silent as usual for the time of night. It had been a cold spring; things wouldn't pick up until temperatures did. That was when the real all-nighters started. "The dog is hiding under the car, I need something to lure it out so I don't run it over."

Another pause. "Don't you have treats or something?"

"I ran out of those getting it out of the house." He'd been going for subtlety, but it turned out small abused dogs took a lot of coaxing to follow large strange men.

He could hear Robin heave a dramatic sigh. "Under the passenger seat, the box that says Smith and Wesson on it."

Beneath his mask, his eyebrows shot up. "Really? Smith and Wesson?"

"I thought you'd be so relieved I didn't have a gun, you wouldn't be mad about the sandwich."

"I can be mad about both, in order." He opened the door to the car to reach under the seat and grab the box. "This isn't a picnic, don't pack a lunch." He didn't know why he still bothered saying it. He'd been saying it for five years.

"I need to keep my blood sugar up!" Robin protested. "What am I supposed to do if I get hungry?"

Batman knelt down on the pavement again, and held half a ham sandwich out to try and tempt the Cavalier King Charles Spaniel cowering under the Batmobile. "Do what you always do," he said through the communicator. "Go to the McDonald's on Clark Street."

"I don't know what you—"

"Tanya Parker," Batman interrupted.

"… how long have you known?"

"I've always known."

"She says I remind her of her son," Robin said defensively, as if that made it better.

"The fact that she hasn't been fired for giving you so much free food is a miracle, and the fact that you can eat that many french fries is a crime." The dog finally emerged tentatively from under the car to nibble on the edge of the sandwich.

"I'm a growing boy."

"Keep telling yourself that. You're not getting taller." Batman gently scratched the dog behind the ears. Most of its fur was matted, probably black and tan but maybe just filthy. Carefully, he picked it up; it squirmed less now that he was holding a sandwich for it to eat. He held it against his chest with his hand beneath its ribs, and frowned at it. The dog did not seem to notice the expression, being entirely focused on the presence of thinly sliced meats. "You can take care of it for the summer," he said. "After that it gets a new home."

"Yessss." He could practically hear Robin pump his fist in victory. "I'm gonna name it Steve."

"You can't name a dog Steve."

"Bat-Steve," Robin amended.

"It's a girl."

"Stevette. Steve, for short." Based on his slight breathlessness, Robin was on his way back to the Batmobile. The dog would probably like him better. Most animals did.

"It doesn't look like a Steve."

"You can't judge on appearances," Robin said loftily. "You need to look into its heart."

Batman shook his head. "In that case her name should be Ham."

"Ham-Steve!"

"This is why the guinea pigs ran away."










"There's been a slight complication with the dog situation."

"Oh no!" Adia was wide-eyed. "Did something happen to Steve?"

"A lot of things happened to Steve," Bruce said. "Simultaneously."

"Is she okay?" Yvonne asked, following him further into the house alongside Adia. Neither of them had been able to find time to swing by in the last few weeks. Bruce probably should have been keeping them updated, but he'd decided he wanted to surprise them. It seemed like it might be fun. He took what he could get.

"She seems pretty proud of herself, actually," Bruce sighed, leading them up the stairs. "But it's going to be another month before you can take her home."

"Oh no!" Adia said again. "But I already got her food and toys and everything."

"I told you not to buy the fancy food," Yvonne said. "She got the kind you have to keep in the fridge because it's fancy. She's going to spoil her."

"Steve is already spoiled," Bruce said. He knocked on Dick's bedroom door.

"Come on in," Dick called. "I'm trapped."

Bruce opened the door, and immediately Adia made a high-pitched sound of delight.

"I thought Steve was just getting fat," Yvonne said.

"So did we," Bruce said.

Dick was lying on his bedroom floor, literally covered in puppies. They were clumsily attempting to maul him. He did not seem particularly distressed by the viciousness of their attacks. Steve was relaxing on Dick's bed. Her own, dog-specific bed went neglected on the floor.

"There are so many puppies," Adia squealed. There were, specifically, five puppies. "How did she have room for so many puppies?"

Dick winced. "Does someone want to get Harley off my head?" One puppy with particularly long fur on its ears was trying to eat his hair, ignoring its complete lack of nutritional value. Adia swooped in to pick it up.

Bruce shook his head. "Dick, I told you not to name the puppies."

"Hello Harley," Adia said, babytalking and rubbing her nose against the puppy's. "Did Dick name you after his motorcycle? Is that what he did?"

"That is exactly what I did," Dick said. "Watch out for her, she's a troublemaker."

"Do you know what their father was?" Yvonne asked. She walked directly over Dick so that she could sit on his bed and pet Steve. Dick pretended to be too engrossed in puppies to have enjoyed it.

"We think he was a dachshund," Bruce said, and his tone conveyed exactly what he thought about this fact.

"Ooh," Yvonne said, Steve's head already in her lap for maximum petting. "They're dashalier puppies."

"Is that what they're called?" Bruce asked. He knelt down beside Dick to pick up a puppy, holding it up to regard it seriously. "I've just been calling them God's Mistake." The puppy wiggled its feet and tried to lick Bruce's face.

"Bruce!" Adia gasped, scandalized. "How could you say that about such sweet babies?"

"These are yappy cocktail sausages," he said, even as he brought the puppy closer. It continued licking at his chin, and he didn't set it down despite his expression of disgust. "These things are a menace to society."

"You can't just say that about everything you don't like, Bruce," Yvonne said.

"I once saw you call a turtle a menace to society," Adia added.

"Society is easily menaced," Bruce said. "How do I always pick out the puppy that won't stop licking me?"

"I named her Selina," Dick said. Then, after a moment: "She likes to sing."

"You should keep that one," Adia said, nuzzling her cheek against Harley's fur.

"I'm not keeping any of them," Bruce said, setting the puppy down and rubbing its back as it tried to climb onto his legs. "Do either of you have friends that will want to take these hideous monstrosities?"

"I think Adia wants to keep Harley," Yvonne said, still petting Steve.

Adia had the grace to look abashed. "We could keep the mommy and the baby together." Harley was licking her hand vigorously.

"Two dogs down," Bruce muttered, "four to go."

"I think I know someone who wants Kay," said Dick, petting the puppy that had decided to lay down on his sternum.

"I can almost understand the other names, but Kay?" Bruce asked.

"It's complicated," Dick said, and it took him a minute to fish his phone out of his pocket. He unlocked it and handed it off to Bruce so he could read the conversation, having scrolled up to where it started—with a picture of the puppy in question.




  MajorTom: omg no

MajorTom: don't do this to me

MajorTom: i can't have a dog

MajorTom: you know i can't

MajorTom: don't let me have a dog

MajorTom: IT'S SO TINY i want it so bad

FineMess: Wow, that did not take long

MajorTom: i'm weak in the face of such tiny paws

FineMess: I should name it Kryptonite

MajorTom: lmfao

MajorTom: not unless you want luthor to kidnap it

MajorTom: and wear it on his head

FineMess: Ahahahaha

MajorTom: i bet jimmy would let me pet his dog

MajorTom: i'll ask if he wants it


"That's a worse name for a dog than Steve," Bruce said, handing him back his phone.

"Is that puppy's full name something filthy?" Adia asked, kissing her chosen puppy.

"Yes," Bruce and Dick said at once.

"After that I ran out of ideas," Dick admitted. "So this one is What, and this one is Who."

Adia looked up with a frown. "Who?"

"Exactly," Dick agreed.

"What?"

"No, that's the other one."

Bruce stood, ignoring the fact that Selina was trying to climb on his shoe. "Just name them Abbott and Costello instead of trying to be clever about it."

"Awww," Adia said, her smile impish. "He's gonna miss you, Dick."

"Not at all," Bruce countered.

"Little Dick is growing up," Yvonne teased.

"You're only two years older than me," Dick reminded her.

"Little baby Richard," Yvonne added, undeterred. "Going off to college and leaving Bruce all alone with his mansion full of puppies and models."

Dick paused. He frowned. He picked up Kay to look at him. "… remind me why I'm leaving, again?"

  



4. Sixteen Years Later


    
    "Well if it isn't the elusive Bruce Wayne."

Bruce came to a stop in the hallway, turning to the source of the voice. "Jane," he said, surprised. "How've you been?"

"I could ask you the same thing." She crossed her arms, and Bruce joined her near the wall rather than block traffic. "I haven't seen you at all since your birthday. You okay?"

"Still rich, still single. Generally incapable of being anything but okay." He smiled.

Jane had the kind of eyeroll that took her entire head with it. "Don't go giving me the press pass smile, mister."

"What, my smile's not good enough for you now?" Bruce teased.

Jane was unmoved. "Alex was worried sick about you, you know."

The smile faded. "How is she? Is she why you're here?"

"Oh, yeah." Jane gestured vaguely down the hall. "Some sweater ad or something. She doesn't want me in there embarrassing her in front of the other girls. She's okay, aside from being worried about you."

"You can tell her I'm fine."

She raised an eyebrow. "Stick around and you can tell her yourself."

"Maybe." He stuck his hands in his pockets. "Heard from her mom at all?"

Jane glanced around, as if there was some risk of Alex coming up behind her at that moment. "A couple months ago," she admitted quietly. "Wanted money. Wouldn't tell me where she was or what it was for. I told her to call Alex, but she never did."

Bruce had leaned closer as part of the overall aura of secrecy. "Did you send her anything?"

Jane's shrug had the same wide reach as her other expressions, carried her eyebrows with it. "Of course I did," she said. "She's my sister. She's alive and she's staying away from Alex, that's worth a couple hundred bucks."

"That's fair," he said, though he didn't pretend to be happy about it.

"Don't think I didn't notice you changing the subject," she added.

He sighed, glanced up at the clock. "I'd rather not talk about it," he admitted.

"… okay," she said. "I can understand that."

"How's the cat doing?" he asked, another change of subject.

"Dib?"

"I can never remember its name."

"It's a weird name," Jane agreed. "She's fine. Spends all day with Alex in her room, I hardly ever see either of them."

"Really?" Not that she'd ever been a particularly social kid, but isolating herself from Jane was new.

"Yeah," Jane said, and her tone was dismissive. "She's right in the middle of her brooding phase. Tons of fun."

"I enjoyed mine so much I never left," he agreed, and he grinned when she rolled her eyes again.

"How about Dick? Lock himself in his room a lot, say you don't understand him?"

Bruce frowned. "Not really, no. I think we got all that out of the way years ago. Now it's all girl problems. Want to trade?"

"Oh, god no." She shuddered. "I can't even imagine."

"Three different seniors invited him to prom."

"… you're kidding."

"He convinced them they should go as a group."

Jane snorted. "He takes after you, then."

"I can't imagine what you mean," he said primly. On cue, two women came up behind him to claim his arms.

"Bruce," said the first, taller than he was.

"We're ready to go whenever you are," said the second, much shorter.

Bruce remained stoic in the face of Jane's amusement. "Jane, this is Sonya and Morgan. Morgan, Sonya, this is Jane."

"Is she coming to the concert with us?" Sonya asked.

"The concert?" Jane repeated, still looking entirely too amused.

"He's taking us to see The Unity Machine," Morgan said, squeezing Bruce's arm tighter. "I'm so excited."

"He has his own box at the stadium," Sonya added.

"Lots of privacy?" Jane asked.

"Yes," Morgan said, clearly thrilled.

"Ah—you know what?" Bruce reached into his pocket for his keys, held them out for Sonya. "Why don't you two go ahead to dinner and I'll meet you there? Give me a minute to catch up with an old friend."

Sonya took the keys warily. "What if you're late?"

Bruce sighed, reached into his coat to grab the tickets and hand them to Morgan. She took them with a delighted squeal. "Don't miss it, though, okay?" she said, getting up on her toes to kiss Bruce's cheek.

"I'll be there," he assured them as they left without him.

"Sonya and Morgan," Jane repeated with a grin.

"They're lovely women," Bruce said.

"Ooh—women. So you are trying to get them in your pants." Rather than deny it, Bruce shrugged. "Alex will be happy to see you, though." Jane paused, bit her thumbnail. "Actually—could you do me a favor?"

"Of course."

She smiled. "You're not going to ask me what it is first?"

"Don't need to," he said. "But you are going to have to tell me eventually if you want it done."

"The thing is," Jane said, "Alex thinks you're cool."

"Someone's been lying to her."

"She's been talking to someone," she continued, as if he had not spoken. "Basically constantly. And I don't know who it is."

Bruce frowned. "Have you… asked her?"

Jane huffed, rolled her eyes again. "That's not how teenage girls work," she said. "She'll just clam up and try to hide it better when they're talking."

"What are you thinking it is?"

"I have no idea." Jane sighed. "It might just be a friend from school! It probably is. I just… worry. I remember what I was like at that age."

"That doesn't seem fair to her," Bruce said. "You were a uniquely terrible teenager."

"I think I was pretty typical," she protested.

"You stole a cop car."

"Yeah, but—"

"With the cop still in it," he added.

"The cop was what I was trying to steal! The car was collateral damage."

"Is this you defending yourself?" he asked. "Is that what this is supposed to be?"

"You weren't great either!" she pointed out, defensive. "Remember when you beat the hell out of Tyler Sinclair?"

"I thought we were talking about bad decisions," Bruce said. "Giving him a broken nose was the best decision I ever made."

She started ticking off a list on her fingers. "A broken nose, a fractured eye socket, three broken fingers, a dislocated arm, and his jaw was wired shut for three months."

There was a stubborn tension to his face that she hadn't seen in years. "You should have pressed charges."

"As if they would have stuck," she said, the same old argument. "If you weren't Bruce Fucking Wayne, the fallout would have been a lot worse than needing to get your nose set."

"Bruce Fucking Wayne could have hired you better fucking lawyers," he countered.

"Well excuse me for not thinking to ask the fifteen year-old boy with anger issues for legal help."

"… fair."

She gave him a pat on the elbow. "We're all glad you got rid of that death wish."

"Eh." He wrinkled his nose as he cocked his head to the side. "I wouldn't say got rid of so much as subsumed."

"I'm not saying I'm happy about the skydiving, I'm just saying it's better than picking fights."

"I'm still picking fights," he said. "Just… with gravity."










"Was it more or less scary than last time?"

Bruce tapped his fingers against his knee. Alex was still rearranging colorful circles on her phone. "More," he said.

"It's cool if you don't want to talk about it," she said.

"It's fine."

"Does he look less freaky in person?"

"More. Much more."

"Is that really just what his face looks like?"

"It really is."

Alex turned her phone screen-down on her knee long enough to pat Bruce's arm. "I'm glad Batman was there."

"Not as glad as I am," Bruce said. "How's Dib doing?"

She smiled. "You remembered her name."

"Of course," he said. "How could I forget?"

"She's good. I thought she might be pregnant but it turns out she's just getting fat because I keep feeding her chicken nuggets."

"Maybe you should try not feeding her chicken nuggets?"

"I could," she agreed, looking back at her phone, "but she really likes chicken nuggets." She switched into her messaging app, typing out a message at lightning speed before closing it again.

"Who are you talking to?" he asked, every appearance of idle curiosity.

"Just a friend."

"Like from school?"

"Like an internet friend."

"Aaaah." Bruce nodded. "So it's a pedophile."

She started to laugh. "Bruce! No. She's my age."

"That sounds like something a pedophile would say."

"Bruce, no," she repeated. "We met at a convention, okay?"

"What, like a modeling thing?"

She huffed. "No, it's like—you know that card game I play sometimes?"

"You still play that?"

"Yeah, the convention had a tournament, that's why I went."

He hummed thoughtfully. "Tournament. You mean a nerdfight."

"Bruce! You're awful. And nerds are cool now."

"That sounds like a lie an adult would tell a nerd to make them feel better."

"If models do it, it's automatically cool."

"You got me there."

"See, here's us at the con." She held her phone out so that he could see the screen, a selfie taken forehead-to-forehead and arm-in-arm with a girl both darker and rounder.

"Cute," he said, and she nodded as she took her phone back. "Now, maybe I'm just old, but is that a friends picture or a girlfriends picture?"

Alex fidgeted with her phone, turning pink. "Iunno."

"Girlfriends, then." Alex shrugged. "Does Jane know?"

"No," she snapped, wide-eyed. "Don't tell."

"I won't." He held out his pinky to reassure her until she hooked hers around it. "I just don't get why it's a secret."

"I don't know," she said, in that very specific way that meant she knew but didn't want to talk about it.

"Okay." He set his hands on his legs and stood. "But I think you should tell her. She worries about you. It'll make her feel better."

"Maybe." She tucked her phone into her pocket. "Stay safe, okay?"

He tousled her hair, and she made a face but didn't bat him away. "You, too."

  



5. Fifteen Years Later


    
    



  Amy: Hey

Amy: Can we use that room that totally isn't a dance studio but basically is?

Bruce: When?

Amy: Tonight, that's why we need it

Amy: I don't want the girls in the city in the middle of the night

Bruce: All people I know?

Amy: One new girl but she's sweet

Bruce: That's fine, then.

Amy: If you decide you want to dance with us, feel free

Bruce: Much as I would love to show off my grand jeté, I'm pretty busy.

Bruce: I'll be locked in my office basically all night.

Amy: How did you do the accent

Bruce: Long press.

Amy: Öh shît

Bruce: Dick is home for the summer, if he bothers you let me know.

Amy: I don't think the girls will be very bothered

Bruce: That's what I'm afraid of.

Amy: He's a sweet kid

Bruce: That's what he wants you to think.

Bruce: I assume you won't be needing the fencing equipment.

Amy: No one can tell them that swords are an option

Amy: My job is hard enough









"Bruce! I thought you were busy."

Dick froze, turned his head to see Bruce leaning against the doorway. Bruce held up his glass full of mysterious green semi-liquid. "Thought I'd come down and get a snack," Bruce said, "and maybe check in on you while I was at it." He narrowed his eyes, pointed at each person in the room in turn. "Amy, Tara, Phoebe, Yasmine, Cecily, Lucy, Ginger, Denise, Myka, I don't think we've met."

The last girl he'd pointed to giggled. "Coretta."

"Coretta," he repeated. "So you're the newest addition to Amy's army of twelve year-olds."

"I'm seventeen!" she protested, horrified.

Bruce shrugged. "Basically twelve."

"Just ignore him," Amy said. "You'll only encourage him." Bruce feigned innocence as he drank smoothie through a straw. "The girls were just showing Dick how to pirouette."

"Really."

Dick's attention was on an apparently very interesting spot on the ceiling. "He's really bad at it," Ginger informed Bruce.

"He's fallen down like twenty times," Myka confirmed.

"Really," Bruce said again. "Seems like a bad habit for a Flying Grayson."

"Well, uh." Dick cleared his throat. "That was flying," he said, gesturing. "In the air. I got so good at staying in the air, I'm bad at staying on the ground. Like sea legs. I have… trapeze legs."

"Awww." Yasmine gave him a hug, and his expression was cherubic.

"Wow, Dick," Bruce said, tone flat. "I had no idea. Why didn't you ever tell me."

"It only really comes up when I'm dancing," Dick said as Yasmine tousled his hair.

"Uh-huh." Bruce sipped at his smoothie again.

"You know," Dick said as he untangled himself from affectionate limbs, "come to think of it, it's past my bedtime."

"You still give him a bedtime?" Amy asked Bruce.

"Nope," Bruce said.

"It's self-imposed," Dick explained. "You know what they say, about early to bed, early to eat the worm."

"I don't think that's how that saying goes," Myka said.

"Same idea, though." Dick sidled past Bruce in the doorway. "Just going to go to bed."

"Uh-huh."

"Night, Bruce."

"Night, Dick."

"Sweet kid," Amy said.

"Real sweet," Bruce agreed. "I've got to get back upstairs and finish this presentation, I just wanted to make sure you were all doing okay. No one forgot their insulin this time?"

"That only happened once!" Phoebe protested.

"It was a very memorable once."

"Break time will be over in a minute," Tara said. "We should be out of your hair by midnight."

"Don't hurry on my account," he said as he moved back into the hall. "Let Alfred know if you need anything, I'll be busy trying to turn a spreadsheet into something interesting."










"Alfred! Where's—" Bruce stopped in his tracks three steps into the living room as all three people on the couch looked up at him. "I… thought the girls went home?" he asked Alfred. Who was, at that moment, sitting cozily between Amy and Tara.

"The girls went home," Alfred agreed. "Miss Jackson and Miss Brown are not girls."

"Right, but—"

"What the hell kind of a presentation were you working on?" Amy demanded.

Bruce sighed, looked down at himself. He hadn't bothered throwing a shirt back on, because it hadn't occurred to him that Alfred would be a pedant. An ugly purple bruise decorated the left side of his ribs amidst the usual scars. "That's from this morning," he said. "I had a fall at the gym."

"Master Bruce has long had a problem being victimized by gravity," Alfred said, sipping at a glass of brandy. The bottle of which he seemed to have opened without any input whatsoever from Bruce. Alfred's selective omission was seeming less like pedantry, and more like a loophole that had allowed him to avoid being ordered to send pretty women home.

"I bet he was a cute kid," Tara said.

"Adorable," Alfred agreed, a faint smile half-hidden by his glass.

"Is that what this is?" Bruce asked, putting his hands on his hips. "You're getting my butler drunk so he'll tell you all my secrets?"

Tara giggled. "You don't have any secrets."

"How would you know?" he asked. "The whole point is that you don't know."

"You're the worst liar I've ever met," Amy said. "And practically everyone in Gotham knows your shoe size and how you like your coffee."

"This is a secret," Bruce protested, gesturing to the scars that decorated his chest and his arms. "I never take my shirt off in public, that counts as being secretive."

"I never take my shirt off in public either," Tara said. "That's not secretive, that's just polite."

"I feel like that's wrong but I'm too tired to argue. Should I just leave you all to your little gossip party?"

"Actually," Amy said, sitting up, "we were thinking about spending the night."

"… ah." 

Amelia Brown: approximately one hundred sixty centimeters, thick waist, hourglass figure, sort of a dark beige, undercut, made arabesque penché look easy. Tara Jackson: approximately one hundred eighty centimeters, willowy, dark brown, purple braids, licensed physical therapist.

Hm.

He pointed at Amy. "You're twenty-four." Then he pointed at Tara. "How old are you?"

"Twenty-three." 

He scratched his chin. "Eh…"

"Almost twenty-four."

He mulled it over a moment longer, then shrugged. "Yeah, sure, what the hell. Alfred, mind if I steal your dates?"

Alfred sighed. "If that's what they want, I won't stand in their way. But if you change your minds, you know where to find me." Tara kissed his cheek, and he looked horribly pleased with himself.

Bruce was unmoved. "Find someone your own age."

Alfred lifted his brandy to his lips and paused. "Master Bruce, my reasons for not doing so are entirely ones of safety, I assure you. If we both break our hips, who's going to drive us to the hospital?"










Bruce cracked open one eye, his face half-buried in his pillow. At some point while he was sleeping he'd rolled onto his stomach. Amy and Tara were both laying entirely too close, and neither one was still asleep.

"Are you trying to take a selfie with me while I'm sleeping?" he asked, voice the hoarse rumble of not-yet-awake.

Amy huffed and lowered her phone. "Well I was," she said. "But now you're up, so you've ruined it."

"Sorry." He shut his eyes again, nuzzled into his pillow. "Here, I'm sleeping again. Look how asleep I am."

Tara giggled. "It's probably better this way," she said. "She's been trying to frame it to keep your back out of it for five minutes." The comforter was currently down somewhere around his waist. She traced a finger along a particularly nasty scar along his shoulderblade, careful to stay far away from the deepening bruise against his ribs.

"I appreciate the consideration."

Amy snuggled even closer, no longer concerned about waking him up, and pulled the blanket higher. "Your half-asleep voice is really hot, just fyi."

"Thanks."

Tara draped herself half over him, arranged her limbs to cover any scars still visible above the comforter. Amy did the same, turning so that she could get all their faces in the frame, made a happy sound when Bruce wrapped an arm around her. He opened his eyes in time for her to catch them in the picture, before she brought the phone closer to check that it met her standards. He rose up enough to rest his chin on her shoulder and look at it.

"It looks like you murdered me and you're posing with my corpse."

"You don't look dead," Amy said. "Just grumpy."

"That's because no one should be taking selfies this early."

"It's 10:30."

"Yes."

"If someone hadn't gotten up in the middle of the night," Tara suggested, "maybe he wouldn't be so grumpy."

"No amount of sleep can stop me from being grumpy."

Amy laughed. "Sleepover at Bruce's," she read aloud as she typed up her caption. "We stayed up all night painting our nails and talking about boys and cuddling. Hashtag: girl's night in."

"That's a horrible hashtag," he said, reclaiming his limbs so he could rise up on his elbows and stretch out aching muscles. "And no one is going to believe you."

"That's what makes it fun," Tara said, kneading her fingers up his spine in a way that made him drop his face back into the pillow. "Maybe that's your dark secret. You've never actually had sex, you just love cuddlepiles and people make assumptions."

"Don't tell anyone."

"I did get your nails in the picture," Amy added. "They'll know for sure that's true." Bruce squinted at the glittery hot pink currently adorning his fingertips.

"I forgot I let you do that," he sighed.

"You should keep those for your presentation," Tara said, rolling her thumbs along knots in his back.

"You think they'll help me establish dominance?"

She giggled. "Yes. A man who will match his nails to his hot pink tie is not a man to fuck with."

"… you might actually be right. I know I have a pink tie, I don't know if I have hot pink."

"You can borrow mine," Amy said. "Do you have any extra clothes? I don't want to walk around naked and scandalize Alfred."

"I guarantee you he wouldn't mind. The real trouble is that neither would Dick. Do you want spare clothes or were you hoping to steal some of mine?"

"Ooooh." Tara was so intrigued she stopped her impromptu massage, but Bruce made a discontented noise that prompted her to resume. It was a little too much like trying to stop petting a cat. "I want us to really blatantly leave your house wearing your shirts. I want to be on TMZ."

Bruce waved toward a door, still laying down. "The door to the closet is in the bathroom. We keep women's stuff in one of the guest rooms. Go to town."

"You're going to leave us unsupervised?" Amy teased. "What if we take your most expensive shirts?"

Bruce's snort was a humorless sort of amusement. "I have more money than God."

"Does God have a lot of money?" Tara asked.

"No. He's not a capitalist. That's the other guy."

"Do you have more money than the devil?"

"Not yet, but I'm working on it. That's what the violin is for. Go put something on so I can have Alfred bring up breakfast."

"No," Amy said, sitting up. "As long as we're already naked in bed, we want to have sex." She paused. "With you," she added, in case he'd thought they were asking him to leave.

"We decided that while you were sleeping," Tara confirmed.

Bruce blinked. He got up on his elbows just enough to raise an eyebrow at Amy. She looked completely serene and just as serious.

"… I just woke up," he said, faintly offended that they would expect so much of him under such difficult circumstances.

"Don't be a baby," Amy scolded.

Bruce sighed. He rolled onto his back, ran his fingers through his hair as he considered the ceiling. "Fine," he said, "but I get to keep laying here and you two have to figure out the logistics. And try not to hit the..." He gestured vaguely to the bruise on his side.

"You're so lazy," Tara said, her hands already wandering.

"Yeah," he agreed, rubbing at his forehead with a yawn. "That's the whole point of—hnnn—being rich."

  



6. Fourteen Years Later


    
    "Mr. Wayne?" Bruce looked up from where he was trying to collect some of the mountain of torn wrapping paper that had overwhelmed the dining room. The tiny voice had come from a tiny girl in a hooded sweatshirt too big for her.

Alexandria Green: Jane's niece, about Dick's age, quiet, small for her age. Worked as a children's clothing model for department stores. Got Dick some kind of necklace from Japan from a show Bruce had never heard of. Dick had been very enthusiastic about it.

"Miss Green," he said, because little girls generally appreciated being addressed like equals. "Were you looking for something?"

She hesitated, then shook her head.

"... ah." He looked down at the trash bag in his hand, the paper and cardboard all around his feet. "Did you want to help me with this?" he suggested.

After a moment, she came further into the room and bent down to pick up bits of paper. He resumed what he'd been doing, and let her help him in silence. She moved very carefully, and Bruce couldn't quite pinpoint exactly what it was that was off about it. Not like she was hurt, he would have recognized that. He held the bag open so she could drop an armful of paper into it.

There was something in her pocket. That was what it was. He didn't know what, but she thought it was delicate. He frowned. He didn't think he could get away with asking about it. There was a stray bit of cardstock on the floor amidst torn-up plastic, and he tossed it into the bag.

"That's not trash."

He looked up. "What?"

She pointed at the trash bag. "The card you just threw away. You're supposed to keep that."

He looked down into the bag, reached in and retrieved it. "This thing?" It had looked like one of those little cardboard backs they stuck in plastic clamshell packages.

"It's a trading card," she said. "Some of the cards the minifigs come with are exclusives. That's why you buy them."

He squinted suspiciously at the card. He had no idea what a minifig was. "You don't just buy it for the toy?"

"Sometimes? But you usually don't get an exclusive the first time, so you have to buy it again." This was possibly the most animated she had looked all day. "There's this one guy that's like a weird gross eye thing that's super stupid looking, but I have sixteen of them because I was trying to get the ultra-rare."

"That... sounds very wasteful."

She shrugged. "If I ever meet someone who likes that guy I can trade."

"Huh." Bruce held out the card. "So Dick would have been pretty mad if I'd thrown this out?"

She came closer so that she could take the card and look at it. On seeing it better, she looked exasperated. "Uh, yeah. Even I don't have this one yet. Everyone's trying to get it before they get banned from tournaments."

"Oh." He scratched his head. "Did you want it?"

She scoffed. "I'm not going to steal Dick's ultra-rare on his birthday," she said as she handed it back. "He'd know it was me, anyway."

The card still looked suspiciously like trash to Bruce, but he set it down on the table and made a note to double-check all future garbage.

"Mr. Wayne?"

"Hm?"

"If I show you something, can you keep a secret?"

That was probably on the top-ten list of horrifying questions to be asked by a fourteen year-old. "I can try," he said, "but I'm pretty bad at it."

Alexandria gnawed her lip, but seemed to decide this was good enough. She reached into her pocket, and carefully extracted... a kitten. A black ball of kitten small enough to fit into one of her hands. "I found it out by the woods," she explained. Alfred was supposed to have been keeping the kids safely herded into open lawn areas. "It was meowing a lot, and it let me pick it up and it stopped meowing but when I tried to put it back it started meowing again. Do you think it's okay?"

Bruce raked his fingers through his hair as she looked up anxiously at him. Then he rolled his sleeves up with a sigh, and scooped the tiny fluff out of her hand. It gave a startled mew before sniffing clumsily at his fingers. Its ribs and spine were both visible even through its fur, body small enough to make its head look disproportionately large. It had probably been alone a while, living off bugs if it ate anything at all. He held it against his chest to help it feel more secure. "I think we should take this to the kitchen and see if it will eat."

"I know I shouldn't have been keeping it in my pocket," she said as she followed him, "but I didn't know what else to do with it and I thought it would be okay."

"It's okay. The important thing was to keep it warm, and you did that."

"Where do you think it came from? Do you think it got lost?"

"There's a lot of feral cats around here," he explained. "Usually Dick's the one finding kittens."

"So it'll be okay?"

"I've seen worse."

"Do you think its mom died?"

She'd probably abandoned it as runt of the litter, to focus on kittens more likely to survive. That didn't seem like something he should tell her, though. "Maybe," he said, which was not technically a lie. "Do you want to open up that bottom drawer and get the blue thing out of it?" he asked, nodding toward the drawer in question.

Alexandria knelt down immediately and tugged it open. "What is it?"

"Set it out flat on the counter. It's a heating pad. It used to be Alfred's."

"Whose is it now?" she asked, standing on her toes to plug it into the back wall.

"Right now? This guy's." Bruce carefully set the kitten down on top of it, but immediately it started mewing again, surprisingly noisy for its size. Alexandria started to gently pet it to try and quiet it, and Bruce left her to it as he dug around to find a can of cat food. Which they didn't used to keep on hand, but Dick had a real knack for finding kittens. It was not Bruce's favorite hobby. "Why are we supposed to be keeping it a secret?" he asked her.

She pursed her lips in petulant thought, still petting the tiny cat and trying to get it to stay still. "I want to keep it."

"Your mom doesn't like cats?"

She shrugged. "I dunno. I live with Dad now. He doesn't like pets."

He could have sworn she was living with Jane's sister. "You think you can take care of it without him knowing?" He tried to sound supportive instead of disapproving. He was using a fork to try and break soft food up into something even softer, a saucer small enough that it wouldn't overwhelm the kitten.

"I think so." She sounded very sure of herself. "I'd only have to hide her when Dad's home. I can buy food and litter and stuff when I go to the store."

"Want to feed her?" Bruce asked, offering Alexandria the saucer. She took it cautiously, and tried to offer some food on the tines of the fork. The kitten ate it so ferociously that it bit the metal, immediately trying to climb onto Alexandria to get the dish. When she set it down, it climbed into it as it ate.

"It's so messy," she said.

"Kittens are messy," Bruce said. "Why don't you leave her with Jane? You're at her house a lot, right?"

Alexandria frowned, still watching the cat. "She's busy," she said. "With work, and stuff. And she has a nice house. She wouldn't want a cat."

"You could still ask her," he said. "You might be surprised."

"Maybe." She turned her face towards him, but her eyes lingered on his arm. He looked down to see what had caught her attention. Four slender scars along the inside of his forearm, still relatively new; automatically he started rolling his sleeves back down to cover it. 

"I'm clumsy sometimes. It's nothing to worry about." They'd fade, eventually; they all did. Some were harder to explain than others.

"My friend taught me this thing," she said, reaching down to pull the sleeve of her hoodie up. "You use markers to draw butterflies instead, and it helps." She showed it to him, round-winged little butterflies inked onto her skin, not disguising the raised lines of scar tissue criss-crossing all down the skinny limb.

He stared.

"It really does help," she added. "You should try it." Something twisted in his chest. "I won't tell," she reassured him as she pulled her sleeve back down, stuck her thumb back through the hole she'd cut into it. She held out her pinky finger, until he slowly hooked his own on it. "Pinky swear."

Carefully, he pulled her a little bit closer, leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. It was the best he could do. It didn't feel like enough. It took a few seconds too long to work words around the lump in his throat. "Thank you."
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Unpaid Internship


    
    "If you can't stop them in time, you can say goodbye to about a quarter of the world's population. Any questions?" 

The Flash raised his hand. 

"Flash, I've told you before, you don't have to raise your hand," Batman said. 

"Right, sorry," the Flash said, lowering his arm. "I was just wondering why you have a baby?" 

"I don't."

Batman was clearly holding a very small child in one arm. She had plastic barrettes in her braids, and was wearing a pink tutu. Her shoes were bedazzled.

"You… don't?" the Flash asked. He looked around himself to see if he was somehow imagining that Batman was holding a tiny fairy princess. 

"Miss Roberts is a toddler. Does anyone have any questions relevant to the fact that half of North America is about to explode?"

"Why do you have a toddler?" Superman asked, ignoring his request. 

"I would also like some clarification," Aquaman added.

"There was an incident," Batman said. "It's being handled." Miss Roberts was trying to fit her entire fist into her mouth. Without looking down he reached into his belt and produced a small plastic tangle toy, offering it to her. "Again: relevant questions?" Miss Roberts stopped what she was doing in favor of twisting the toy around and chewing on it. 

"Is Miss Roberts why you're sending drones instead of joining us?" Wonder Woman asked. She did nothing to disguise her amusement. 

"No," Batman said, "it just worked out that way."

"Fair enough," she said. It wasn't as if there was much else he could do to stop a rocket. Or fifty. 

"You now have thirty-eight minutes." He caught the toy just as Miss Roberts dropped it in favor of trying to pull on his cape. "I recommend that you hurry." He looked down at the little girl he was holding. "Maria," he said seriously, "we have discussed this."

She tried to put his cape over her head.










Green Arrow slowed as he entered the room. "... Batman, why is there a baby in here?" 

"She's a toddler," Batman corrected. He was piloting six different drones with six different displays. Maria was sitting on the desk, hitting a big red button which was attached to nothing, but which made a loud clacking noise. She was surrounded by crayons and crumpled paper.

"Then why is there a toddler in here?" Green Arrow asked.

"Are you suggesting that I should have left her in the Batmobile?" Batman asked. One of the cameras shorted out in a burst of flame, quickly replaced by another. "That would be dangerous and constitute criminal negligence."

"That's not—why do you even have a toddler?" 

Batman was still absorbed in his task. "Where did you think Robins came from?" 

Green Arrow froze. He narrowed his eyes. "You—no. You don't actually mean..." He looked at Maria, still busily absorbed with her big red button. "No, you're definitely messing with me. Wonder Woman would never... Superman would never let you do that." Batman did not respond, continuing to pilot his fleet of drones.

Green Arrow leaned down to put himself more on her level. "Hey there, sweetheart," he said. "You're a cutie, aren't you?"

She slammed the button again. "No!"

He blinked. "No?"

"No!" she said again.

"Don't patronize her," Batman said. He looked away from his displays for the first time, looking at Maria. "He means well," he assured her, before going back to what he'd been doing. She slammed the button again.

Green Arrow stood straighter with a frown. "Really?" he asked her. "You realize I'm the handsome, fun urban vigilante, right?"

"No."

"Don't tell lies to impressionable children," Batman said. "It reflects poorly on the League's values."

"Are you even officially a League member?"

"I'm an independent contractor." Maria threw her button to the floor with a clatter. "I'm going to have to ask you to leave, you're upsetting Miss Roberts."

"I'm what?" Green Arrow asked.

"She's very particular about the company she keeps," Batman explained. She had started tearing paper apart. Another drone exploded. "I don't make the rules, I just enforce them."

Green Arrow threw up his hands as he turned to leave. As he walked through the doorway, he turned around to get the last word in. "Kids love me," he informed them both, before disappearing down the hall.

"Keep telling yourself that," Batman said. A crayon hit him in the shoulder. "Maria, I appreciate your candor, but now is not the time."










"Sooo," the Flash said, "did anyone ever figure out what was up with the baby?"

"Do you mean the toddler?" Wonder Woman teased.

"She's gone, whoever she was," Superman said. "I assume that means everything worked out okay."

"You guys know his secret identity," Green Arrow said to Superman and Wonder Woman. "Could she have been a relative? Like a niece?"

"No," they both said at once.

"Perhaps he had a child with some secret lover?" Aquaman suggested. Superman snorted at the same time as Wonder Woman barked a laugh. "... I will take that as a no," Aquaman said.

"This is going to bother me," the Flash complained.

"The idea of Batman having a secret lover?" Green Arrow asked.

"Yeah," the Flash said, "but what I meant was the kid. Do you think if I asked J'onn he'd read Batman's mind to find out where it came from?"

"I would not," J'onn said, from where he was now standing directly behind the Flash.

"Bwu—why not?"

"Ethical issues aside," J'onn said, in a way that made it clear that he was not setting them aside at all, "exploring Batman's mind is extremely unpleasant. I would prefer to be able to enjoy the rest of my day."

"Aww, man."

Aquaman set a hand on his shoulder. "Learn to accept that there are some things in this life that we were not meant to know."










"Maria, honey, what are you doing with Mr. Wayne? You were supposed to be at daycare."

Bruce set the girl down on the hospital bed beside Paul as he tried to rub sleep from his eyes. "She was determined to intern with me today and wouldn't take no for an answer."

Paul pulled her close, still struggling a little for coherence through the lingering anesthesia, his voice hoarse from intubation. "She didn't bother you, did she? I know I shouldn't have had her in the office, I swear I don't usually—"

"It's fine," Bruce said. "Miss Roberts was extremely professional, and is clearly an asset to the revenues department. I look forward to seeing her when you come back to work in a few months."

"Thank you, Mr. Wayne."

"It was my pleasure. You keep an eye on him, okay?"

"Kay," Maria said.

Bruce gave Paul a nod as he headed for the door. Maria held her arm out straight, opened and closed her fingers in Bruce's direction. "Bye-bye."
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    "Tonight was nice," Anita said, leaning against Bruce's arm in the back of the limo. 

"I'm glad you had a good time." He was watching the darkening sky through the tinted windows. 

"This is a friend date, right? Not a date-date?"

He mentally unpacked the statement to determine why exactly she was asking. Most likely answer: she wanted it to be a more-than-friends date. Potential to get awkward. Didn't want to hurt her feelings, also didn't want to lead her on. She should have known better, though. Temporary solution: feign ignorance, hope for the best. 

"It... usually is? Why?"

"Could it be a date-date?" Anita asked. 

Hm. 

He scratched his chin. "That's kind of a fraught question."

"I don't mean a date-date in a feelings way," she clarified. "I mean in a physical way."

"Oh." That was significantly less problematic. Getting late, though. Necessary time commitment was going to be a factor.

He didn't think he was taking that long to mull it over, but Anita seemed to disagree. "I want to suck your dick," she said more bluntly. 

"Is that an offer, or are we just sharing fun facts about ourselves?"

She huffed. "It was an offer, Bruce. Honestly."

Anita Garcia: approximately one hundred seventy-two centimeters, most of which was leg; bottle-blonde; avoided red lipstick because she was self-conscious about her mouth; never wore black because she owned a cat; eyes were a light sort of a brown, very expressive eyebrows; breast implants, done skillfully enough to suit her; seven years younger than Bruce; last boyfriend was another model, dumped him for cheating on her. 

Overall verdict: ethical grey area. 

"I'm a little old for you, aren't I?"

"No," she said immediately, "because if I was, you'd have said I was too young for you. I've dated men much older than you."

"That doesn't mean I'm not a creep. It just means they were creepier."

"Obviously you're not a creep."

"I'm not convinced that's obvious."

"I like you," she said. "I've always kind of wanted to get in your pants, I want to do something nice for you, and sucking dick in the back of a limo is on my bucket list."

He found her aesthetically pleasing, but that was true of most people. He wasn't actually attracted to her, but that was also true of most people. Objectively speaking, she was a very attractive woman. Orgasms were nice, as a general rule. Could help take the edge off sometimes. 

"You should really get a better bucket list," he said, before tapping the button on the intercom. "Carl, could you roll up the partition and drive in circles a while?" 

"Sure thing, boss."

"Thanks."

Anita looked entirely too delighted. She hadn't asked for a kiss, nor did she seem to expect one, but he kissed her anyway. He didn't want to be the sort of person that wouldn't kiss her. She was soft and warm and eager, and tasted like red wine. He had a vague concern that she might ruin her makeup. It looked like she'd spent a lot of time on it. 

He reached into his inner coat pocket, and offered her a condom in what was probably too non-committal a way. That did not stop her from giggling gleefully as she snatched it away from him and slid down to the floor. Her first priority was arranging herself, pulling the hem of her skirt half up her thighs and pushing her breasts higher to make her cleavage even more impressive. She tousled her hair just-so, then posed. "How do I look?" 

"You looked good before."

"But now I look extra fuckable, right?"

"Right." Not particularly, but this was not a situation for constructive criticism. And Bruce wasn't sure what he would consider to be more attractive. He tried not to think about it. Things got weird. Somewhere along the line he'd crossed some wires that he shouldn't have. Maybe if he left them well enough alone they'd uncross themselves. 

Getting head was, psychologically speaking, kind of uncomfortable. A little like being an audience to a show he was also a part of. He rested his elbow against the door and leaned against his hand to watch her. Because she was, without a doubt, trying to put on a show. Not all models had exhibitionist tendencies, but this one certainly did. She nuzzled against his thigh, stroked his cock through his pants. She touched him like she had a routine, running through familiar choreography. He could practically see her running through beats in her head, when to start on his zipper and when to look up at him through her lashes and when to use her mouth to slide latex over skin. 

There was something enjoyable about watching someone do something they were good at. Not that it was what he was supposed to be appreciating when she had his dick in her mouth, but so it went. 

She gave the length of him a long lick, looked up at him as her fingers worked along his shaft. "You're very quiet," she said, and he shrugged. "Am I doing something wrong?" 

"You're fine."

Anita pouted faintly, but didn't argue, wrapped her lips around him and resumed what she'd been doing. The head of his cock pressed against the back of her throat, again and again as she bobbed in his lap. A careful rhythm, working to take him deeper, and it really wasn't her fault that he didn't make a sound. Force of habit. He ran idle fingers through her hair; her hum might have been appreciative. More when he toyed with it a little, twisted it loose around his fingers and let it fall. 

She looked up at him, held her hands behind her back just to prove that she could. His hand still in her hair, and he felt the briefest stirring of genuine interest. Hands bound and kneeling and disheveled and helpless. 

Crossed wires. Best to avoid. 

He took his hands off her. "Up," he ordered, a beckoning gesture with two fingers. 

Her mouth left his skin, hesitant. "Do you mean...?" He waited. She braced her hands on his knees to raise herself up, and he took her by the waist to pull her onto his lap. He adjusted them both so that she'd have room to straddle him, pushing her dress nearly up to her hips. She gripped his shoulders, harder when his hand went between her legs, moved flimsy lace out of the way to push fingers inside of her. She gasped, ground against his hand; it wasn't long before he took it away to pull her down onto his cock instead. 

She sank down slowly, thighs spreading wider. He slid his fingers into her open mouth, and she started sucking them clean automatically. Rocked her hips, until she was impaled on his cock and grinding against him with flushed cheeks and swollen lips and muffled moans. 

Bruce liked her mouth, but probably for the same reason she was self-conscious about it. Kind of a shame.

The dress she'd chosen had a bow at the back of her neck, possibly because it was so easy to pull loose and let fall. It seemed like something she'd do deliberately. He'd always appreciated her optimism. Teardrop breasts that rested high on her ribcage, carefully cultivated perfection. Look, don't touch. 

He thrust upward, held her by her hips to move her how he wanted. Which was cheating. He should have been letting her take care of herself, set her own pace. It wasn't that he was trying to rush her; it was just more efficient. 

Still rude. He'd make it up to her later. Flowers or cunnilingus or something.

Anita was noisy. Which was her prerogative. The driver could definitely hear her. Awkward. Still: flattering. A good sign when her brow furrowed, arched and squirmed and generally looked less like she was trying to pose. He coaxed her closer so he could kiss her again, muffle some of those sounds with his mouth. Fingers slid between her thighs again, slick enough that his suit might be in trouble. He stroked her clit, and the sounds she made were almost worrying in their intensity, even if they never met the air. 

When she came she nearly fell out of his lap, drama in every single thing she did, the shake of her limbs and the curve of her spine and strangled sounds like he'd fucked all the air out of her. Not deliberately dramatic, because all of her showmanship had always been very genuine. It was a thing people misinterpreted about her, assuming her excesses were about anything other than being the most herself.

He really did like her. She was nicer than she thought she was. It was the least he could do, giving her something she'd been wanting. 

He kept thrusting upward as she tightened around his cock, focused on nothing more than pressure and heat and friction. Hardly selfless, this. Less convenient than taking care of himself, but more satisfying. He pulled her down hard to slam her hips against his, bury himself as deep inside her as he could before he came. Not as nice as he could have been, but he didn't think she'd believe him if he was. She wanted to do something nice for him, and she thought kindness needed to hurt. 

She collapsed panting against his chest, wanting more intimacy than she was willing to ask for and more than he was capable of giving. But he could wrap his arms around her and kiss her cheek as he started to fix her dress, and that would have to be enough. 

"Was that good?" she asked. A genuine question, her voice breathless and pitched too high. 

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Perfect."
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    Lois Lane and Clark Kent were in the middle of an investigation, which meant Mary Godwin and Turg Throckmorton were on a date. Neither was going well.

"Dammit, Turg," Lois hissed through her teeth. "You always do this."

"I don't think that's accurate," Clark said, doing his best to be subtle as he slipped a piece of cucumber into his coat for the monk parakeet hiding inside.

"One time," she continued. "Just once, I want an investigation to not devolve into Yakety Sax bullshit."

"I'm taking this very seriously," he said, offended. His coat pocket made a sound like a toy phone on a table trying to vibrate with a low battery. Clark made a show of responding to something on his phone when the waiter returned with the check.

"I'm not leaving through the bathroom window," she warned him as he fished for his wallet. "Godwins use doors. It's family law." He opened his wallet, and frowned. "Please tell me you brought money."

"I did," he insisted, checking his other pockets. He opened his coat, and narrowed his eyes at the parakeet.

"I'm not inviting you next time."

"You say that every time," he reminded her, gently tugging on a stack of twenties. A small bird foot was briefly visible, gripping the cash, before disappearing back into his pocket.

"And every time I tell myself that things will be different," she said. Clark finally got the bird to relinquish his cash, and he tucked it into the check. "Come on," she said, standing immediately. "They can keep the change."

"That's—probably fair," he said, beginning to protest and immediately giving up. Lois was pulling him along by the wrist, but his pace looked slower than hers by virtue of their height difference. He gave a sheepish grin to the hostess as they passed.

"We need to get this bird somewhere safe," Clark said once they were in the street.

"The bird isn't our most pressing issue," she said.

"The bird is a witness."

"What." Lois stopped in her tracks, and Clark was well-practiced in stopping simultaneously at a safe distance.

"She saw everything," Clark said, opening his jacket. The parakeet peered out of his pocket at Lois, and squeaked like a rubber boot trying to say hello. "Her life is in danger."

"... of course it is." Lois tilted sideways to look behind Clark. Men in suits were emerging from the restaurant, searching the crowd. "Shit." She yanked on Clark's arm to pull him toward the nearest stoop. With choreographed ease he fell down and around to sit on the stairs, and Lois dropped onto his lap without having to let him go.

They hadn't actually practiced the maneuver, but they were good at looking like they had.

She checked the reflection in his glasses to look behind her, her face inches from his. "We should be clear in a minute."

"I think maybe I shouldn't come along next time," he said, bringing her up short.

"What?" She looked through his lenses at his eyes. "Turg, you know I didn't mean it."

He started to smile at his fake name, but stopped. "It's just—our cover stories, lately."

"I already apologized about Banjo Swiggins."

"The name isn't the problem."

"That's not what you said last time."

"Last time was a carriage ride through the park," he reminded her.

"Right."

"And before that we were fake dating at a nightclub."

"It's a good cover," she said with a sinking feeling she ignored.

"And before that we were sampling cakes for our wedding."

"I told you, they've started getting suspicious when it's just me."

"And before that was the sex cruise."

"It's not like I signed up for a sex cruise," she huffed, still sitting close in his lap. "I thought the cruise's big secret was just going to be drugs, the orgies thing was as much of a surprise for me as it was for you."

"You booked us a single room," he said.

"It would have looked pretty weird if Mr. and Mrs. Buttersnaps were staying in different rooms," she said as if it were obvious.

It worried her that he was doing such a good job of not smiling.

"You see what I'm getting at, right?" he asked. She looked over her shoulder for ominous men in suits instead of answering. "Lois," he sighed, and finally she couldn't keep avoiding eye contact. "You know I have feelings for you."

Her heart leapt and got caught in her throat, speaking before she could stop it. "You dummy."

"Yeah," he agreed.

"That's..." She struggled for an argument that would defuse the situation. "Unprofessional," she finished.

"Yes," he agreed. "Pretending to go on dates with you is starting to mix me up, which means I should probably stop."

She kissed him. Not as much as she would have liked, because she had to leave room for a bird between them. He kissed her back, but not as much as she would have liked. That had less to do with the bird between them. She pulled away, and they stared at each other. 

"Explain to me where we had a communication breakdown," he said finally.

"I like you," she said.

"Oh."

"You're too nice."

"We don't need to have this conversation again."

"I just don't want things to get weird."

"That ship sailed on a sex cruise."

"After we break up, I mean."

"I'm not trying to make things weird," he said. "I just can't keep going on dates with you when we're not dating."

It felt unfair to her that he was turning their perfectly serviceable arrangement into a problem she had to solve. Which was absolutely what he was doing. Rather than deal with the forest, she looked for a reasonably-sized tree. "Dating is just going on dates," she said. "In a way—"

"Work doesn't count."

"Not just work."

Clark faltered. "Lois..."

The bird flew out of his coat. They watched it go.

"We just lost our star witness," Lois said.

"Shoot," Clark said.

"Let's talk about this later," she said, pulling herself up off his legs.

"Sure," he said as he stood.

Lois watched the parakeet land on the side of a building, and followed at a power-walk. "Swing by my place tomorrow after work, bring pizza."

"... really?"

"Hurry up and help me catch this stupid bird before I change my mind, Smallville."
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    Batman gave a slight tilt of his head, just enough for Zatanna to notice. She pulled away from the conversation, and followed as he lead her into a side hall.

"Isn't she great?" Zatanna asked before he could say anything, before frowning toward the ceiling. "Why is it so dark over here?" She turned in a slow circle, looking upward, brow furrowed. "Be honest, did you ask them to put uneven lighting in the Watchtower on purpose?"

"No."

"What if I did some kind of darkness charm, so it was always dark around you?"

"How likely is it that it would render me ironically blind."

"I'd give it about a four out of nine."

"I'll pass."

"You used to be fun."

"You don't really believe that."

"I don't," she agreed, "I'm kind of just opening my mouth and letting words come out."

"You are the literal last person who should ever do that."

"Haha, yeah." She turned her whole body to let momentum swing her arm into his. It was somehow even less effective than a playful punch to his shoulder would have been. "So what's up? What did you want to talk about? Is it about Black Canary? Is it about how she's great? Is it about how she should definitely be in the League? Is it about how you shouldn't even get a say in it because you won't admit you're a member of the League?"

Rather than respond, he reached out and rested his hand on top of her head. He waited. When she looked appropriately chagrined, he removed it.

"So what's up?" she tried again.

"It's about Black Canary," he confirmed.

"Why don't you like her?" Zatanna demanded, stomping one foot.

"I never said I didn't like her."

"She's been so excited to meet you!"

"Has she."

"Yes! She never had a chance to thank you for helping out in Star City while she was gone."

"Ah."

Zatanna squinted at him suspiciously. "What is it? What's wrong?"

He gestured with his fingers for her to move a little closer. She did. He leaned down. He kept his voice even lower than usual. "Is that Laurel Lance."

Her eyes widened. "How did you know?"

He sighed the sigh of a man who'd been hoping he was wrong, while knowing that he wasn't. "She has a beauty mark on her left collarbone shaped like a ruby-crowned kinglet."

"I thought it was a canary."

"Canaries aren't that round."

"You recognized her beauty mark?" Zatanna asked.

Slowly, realization dawned on her face.

"You didn't."

He sighed again.

"Bruce."

"Don't call me that here."

"Spoops."

"That is. Not. Better."

"You didn't know it was her until now?" Zatanna pressed.

"I had a hunch," he admitted. "The city. The connection to Green Arrow." He paused. "The week I spent deaf."

"A whole week?"

"Only a week," he corrected. "I got lucky. It was muffled."

"Muffled by—don't tell me what it was muffled by." He didn't. "Why didn't you warn me?" she demanded.

"I had a vague hope that it was actually her dead sister."

"No, her dead sister's White Canary."

"There's two Canaries now?"

"There's been two Canaries for a while, how did you not know that?" she asked.

"Now I'm supposed to keep track of who's dead in someone else's city?" he asked instead of answering.

She threw up her hands. "I just can't believe that you of all people didn't see this coming."

"I saw, and heard, and then I was deaf for a week."

Zatanna gasped, scandalized.

"If I'd known about the voice thing beforehand, I wouldn't have done it," he added.

"Black Canary's not an it." Zatanna put her fists on her hips. "Well, now what? Do we tell her?"

"No."

"Doesn't she have a right to know?"

"I had a right to know she could shatter my eardrums."

"True."

"When she calls the house to let me know she's a superhero now, I'll consider reciprocating."

"No you won't."

"Probably not."

"This is so awkward," Zatanna complained, covering her cheeks with her hands. "Secret identities are so dumb! How could you do this to me?"

"I didn't do it to you. I did it to her."

"Dammit, Spoops!"

"You can just call me Batman."

"I'm not doing that." She crossed her arms. "Okay, fine. We won't tell her unless it becomes somehow relevant for ethical reasons, and until then we'll pretend you know nothing about her. Except the stuff that you could have learned in the normal way, with your clothes on."

When they returned, Black Canary was showing Wonder Woman something on her phone. "Is everything okay?" Black Canary asked Zatanna.

"Oh yeah," Zatanna assured her, waving two dismissive hands. "We were just, you know. Stuff."

"Black Canary was showing me a picture of her dog," Wonder Woman said. "Would you like to see?" she asked Batman.

"No."

"It's very cute," Diana pressed, waggling her eyebrows unnecessarily.

"I don't like pugs."

"Aww."

Black Canary looked cautiously wary. "Did... Green Arrow? Mention my pug?"

Zatanna turned her face slow and wide-eyed to Batman.

"Overwatch said something about it," Batman lied.

"Oh," Black Canary said. She did not sound convinced. "That's—okay."

The Flash leaned toward Black Canary, holding up his hand for a stage whisper. "He's psychic."

"Batman," Zatanna said, taking him by the elbow, "I forgot a thing about the stuff. Can I talk to you?"

She dragged him back to the hall.

"She totally thinks you've been creeping on her," Zatanna told him.

"I am aware."

"The girl I like totally thinks my BFFsie broke into her house to scope out her pug."

"Since when am I..."

"Since just now, when I said the word 'BFFsie' out loud."

"That was a mistake."

"Yes it was, but no takebacks, because I'm a ride-or-die bitch and there's no brakes on the Z-train." She threw her arms ahead of herself as a visual aid.

"You should consider installing brakes on the Z-train."

"Never going to happen, this train don't stop." She moved her fists in circles, possibly to represent wheels.

"I'm not clear on the intended function of this train."

"It goes." She flung her arms out again. "Anyway, now that you're my best friend—"

"I thought the B stood for bat."

"Not everything has to start with bat," she snapped. "It's Zatanna, not Batanna."

"That would be a much better name."

"Not everything is improved by the addition of a bat! In fact, most things!"

"Name one thing."

"Soup."

"What if it was a bumblebee bat, drinking the soup out of a thimble."

"We're not having this argument again!" she hissed at him. "We are having another, completely different argument about why you couldn't just look at the stupid pug."

"It depresses me."

"Only you could get depressed by a dog."

"It's not a dog. It's an ambulatory carne asada burrito."

"No!"

"It's deaf, it's asthmatic, it walks like it lost its ankles in a boating accident, and one of its teeth is always sticking out of its mouth like a stogie." Zatanna pressed her lips into a thin line. "Its name is Harold, Zee. Harold. That is not a dog's name."

"Okay, fine," she said in a whoosh of breath. "Just stop, you're even depressing me now. And I'm a ray of sunshine!"

"You are," he agreed.

"Couldn't you just say you don't like dogs? Generally?"

"I'm not a monster."

"You pretend to be!"

"Not every abyss is worth staring into."

She sighed, slouching as she did so like her whole body was deflating. Then she straightened. "You know what? No. This is salvageable. I'll just tell her you were covering for me. Because I didn't want her to know that I told you about the pug, because I talk about her all the time, because I am basically obsessed with her."

"How is that better."

"Because when I do it, it's cute."

"That's not how stalking works."

"It won't be like that! Unlike with you, she knows that she's been hanging out with me. She tells me stories about her dog, that I'm starting to think weren't totally accurate because she made him sound very cute. This is fine. I'll just make you sound like my cool bat-F-F, acting like my batwingman—"

"The bat thing is starting to feel patronizing."

"I'm trying to be supportive!"

"Thank you."

"I'll just tell her that I talk about her a lot and you're not creepy—"

"Yes I am."

"—not that kind of creepy, and it will be fine and she doesn't have to upgrade her home security."

"Don't tell her that."

"What?"

"The last time I was in her apartment, the security wasn't very good. I didn't say anything at the time."

"Because that would be a really unsettling thing for a one-night stand to say?"

"Yes."

"Any other bombshells you want to drop before we go back in there?"

"I'm not going back in there."

"That's probably for the best," she said, reaching up to pat him on the shoulder. 

"Try the inside of her elbow," he suggested. 

"For what?"

"Just generally."

"Got it." She gave him a double thumbs-up. "Anything else?" 

"Wear earplugs."
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Informed Consent


    
    Clark Kent had pants like Fort Knox, and Lois was getting impatient with his continued refusal to allow her access to his strategic dick reserve. For reasons he would not explain, he would not have sex with her. He was waiting. For something. And he wouldn't even tell her what it was so she could get it out of the way. She knew for a fact that he wanted to have sex with her, and sometimes he came very close to abandoning whatever it was that had a metaphorical padlock on his literal belt. He just came to his senses entirely too quickly when she'd finished kissing him senseless.

(She hadn't met someone who liked kissing so much since she was a teenager. He didn't even let his hands wander. It was utterly, unspeakably baffling.)

But she had a clever plan. Which was why she was straddling his lap while she kissed him. He had not yet made any attempt to escape her couch, which was a good sign. She had slowly been collecting a list of little things that unfailingly made his breath catch. Running her fingers up behind his ears to scratch her nails along his scalp; pressing her knees against his waist like she was trying to use them to hold him there; making a tiny sound, the tinier the better, one that never really left her throat; holding his face and straightening her back and rising up enough that he needed to tilt his head back, his fingers all splayed out on her hips.

He really liked that last one. Maybe having to look down at people all the time had given him a thing for looking up.

That had delightful implications.

He groaned, a little rumble of want against her tongue. Exactly what she'd been waiting for, and her hand slid down between them without warning to grip him through his jeans.

"Mmph!" His yelp of surprise was muffled by her mouth, his hands left her hips like he'd been burned, and though he'd tensed beneath her she didn't pull her hand away. "Lois," he protested when their mouths parted, but she kissed the spot beneath his ear and stroked the shape of his cock through denim. She thought he tried to protest again, but all that came out was a strangled sound.

"It's fine," she said, doing her best to sound soothing even though it was hardly her specialty. "I just want to touch you. That's not so bad, right?"

His hands hovered, uncertain where to put them, and she kissed along his jaw and down his neck. "That's—it's still not, ah, you're, you—"

"I know you don't want to have sex," she said, patient. He was clearly short-circuiting. "But this isn't sex." She knew better and he knew better but if they both agreed to pretend then that didn't have to matter. She slid her fingers into his hair again, knew better than to try and rake through it properly; when his hair tangled, it tangled, and she'd broken a nail once. But when she ran her nails down his spine just right he shivered, and her other hand stopped touching him so she could work on his belt.

"That is a very fine distinction," he managed, which was still an acquiescence to her fundamental premise, and every time it seemed like he was about to push her away he stopped and didn't touch her at all. It was actually kind of... really... adorable? As an experiment, she moved the hand in his hair to see if he'd let her use it to pin his wrist to the couch.

Because of course he'd have to let her. Holding him down against his will would be impossible. She may have been strong, but apparently Kansas built boys like brick walls.

It turned out that he would let her, at the exact same time as her other hand slid down his pants. At which point his hips jerked as a reflex, briefly lifted them both off the couch though his arm stayed where she held it. Laughing was not the nicest response, but, really.

"Jesus, Lois," he said, breathless, which only encouraged her. Especially with his glasses fallen half down the bridge of his nose, his hair all tousled, looking like a deer in headlights. His free hand was splayed out on the couch cushions like he needed to brace himself, and Lois couldn't help kissing him again as she wrapped her fingers around his cock. He moaned onto her tongue, and she stroked him just gently enough to be frustrating, precum slick against her fingertips.

"Clark?" she asked, and her voice had gone all sweet and coaxing, something he would normally recognize as dangerous.

"Yeah?" God. He sounded terrified. But in a good way? Or maybe she was just a bad person.

No, she was definitely a bad person.

"Do you want me to keep touching you?"

He swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbed, he hesitated. She gave him a gentle squeeze and then stilled her hand. "Yeah," he admitted, his breath shaky.

She was being mean. She was being terribly, horribly mean. But he was just so goddamn sweet. How was she supposed to help herself? Her cheek rubbed against his as she nuzzled against his neck, listened to how ragged his breathing had gone. One hand still held his down, the other still hadn't moved. "Say please."

He whimpered. Absolutely, undeniably whimpered, it was small but it was there and she fixed the sound in her memory like a treasure. "Lois—"

"Say it, Kent."

"Please."

She kissed his neck, trailed kisses upward as she stroked his cock again, this time harder. She let his wrist go, leaned back so she could see him better. He was staring at her, all awestruck lust in those stunning blue eyes, and she didn't think she'd ever enjoyed not having sex with someone so much. She also didn't think anyone had ever looked at her quite like that. "You should probably take your shirt off."

"I—okay." He leaned forward just enough that he could yank his shirt up over his head, too fast and too forcefully and she could hear stitches tearing when he did it. He very nearly pulled his glasses off, tossed his shirt aside and absently tried to fix them. She barely suppressed another laugh.

"I meant so you wouldn't make a mess," she said, fingers still moving. "Because you need to wear that shirt home?"

"Right," he agreed, a complete and total disconnect between what he was saying and what was going on in his brain. If there was anything going on in there at all. Her hand stopped for a second to see if that would help. He looked back at his shirt. "... well, shit."



This time she laughed out loud, didn't bother trying to hide it, and when he looked back at her his expression made her heart skip. She couldn't think of a single good word for a look like that, nothing that quite captured it, not need or want or affection or amusement or even just general happiness. It was a soft warm glow all wrapped up in a smile, and suddenly it was absolutely vital that she be kissing him again. His moan was a hum of happiness, another muffled groan as her hand gripped him tighter and moved faster.

The frustration was almost sweet, having him hard between her thighs and knowing it was as close as she could get. She wouldn't ask him to change his mind now; he'd only regret it later, and she didn't want him to regret her. This, just touching, she thought he could forgive them both for that. His eyes never left her face when she pulled away, didn't look down to where she was pumping his cock or where her legs were spread or anywhere at all.

Lois didn't give herself any such limitations, admired the planes of his chest and dark curls of hair and the way it rose and fell with every gasping breath he took. The way his hips rocked, clearly trying not to thrust into her hand and failing, those utterly ridiculous hipbones. She hadn't even known she could find a man's hipbones attractive. Suits hid the shape of him, the way broad shoulders tapered down to a narrow waist, and that was just a goddamn travesty. His posture always seemed to suggest that he was apologizing to the world for the room he took up in it—but not here and not now, and it made him look larger, made her want him beneath her even more. She settled for running fingertips along the valleys of his chest.

"I want to see you cum for me," she said, and he shivered. "I want to see how bad you want me. Because you really want me, don't you?"

"God yes." He was all wound up, tension in every inch of him; he shut his eyes and tilted back his head, and for a second, she let him. Then she put her hand beneath his jaw to turn his face back to her.

“Look at me, Clark. I want to see you.”

He could have at least had the decency to look less attractive when he came. Grimaced or squinted or something. Instead it was the most subtle thing in the world, a shuddering breath and a moment of helplessness. A split-second glimpse of a completely different person, younger and older all at once.

That. Whatever that was, it was exactly what he was trying to keep from her, which meant that was exactly what she wanted.

Lois had a thing about secrets.

Clark clawed a hand through his hair as he looked down at the mess he’d become. Lois rolled off his legs and made herself comfortable against one of her throw pillows, as if nothing at all had happened.

“I should not have done that,” Clark said.

“You really didn’t do much,” Lois pointed out, and he fought a smile.

“You know that isn’t what I meant.”

She shrugged. “At least go take a shower before you start self-recriminating. And don’t try to just towel off, either, then I have to bring crusty towels to the laundromat.”

Clark started to laugh even as he covered his face, and it was probably bad that she thought he looked cute. “Lois, that is the worst thing anyone has ever said to me,” he told her as he rubbed at his eyes behind his glasses, “and I know you won’t believe me, but that’s really saying something.”

“You’re right,” she said as she stood. “I don’t believe you. I’m going to go wash my hands, are you coming?”

“... yeah.” He ran his fingers through his hair again, tried to clear his throat. “Yeah.”
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Invasive


    
    Batman dropped to one knee in order to better inspect the tangle of vines that had taken over the abandoned cannery. He frowned.

The sound of footsteps getting closer. Heels on cement. Could probably guess who that was. He glanced upward when they stopped. Poison Ivy, in a dress that resembled a Mandragora officinarum flower. She had her hands on her hips.

He stood, and headed in the other direction.

"Hey!" He stopped. "Don't just walk away from me!"

He sighed. "I know this wasn't you."

"Bullshit," she said, stomping one foot.

"Are you trying to take credit for this."

"No! I came up with a whole thing to prove to you that this wasn't my fault, you don't just get to arbitrarily decide that it wasn't."

"This obviously wasn't you."

"How is it obvious!"

He turned, but only halfway, still not entirely facing her. "This is kudzu. You would have chosen something native, like woodbine."

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Have you been studying me?"

"No."

She crossed her arms over her chest. "How do you know how to identify kudzu?"

"It's fairly common gardening knowledge."

"Why would you have any gardening knowledge?"

"I have a life outside of bats," Batman said. "Not everything has to be about you."

"If you're going to be rude, then I'm not going to help you anymore," Ivy warned.

"Were you helping."

"I was going to help," she said, "until you started being rude."

"Hm." They regarded one another in silence. "You were going to help me. A man. Try to get rid of a plant."

"It's kudzu," she reminded him. "And I am allowed to help people, sometimes, if I want to."

"Help... the people that you want to kill. So that plants can inherit the Earth."

Her hands went back to her hips, her posture defensive. "I," she said, "can grow, and learn, and change just like anyone else. It's not hypocritical to change my mind."

"Ah."

"Don't give me that look."

"This is just what my mask looks like."

They were silent again.

"Harley?" Batman asked.

"We didn't have a fight," Ivy snapped, before realizing that he hadn't suggested that they had. "There was a minor difference of opinion," she said, "about what constitutes first-world environmentalism, and when it's appropriate to use the word genocide, and, quite frankly I'm not even technically human so I don't think it's fair to say that I—"

"You should quit while you're ahead."

She crossed her arms again. "Whatever. Whatever. It doesn't even matter, because that was a long time ago, and people change." She held out one of her arms, twisted her wrist and clenched her fist, and kudzu vines began to shrivel up and die. "See?" 

"Hm." Batman turned, and headed in the other direction again. "No."

"What do you mean, no?" she demanded, following after him.

"I don't want your help."

"There's an invasive plant-themed villain on the loose! Of course you want my help!"

"I'm not letting you use me to win an argument with your girlfriend."

"I'm helping because I'm a helpful person who only seems hostile because I'm trying to survive in a world that's hostile to my existence."

"Go home and admit you were wrong."

"No." Leaves withered in her wake. "I won't be held to unfairly high standards."

"The unfairly high standard... that genocide is bad."

"I never said it wasn't!" Kudzu wrapped around his legs, grew short vines that dried out into thorn-like protrusions as they stiffened and died. "Don't put words in my mouth!"

"On multiple occasions you said you wanted to end all human life."

"All humans. Eventually. It didn't have to be right away, I didn't mean any specific humans."

"I don't know why you think that's better."

"Look. I am trying to be helpful. I am trying to turn over a new leaf. Pun intended. Stop being difficult and just let me help you."

She had, as she spoke, been wrapping Batman in even more vines to prevent him from walking away. By the time she was done, he was wrapped in kudzu to his shoulders. He said nothing.

"... I can see how this would seem unhelpful, but I am really trying and I think that should count for something."

He continued to say nothing.

"And I don't think it's fair how you always take her side. It wouldn't kill you to help me out once in a while."

"Ivy."

"Yes?"

"Get this off of me."

"I'm not wrong, though."

"You are."

"I wasn't completely wrong."

"You were."

"She can't always be right."

"She isn't."

"I have a PhD."

"So does she."

"I was murdered."

"So was she."

"Think about how I feel."

"I have. It feels like being wrong."

"You know what? No. I'm not letting you out of there. You can wait here, and I'll take care of this myself, because I am more than capable of doing the right thing on my own, without other people's opinions."

"Ivy."

Batman sighed as Poison Ivy stormed away in a growing wave of kudzu. A twitch of his eyebrows opened the communications menu in his mask, taking longer than he would have liked to navigate the heads-up display without his hands.

It rang.

"Ahoy-hoy!"

"Harleen."

On the other end of the line, she gasped so dramatically it sounded as if she'd inhaled her phone. "Batsy! Is this—"

"No."

"—a booty call?"

"No."

"Awww."

"Your girlfriend is about to cover the tri-state area in kudzu."

"What? But she hates kudzu. Are you sure it's not hemp?"

"She's trying to prove that she's a good person, with good opinions."

"... is she still mad that I said killing everyone would be genocide?"

"Yes."

"Shoot. Where is she?"

"Off Portage, near the interstate."

"Is that over by where the old water tower with the cupcake used to be?"

"No. The old library."

"The one that's a taco place now?"

"The one that's a coffee shop."

"I know exactly where that is, I'll be there in ten—should I wear pants?"

"I would prefer that you did."

"Fifteen minutes."
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1. Chapter 1


    
    











Three Hour Chase Ends With 'Pastel Batman' Missing, Batmobile Destroyed

  by Vicki Vale



  August 14th, 2017


It started last night, when a man dressed as The Batman broke into Chick-fil-A headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. The costume, described by witnesses as a modified Lycra bodysuit, was a shade of pink not typically associated with Gotham's favorite urban legend.

Despite the color, the culprit went unnoticed until he was speeding through Atlanta in the Batmobile.

The car, a prop from Netflix show Bat-Man, was recently sold at a charity auction to fund the training of guide dogs for the blind. The announcement that Chick-fil-A had purchased the vehicle for display lead to an uproar, with the show's producers distancing themselves from the decision. Netflix agreed to set aside some of the proceeds for the Trevor Project, but not everyone was satisfied with the compromise. Chick-fil-A CEO Dan Cathy has not commented except to say that the purchase was made in honor of his late father, an enthusiastic collector of cars.




  Producer J.T. Finnegan Disavows Batmobile Sale


Police have not yet released any information regarding how the culprit managed to get the Batmobile out of the building. The chase, which started just after midnight, covered nearly 300 miles of road. Police began placing road blocks within the first half-hour of the chase, but in each instance the driver was able to avoid or bypass the obstacle. In a now-immortalized incident near Wrightsville, the suspect managed to use a police interceptor as a ramp. This was the last attempt at a roadblock, as police determined that it would be safest to follow the vehicle until it came to a stop.

Despite the hopes of police, the Batmobile did not run out of gas. When the chase came to an end in Tybee Island, it was because the suspect drove it directly off of the pier and into the Atlantic Ocean. While police canvassed the beach, there was no sign of the driver.

Georgia police are working now to recover the car from the water. While officials say they're confident that the suspect will be found, few outside the department seem to share their optimism. Popular opinion is instead on the side of 'Pastel Batman', who has dominated social media since reporting on the chase began.

Chick-fil-A and the Justice League did not respond to requests for comment on this story.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Batman did not look up from the screens of the computer in the Batcave. "You didn't say you were going to be in town," he said, still typing.

"Oracle said you were out of state for work the last few days," Nightwing said, leaning against the desk once he was close enough. As the desk was massive, this was still a significant distance from Batman. "You didn't call me in."

"She shouldn't have mentioned it," he said, still typing. Different windows were popping up onto different screens, databases and tables and terminal commands. "You have enough to worry about."

"I can still cover a night shift or two."

"It was handled."

Nightwing made a sound both thoughtful and suspicious. "So," he said, "someone stole the Batmobile."

Batman paused. He turned his head just enough to see the Batmobile, parked exactly where he'd left it. He turned his head the other way, just enough to look at Nightwing for the first time. He'd started sitting on the desk, his toes only barely able to brush the ground.

"Not ours," Nightwing clarified.

"Is there another one."

"That Netflix show," he said, and Batman did an almost-nod of acknowledgement before returning his attention back to whatever script he was running. "They had a big reveal of a new Batmobile this season, they auctioned off the old one for charity. I'm sure you heard about it."

"What they do with their show isn't my business," Batman said.

"Uh-huh," Nightwing said. "You really didn't see any of this in the news? It's been pretty nonstop since last night."

"I was working."

Nightwing put his hands on the edge of the desk, and kicked his feet upward to do a handstand apropos of nothing. "Too hard to see any news, all day."

"I may have seen something about it," Batman conceded.

"I'm sure you have theories about who did it."

"It's outside our jurisdiction."

"Your business trip was in…" Nightwing asked, swinging off the table to stand.

"Jacksonville."

"Did you pick that to help you get in character as Florida Man?"

"I don't know what that means."

"I want to know where you found a pink Batman costume in that size," Nightwing continued.

"I didn't."

"The pictures are–I'm having them framed, I hope you know that."

Batman's mouth twitched.

"I'm so mad you didn't call me," Nightwing said, leaning against the desk again. "I know this place that sells rainbow Robin costumes with hotpants and a crop top–"

"Absolutely not."
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1. Pocket Friend


    
    



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  





  



2. ADVICE FROM BRUCE WAYNE?!


    
    



  




"Is the camera on? Is it on?"

The camera was on, and was looking at a half-eaten turkey sandwich on a croissant. The shot rose to a purple-haired young woman, somewhere between a teenager and a twenty-something. She had winged eyeliner and a silver ring in her lower lip. 

"Is that the good lens? Can you zoom?" She was frantically pointing toward something behind her and to the left. The camera moved focus, zoomed in though not by much. A figure was walking down the mostly-empty side-street they were on in what looked like a dress and a parka.

"It won't zoom enough, I didn't bring the long lens," complained the slightly-lispy woman behind the camera. 

"I'll just call him over."

"Oh my god, Jessie, no, what if it isn't—"

"Mr. Wayne!" Jessie had bent half-over the metal fence surrounding the cafe table. The flowers on her sleeveless romper matched the color of her curls. "What happened to you?" 

There was a jump cut. The shot had changed, steady on a tripod, both girls now visible, one purple and one pink. It was definitely Bruce Wayne in the ratty brown parka. Black hair in disarray looked gray at the tips where the light hit it too much, he had stubble and dark circles and bloodshot eyes. He was wearing a floral shower curtain as a toga.

"Nice outfit," Jessie said. 

"Thanks," Bruce said, his voice a strained hiss barely audible. "Can you believe someone threw this out. Are you drinking that?" He pointed to an untouched glass of water sitting next to a latte, condensation dripping paths down its sides.

"You can have it," said the girl with the pink dreadlocks. He grabbed it without another word, and the girls exchanged meaningful glances with the camera and each other as he drank the whole thing. As his head tipped backward to finish it off, Jessie picked up her own full glass and set it closer to him. He set the one glass down, grabbed the other, and dumped it over his head. Jessie shrieked and recoiled as water went everywhere, Bruce scrubbing at his hair and his face. When his hands slid back his hair was under control, not that it helped.

"Thank you," he said again, no longer sounding like rusty pipes. "You are?" he asked, pointing.

"Jessie Jams."

"Right. You?"

"Danny Dangerous."

"Right." He scratched at his stubble. "Crimefighting, roller derby, or both?" 

"We're YouTubers," Danny explained. 

"Aaah." Bruce nodded. "Thus the camera. Do you yell at video games or makeup."

"Do we yell at makeup?" Jessie repeated with a giggle. 

"I know what I asked."

"We're an advice channel."

"JammyDanger!" Jessie said, and she and Danny both gave the camera a thumbs-up.

"So you yell at people."

"Basically," Jessie snorted.

"That's not a very intuitive name for an advice channel."

"We picked it before we knew what we were going to do with it," Danny admitted.

"Do you want to sit down?" Jessie offered.

"No. This thing is held together with sheer force of will. I sit and it'll just..." He made a gesture like curtains opening. "No one wants that."

"I'd be okay with that," Jessie said.

"You're twelve."

"I'm twenty!"

"Eh."

"Mr. Wayne," Danny asked, "why are you wearing a shower curtain?" 

He looked them over. "You want a Bruce Wayne exclusive interview."

"Yes," Jessie said fiercely.

"... yeah, sure." She clapped gleefully as he scratched his stubble again. "Well, children—" 

"Twenty!"

"—sometimes, when a man and his wingman love each other very much, the wingman will still bail, because he met a redhead and now he wants to grow Fabio hair."

"This is going in a weird direction," Danny said. 

"It usually does," Bruce agreed apologetically. "Then the man makes a lot of questionable life choices, some of which are legal and most of which would probably turn out fine with a wingman. But he doesn't have a wingman, so instead he's waking up with no memory of the night before and his shit is missing, including his goddamn clothes, because he is apparently a fucking idiot who can no longer be trusted to leave the house without tripping over his own dick and hurting himself."

"You said that like you were mad at yourself, but your word choice kind of turned it into a brag," Danny pointed out. 

"I know what I said." 

"Did they steal your underwear?" Jessie asked in hushed tones. 

"If they'd stolen my underwear I'd be calling the police." Bruce stuck his hands in the pockets of the parka, and froze. Slowly, he pulled his left hand out of his pocket. 

He was holding a rat.

Jessie shrieked and nearly leapt over the back of her chair. Danny scooted hers away.

Bruce held the rat up enough that he could look it in the eye. It twitched its nose at him to sniff. "Hello Templeton." He set it gingerly on his shoulder, where it remained, surveying the scene. 

"Where did you get a rat!"

"The dumpster, I assume."

"It seems very calm."

"I have been called a rat before. It's possible he senses me as one of his own. Do one of you have a cell phone I can use? Mine was in my pants, where I foolishly assumed it would be safe."

Danny pulled hers out of her purse and offered it to him. He took it, but stopped to look at the case instead of using it immediately. It was covered in glitter and three-dimensional roses and bows. He held it so that Danny and the camera could both see the focus of his interest. 

"Did you make this yourself, Miss Dangerous."

"I did."

"This is adorable. Good job." He offered his fist as his other hand dialed a number. Danny made a gleeful face at both Jessie and the camera as, carefully, she fistbumped Bruce Wayne. He held the phone to his ear as he waited for whoever he'd called to pick up. "Alfred. Yeah. Long story. Need a ride. No, bring the—not the Rolls, something I can mess up the upholstery in. I'm wearing a dumpster. Yeah. If you could bring pants that would be great. Any pants. I really don't care. Obviously not those, don't be deliberately obtuse. A spare phone, too. If I don't have pants why would I still have a phone. I borrowed this one. Danny Dangerous. No, she's from the internet. I'm at—" He paused to check the sign on the door, and sighed. "The Catscratch Café, apparently. Yeah. Don't start. Fine." He hung up, giving Danny back her phone. 

"As long as we're waiting," Jessie said, "why don't you be a guest on our show?" 

"I thought I was. Are you eating that?"

Danny pushed her french fries closer, and he immediately popped one into his mouth. 

"I meant the advice part."

He swallowed his fry. "Am I supposed to ask you for advice."

"No, you'd be giving it."

"Do I look like I'm in any position to tell anyone how to live their lives." He fed a cold french fry to the rat on his shoulder. 

"You could give good advice!" Jessie assured him. "We get a lot of girls who want help with their boyfriends."

"Dump him." He ate another fry. 

"It's not always like that! You can't just dump a guy every time he's a little annoying."

"You can, and should."

"Maybe you could give people tips to be successful?" Danny suggested. 

"Based on personal experience you should try being born a white billionaire with a Type A personality and a need for external validation that can never be satisfied because your parents are dead."

"I don't think most people can use that," Jessie said. 

"I hope not."

"Do you have any advice," Jessie attempted, "for someone who wants to marry a billionaire?" 

"That's a terrible idea. My first advice is don't."

"What about your second?"

"I can give you my mother's strategy."

"Is it romantic?"

"First, find a billionaire. Then be smarter than he is. Then, remind him that you're smarter than he is, repeatedly. Hit him with a sword sometimes for emphasis."

"And that works?"

"It worked at least once."

"Would it work on you?"

Bruce narrowed his eyes at nothing in particular. "... it might be."

"What?"

"Mr. Wayne," Danny asked, "what do you think about the popular trend of books about billionaires who are into bondage?"

"What."

"You know," Jessie said, "like all the books about a sexy billionaire who likes to tie up his secretary and spank her."

"That sounds unethical. Are they arrested."

"So you're not into it?" 

"I have multiple secretaries in multiple offices and most of them are elderly men."

"Do old men make good secretaries?"

"That depends. Do you need a secretary that can keep people busy by telling them stories about the Great Depression, until they give up and stop trying to show you presentations about new suppliers."

"What's that scar from?" Danny asked, pointing.

Bruce tried to look, but the scar in question was too close to his neck. He put a hand over it to try and determine which one it was. "I think that one's from a whip."

Jessie gasped. "You can't just say that and not give details."

"You're twelve."

Behind Bruce, a towncar pulled up to park at the sidewalk. 

"Do you have any final messages for our audience before you go?" Danny asked. 

Bruce grabbed one last french fry for the rat as his butler stepped around the car to open the back door. "Dump him. If you're a secretary and your boss tries to spank you, call my lawyer. Thanks for the drinks."

"I suppose you'll be keeping that," could faintly be heard in the background as Danny picked up the camera again to catch Bruce's retreat.

"His name is Templeton."

"Of course it is, sir."

"He likes french fries."

"I take it we'll be calling Rex again?"

Bruce's reply was lost as he got in the back of the car, Alfred's body shielding whatever effect this action may have had on Bruce's modesty. There was a jump cut to the window rolling down enough for a small wave as the car pulled away.

Everything after the subsequent jump cut was nothing but a high-pitched retelling of what had just happened, spanning another five minutes.
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4. Snapchat

Notes for the Chapter:I kind of had to invent a shorthand for emoji because they don't work inline right now. Hopefully it's not too distracting @w@




    
    



  




Bruce was walking through a hallway, reading something on a tablet. The camera filmed him from around a doorframe. "Think fast!" Tim shouted, and the shot shook as he threw a basketball with his other hand. When it stabilized, Bruce had not only caught the ball one-handed, but was twirling it on his fingers. He had not stopped walking. The phone lowered as Tim started after him. "Are you—" 

The caption read: [WHAT]

→→→


  [bro what]


Tim was standing in front of Bruce, who had only just stopped in his tracks as a result. Tim took a step back so the camera angle wouldn't be quite so steep; Bruce was clearly much taller than he was. Bruce was still reading, and the basketball was still spinning on his free hand. "Okay, how'd you learn to ball in the Munster Mansion?" Tim demanded. 

"Hm?" Bruce looked from his tablet to Tim, then to the ball. He looked taken aback, as if surprised to see it there. "Oh. Huh." He shrugged. "I did go to college, Tim."

→→→


  [is that paris hilton??????]


The shot was too far away to tell, and Tim's attempts to zoom only made things blurrier and shakier. The figure on the left could safely be assumed Bruce Wayne. The figure on the right was small and blonde and scantily clad. On the grounds of Wayne Manor this meant almost nothing. They were in the garage, between shining rows of sports cars, discussing a difficult to identify piece of equipment. 

→→→


  [IT IS °hearteyes°°hearteyes°°hearteyes°]


It was a still selfie of Tim, Paris' arm around his shoulders. Paris was also taller than Tim. 

→→→


  [someone save him]


Paris had draped herself on Bruce, who was rolling his eyes. She had her lips pursed toward him, but he was too tall for her to reach. Tim had applied the dog filter. Bruce had dalmatian spots. 

→→→


  [what is this??]


It was a blurry photo, taken surreptitiously, of an SCR-528. Also, Bruce Wayne's legs. They were impressively long, and much easier to identify than a WW2-era radio. 

→→→

Tim had the camera on selfie mode, his voice low as he glanced around, suggesting he was trying to be stealthy. "So, Dick is back visiting from college this week but I guess he dropped out and it is so awkward here right now."

→→→


  [AWK. WARD.]


Only the unsteady motion of the camera gave it away as a video. Bruce stood in silence in what might have been the parlor, his hands on the back of a chair. Dick could have passed for his biological son, though leaner and darker, his hair long enough that it was beginning to curl. He was sitting in a loveseat, also silent. It was almost a staring contest. 

→→→

The camera creeped slowly closer to where Dick was sitting. 

→→→

The camera came close enough to Dick to be uncomfortable. Soon it would hit him in the cheek. Dick suddenly broke from his staredown with Bruce to look at Tim's phone and cross his eyes. Tim tried to stifle a snort, panning to where Bruce still regarded his wayward ward with narrowed eyes. 

→→→


  [REKT]


Tim had backed away, but not by much. Bruce sighed. "I just don't know what I did," he said, and Dick's shoulders hunched, "that made you think it was acceptable," and Dick pressed his mouth into a thin line, "to have a party in the back."

Tim barked a noisy laugh as Dick's eyes went wide and his face went slack and his hands went defensively to his hair. "It's not—"

→→→

"—see you are you going to be pulling up in a Dodge Charger and some cutoffs?" 

"It's not a mullet!"

"It looks like you've got a duck's ass on the back of your neck."

→→→


  [light the batsignal i just witnessed a murder °crying laughing°]


"I'm growing it out, it's just in an awkward in-between place right now."

"Between what? John Stamos and a poodle?"

→→→

"My hair is not the issue here."

"Unless you're David Bowie or a lesbian it is very much an issue."

→→→


  [i'm so mad i missed it]


Tim had his phone in Bruce's face. "I missed it, say the thing you just said again."

"The LSD thing or the Venezuela thing?" 

"Both."

"No."

→→→


  [this is what it looks like when everything's fine]


Dick was sitting on top of a cabinet, his legs dangling far above eye level. Bruce had his hands on his hips, his neck craned to maintain a conversation. The phone wasn't close enough to either of them to make out what was being said. 

→→→

Tim had the selfie camera on in order to talk to it, standing in the kitchen. "Okay, so like, backstory: when I was a kid, my parents never got me Lunchables, I don't know why. They could definitely afford it, they just didn't."

→→→

"Like maybe they thought Lunchables were for poors? I don't know, man, but the other kids got Lunchables and I was so jelly like you don't even know."

→→→

"So like, I roll up in here like the Fresh Prince, and Alfred is the man. He's like Santa. I make a list and he checks it twice. So I said Lunchables."

→→→

"Why not, right? I mean if I'm getting all this other stuff then why not some Lunchables? I can be in high school eating Lunchables, everyone loves Lunchables."

→→→

"If you're a Lunchables hater you can just unfollow me right now, I don't need that kind of negativity in my life. No haters."

→→→

The camera moved unsteadily as Tim opened the fridge. "Alfred comes back from the store, and you know what he gets me? You know what I find when I go looking for my Lunchables?" 

→→→

Tim had switched the camera view to show what he'd retrieved, sitting on the granite countertop. It was a sealed plastic tray, but it was not a Lunchable. Besides being the wrong brand, it contained prosciutto and a spreadable goat cheese with figs. 

"What is this load of barnacles. Oh my god."

→→→

"Look at this thing. Baguette toasts. What is a baguette toast? I want to shove myself in a locker for this."

→→→

He'd put another of the imposter lunches on top of the other. "This one has caviar! Caviar. And water crackers."

→→→

"Water crackers sounds like something you'd call white people with houseboats."

→→→

"Beluga caviar. That doesn't even make sense. Whales don't lay eggs. This is a scam. I'm blowing the lid off this conspiracy."

→→→

The camera looked out from a balcony to a sprawling green lawn edged by thick forest, the city of Gotham visible in the distance. The phone shook as a little plastic tray went flying, Tim flinging it as far as he could into the grass. 

"Whales don't lay eggs!"

→→→


  [he's gonna banish me to the shadow realm]


Tim was recording a very dignified man with white hair and a thin moustache. He was polishing silverware. It didn't look like it needed polishing. 

"Alfred, I demand satisfaction."

Alfred paused. "Are you suggesting that you'd like to duel?" 

→→→

"Explanation. I meant explanation."

Alfred sighed a long-suffering sigh perfected over decades. "They did not have the item you requested at our usual grocer, so I'd hoped you'd be willing to settle."

→→→

"Have you ever even seen a Lunchable?" 

"I apologize for thinking prosciutto di parma could ever replace the wonder of a machine-pressed ham."

→→→

"Alfred, I've decided to accept your apology."

"Very good, Master Tim."

→→→

Tim had the camera on himself, standing outside in the blinding sun. "For mysterious reasons the guy who takes care of the grass was caught in some kind of caviar explosion, somehow, so now I have to mow."

→→→

"Did you guys know Beluga caviar is sturgeon eggs? Why is it even called Beluga? That's a whale."

→→→

The camera followed the slow advance of a robotic lawnmower. "I used my allowance to get this but this is actually slower than just mowing the lawn myself."

→→→


  [WE CAN REBUILD HIM °tools°]


It was a photo of the lawnmower, half-disassembled in what might have been a shed. 

→→→


  [can i be a mythbuster now]


Some kind of rocketry had been attached to the lawnmower, and joysticks on the workbench suggested he was planning to steer it from afar.

→→→

The camera went between the controller and the lawnmower. "Okay, moment of truth!" He pressed a button, which was small and gray but had been labeled "BIG RED BUTTON". Flames shot out from the back of the lawnmower as it took off at top speed. Tim, and thus also the phone, leapt victoriously into the air.

→→→

Nothing could be seen but blurry grass, the camera shaking and bouncing.

"I hecked up! I hecked up bad! Myth busted!"

→→→


  [band name?]


The shot followed the lawnmower traveling along the edge of the forest, trailing fire. It panned to Bruce, standing impassively near the patio.

"Is that a renegade rocket robot."

"Maybe."

Bruce put a hand over his eyes and dragged it down his face with a sigh.

→→→

Bruce was still wearing pressed black pants and a dress shirt. He'd rolled his sleeves up to his elbows, and had a length of rope looped around one arm. 

"Are ya gonna lassoo the varmint?" Tim called from a safe distance. 

Bruce did not answer, but did start to twirl a loop in the rope above his head. It looked like the platonic ideal of a twirling lasso. 

"Oh my god he actually is."

→→→

Tim hadn't managed to start recording until the rope was halfway through its arc toward the lawnmower. It managed to hook around the body without sliding underneath it, tightening as Bruce pulled on it. Tim was shouting inarticulately. Rather than stop, the lawnmower started to move in a loop around Bruce as he dug in his heels. When he let go of the rope, it was at just the right point to slingshot the mower into the duck pond. Ducks quacked indignantly as they took flight.

→→→

Bruce was pulling on the rope, but the lawnmower wasn't coming up. 

"Maybe the rockets are still going?" Tim suggested. 

→→→


  [this is someone's fetish]


Bruce emerged from the water of the duck pond, the rope wrapped around one arm and the lawnmower hanging from one hand. He dropped it unceremoniously on the ground, and it made a grinding and sputtering noise. He stomped on it, and the noise stopped with a crack of its chassis. His hair was dripping and his shirt was stuck to his skin.

→→→


  [o icarus]


Snapchat had mistaken some of the cracks and vents on the lawnmower for a face, and so Tim had taken a picture with a golden butterfly crown on it. 

→→→

"Where did you learn how to do that?"

"Do what?"

"The rope thing."

"I did go to college, Tim."

→→→


  [bruce no °see no evil°°hear no evil°]


"You learned how to do rope tricks at Yale?" Tim asked, amused and incredulous. 

Bruce sighed. "I was young. It was college. I did a lot of things I'm not proud of."

"Wh—"

→→→

"At least the lawn kind of got mowed?" 

"The blades actually flew harmlessly over the grass. You get to use the reel mower now, by the way."

"The what?"

→→→


  [THIS IS HECK]


It was a selfie of a sweat-soaked Tim sitting in the grass. He'd taken off his shirt to leave only his binder, which was patterned to look like outer space. Behind him was an old manual reel mower, small and with slightly rusted blades. 

→→→

The reel screeched as Tim pushed the mower forward, the shot shaky as he tried to hold his camera while pushing. 

"What even is this? Is this how the pioneers mowed the prairies? Did they carry their mowers in their covered wagons? Was there—"

→→→


  [BIG BRO HAS THE HOOKUP °thumbs up°°thumbs up°°thumbs up°]


It was a picture of Dick, sitting on top of a minifridge in one of the many rooms in Wayne Manor. There was a poster of Beyoncé on the wall behind him. The door to the minifridge was open and full of pizza Lunchables.

Though his hair was still long, Dick had clearly gotten a trim in the back.

→→→

Tim was using the selfie camera to record himself and Dick singing along to music with Lunchables packages in their hands. 

"—pick it up and tell me if you really wanna dance some more we're borderline wasting time—"

→→→


  [oh no i'm too old]


"These are actually kind of gross?" Tim admitted to his phone. Music still played in the background

"Really?" Dick asked, his mouth half-full after taking a bite of shelf-stable faux pizza. "I like 'em. Remind me of when I was a kid." Tim shook his head sadly. 

→→→


  [i just wanted rocky road why this]


It was a picture of a pint of balsamic fig and mascarpone ice cream in front of a gleaming chrome refrigerator. There was a glittery magnet of Wonder Woman's logo. It held up a piece of paper that said:

DAYS SINCE LAST INCIDENT:

THERE ARE NEVER ANY DAYS BETWEEN INCIDENTS

  



5. Birdchat

Notes for the Chapter:More readable on mobile via Imgur.




    
    



  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 



  



6. BRUCE WAYNE DRUNK AMA


    
    The camera swept through the room. Specifically, it swept over empty vodka bottles. A lot of empty vodka bottles. And eventually, Bruce Wayne sprawled out on the couch and holding something to his head.

A jump-cut closer revealed that it was a raw steak wrapped in plastic. 

"Sooo," Tim asked, "you look like you had fun."

Bruce sighed. "Is this going on Snapchat again."

"YouTube. Why is there meat on your face?"

"I think I have a concussion."

"Does meat help with concussions?" 

"No."

"Does it make you feel like a boxer in the 1930s who's big and tough but he's the underdog and he's gotta win one last fight before he can retire but he's getting his butt kicked?"

"Yes."

"Because that's what you look like."

"Good."

Tim panned over to the bottles covering the floor. "How much did you even drink?" 

"I wasn't drinking."

"Uh-huh."

"I needed solvent."

"And you used vodka?"

"It's what I had."

"Why do some of these bottles look like skulls?"

"They were gifts."

"So you definitely didn't get really drunk and then get socked in the face by an angry ginger."

"Tim. I know exactly what you're trying to do here."

"Calling you out?"

"You're not as helpful as you think you are."

"Bruce, the internet and I are worried about you. This is an intervention."

"God, you're a little shit."

The camera shook as Tim laughed. "You can't do that!" 

"Do what?"

"Call me that!"

"I just did."

"You're going to lose custody because you're an alcoholic who swears at impressionable young children."

"No I'm not. Look at him." Bruce pointed, and Tim turned the camera to where Dick Grayson was standing in the doorway. He was holding foam takeout containers. 

"What about me?" he asked. 

"I never lost custody of you," Bruce said, "and I spent six years calling you a dick."

"That's because that's my name, Bruce."

"That's a weird coincidence." Bruce tried to sit up and failed. "Is that from Dimitri's?" 

"Have you told him?" Dick asked Tim.

"No, he distracted me with 30s boxing."

"An important part of being a Wayne is learning how not to let him do that."

"How is that my fault. I barely said two words."

"That's how he gets you," Dick said. "Bruce, you're doing an AMA."

"A what."

"The internet has a lot of questions for you," Tim said, "so you're going to answer them. While drunk."

"I'm concussed."

"He always says that," Dick said. 

"You're awful children," Bruce told them. "I could have brain damage."

"You're drunk," Dick corrected. 

"I could have alcohol poisoning."

"You're drunk."

"I could be dying."

"You're drunk."

"You're a drama queen when you're drunk," Tim accused. 

"He's always a drama queen. And he's not getting this food unless he agrees to do an AMA."

"... what did you order."

"I told him you were shitfaced and this is what he gave me."

There was another jump cut. Bruce was sitting upright, and Dick was on the couch next to him. One of the takeout containers held nothing but gyro meat—more than it seemed possible to fit within the space given. What had looked like a soup container held tzatziki. Everything else went into its own tray, and Bruce was busy wrapping absurd amounts of everything in pita bread. 

"Okay, I'm looking at the questions people have sent in," Tim said from behind the camera. Bruce grunted. "I told everyone not to send in relationship questions but a bunch of them did anyway."

"I give great relationship advice," Bruce said. 

"Your only advice is 'dump him'."

"Yes." He crammed gyro into his mouth. 

"Ummmm... so, 'Panda-mic' says, 'how do I get girls to like me?'"

Bruce held up a hand to indicate that Tim would need to wait for him to finish chewing. 

"Wow, you were hungry."

"I'm actually extremely nauseated," Bruce corrected once he'd swallowed. "I might vomit later. What was the question."

"Getting girls to like you."

"You don't."

"He gives the worst advice," Dick warned. 

"That's not even advice," Tim agreed. 

"It's not advice. It's a fact. People like you or they don't."

"Maybe find a question that doesn't involve asking Bruce for likability tips," Dick suggested. Bruce grunted and took another bite of his pita. 

"Um—oh, here's a good one. DoctorWitch wants to know who you think would win in a fight, Batman or Superman."

"Wonder Woman."

Dick looked like he might protest this answer, then shut his mouth and shrugged. 

"Ooh! Maybe I should ask about that!"

"About what."

"About you and Diana," Tim taunted, bringing the camera closer. "That's one of the things people asked about a lot."

Bruce squinted. "One of?" 

"Yeah, everyone wants to know all your deepest, darkest secrets."

"Huh."

"Do you have any?"

There was a jump cut to a 'technical difficulties' screen that had clearly been lifted from the Simpsons. 




  




On return to the camera, the angle suggested that Tim was now filming from the floor. Dick was hunched over the armrest of the couch, shaking. Bruce was chewing, placid and faintly cow-like. 

"Not that deep!" Tim shrieked. 

"You didn't specify."

"You asshole," Dick muttered, still smothering laughter. 

"No more secrets!" Tim declared.

"Hm." Bruce took another bite of gyro, then continued speaking with his mouth half-full. "So I definitely shouldn't say that I'm—" 

"No!" both boys shouted at once. The shot went shaky as Tim sat upright. Dick leapt sideways to clap a hand over Bruce's mouth. Bruce looked indignant; Dick was unmoved. 

"This is going to be an editing nightmare," Tim complained. 

"Find a safe question," Dick said. "Otherwise he's just going to try to embarrass us again." Bruce narrowed his eyes at him.

"Is a hot dog a sandwich?" Tim asked. Dick took his hand off Bruce's mouth. 

"Legally, or philosophically?" Bruce asked. 

"What?" Tim asked. 

"They're distinct questions."

"Both," Dick said. 

"Legally, no. Philosophically, yes."

Dick made a face. "That feels like a slippery slope."

"That's a fallacy."

"It doesn't have two slices of bread," Dick pointed out.

"Neither does an open-faced sandwich."

"Is pizza a sandwich?" Dick asked, clearly intending to catch him in a contradiction. 

"Yes," Bruce said, with no hesitation. 

"A calzone?"

"That's an empanada."

"Why would you even—"

There was another jump cut to the technical difficulties screen. This time the text had been crudely covered in Paint, so that it read instead: this man went to yale to talk about burrito precedent for twenty mins.




  




"Next question!" Tim demanded after the cut. Whatever path the debate had taken, Dick seemed unsatisfied with the results. "KissKissFallInLesbians—who has a really good username—wants to know if you would rather fight one horse-sized duck, or a hundred duck-sized horses."

Bruce's eyebrows furrowed and his mouth cut an incredulous line as he spread his hands in confusion. "How is that even a question?" He looked to Dick for support, who offered none. "I don't even want to fight a duck-sized duck. Have you met a duck? As for the horses—do they specify what kind of horses?" 

"Seriously?" Tim asked. 

"No, he's right," Dick said. "That's an important question."

"I'll pick the horses either way," Bruce said, "but the breed determines my strategy."

"Oh my gosh," Tim said.

"If they're thoroughbreds, I just have to pretend to be an aggressive leaf and they'll bolt. If they're Clydesdales, then I'm going to keep them."

"That's not an option!"

"Why would I fight a hundred tiny Clydesdales when I could have lap Clydesdales."

"He has a point," said Dick. 

"You're not helping," Tim said. "Weedhorse69 wants to know if you know what Batman looks like."

"That username doesn't make any sense."

"I think it's ironic."

"What do you think the word 'irony' means."

"His irony levels aren't high enough for that level of internet," apologized Dick. 

"Is it a duck-sized weedhorse."

"I thought I saw Batman once," Tim said, in an effort to get back on track, "but it might have been a trash bag, so I think the answer to the question is 'Batman looks like trash'."

"Looks like, or is?" Dick wondered. "Maybe some nuclear waste hit some regular waste and it got superpowers."

"That's not how radiation works. Or trash. Nothing works like that. This is why you were supposed to stay in school."

"Ouch," said Tim, zooming in on the expression of pained resignation on Dick's face. Then he zoomed back out. Bruce had started eating tzatziki with a spoon. "SpaceAce asks: why doesn't Bruce use his Twitter account?" 

With the spoon still in his mouth, Bruce retrieved his phone from his back pocket. After a moment, he held it up. He had his mentions tab open. It was scrolling constantly. 

"Oh no," Tim said, genuine horror as he zoomed in on the phone. 

"Why don't I use Twitter more," Bruce asked rhetorically. 

A significant number of Bruce's mentions consisted entirely of variations on the phrase 'choke me daddy'. 

"Why don't you turn on the quality filter!" Dick demanded, horrified. He'd covered his face and was watching it scroll through splayed fingers. 

"It is on," Bruce said. "You should have seen it before." 

"You could at least block the weird scar guy" Tim said. The same message kept appearing on Bruce's phone and scrolling down it, sent from an account with the same photo each time. It just said 'show us your scars', followed by a link. Tim zoomed back out as Bruce turned his phone around to look at it. 

"That's actually about twenty different bot accounts run by the same guy," Bruce said. "He's—have you seen this guy?" 

His words had developed a barely-detectable drowsy slur. Dick frowned. "No. Are you feeling okay?" 

"I'm fine," Bruce said unconvincingly. "This guy," he said, pointing to his phone. "Here, I'll just show you his website. His deal is that he runs a conspiracy forum about how I'm actually Superman."

Dick covered his face again. Tim started laughing so hard that the camera was completely unstable. Bruce held his phone up again, and Tim tried to zoom in on the screen, but failed and only made it shake more. The shot changed to a static image of the website that Tim had added to the video later. The header image was of Bruce Wayne's head poorly photoshopped onto Superman's body. Then the shot returned to Bruce.

"The theory goes," Bruce said, "that my parents were part of the Illuminati, because they were rich."

"Of course," Dick said.

"The Illuminati, in turn, were in charge of covering up the fact that aliens exist and have been in secret contact with Earth governments."

"Right."

"When someone needed to secretly raise an alien baby, my parents volunteered to do their patriotic Illuminati duty. Which is how an alien was raised on Earth without anyone knowing."

"Makes sense."

"Except the Russians knew about the plan to raise a super alien baby as an American, so they assassinated my parents."

"Oh, no," Dick said, looking genuinely unhappy at this turn the conspiracy had taken. 

"The assassin didn't know that, as an alien, I would be bulletproof, which is how I survived the shooting that killed my parents." Bruce rubbed absentmindedly at his temple, squinting at his phone. "The tweets are because he says the proof of his theory is that I should have a lot of scars. From jumping off cliffs, and crashing cars, and... whatever the fuck I do. He says the reason I don't take my shirt off in public is to hide the fact that I don't have any scars."

"But then all you have to do is show one scar and he'd shut up," Tim said. 

"I don't negotiate with terrorists," Bruce said, and Dick snorted. Then Bruce yawned. "It's happened before, he always says it's makeup."

"I think it's nap time," Dick said firmly, putting a hand on Bruce's shoulder.

"This feels backward," Bruce said.

"Say goodnight to the internet, Bruce!" Tim said, bringing the camera closer to his face.

"That's not what I want to say to the internet."

"What do you want to say to the internet?"

"Get the fuck out of my mentions."

The video ended abruptly while Tim was in mid-laugh.

  



7. BRUCE WAYNE BANNED FROM WALMART [snapchat compilation]


    
    



  
 


The camera came uncomfortably close to Bruce's face. He was very good at pretending not to notice it. He was reading a book about, of all things, the history of denim. It was not the sort of book that made it easy to ignore cameras, but he remained stoic. 

The caption said helpfully: [been doing this for 30 mins]

"Bruce. Bruce. Bruce. We need to go Walmart. Bruce. I need it."

"Ask Alfred."

→→→

"It's a surprise for Alfred."

"You can't surprise Alfred."

"Bruce, please."

→→→

"It's not a matter of permission, I'm saying you literally can't surprise Alfred."

→→→


  [he hates when i say that]


"Bruuuuce."

"No."

"This is bullroar."

Bruce finally set down his book with an expression of the most profound disgust.

→→→


  [oh no now we'll be here all day]


"—either curse or don't, just commit one way or the other instead of—"

→→→

The camera took its time panning over a black BMW. 

"Can I drive?"

"No."

→→→


  [after this he took away my music privileges]


Bruce was driving, looking stoic again. His face lent itself well to stoicism. The radio played, at high volume, "Sandstorm" by Darude.

→→→

"I'll play something different this time."

"You had your chance and you blew it on a meme."

→→→


  [SJGJDH;FUKC °crying laughing°]


"I'm boooored."

"Hi, bored," Bruce said, eyes still on the road, and Tim groaned loudly. "I don't give a shit."

The view shifted and audio clattered as Tim dropped the phone, barking a laugh. 

→→→

The phone was wobbly as Tim followed Bruce into the store. "Can I get a trampoline?" he asked, camera pointed to one outside the store. 

"We have three trampolines."

"But I want that one."

→→→

They were in the chip aisle. "Have you ever had a Dorito? One Dorito? In your whole life?" 

"I am a person. I eat food for people."

→→→

The camera followed a bag of Nacho Cheese Doritos into the cart.

"We're not getting those."

"We need to get sour cream, too."

"No."

"You'll love it."

"No."

→→→

Tim had put the seatbelt of the cart's seat, intended for toddlers, around a giant plastic jar of orange cheese puffs. 

"I thought you were getting something for Alfred."

"I'm getting groceries while we're here."

"None of this is food."

→→→


  [$3 pickles blowing his mind rn]


Bruce was holding a gallon jar of pickles with an expression of incredulity.

"—costs extra to not waste food?"

"It's Walmart."

"Even taking into account the economies of scale—"

→→→


  [putting his degree to use in the pickle aisle]


"—it just makes no sense even as a loss leader, unless the goal is to drive the competition out of business and hope they don't go bankrupt in the—"

→→→


  [i think he's buying a pickle company??]


Bruce had every appearance of furiously texting on his phone, or possibly composing emails. 

→→→


  [lmao he did]


Bruce was now on his phone, looking impassive as ever as he contemplated the giant jar of pickles.

"—the business itself is perfectly sound. Yes. Obviously. Dead serious. Look, if you—"

→→→

Tim put a gallon jug of ranch dressing into the cart. 

"Absolutely not."

→→→

Tim was in the frozen section, his reflection visible in the glass.

"I bet Alfred would love some pizza rolls."

"Your lies demean us both, Tim."

→→→

Bruce was standing in the toy aisle, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "I understand the concept of blind boxes perfectly well, thank you."

"Then why are you acting confused?" 

"Why does Thomas the Tank Engine—"

→→→


  [°rainbow°°rainbow°°rainbow°]


Bruce was making a face of disgruntled bafflement at a display of baby clothes.

"—disturbed by the amount of aggressive heterosexuality being foisted on these babies."

"Yeah," Tim agreed. "What about the gay babies?" 

"I can't tell if you're joking but I'm unironically concerned."

→→→


  [gotham pride]


The camera panned over a display of hero-themed hats. Most of the Batman hats had sold out, while the Superman display was nearly full. It panned back to Bruce, who was taking a picture with his own phone. 

"Who you texting it to?"

"Friend in Metropolis."

"Metropolis sucks."

"Yes. Yes it does."

→→→


  [no escape]


The camera peered out slowly from behind a clothing display. Bruce was surrounded by enthusiastic and friendly women. It was impossible to tell what they were talking about. 

→→→


  [???]


Bruce was holding a dress up against himself. The women around him seemed delighted and were nodding their approval.

→→→


  [i'll strike while he's distracted]


Tim dropped another two four-movie collections of Shrek on top of the considerable pile he'd already amassed. He panned up to check that Bruce had not caught him before grabbing another.

→→→


  [busted]


While Bruce put DVDs back on the shelf, Tim surreptitiously grabbed a Shrek coloring book.

→→→


  [he's gonna get a fish]


Bruce was frowning at the wall of fishtanks in silence. Finally he said, "These fish are very unhealthy."

→→→


  [HE'S BUYING ALL THE FISH]


The man attempting to help Bruce looked baffled. Bruce gestured to the entire display of fish with a nod. The man shook his head. Tim brought his phone close to a betta, blue and red with a tattered and graying tail. 

"We're here to save you," Tim stage-whispered to it. 

→→→

Bruce was now engrossed in conversation with multiple employees. 

"—if I bought some tanks—they're much too small but as a temporary measure—we could transfer them directly and it might be less distressing for the fish."

"Maybe I could get one of the big dolly carts from the back?" one young man suggested.

→→→

The low camera angle suggested Tim was trying to be surreptitious. 

"—for trying to unionize is completely against the law," Bruce was saying, his voice low. He was helping three other employees transfer fish into large plastic tanks. 

"At-will employment," one woman said.

"We'd have to prove that was why they fired us," someone clarified. "Otherwise they can say it was for no reason."

"You're shitting me."

→→→

"—fucking with my hours hoping I'll quit."

"What? Why?"

"If they fired me, they'd have to pay unemployment."

"That's why they won't let me work full-time."

"What the fuck."

→→→


  [omg he's stealing the employees now]


"—in Gotham, but there's more opportunities outside of manufacturing if you're willing to move."

"Wait, so do you mean like for management?"

"No, no, that's the starting wage for someone working assembly, quality control, that kind of thing. We're all unionized, none of this at-will bullshit."

"So if I—"

→→→

The woman from earlier was showing Bruce her phone while the others continued moving fish.

"You painted this?" Bruce asked. She nodded. "That's fantastic. Are you showing it anywhere? I know a guy with a gallery—actually I know pretty much everyone with an art gallery in Gotham. I think I have a friend who'd really love this, if you don't mind me making some calls for you."

→→→

Four more employees had joined the menagerie. 

"—almost always hiring in Gotham. People are always moving to cities with fewer evil clowns." Everyone laughed. Tim snorted. "Employee insurance totally covers acts of supervillainy, though."

→→→


  [trying to crush the revolution]


The employees had not dispersed. In the distance, someone managerial was talking to Bruce. He looked much less amused than Bruce did. 

→→→


  [THEY CALLED THE COPS]


Tim had switched to the selfie camera, his face pure glee. He turned bodily to show the employees wheeling out tanks of fish out of the store, police lights in the parking lot. 

"The manager tried to make Bruce leave but he insisted on paying for his fish and he wouldn't stop giving people better jobs so the guy said it was corporate espionage and called the cops."

→→→


  [WE'RE BANNED FROM WALMART FOREVER]


Bruce was laughing with the police officers about something. The manager from earlier had been joined by men in suits. None of them looked happy. Some of the employees from earlier were yelling and flipping them off. One man pulled off the shirt of his uniform and started setting it on fire.

→→→

Bruce was on the phone in the parking lot. 

"They're small, most of them are tropical. You can figure out what they are when you get here. How is that racist? I'm not suggesting you already know them, I'm well aware you don't personally know every single fish—"

→→→

"Either you take these fish or I toss them in the sewer and Killer Croc can eat them. It will be a merciful death compared to what they were getting. It doesn't matter where I found them."

→→→


  [i'm not allowed near toxic waste]


Tim held the betta from earlier in front of his phone, bringing it dangerously close to Bruce's face. Bruce had hung up, but seemed to be dialing another number. 

"I'm keeping this one," Tim said. 

"Fine."

"If I drop him in toxic waste do you think he'll get powers?"

"We've already had this discussion."

→→→


  [the pettiest man in gotham]


Bruce was on the phone again, looking out at the empty field beside the Walmart parking lot. 

"Yeah, just buy the whole thing. Yeah. Absolutely sure. Green Market's doing good, we'll build another one of those. Can we put up a billboard while it's under construction? A really big billboard."

→→→

"First of all, if it's in writing, it's libel. Second, figures taken directly from their report to shareholders can't be libelous. What's the most they could even sue me for? See, that's nothing. Bad PR for them, good for us, it's—"

→→→

Tim had switched to the selfie camera again, and was using a sparkling purple filter that made his eyes look huge. He backed into Bruce so that Bruce's face would be in the shot. "Bruce, look! You're a pretty pretty princess!"

Bruce raised an eyebrow as he looked at his face on the screen. "I'm always a pretty princess," he said seriously.

→→→


  [he picked the music this time]


Bruce was driving again. He was listening to 100 Little Curses without any apparent irony. This did not mean there wasn't any irony. 

→→→


  [i named him wally]


The Walmart betta was now in a tank that held at least a hundred gallons. His underwater castle was resplendent. His tail had grown in, a shimmering gradient of red and blue. Bruce could be seen in the background above the short walls of the tank, sitting on the couch and reading a book.

  



8. BEST OF: BRUCE WAYNE LET'S PLAY feat EXCLUSIVE SURPRISE ANNOUNCEMENT


    
    Tim was in a small corner of the screen, the rest of it taken up by miniature fantasy troops marching into battle.

"—and that's when I—Bruce!" Tim's attention went away from the screen. "Wanna stream with me?" He checked the screen again, just long enough to be sure that nothing untoward was happening to his armies. "It's a charity stream!" Tim added. "You'd be helping sick kids. It's not actually for sick kids, it's for puppies. I don't know why I said sick kids, before. Here, I have a chair."

Tim briefly disappeared from view. When he reappeared, he was adjusting the camera, until Bruce was visible. He was wearing a rumpled grey suit. He looked tired. He'd propped his cheek up on one fist. There was a flat lollipop sticking partway out of his mouth. 

"Say hi!" Tim coaxed the chatroom, which had not been saved with the rest of his stream. "Chat says hello," Tim said to Bruce, pointing to where they were doing so. Bruce squinted. Slowly, suspiciously, he waved at the webcam. 


Tim's armies were in the midst of a heated battle. Bruce pointed at something. "Oh—good idea," Tim said. "Thanks. Some people in the chat were asking about the lollipop—did you want to explain?" 

Bruce said nothing. 

"Right, so—for people who aren't in Gotham, and maybe missed it, there was a whole Joker gas situation last night. Which is, like, not a big deal, because what else is new, but somebody didn't want to wait in traffic and cut through one of the quarantine zones."

Bruce narrowed his eyes at Tim, who was too busy handling skirmishes to notice. 

"If you're from a city where clowns actually try to make people laugh by being funny—"

Bruce snorted derisively. 

"—then this has probably never come up, but. Protip: if you get poisoned by the Joker, you've got to get treated right away, but the... antidote? Is it like an antidote?" He looked to Bruce, who said nothing. "I know it's not a vaccination, it's like, you get poisoned first and then they give you a thing, I think that's an antidote. Antivenom? Anyway, it takes a while to kick in, so in the meantime, seasoned Gotham veterans know you've got to keep lollipops around. Like, big ones, so you can put it between your teeth. There's other stuff you can do, but a lollipop is the easiest thing. It keeps you from cracking your teeth, or clenching your jaw too hard, or biting your tongue, or your mouth drying out, or all sorts of stuff. They make special ones, now, even. They're like the perfect size so you don't drool all over yourself. You're not drooling on yourself, right?"

Bruce looked down at himself. Then he looked back to Tim. 

"Yeah, I think that's one of the nice kind."

Bruce held a hand out, as if covering part of the monitor. 

"What? What's happening? Did someone say something?"

Bruce tilted his head so he could see the chat while shielding it from Tim's vision.

Tim frowned at the webcam. "Don't get inappropes about my dad!" 

Bruce raised an eyebrow.

"Father figure. Parental... legal guardian. Reverse ward. Warden?"

Bruce shook his head. He checked the chat. He shook his head again, and kept the chat covered.

"What are they saying? Is it bad stuff?"

Bruce shrugged non-committally.

"Is it suggestions for what to call you? Is it—the whole chat is just calling you Daddy, now, aren't they."

Bruce nodded. It was not a happy nod. It was a nod of resignation. 

"Okay, that's—I'm closing the chat, you've all lost your chatting privileges. I hope you're all proud of yourselves."

Bruce shook his head at the webcam. He conveyed, in perfect silence and with a lollipop in his mouth, the depth of his disappointment. 


Tim was wearing a hoodie that made him look like a dragon. Bruce wasn't wearing a suit jacket, but was still wearing a blue tie. Bruce was sitting in the main computer chair, Tim lurking gleefully behind him, the majority of the screen filled with simulated security cameras. 

"Is this the whole game."

"Basically," Tim said, barely restraining his amusement. 

Bruce yawned. 

"Just wait."

Instead of a jump-cut, the footage went on fast-forward. Bruce yawned several more times. Tim grew increasingly agitated. 

"Okay, this isn't right," Tim said as the video returned to normal speed. "It's five and nothing's happened, there's a glitch."

"Is something supposed to have happened."

"Here, just move so I can mess with it."

Bruce shrugged, and stood. His head was no longer in the frame as Tim sat. 

Almost as soon as Tim had made himself comfortable, an animatronic bear appeared, screeching. Tim screamed, recoiling with such force that the chair tipped over, taking him with it. 

After a moment of silence, Bruce bent enough that his furrowed brow was visible. "Was that supposed to happen."


Bruce and Tim were sitting on a couch. Tim was wearing pajamas printed to look like a tuxedo. Bruce was wearing most of an actual tuxedo, though his coat was missing and his tie was undone. He looked at least mildly intoxicated, with slouched posture and the controller in his hands resting on his stomach. Tim was much more intense, leaning forward with his brow furrowed.

The screen was mostly dominated by an intense battle.

"This can't be happening," Tim said. "You are not kicking my butt with Princess Zelda right now."

Bruce shrugged. Zelda knocked Pikachu off a platform.

"Not even Sheik! Just Zelda! You're just button-mashing!"

Mostly, he was twiddling his thumbs.

"Okay," Tim said, as it went to Zelda's victory screen. "This isn't fair. You have princess magic."

Bruce shrugged again. The corner of his mouth tilted upward.

"You're switching characters," Tim informed him.


"What is happening!" Tim wailed, as King Dedede sent Starfox flying. Tim's hair was all askew, barely sitting on the edge of his seat. His eyes were wild.

Bruce had acquired a champagne flute, which was now empty.


"Nononononooooo!"

Tim had given up on sitting and was standing up. Bruce was lying on the couch, taking up the room that Tim had surrendered.

Tim collapsed out of frame and onto the floor.

"I did not just lose to Jigglypuff!"

"Is that what that thing's called?" Bruce asked. "Weird."

The game exited back to the main menu.

"... wait a minute," Tim said, rising back into frame. The view switched so that the shot of the couch took up most of the video, while the game screen was relegated to a small corner. "You didn't even press a button that time."

Bruce threw up his hands in either triumph or disgust. It may have been both. "Two. Hours."

"What?"

A door on the other side of the room opened, and a woman wheeled her chair inside.

"Oh my flippin' gosh you weren't even playing."

"Two. Hours," Bruce repeated, hands raised in supplication to the sky.

"I did not expect it to take that long." Text at the bottom of the screen identified her as: Barbara, alias HypatiaLives, alias Traitor.

"It was supposed to take ten minutes," Bruce said, running his hands through his hair and on the verge of ripping it out.

"We seriously thought you'd notice," Barbara agreed.

"Two."

"I can't believe this," Tim said, burying his face in his hands and shaking his head.

"Hours."

"Was he even moving the thumb sticks in the right directions?" Barbara asked.

"I don't know!" Tim said. "It made total sense to me that he'd be some kind of Smash genius who could kick my butt without even looking like he was playing!"

Barbara shook her head, then pushed her glasses higher on her nose. "Oh, Tim."

"Ten minutes," Bruce repeated. "You'd figure it out, you'd laugh, you two would play together and I could leave and get some fucking work done instead of playing a goddamn video game for two fucking hours."

"Language," Barbara scolded, reaching out to smack Bruce gently upside the head. He shrank away and covered his head with his arms, and she rolled her eyes.

"Your controller isn't even on!" Tim realized with horror.

Bruce sighed as Barbara waggled her controller, custom gold with black decals.

There were then several jump cuts to slow motion footage of Bruce not even pressing any buttons, Tim too engrossed in the action on the screen to notice. The final vignette zoomed in on Bruce's increasingly blurry thousand-yard stare.


In the corner of the screen, Tim was wearing a sweatshirt meant to make him look like an astronaut.

So was Bruce.

They were in a fort made of bedsheets.

Tim was playing a game about running a farm.

"It's the first day of the new season," Tim said. "What should I plant?"

"Kale."

"What?" Tim frowned. "I thought the profits on that were kind of bad. Did you do fancy business math on it?"

"No. I just like kale."

"Oh my goodness, I am not just planting kale because you like it. Which of these crops will actually make us money?"

"I don't even know what crops are in this game," Bruce admitted.

"What! Then how did you know kale was in it?"

"I just assumed."

Tim started buying some of every kind of seed in the shop. "Really? Because, like. Most video games don't have kale in them."

"Are you sure."

"Pretty sure, yeah."

"That seems like a glaring oversight."

"You think more video games should have kale?"

"More video games should be about kale."

Tim's character climbed onto his horse to head back to the farm. "Maybe you should call Bill Gates about it."

"Is he in charge of video games."

"Yes."

Bruce pulled his phone out of his pocket, and started tapping on the screen.

"Wait, are you actually calling Bill Gates right now?" Tim laughed, pausing the game.

"Maybe. Yes." He held the phone up to his ear. "I had to check the time first to make sure he wouldn't answer. I don't actually want to talk to him."

The view changed so that the camera took up most of the screen, the audio of the game turned down. "Why not?"

"He sounds like Kermit on the phone and it's weird. Bill! Hey. It's Bruce. I'm calling because I'm concerned about the lack of kale in video games."

Tim grabbed a pillow and buried his face in it. His snorts of laughter were still audible, if barely.

"I think this is a serious issue. For... millennials."

Tim's shoulders shook. Bruce rubbed his hand over the lower half of his face, hiding his mouth and looking thoughtful.

"I'd appreciate it if you could do something about this, as the head of all the Nintendos."

Tim screamed into his pillow.

"Don't call me back." Bruce hung up abruptly.

"Bruce." Tim shook Bruce's shoulder frantically. "Please tell me you did not actually just prank call Bill Gates." Bruce showed Tim the screen of his phone. "Nooooooooo."

"Can we get back to our kale farm."

"We're not running a kale farm!"

"Are you saying I left that voicemail for nothing."

"Yes!"


"I emailed the guy who made this game," Bruce began.

"What!" Tim paused in the middle of planting rows of cauliflower.

"I asked him how much it would cost to make kale the most profitable thing in the game."

"Don't offer people kale bribes!"

"He sent me a mod," Bruce continued, ignoring Tim. "He said it will increase the sale price of kale and said we could have it for free." Bruce showed Tim the email on his phone, tilting it away from the camera. "How do I install this."

"You don't! We're not installing O.P. kale hacks!" 

"Can I email the mod to our character."

"No!"

"Can I print the mod and then scan it."

"That's not how mods work! You are not that old, don't pretend you don't know how it works."

"I'm starting to feel like you're not one hundred percent on board with the kale thing."

"I have never been any percent on board with the kale thing," Tim said. "You need to make your own kale game."

"Who do I call to make a kale game."

"Don't—doesn't Palmer Technologies make apps?"

"I don't know."

"I thought you talk to Ray Palmer sometimes."

"Not on purpose. Should I call him."

"It's not like I can stop you," Tim said, exasperated, as he tried to resume farming things that weren't kale.

This time, when the phone rang, it was on speaker.

"... hello...?" The voice on the other end sounded half-asleep.

"You're on speakerphone and being recorded."

"... Mr. Wayne?"

"Yeah."

"It's the middle of the night on a Wednesday."

Tim shook his head as his character cleared out weeds.

"I need you to make me a video game about kale."

"What?"

Tim hung his head in shame.

"Which aspect of my request is giving you trouble?" Bruce asked.

"All aspects?" Ray said. "I don't—kale?"

"Tim says there aren't any video games about kale."

"Don't bring me into this like it's my fault!" Tim protested.

"Are you drunk?" Ray asked.

"I don't understand why you'd think that. Can you make me a game or not?"

"Mr. Wayne, I'm a physicist."

"Ray, it's three in the morning. Call me Bruce."

Tim had to pause the game so he could bury his face in a pillow again.

Ray sighed and groaned in equal measure. "When do you need this? Can it just be any kind of game?"

"Don't encourage him," Tim said, muffled by pillow.

"Ideally within a couple of hours. It can be anything, as long as it's a game about kale. And good. In exchange you get nothing."

"... okay."


"If you're watching this," Tim said as his character cut down trees, "go on Twitter and say something nice to Ray Palmer. He is a very nice man and he doesn't deserve this."

Bruce shook his head.


"He emailed me," Bruce said, looking at his phone.

"Already? It's only been an hour!"

"Yeah, and it shows. This game is terrible."

"Bruce."

"It's just a Flappy Bird clone, but he's replaced the bird with kale. Kale can't fly. The obstacles are stacks of kale. That makes kale seem dangerous. It's a bad message. And Flappy Kale is the least appealing name for anything I've ever heard."

"Don't tell him that!" Tim said. "Making games is hard."

"I already emailed him. He just emailed me back."

"What did he say?"

"It just says 'Mr. Wayne I have never made a game before and I am very tired', with no punctuation."

"We should send him an edible arrangement. He has a company to run and instead he's letting you waste his time with kale games."

"I have a company to run, and he's wasting my time with bad kale games."


It was a camera shot of an office. It panned slowly over desk after desk of people working at computers. It stopped at a sign on the wall: Kale Studios. 

Then it moved over to find Bruce standing nearby in immaculate business attire. 

"Have you ever just casually made a joke?" Tim asked from behind the camera. "Have you ever not just immediately dialed everything up to eleven?" 

"I have no idea what you mean," Bruce said. "Tell your YouTube friends that World of Kale will be coming out soon—" 

"This is ridiculous."

"—it will be free to play and the in-app purchases will go toward funding our mobile food bank project."

"You are a ridiculous man."

"I am a ridiculous man with a billion dollars."
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No Whammies


    
    "Ivy," Batman said,  grabbing Robin by the collar to pull him out of the way of a lashing plant root. "Where's Nightwing."

"You'll find out soon enough," Poison Ivy sang, lounging on an approximately king-sized fly amanita. Her dress looked like a pitcher plant. 

"If anything's happened to him—"

"You have to warn us if you whammied him!" Robin interrupted, cutting to the chase. 

"If I—what?" Ivy's features all scrunched sideways, splaying out her fingers in confusion.

"Answer the question." A carefully-aimed batarang severed the connection between the main plant system and the closest roots. 

"I don't understand the question," Ivy said. 

"Did you whammy him or not?" Catwoman asked. Harley Quinn's hammer cracked concrete as Catwoman dodged sideways.

"What's whammied?" Ivy demanded, exasperated. 

"You know," Robin said, using an encroaching root as a jumping-off point. "Whammied." He made a face and gestured with both hands. 

"That doesn't mean anything!" Ivy said, irritated, sitting upright and giving up on lounging entirely. She looked to Harley for support. 

Harley lifted the hammer up to rest it on her shoulder, taking a break from trying to hit Catwoman. She cupped her hands around her mouth. "They mean fuckmadness!"

"Hey!" Robin protested with faint offense.

Ivy threw up her hands and then let them fall. "Why didn't you just say so?"

"Why didn't I just say 'fuckmadness'." It both was and was not a question.

"Stop saying that!" Robin protested, navigating back toward Batman.

Harley swung her hammer at Catwoman with enough force for a quadruple pirouette. "Fuckmadness?" she asked, stumbling in a circle.

Robin, frustrated, grabbed Batman's hands and pressed them against his ears. "There is an impressionable child present!"

Ivy squinted. "Is he serious?"

"I don't know." Batman attempted to reclaim his hands, and lifted Robin off the ground. Robin continued to hold Batman's hands like earmuffs, and kicked furiously at vines with both legs. "I think it's some kind of ironic meme thing."

"Teenagers," Ivy said, disgusted.

"I think it's cute," Catwoman said. "Stupid. But cute."

"Nightwing," Batman prompted.

"I didn't 'whammy' him," Ivy said, exasperated, with dramatic finger quotes for emphasis. "That's gross," she added with a wrinkle of her nose. She gestured to Robin. "I knew him when he was little." Then she frowned. "Actually, I don't think he was ever that little."

"I'm working on it," Robin said, giving up on the pretense that he couldn't hear. He let Batman go and tried to hop closer to Ivy. Vines moved in the opposite direction like a wobbly conveyer belt.

"Why do the Robins keep gettin' smaller?" Harley asked. "Were ya just barebackin' with progressively smaller women?" Catwoman hissed and tried to swipe at her throat. "What? Why are you mad? You're way on the low end of the bell curve, he's got nowhere to go unless he meets a hobbit."

"Gross," Robin complained.

"I don't know why you're so relieved, anyway," Ivy said. "Just because he doesn't have fuckmadness doesn't mean he won't be a zombie."

"Impressionable child!"

Catwoman caught Harley's leg with her whip to pull her off-balance. Harley overcompensated with a series of backflips, before falling on her ass in exactly the way she'd been melodramatically trying to avoid. She might have done it deliberately. Physical comedy had always been her specialty.

"I think he's just relieved that he doesn't have to save the kid from his own dick," Catwoman said.

"That is awkward," Harley agreed. Her head had a dizzy wobble, until she shook the cobwebs from it.

Ivy and Robin both made faces of disgust.

Batman stood tall, arms crossed. "What gives you the impression that he can't escape."

Ivy tossed her curls over her shoulder. "Laverne and Shirley."

Harley, who'd been about to swing her hammer again, stopped in her tracks. "That was your plan?" she asked, horrified.

Ivy looked over her shoulder with a frown. "What's wrong with my plan?"

"They ain't gonna stop him!"

"They're man-eating hyenas."

"Yeah," Harley agreed, resting the head of her hammer on the ground, "but, like. Men-men."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Robin asked.

"They ain't gonna hurt the tweety-bird," Harley said with a shrug.

"What?" Ivy rose up onto her knees for a better view. "Why not?"

"He's good with animals," Harley said.

"Yeah," Catwoman agreed, putting her hands on her hips. "I tried to threaten him with a panther once. Guess how that ended."

"Ooh!" Robin raised his hand. "Was his costume strategically torn?"

Gently, Batman reached out to push Robin's hand back down. He gave a nearly imperceptible shake of his head. Robin looked only a little abashed.

"It doesn't matter," Ivy said with another toss of her hair. "He's not going to escape."

"He escaped nine minutes ago," Batman said.

"What?"

Batman said nothing.

Ivy noticed too late that they hadn't been fighting her plants for quite some time.

She leaned over to look past the cap of the mushroom she'd been sitting on. Roots, vines, branches had all iced over. Not necessarily dead, but definitely incapacitated, unresponsive to her commands. They twitched and shook but otherwise did not move.

"Shit!"

On cue, a panel opened up in the ceiling, and Nightwing emerged to hang upside-down from it. He dropped an empty container with a clatter to the floor, formerly full of liquid nitrogen.

Robin threw up both arms. "Called it!"

Nightwing's shirt was torn.

"I've never seen a full Kirk in person," Harley said, impressed.

"I wanted to make a better entrance," Nightwing said, "but I couldn't think of a line that didn't make me sound like Mr. Freeze in a good mood."

"We were worried you got whammied!" Robin called.

Nightwing looked betrayed. "Were you going to whammy me?" he asked Ivy.

"No," Ivy said, "and why do you call it that? What kind of a word is that?"

"What else are we supposed to say?" Nightwing asked. "It's a lot easier to say 'sorry, I got whammied' than 'sorry, there was a stiff breeze so I tried to yank my dick off'."

"I hope you're all ashamed of yourselves," Robin said, shaking his head.

"Not really," Harley said. Catwoman was tying rope around her arms more elaborately than necessary.

"How did she catch you?" Ivy demanded.

"I didn't," Catwoman said. Harley fluttered her eyelashes at Ivy, who huffed.

"I'm kinkshaming," Robin announced.

"Do you even know what you're saying?" Catwoman asked. "Or are you just some kind of wifi-enabled parrot?"

"I'm a Robin," Robin corrected with a disdainful sniffle.

"I'm a Norwegian Blue," Nightwing said cheerfully.

"Ivy," Batman said. He hadn't moved. "Are you going to come down, or are you going to make me get you."

"You act as if I can't still take you all down," Ivy said.

"Harley has two broken ribs, a torn rotator cuff, and a blown out knee."

"What!" Ivy turned to look at Harley, tied as she was.

Harley blinked. "I do?" She looked down at herself. Then she looked over her shoulder at Catwoman, behind her. "Ya weren't tryin' to hit me," Harley accused. Catwoman shrugged. She might have felt more guilty if the 300 pounds Harley'd hurt herself swinging hadn't been meant to hit her.

"The garden at Arkham hasn't been doing well. You can get it back in shape while Harley gets some rest."

Ivy glowered down at Batman. Batman remained impassive. Nightwing silently fell from his place in the ceiling to the floor. Robin kicked at a limp root.

"Fine," Ivy decided, petulant. "If you're going to catch me, then catch me."

Batman moved beneath the edge of the amanita. Ivy stepped off with as much grace as she could manage, and allowed him to catch her. There was an imperious tilt to her freckled nose as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Her glance toward Catwoman was a little smug.

"I really feel fine," Harley assured them.

"You're not, though," Catwoman said, reaching up to pat her on top of her head. Harley leaned into the touch.

"It's cuzza my beta endorphins," Harley offered helpfully, as Catwoman guided her toward the door.

"Wait, what am I supposed to be doing?" Robin asked.

"See about cleaning this up," Batman said.

"Man." Robin looked up at the enormous mushroom Ivy had been sitting on. "How am I supposed to clean this up?"

Nightwing sidled up beside him. "Want to try jumping on it like a trampoline?"

Robin's eyes widened. His mouth opened, every appearance of being stunned. "That is the best idea anyone has ever had."

"No jumping on the giant toxic fungus," Batman called from outside.

"We're totally going to jump on the giant toxic fungus," Nightwing assured Robin under his breath.

"You'll die," Batman added.

"We'll be fine," Nightwing assured Robin.

Outside, Harley paused as Catwoman tucked her into the back of the Batmobile, and wondered if she ought to remind them about the hyenas. Then she shrugged, and rested her head on Ivy's shoulder while Ivy buckled her seatbelt.
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Unmasked


    
    Bruce woke up handcuffed to a bed that wasn't his. 

It wasn't the first time. 

Selina Kyle was sleeping next to him. 

That was a first. 

His head still throbbed, skin felt too tight. Every laceration felt like it was trying to burst open. Bandages that hadn't been there before, and they itched. 

No mask. No suit. No shirt. Still wearing tights, at least. Small blessings. A studio apartment didn't seem like her style, but it may have been borrowed. He tilted his head to see his hands, get a better look at the cuffs. Police issue, steel. Probably stolen from a cop. Pulled through the slats in her headboard. Needed to get them off without waking her up. Harder when she'd curled up against his chest like she belonged there. 

No mask meant she knew who he was. He might have been angry about that. At the very least, irritated. 

No. Angry. Definitely angry. 

She lifted her head. Too late. Awake. She yawned, showed off fangs in the process as she rested her chin on him. He was trying not to look obviously furious. She looked tired; it took a minute to realize it was because she wasn't wearing makeup. Changed the shape of her face, made her look younger, eyes bigger. 

"Good morning," she said, too blasé and too affectionate. "Or, afternoon, probably." He said nothing. She walked sharp-nailed fingers up his chest. "Poison Ivy got you," she said, matter-of-fact. "You're very heavy, by the way."

When he continued to say nothing, she sat up. She was wearing a bootleg Batman tank top, the kind they sold on sidewalks. She probably thought she was being cute. She threw a leg over him to straddle his waist, rested her hands on his abdomen. Heat and weight and soft thighs and black cotton, inky waves falling over her shoulders. 

"Are you mad about the mask?" she asked. "I took mine off, too. That makes us even." She frowned. "You don't look surprised." She sat straighter on top of him. "Did you—how long have you known?"

"Years." Always.

"You never told." It wasn't clear if she meant herself or the police.

"Selina. Take these cuffs off of me."

"I don't want to. You're upset with me."

"Selina."

"I like it when you call me that," she said. Her fingers traced the shape of a thick scar left by a sword, right along his ribs. "I only cuffed you so you wouldn't leave while I was sleeping."

"Uncuff me."

"You're mad."

"Not as mad as I'll be if you don't uncuff me." Bruce flexed his arms just enough that he could stretch his shoulders, and she recoiled a little. "You know I'll get out eventually."

"I was only trying to help."

Still angry, but the tension in her shoulders tamped it down. "I'm not going to hurt you," he said, every word careful. "Uncuff me."

At that, finally, Selina leaned over him to reach his wrists. He turned his head away; her shirt brushed his cheek. "You were hurt," she said. "It seemed silly to take your suit off and leave the mask."

"You had no right."

"You don't get to be mad. I get to be mad. Because you knew this whole time and you were never going to tell me." One wrist free, and then the other. He lowered his arms to work out the tension, small motions that still seemed to tug at the broken seams of skin wrapped in gauze on his biceps. She'd braced her hands against the headboard so that she could stay above him, hair tumbling down around both their faces. 

"That's different," he said.

"You don't trust me."

"You're a criminal. Trustworthy isn't your strong suit."

She brought her face close to his. "Of the two of us," she asked, "who do you think is more likely to get hurt by the other?" She waited for an answer, but he didn't offer one. She withdrew, sat up, still resting on his stomach. "I didn't know anything about you, but I still brought you back here. And I took my mask off to keep things fair. I wasn't going to ask for your name. I didn't think I'd recognize you. You don't get to be mad."

"I never asked for your help," he said, "and I never asked you to trust me."

"You didn't have to," she said, running a hand through her hair, trying to make it fall neater and accomplishing the opposite. "That's the point."

He rolled over and brought her with him, and she made no effort to resist as he trapped her beneath him. Bandages on his back more obvious now that he wasn't lying on them, knees between her thighs as a consequence of her previous position. She tilted her face away and turned up her nose, a petulant show of unconvincing disdain. Black hair pooling on white pillows, wide pupils wrapped in gold.

"What happened to Ivy?" he asked.

Selina crinkled her nose. "We flirted a little. I lost her. She didn't get the guy. I left him with the cops. I pretended I was you. It was very Weekend at Bernie's. Robin would have loved it."

"Don't flirt with supervillains."

"That's rich, coming from you."

"Do what I say, not what I do." He ran his fingers along the exposed strip of skin beneath the hem of her shirt. She stiffened, eyes widened, not fear but wary confusion. Looking at him like he'd grown a second head. He pushed her shirt higher, only by inches. Barely touched her at all, only as high as her ribs, but her breath caught.

"What are you doing?" she asked. He buried his face in her neck, took a deep breath and felt her shiver. She smelled like fake fruit, not anything real or in particular. Soap or shampoo or both, she'd showered while he'd been passed out. Crawled clean into bed beside him, and he was still stinking of leather and sweat and blood. She put her hands on him, didn't push him away. "Did you get whammied?"

He resented the reasonable assumption. "No."

"Would you know?"

"We'd both know."

"Oh." He felt her touch the edge of his gauze, didn't move. "You shouldn't be putting weight on your arms." He still had a hand against her waist, and the other caught her wrist to pin it to her pillow. Briefly she tried to pull away, instinct, but he gripped her tighter. "You're still mad."

"Yes." If he pressed his lips to her carotid he could feel her pulse, rapid and erratic. 

"I can keep a secret."

His hand slid under her shirt, and she squirmed beneath him. "That's not the point." He took his face from her skin so he could see her, still barely touching her. Trying to prove something in the ways she moved, her mouth and her eyes and the way she breathed.

When he stopped it was in favor of collecting her other wrist, and he had her cuffed to the headboard before she could get her bearings.

"Bruce." She pulled at them even though she should have known better, metal digging into her skin.

"Where are my things, Selina?" She looked stricken when he asked. Part of him felt a certain satisfaction at that. Good. Another part of him remembered promising not to hurt her. It counted. "I'm not leaving yet. Where are my things?"

She swallowed hard, looked to another part of the room. He followed her gaze, a laundry basket left near her wardrobe. Almost disrespectful. He got out of bed, left her laying there trapped. He checked that his belt was intact, everything he'd be needing in the short-term accounted for. He could call for a car, but that didn't solve the problem of clothes.

Selina was already feigning disinterest in everything he did. "I'm going to use your shower," he informed her, "and you're going to wait here." She looked at him, finally, and he held her gaze. "You and I both know you can be out of those cuffs in forty-five seconds, but you're not going to do that. You're going to wait here, just like that, until I get back. Are we clear?" 

"Is that an order?"

"No. That's just what's going to happen. Are we clear, Selina?"

"Crystal."

In her bathroom he took something for his headache, peeled away gauze so he could assess the damage. What she'd done might have worked fine, if he was willing to be gentle with himself. He wasn't. Not much he could do for his back, would need to save that for Alfred. But his arms, he could stitch the worst of those, even left-handed. Tissue adhesive for the rest so he could shower without opening them back up. 

It hurt. Everything hurt. What else was new. Sharper pain helped him focus, he preferred it to a dull ache. He was trying to clear his head. Pain could be good for that. Meditative. 

It wasn't working. 

Still angry. Irrationally so. Water drummed on his skin and ran rust-colored down the drain. Irrational to be feeling so strongly about it. 

A betrayal of trust. Except he'd never actually trusted her. A violation. Except he'd known all along who she was, let her believe it was a secret. She'd leveled the playing field. 

The field wasn't supposed to be level. She'd cheated at a rigged game. Overstepped unspoken bounds. 

The situation was slightly more under control than it had been. Still not as much as he would have liked. He rubbed at his face. He needed to shave. The headache was softening. He squinted at a bottle with a picture of a pomegranate on it. 

Should not have sex with Selina Kyle. Should not. Would not. Wanted to. Every kiss he'd let her steal and every fight she'd used as a way to make him touch her. Every filthy suggestion she'd ever made that he'd pretended to ignore and thought about later. The way Selina looked at him when he was Bruce Wayne. Had looked at him, before. 

Bruce didn't bother looking for something to wear. Selina was exactly where he'd left her, exactly how. Still wouldn't dare call her obedient, but he'd spoken and she'd listened. He was on top of her again, her eyes wide with alarm, his mouth on hers. A kiss for every one she'd stolen, taking back what was his.

She was giggling when he pulled away; he'd never heard that before, the way Selina giggled and not Catwoman. "You keep condoms in your belt?" He kissed his way down her throat instead of answering. "Why?"

"Emergencies."

She laughed, really laughed, and he didn't know what to do with the sound. Irrational still, everything tangled up inside him into something he didn't want to look at long enough to get it sorted. If he could have, he'd have reached inside her and pulled that sound out to keep, locked it in a drawer and fed her the key.

He settled for nipping at her skin and trailing droplets of water from his hair, hooking his fingers in her panties so he could slide them off of her. Wrapped her legs around him and buried himself inside her all at once, silent so he could hear her tiny cry and the sound of metal against wood as she pulled against the cuffs again. Rattled with no particular rhythm, because his thrusts had no rhyme and less reason, just trying to drive deeper with nowhere else to go.

A list a mile long of all the reasons he shouldn't have been doing this, every noise she made was a bullet point and later he would carefully consider every single one at length. Grace in the turn of her wrists and the arch of her back and the points of her toes, subtle and delicate but he was a clumsy fucking oaf and all he did was break things.

Still a bat over her heart and he pushed her shirt higher until he didn't have to look at it, nothing but scrunched up fabric over her collarbones. Impossible softness all wrapped up in sharp edges but she'd let him in and now he'd tear her apart because he didn't know how not to.

His tongue and his teeth on her skin, a low growl in his ears that he realized was his own and none of this was who he was supposed to be. Fingerprints pressed into her hips, everything lost in the sound and the smell of her and how badly he needed, needed for every part of him to be touching every part of her. His name on her tongue, louder and louder, Bruce with a reverence she'd always had and he'd never earned. Cut off when her voice collapsed and her body shook beneath him, gasping and trembling and helpless and beautiful.

Perfect.

He buried his face in her shoulder, didn't quite collapse on top of her. He felt her fingers in his hair, along the back of his neck; not sure exactly when she'd slipped out of the cuffs.

"Does this mean you forgive me?" she asked, drawing circles on his skin.

"Yeah."

Maybe.

God, he was tired.
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versus


    
    Superman's fingers were laced together, his index fingers pressed to his mouth as he assessed the situation. There was a metaphorical fire in his eyes, as opposed to the literal fire that was sometimes in his eyes.

"I'm going to have to fight you," he said finally.

Batman rubbed at the bridge of his nose. Between the gloves and the mask, it was not a very effective stress reliever. "No," he said, "you're not."

"You're leaving me no other choice."

"Out of all the reasons that you could possibly want to throw me into the sun—"

"What?" Superman was aghast. "I said fight, why are you going straight to starmurder?"

"I'm sorry, did you have something else in mind? Were you just going to knock me over until it accepts you as its alpha."

Superman made a face. "Ducks don't have alphas." He knelt down closer to Batman's boots. "Do they?"

The duckling peeped. It seemed content enough to be at least close to Batman, after having spent five minutes frantically chasing after him, little feet slapping against the pavement.

"I hate you," Superman said seriously. "Not you," he clarified to the duckling, in case it was confused. It tried to hide behind Batman's foot. "You don't even like ducks."

"No one likes ducks."

"I like ducks."

"Why are you complaining like I did this on purpose. In all the time that you've known me, what have I ever done to lead you to believe that I would want this."

"Your noted tendency to collect birds?" Superman suggested. Batman said nothing, but Superman could tell that behind his mask, he was giving him A Look. Superman stood, and the duckling circled Batman's feet to peep up at him. "It wants you to pick it up."

"You pick it up. You like ducks."

"It doesn't want me."

"Pick it up anyway. You have super speed."

Superman shook his head. "Super speed is very traumatic for most animals."

Batman narrowed his eyes just slightly. "Most?" he asked, intrigued despite himself.

"Turtles don't seem to notice," Superman explained. "Peepers there would definitely notice, though."

"Don't name the duck," Batman said, shaking his head. He knelt down, and the duckling leapt all too eagerly into his hand. "Or at least come up with something better than Peepers. How do I make this thing follow you instead."

"If I knew the answer to that I'd have stolen it already. If you were to hypothetically name a duck, what would you call it?" Superman got his phone out of his back pocket.

Batman was standing stiffly with the duckling in one hand against his chest. It seemed much happier with the configuration, and had settled in comfortably. "Penelope."

"God, you're pretentious." Superman opened their secure messaging app. "What if it's a boy?" He pressed the button to make a voice call.

"Then it will be a boy named Penelope. Who are you calling."

"Wonder Woman!" Superman said into his phone, an answer and a greeting. "Batman found a baby bird. No, a literal baby bird this time. Yeah. It's a baby mallard. I swear. It's a sleepy baby duckling."

"Don't tell her that."

"Would I lie about something like this? I'm looking at it right now. He wants to get rid of it. I know! Right? He named it Penelope. Yeah. Yeah, exactly. That's what I said! I'll send you the address. See you in a minute."

"I don't see why it was necessary to involve her."

"She has animal powers. Maybe she can talk to Penelope."

"That name was purely hypothetical. She's going to tell Aquaman about this."

Superman gently stroked the duckling's head with one finger. "They're old friends! They're allowed to talk about your new sidekick."

"It's not a sidekick. I'm not keeping it. I don't need him asking me about ducks."

"I think you two would get along if you spent more time together," Superman said, presumably referring to Aquaman and not the duckling.

"The places I spend my time aren't clothing-optional."

Superman grinned. "He's not that bad."

"I've been to Atlantis," Batman reminded him. "They wear shirts there. This isn't a cultural thing."

"Maybe he wants to show off his abs."

"We all have abs," Batman pointed out. "It's not that impressive."

"They're kind of impressive."

"Have you told him that."

"That he has very impressive abs? No." Superman scratched his chin. "Do you think I should?"

"Yes."

Wonder Woman landed with a crack of pavement, too excited to slow down. "Where is Penelope?"

"It doesn't have a name," Batman said, in the process drawing attention to the yellow ball of fluff in his hand.

She gasped with delight. "Tiny baby!" 

"Yes. It is. How do I make it go away."

"Oh, don't lie, it's sweet and precious and you love it," she said, coming closer to pet Penelope's head. 

"You're projecting," Batman accused.

"On you, or the duck?" Superman asked, and Batman narrowed his eyes at him. 

"She was left behind," Wonder Woman said. "She took too long to hatch, and her mother and siblings went on without her." She continued to pet the duckling, which continued to sleep in Batman's hand. "She was so lonely, she almost died."

"Ducks can't die of loneliness," Bruce said. 

Superman snapped his fingers. "They can, actually! I forgot all about that, it's been years."

While Batman was disinclined to believe this, Clark had been raised in a farm. And Wonder Woman was nodding seriously. 

"If this duckling gets too lonely it will die," Batman said. "You're serious."

"It's very sad," Wonder Woman said. 

"Why would you tell me this. I didn't need to know this."

"I thought you liked to know everything," Superman said. 

"Everything useful. This is not useful information."

"What if you find a duckling isolated from its family?"

"Until now I could have gone on with my day. You've taken that from me."

"Do you have somewhere that you can take Penelope?" Wonder Woman asked. "A duck pond?"

"Can I leave it with the other ducks."

"No! No no no, they'll kill her, if she doesn't drown first," she said.

"Drown."

"Yes."

"It's a duck."

"A duckling. They are very delicate little babies. They drown, or they get too cold because they cannot make their own warmth."

"Or they get too lonely."

"Yes, exactly!" Wonder Woman said. Batman looked as impassive as he ever did, but it was not a happy impassivity. "But after you've raised her, you can bring her to the duck pond."

"I'm not raising it."

"Someone has to," Superman said. 

"And she loves you now!"

"We just met."

"You're very lovable," Wonder Woman teased. Batman remained pointedly blank. "Don't pretend she isn't cute."

Batman raised Penelope to eye level. She had opened her eyes to look around. "I don't like you," he informed her. She peeped happily. "You're extremely inconvenient. I'm not keeping you." She peeped loudly as she stood, teetering in the palm of his glove. "I would only keep you to eat you later." She tried to walk closer to his face, and so he moved her back to his chest so she wouldn't fall. 

"Would you like me to translate?" Wonder Woman asked. 

"Would you feel better if we put a cape on her?" Superman asked. 

"I'm not keeping it."


Alfred helped Tim carry his bags into the house, having bought entirely too many souvenirs during a school trip to Monaco. Dick was waiting in the door when they opened it, which was unusual enough. More unusual was that he shushed them both, then waved at them to follow him. 

It didn't seem like an emergency. Dick had a shit-eating grin, which usually meant something dangerous was happening, but he was 'sneaking' by taking large steps on his tiptoes. He usually reserved that for... well, whenever Bruce wasn't looking, really. Together, all three of them crept toward the parlor. 

Where Bruce was sleeping on the couch. With a duckling on his stomach. Which was also sleeping. 

Tim dropped his bag in the process of putting both hands on his head. Dick only barely caught it before it could hit the floor and wake Bruce. 

"I was only gone for three days."
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1. Chapter 1


    
    Diana considered the vibrator that Etta had gifted her with a vague suspicion. It just seemed so crude. No finesse to it at all. She watched it buzz in her hand as it cycled through settings. What function did it serve to have it turn on and off apparently at random? For whom was that setting ideal?

She'd try it despite her misgivings, as a courtesy, but she had doubts.

Would she think of lovers past? Some fictional amalgamation thereof? Someone entirely fictional, maybe—there'd been that lovely book with the fanged woman.

But vampires recalled bats recalled—

She shut her eyes. Bruce. He'd be wearing—what would he be wearing? That thing from the ballet Steve had taken her to. Swan Lake, there was a young man in it. All shining and ruffled and very tight fitted and still mostly black.

Yes. That thing. He'd be wearing that. With that scruff he got sometimes, and maybe a bit of eyeliner. It wouldn't kill him to wear a little makeup sometimes. It would bring out his eyes.

He'd pull her close, and cup her face in his hands, callouses rough against her skin. He'd say: Hello, Princess. And then he would say: What in God's name am I wearing right now?

Which was a fine thing to say for an atheist who spent half his time dressed like a bat.

And he would say: No sane deity would allow this outfit to happen, but I'm still allowed to use idioms.

Except that he wouldn't say that, because it was her fantasy and that meant he'd keep his mouth shut and look pretty.

And he would say: I think you have me confused with someone else.

This wasn't working. Obviously, brute force was required. She switched the vibrator on.

Oh. Yes. That would help. A bit much, actually. Nonetheless: helpful.

Skip ahead, past the chit-chat, to the part where he'd be too busy to be a smartass. When he'd say: I have never in my life been that busy. Except he wouldn't, because shutting up and pretty and so on. 

Logistically, her powers might make things difficult. Rope games were fun for their own sake, besides. He'd have her tied up, then; maybe his clothes would be a little mussed. Just a little.

He'd stand over her, rope in his hands and her at his mercy, and he'd say: Why would I ever do this?

For lots of reasons. Maybe there was a supervillain involved. Poison Ivy? She wasn't clear if Poison Ivy actually had sex powers, or if that was just a convenient excuse people used. Regardless, it was a perfectly reasonable thing to have happen in a fantasy with no obligation to adhere to reality.

He'd lean down to bring his face close to hers, and he'd say: I object to this on ethical grounds.

Fine. Not a supervillain. Definitely no impaired decision-making. Totally sober and consensual.

His fingers hooked in a length of rope around her neck, pulling her close, his mouth nearly against hers to murmur: Why do I look like we've been fighting?

Sparring. Sparring as part of a totally consensual, no, this wasn't going to work, she just kept imagining that look on his face that meant he simply wasn't in the mood for this sort of nonsense when there was work to be done. She shut the vibrator off again as she reconsidered her plan of attack.

Bruce had lovers. Bruce had plenty of lovers. Attractive ones, too. Why not have both? A beautiful woman, and a handsome man, with one to keep the other in check.

Selina Kyle. Gorgeous woman. She had those eyes, didn't she, and that whip. Good kisser, fangs and all. Put her in something pretty and diaphanous like they wore at home. Let her keep the whip. Even kneeling, Diana would be almost as tall as she was.

It was possible that Diana was exaggerating the size difference for effect. Selina was, mercifully, much more amenable to that kind of thing.

She'd look down at Diana and say: Hello, Diana. Would you like to beg, or would you like me to make you?

Normally she'd have had it the other way around. But there was Bruce to consider, after all. Bruce would be...

Bruce would be sitting on the couch, trying to read a book about prison reform.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Clark Kent woke up with an erection. Which was not, in the grand scheme of things, particularly interesting or unusual. He checked the time on his clock: four thirty-six in the morning.

He'd been dreaming about... he didn't remember what he'd been dreaming about. Only that it had left him feeling hot, and wishing for Lois. Not that it did him any good. They'd broken up. Sort of. They broke up and then they stopped being broken up and then they broke up again...

He had a recurring fantasy of telling her the truth. She'd tell him it was all okay and stop dumping him all the time and then... sex. 

It was not the most detailed fantasy, as far as preliminaries went. 

He shut his eyes and wrapped his fingers around his cock. Tried to imagine a hypothetical moment in a hypothetical future. 




  
    Lois is wearing one of her suits, the ones she likes to wear to work. The purple one that suits her eyes so well. With heels. No. Boots. Those tall boots—no. A different outfit entirely, one of those riding outfits. The very well-fitted kind. They're out for a picnic on a beautiful day, sunlight on his skin and bringing out the red undertones in her hair.
  

  
    He's sitting back on a quilt in the grass, and she's straddling him. She has a riding crop. She wouldn't hit him with it, she'd never do that. She just... has it. She's kissing him, perfectly vivid in the details. The way her lips feel against his, and the way her heart sounds in her chest. The way her hands feel on his cock, he has a perfect memory of that.
  


He shouldn't have let her do that, but he had and he didn't regret it. For all he knew, it was as good as he was going to get.




  
    "You like that?" Lois asks in that teasing voice of hers, that specific sweet way she has of speaking when she's touching him like this.
  

  
    Her jacket and her shirt are open. It's not clear when that happened. Her breasts are perfect, like always.
  

  
    "God, yes," he says. He isn't wearing glasses. He's wearing a t-shirt, and jeans that fit right, and he doesn't have to worry that she'll notice what he looks like when he's not wearing five layers. "You're beautiful," he tells her.
  

  
    "I know," she says with a smile.
  

  
    "I love you," he says, and he's inside her and it isn't quite clear when that happened or how. He usually tries not to tear clothes, but this way she's still wearing those pants and those boots.
  

  
    "I love you," she says, rolling her hips and gripping him tight. He can't imagine anything more perfect, a day out in the sun and the smell of clover in the air.
  


He was drawing on memories of Kansas, sunny days and horseback rides. That wasn't Lois, though. He didn't know if Lois could even ride a horse.




  
    Lana is brushing her favorite pony, Tabanus. The red of her hair practically glows.
  


That was a memory, that wasn't this.




  
    "Clark, why am I here?" Lana asks, one raised eyebrow. She looks the way she did the last time he saw her, but she's wearing the outfit he liked best in high school. The tattered jeans and the studded belt and the band shirt and the oversized hoodie.
  

  "Why is she here?" Lois asks. She's tapping the riding crop against her palm.

  
    "That was an accident, sorry," he says.
  

  
    "Don't bring me into your sexual fantasies," Lana says, making a face.
  

  
    "I'm not trying to!" Clark insists.
  

  "I'm gay."

  
    "I know! I know, I'm sorry!"
  

  
    "If you're going to bring other people into this," Lois says, "it should at least be someone who'd be willing to fuck both of us."
  

  
    "Hey," says Bruce from where he's sitting on the quilt.
  


Clark opened his eyes. His imagination was getting away from him, clearly. It happened, sometimes. He was tired and a little bit depressed, that was all. Hard to focus in that state of mind. He just needed to take a minute to breathe, reset. How long had it been?

He checked the time. Four thirty-seven. He'd been speeding again. That was the problem. Thinking too fast, getting ahead of himself. He took a deep breath, deep enough to hit that spot where he could exhale and watch frost blossom on his bedroom window.

He shut his eyes again.




  
    Lois is in his lap, her clothes in disarray.
  

  
    "Just you," he tells her. "You're all I need."
  

  
    "I know," she says, smiling.
  

  
    "I'm still here, though," Bruce says. He's leaning on the horse.
  

  
    "Go away," Clark snaps.
  

  
    "Don't get snippy at us," Lana says. "It's not our fault we're here."
  

  
    "I'm not blaming you," he says to Lana, and only Lana.
  

  
    "What I want to know," Bruce says, "is why I'm the only one not wearing clothes."
  

  
    Bruce is completely naked. He has a lot of scars that Clark knows for a fact that he has, and also a lot of scars that Clark is only assuming he would have.
  

  "That is weird, I'm completely dressed," Lana says.

  
    "You're gay!" Clark reminds her.
  

  
    "We're mostly dressed, too," Lois points out. She's still in his lap, still grinding her hips against his cock.
  

  
    Lois is in nothing but a lacy black corset and bright red lipstick. She's gasping and moaning with her fingers in her hair, aggressively riding him.
  

  
    "I'm still more naked than she is," Bruce says. "Your subconscious is making a lot of assumptions about my manscaping habits."
  

  
    Clark ignores him. He focuses on Lois' lips and the spread of her thighs. He focuses on the sound of her heart, and the things that she's wearing keep changing. Lingerie, dress shirts, ballgowns.
  

  
    Lois isn't in his lap anymore. She's in an expensive hotel suite, in Bruce's arms. He's holding her pressed against him, and she's tilting her head back so he can kiss a line down her throat. Clark can hear their hearts beating.
  

  
    Lois is on red sheets, her knees up near her shoulders. Bruce is pounding into her, and he never has to worry that he might hurt her.
  

  
    "Is this really what you're into?" Lana asks. She's sitting on the branch of an apple tree, trying to tempt her horse. "That's messed, dude."
  

  
    "I'm not," he insists, but his cock is hard in his hand. Lois is still gasping for air and crying out, sometimes it's Clark on top of her but sometimes it isn't.
  

  
    Lana is kissing Lois' breasts and their legs are all tangled together.
  

  
    "I don't know why you're thinking about this like it would have anything to do with you," Lana says, tangling her fingers in Lois' hair.
  

  
    "Sorry," Clark says.
  

  
    Bruce takes a bite of an apple, a noisy crack of teeth. "You know," Bruce says, his mouth still full. "You should probably figure out why I make you so uncomfortable." Bruce is standing too close and he's wearing a suit worth more than everything Clark has ever owned.
  

  
    Lois is beneath him and Lois is on top of him and Lois' heart is pounding too fast. Lois is calling his name and he's never wanted anything the way he wants the way she feels in that moment. Like a song ringing through her that he can almost hear, if he tries.
  


Clark opened his eyes and sighed. He checked the clock. Four thirty-nine.

He needed to take a shower. Ten showers.

He still didn't remember what he'd been dreaming about, but he was almost sure it wasn't that. Any of that.

Why couldn't anything ever just be easy?

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Bruce stood in his shower and let water hit everything but his face. He was staring at a tile in the ceiling. It was slightly lighter than the rest. It was a replacement for a cracked tile. He'd talked himself out of having the shower completely redone. He regretted it often. He stared at the one wrong tile every time he took a shower. He debated getting it fixed. It gave him something to look at. 

The wall panels were all set to 40°C. He set it higher when he had company. He'd have preferred it colder, but that felt less hygienic. 

He had a headache. That wasn't unusual. Probably stress. 

He thought about company. He thought about Eileen, the last time he'd taken a shower with someone. He'd bent her over and fucked her against the glass. She'd seemed to like it well enough. Eileen was short, so he'd spent most of his effort trying to keep them upright.

Didn't like her in quite the right way. Nice enough. Not her fault. 

People he liked. Things he liked. Red lipstick. Soft sweaters. Biceps. Full mouths. Long hair. Freckles. Beauty marks. Sometimes glasses. Sticky lip gloss. White cotton. Slender heels or heavy boots. Well-tailored evening wear after it had been rumpled. That stray curl that escaped an updo during a long party. That bit of plump softness above the edge of a stocking or a skirt that was a little too tight. 

Bailey Taylor: 5'4", blonde, freckles, slight buckteeth. Nuclear physicist. Liked it when he called her Doctor. On her knees with her mouth on his cock, that muffled sound people sometimes made.

He liked that sound. He really liked that sound. 

Diana of Themyscira: 5'10", inky black curls, perfect skin. Round hips, rounder breasts. Thighs that could crush his skull. Liked high heels and leather armor. Tie me up, she said, and she'd be powerless. Thighs could still probably crush his skull. 

Diana on her knees with rope around her arms, a ladder of rope up her back. His cock in her mouth and that muffled sound escaping around it. Pressing against the back of her throat. 

Do you think I'm impressed? she said in his ear, breasts pressed against his back, watching his fantasy. 

Not really. 

You're like a child to me, she said. 

That was fine. 

Tied up in his bedroom, rope around her limbs, a harness around her chest. A vibrator between her legs, held there with more rope. Diana struggling to no avail.

You'd hardly be the first, she said. 

That was fine. 

Selina Kyle: 5'3", black hair, gold eyes. Fangs. Liked tacky t-shirts too big for her. Carried a whip. Soft and lithe and no words for her that didn't make him a creepy asshole. In his bed on her hands and knees, sharp teeth grazing his skin. Diana's hands in Selina's hair, guiding her down.

Bruce, Selina begged, breathless pleading. 

Diana holding Selina down and Bruce pinning them both beneath him. Both of them tied together and when one tried to move the other would feel it. 

I don't see why we'd need you at all, Diana said. 

It didn't matter. 

Vicki Vale: 5'6", red hair, glasses. Liked sundresses, when she wasn't working. Legs long for her figure. Married to her work. Bruce on his knees and he wasn't quite self aware enough to know if he made that sound with her cock in his mouth. Liked to call him Mr. Wayne, Mr. Wayne as she came and as he bent her over his desk.

Vicki fucking Selina, Selina's face between Diana's thighs. 


  Honestly, Mr. Wayne, this is just excessive.


He usually was. 

Clark Kent: 6'3", blue-black hair, blue eyes, glasses. Sometimes his eyes glowed. Sometimes they set things on fire. Questionably heterosexual. Occasional girlfriend Lois Lane (5'7", red-black, screamer).

Don't pick on him, Diana scolded.

I don't think I'm comfortable with this, Clark said. 

It was fine.

Clark with his cock out and the way his hips rolled and the shape of his hipbones. Blushing while Lois licked the whole length of him. Clark on his knees at Bruce's feet.

I have no idea what I'm doing, Clark said.

He'd figure it out. 

Diana on top of him, riding him, wrists chained loose to a collar and he wanted to tell himself he was only thinking about it out of practical necessity.

You can't lie to me, Diana reminded him.

That was fine. 

Her breasts in his hands and in his mouth, Diana tied to his headboard and pulling against it as he ate her out. Shaking and sweating and arching her back and begging him, Bruce please. 

Selina in his bed, a t-shirt and bedhead and he'd roll on top of her and wake her up screaming his name. Fill her up so full of him there'd be no room for anyone else and maybe if he asked she'd stay. 

Clark on his desk and he must have been able to have sex like anyone else but probably safer to taste him than to try fucking him but he imagined both anyway. Gripping his desk and cracking wood and taking it and would he rather be called Clark, or Kal? 

Diana in the garden with flowers in her hair, on her knees and stroking him through his suit and begging him, please may I? Selina and Diana in wildflowers, begging, please Bruce will you fuck us? White dresses and Diana in roses and Selina in lilies and Selina in Diana's lap chaining daisies, please Bruce I promise I'll be good if you just fuck me. 

He braced an arm against the wall and shuddered as he came. Done, but he still imagined someone's face painted white. He couldn't decide who, so it was everyone. 

Rude of him, regardless. Should probably have more fantasies involving condoms. Safety reasons. Set a good precedent. His headache felt better. Could have been placebo effect. He tilted his head back to look at the paler tile. 

He should really just renovate the whole bathroom. 

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    Batman was pouring himself a cup of coffee when Wonder Woman walked into the Watchtower kitchen.

"Hello, Batman," she said, mild and cordial.

"Hello, Princess." He set the mug he'd just poured in front of her. He'd need to start another pot if he wanted a cup for himself. It seemed like the polite thing to do. She frowned. She didn't want to put him to trouble. It took more than royalty to stop him from going to trouble. He broke the seal on a new tin of grounds. It was terrible coffee. He wasn't picky. She accepted the mug with her hands wrapped around it. Long fingers, short nails. She'd painted them gold.

The silence felt more awkward than usual. She was still standing close. Wanted to say something. Trying to gauge his mood first. Shouldn't have mattered.

"Heard anything from Catwoman lately?" she asked.

Not a question he'd expected. Strange topic for small talk. A lead on a case? "No. Why."

"Just curious," she said with a small shrug. Took a sip timed to avoid saying more. Didn't want him to ask after it. Had they been talking? Couldn't put it past either of them. Knew better than to try surprising him. He hoped. The last time those two had met—derail that train of thought. Not the time.

"May I ask you a question?" she asked. She already had. Only an insufferable pedant would point that out. He wouldn't be an insufferable pedant. Out loud.

"I might not answer," he warned.

"Hmm." She drummed her fingers on her mug. Coffee dripped into the carafe in silence. "What kinds of things do you think about when you want to orgasm?" she asked finally.

He froze.

Derail. Derail derail derail. Famous historical rail accidents. Baseball. Football. The etymology of the word soccer in American English. The comparative properties of Bermuda Grass versus Kentucky Bluegrass for athletic purposes.

Diana on her knees, her cheek against his thigh, ribbons around her wrists but not enough to stop her touching him, Bruce, she sighs and she's looking up at him through her lashes, who do you think you're fooling?


"Generally, I mean," Wonder Woman added. "Obviously I wouldn't ask for specifics. I could just use a bit of inspiration, is all. On Themyscira I would usually just—"

"I'm leaving now."

She blinked. "Did something come up?"

"I'm not answering that."

She watched him go with a frown, realization striking just a moment too late. She stuck her head out into the hall to call after him. "I wasn't trying to ask about your penis!"

The red streak of color that might have passed through the hall unnoticed came to a stop. The Flash looked stricken. He looked from Wonder Woman to Batman's retreating figure, and then back again.

"He's not going to make us watch that video on sexual harassment in the workplace again, is he?" Flash asked.

Wonder Woman spread her palms in a helpless shrug.
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AUX


    
    "The nature of this mission is such that we need to keep a low profile, so: land vehicles only, fast enough for emergencies but plausible for interstate travel." Batman set the tablet down. "Any questions." 

Flash threw up both his arms. "Road trip!" 

"That's not a question."

"I'm out," Aquaman said, sliding on a pair of sunglasses. He had his chair tilted back so he could cross his boots on the table. 

"I'm shocked," said Batman, who was not shocked. 

"Aquaman!" Wonder Woman protested. "Don't you want to ride with me? It will be fun! I'm told there are giant balls of twine in the desert."

"This is a mission," Batman reminded her. "There are no balls of twine between here and the base."

"We can take a detour after we're done," she suggested, not to be dissuaded. 

"Obviously I love giant balls as much as the next man," Aquaman said, leading Batman to slowly shake his head. "However: this whole trip is landlocked. And I have business in the ocean to take care of."

Wonder Woman narrowed her eyes. "Is this business a redhead?" Rather than deny it, Aquaman grinned, rows of gleaming white shark's teeth sharp as daggers. 

"And is it related to giant balls?" Flash added. 

"Or blue ones?" Green Lantern continued further. 

Wonder Woman looked between them. "I feel like I'm missing something."

"Travel arrangements," Batman announced, picking his tablet back up. "For logistical reasons we'll be traveling mostly in pairs, I've chosen groups strategically, don't try to argue, I know where you live."

"I'm not clear on who that last part was addressed to," said Green Arrow. 

"All of you. Arrow, you're with Flash."

The Flash pumped his fists. "Yesss—I drive!" 

"Absolutely not," Green Arrow said immediately.

"Martian, you're with Firestorm."

"Shotgun," Firestorm said immediately.

Martian Manhunter looked at him. "You both get shotgun," he reminded him.

Firestorm scratched his chin. "Right."

"Hawks, you're not coming on this one because we all remember Utah."

Hawkman buried his face in his hands, shaking his head. Hawkgirl had her fists on her hips, and was laughing, her tongue curled down to her chin. 

The tongue was how they knew the laugh was genuine. 

"Superman, you're with Green Lantern."

Green Lantern and Superman's eyebrows both shot up. "Really?" they both asked, before exchanging glances. 

"Yes."

Wonder Woman's eyes widened. "Does that mean—" 

"Yes."

"—I'm with you?"

"Yes."

Batman was expressionless, a fact which meant less than nothing. Wonder Woman was delighted. Aquaman frowned. "Wait, where was I in the seating arrangement?" 

"You weren't."

Aquaman took his feet off the table to sit upright, leaning forward with his brow furrowed. "Why not?" 

"You weren't going to come on this mission."

"You didn't know that for sure."

"I did."

Aquaman slammed his palm onto the table. "I've changed my mind!" he announced. "I will join you for this mission."

"Fine," Batman said, not missing a beat. "You can join Green Arrow and The Flash."

They all looked to where the two men were hunched over Flash's phone, trying to figure out playlists. "I'm not spending five hours listening to electropop," Arrow was saying. "I get enough of that at home."

"And thank God, if it were up to you it'd be nothing but butt rock."

"That's not a genre."

"My car is a no Nickelback zone."

"You don't even have a car, you run everywhere."

"Legally, everything in a three foot radius of me is a car."

"That's not a law."

"It should be."

"I've changed my mind," Aquaman announced as he stood. "Atlantis needs me."

"Uh-huh," Batman said, tapping something on his tablet. Superman stood as Aquaman left, circling the table to talk to Batman. Green Lantern watched him go with a frown.

"Something wrong?" Martian asked him. 

Hal leaned over despite knowing that multiple people in the room had super-hearing. "Does Superman not like me?" he asked.

J'onn smiled. "Go talk to him."

Hal was dubious, but also considered that J'onn very likely knew something he didn't. He was also the person least likely to try to fuck with him. He stood, and headed toward where Superman and Batman were talking.

"No," Batman said. 

"What if I just fly?"

"I've already explained why that won't work."

Green Lantern cleared his throat. "Something wrong?" 

Superman smiled. "No, not at—"

"He was hoping to have a chance to relax," Batman explained, not looking up from his tablet. 

"... but I don't know your secret identity," Green Lantern said, finishing the thought. "But you do know mine," he reminded him. 

"That's true," Superman said, "but—" 

"I'm not complaining," Green Lantern assured him, although it was unfair. "I just mean, you're aware that I was in the Air Force."

"I am, yes."

"While I served I had plenty of nights out with superior officers, and whatever you do to relax, it can't come close to what they do to relax. And it never impaired my ability to follow orders in the field."

Batman looked up as he set the tablet back down. "It won't kill you to loosen up around him," he agreed. 

Superman rolled his eyes. "You're one to talk. When exactly are you going to loosen up?" 

"I thought I had."

"You can have the aux cord," Green Lantern offered, half-joking, but Superman perked up immediately.

"What kind of music do you like?" Superman asked. 

"Oh, I like anything," Lantern assured him. "Except rap and country."

Batman's mouth twitched.

"Sometimes I like to sing along," Superman warned. 

"I won't hold it against you if you don't hold it against me," Green Lantern assured him.

Superman grinned. "It's settled, then!" 

Wonder Woman gasped and snapped her fingers. "Testicles!" she said, and Batman turned his head to look at her. "They were making a joke about testicles." She sighed. "I always forget about those."

"… I'm not even going to touch that," Batman said. 

"Apparently neither is she," Green Lantern said, and Superman shook his head. "What? Too much?" 

Superman headed for the door, and Green Lantern followed. "Secretly, I think he just didn't want to listen to my music," Superman said, nodding toward Batman. 

Green Lantern laughed, clapping Superman on the shoulder. "Well, we can't all be cranky old men."

Wonder Woman had stood to come up beside Batman, and she brought her mouth close to his ear. "How upset do you think Hal will be when he finds out you're both younger than he is?" she asked, voice low and just loud enough for him to hear. 

"Ideally, we'll never know." It was hard to tell, with the mask in the way, but she thought Bruce might have been turning a little pink.


It was two hours before they first stopped for gas, and Hal made a beeline to Batman. He didn't bother with pleasantries. 

"Carly Rae Jepsen," he hissed between his teeth.

"She has a new album out," Batman said dryly, as if the explanation helped.

"Two straight hours of Carly Rae Jepsen." Batman said nothing. "He was singing," Green Lantern added. "In her voice."

"Perfect voice mimicry," Batman said, as if Green Lantern were not now intimately familiar with the ability.

"He didn't change any of the pronouns."

"He generally doesn't."

"He's been singing about boy problems. He's been dancing. He did this..." Green Lantern trailed off, half-sputtering.

"Was it the thing with his hips."

"He was sitting! How did he do that sitting down!" Green Lantern pointed an accusatory finger at Batman. "You knew this would happen."

"The thought occurred to me."

"Hey," Superman said over the League communicator, "do you guys know if Tove Lo is any good? One of my friends just liked one of her songs."

"I don't know if you'll like it," Batman responded immediately, "but I know you won't like that she liked it."

"I want to renegotiate these seating arrangements," Hal said.

"No."

"That's easy for you to say, you've got the princess."

"We all have our crosses to bear."

"Hey guys, what are we..." Barry trailed off as he realized he was the only one not in costume. "Why are you—I thought we were doing this in street clothes?" Batman regarded Barry's monster truck t-shirt in silence. "Because we're keeping things on the down-low? Which is why Green Arrow had to wait in the car because he just said that so he wouldn't have to pump gas and I would look stupid didn't he."

"He did," Batman said.

"Now everyone knows my secret identity!"

"We already knew."

"Why are we still in costume?" Green Lantern asked. 

"You'd be surprised how little it matters."

A car slowed beside them, and a woman stuck her head out the passenger window. "Do you guys do parties?" Silently, Batman pulled a card out of his belt and handed it to her. "Thanks!" she said, and they pulled away. 

"What did you just give her?" Barry asked.

"I know a guy."

The bell on the gas station door rang. They all turned and watched as someone who was clearly a shapeshifted J'onn walked out juggling enormous frozen drinks and what could only be termed a bucket of nachos. He'd arranged Oreos on top of the nachos. 

"What if Martians actually just eat normal stuff," Barry suggested, "and he's just pretending it's an alien thing to cover for the fact that he's weird?"


  I heard that.


Barry jumped.

"Look," Green Lantern said to Barry, "don't you think it's weird that Batman's running point and he gave himself a BMW?"

"Hey, yeah," Barry agreed. "Why do you get the nice car?" 

"Are you suggesting the Princess of Themyscira deserves any less."

"Okay," Barry said, "but that doesn't explain why I'm in a Ford Fiesta."

"Because you're with Arrow," Batman said, "and I wanted to put him in a Ford Fiesta."

Barry, who knew Arrow's secret identity, nodded. "Yeah, okay. That's fair."

"Why am I in a pickup truck that looks like it's spent the last thirty years in someone's front yard on cinder blocks?" Green Lantern demanded.

"I thought it would make Superman more comfortable."

"Why would it—" Hal narrowed his eyes. "Be honest. Is Superman from Texas?" 

"For that to be true," Batman said, "it would need to be possible for a man to be from Texas without telling anyone about it for years."

"Shit."

"What about J'onn's Prius?" Barry asked.

"He wanted to bring his own car."


  I'm not letting this satellite radio subscription go to waste.


"Stop eavesdropping," Batman said.


  I'm participating in a conversation relevant to me.


Superman got on the communicator again. "So, if someone also liked a song called 'Make Me Like You', that's probably a good sign, right?"

"We've already discussed this," Batman sighed.

"Generally, sure, but specifically—"

"I mean using official channels to ask for relationship advice," Batman clarified.

"Flash does it all the time," said Firestorm, still sitting in the Prius. "When he wants to ask about kissing his sister."

Barry turned beet-red. "She's not my sister!" 

"Stepsister," Green Arrow suggested helpfully.

"Not any kind of sister!" Barry insisted. "We grew up together, that's all!" 

"In the same house," Firestorm said.

"Raised by the same man," Green Arrow added. 

Green Lantern was making a face. "You've been trying to hook up with your sister?"

"She's not—you know what? I don't need to explain myself to you people, let me know when we're ready to go." Barry stormed back to the Ford Fiesta. 

"If J'onn were running point on this, he'd let me ride with someone else," Hal said.


  No I wouldn't.


Wonder Woman came out of the gas station, holding up her phone and a bag of cherries. "They had wifi!" she announced. "Ology is the album, yes?" Batman gave an almost imperceptible nod. She looked pleased beyond measure as she joined him and Green Lantern. "And I have found more Elvis," she added, almost a threat.

"And the cherries are...?" Green Lantern prompted. 

Wonder Woman looked down at the little plastic bag. "Ah! If I can tie the stems together into a fullerene using only my tongue, Batman will sing me Elvis."

"That wasn't actually intended as a challenge," Batman said.

"You're backing out?" Wonder Woman asked suspiciously.

Batman sighed. "We'll see," he said, and she grinned.

"I'm ready whenever you are," she said, turning on her heel to head back for the BMW. 

"We all have our crosses to bear," Green Lantern hissed accusatorily.

"If you want my advice," Batman said, "ask him to put on his flying playlist."

"His flying playlist," Green Lantern repeated, suspicious. 

"I put you two together for a reason. Just ask."

"If I end up listening to Disney songs, I'm becoming a supervillain," Green Lantern warned.

Superman came out of the gas station still frowning at his phone.

"What are you wearing."

Superman looked down at himself, at the t-shirt stretched tight over his costume. It had his logo on an American flag, with an eagle behind it. "Oh, yeah! The guy saw me taking a picture of it, so he said I could have it for free. Really sweet guy."

"You didn't have the heart to tell him you were admiring it ironically."

Superman sagged. "I did not."

The communicator clicked as Barry opened the channel back up. "I know you guys were probably joking," Barry said, "but I really just want to be clear that I'm not in love with my sister."


"I was thinking that on the way back, you put on the flying playlist again, but this time—" 

"Actually," Superman said, "now that we're done here, I can just fly home."

Green Lantern paused. "Oh. Yeah. I suppose I can, too, for that matter."

"Not that I wouldn't love some more Kenny Loggins time," Superman assured him. "I just really need to shower." Whatever he used to keep his hair in check was failing, more curls escaping than the usual one; freckles had appeared across his nose after an explosion, slashes in his costume revealing that he had them on his shoulders.

"I get it," Green Lantern assured him. His own costume was fine, a fringe benefit of the ring that it repaired itself. "It's been a long day."

Behind them, the ground and all that it had hidden smoldered. 

Superman lifted himself effortlessly off the ground, tattered cape waving in the breeze. "See you at debrief tomorrow," he said with a wave of two fingers. Then he took off.

"Why is it," Flash asked, having appeared silently beside Green Lantern, "that whenever he gets battle damage, it's attractive?" 

"What?" Hal asked. 

"I mean it's always showing off all these muscles, and he gets those cool freckles. Whenever I get battle damage, it's like..." Barry gestured to the hole in his mask above his eye. "Showing off my one missing eyebrow, or it's right on that awkward part of my back that looks like a fat roll but isn't." Hal immediately looked to the tear in the back of Flash's costume. "It's not a fat roll."

"What's going on now?" Green Arrow asked, heading toward them. He'd lost his hat, so his hair fell all gold half in front of his eyes; he'd lost his shirt entirely. 

"Oh, and now I have this to deal with?" Flash asked, horrified, gesturing to all of Green Arrow. "Nuh-uh. No way. I'm not driving home with that. I'm running, you can listen to your butt rock alone."

"What?" Green Arrow asked, also horrified. "You can't leave me out here with a Ford Fiesta. That's not fair, I'm the only one who can't fly." But the Flash was already gone. "Dammit, Barry."

"I can't fly, either," Batman reminded him. Wonder Woman was beside him. They both looked a bit scuffed, but no one's clothes had suffered quite as much as Superman's. The price of playing human shield as a matter of course.

"That's why you're going to drive me," Wonder Woman said. "The brochure at the station said there is a mystery spot."

"The mystery is why anyone goes there."

"Can I come?" Green Arrow asked.

"Not dressed like that you're not," Batman said before Wonder Woman could respond. "Which is not to say that we're going anywhere," he added for her benefit. 

"We can take you home," Firestorm said, landing in a pool of flame. "J'onn has to get his car home, anyway. He's getting it right now."

"… shotgun."

Firestorm made a face. "You're not actually going to make us listen to Nickelback, are you?"

"Based on the way you're asking? No. No I am not."

"I need to get back to my lantern," Hal said, taking to the air.

"Debrief is at ten tomorrow," Batman told him.

"Got it," Hal said, before rising too high to chat. Higher and higher, enough to pick out landmarks to head toward home. Had to get home, had to pick up dinner—might grab something at the store on the corner. 

"Going to the store, to the st—oh, goddammit, he got it stuck in my head."
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Race Around the Lot


    
    Flash sidled up to Superman on one of the Watchtower's mezzanines, leaning against a rail. They looked at each other sidelong, then away. 

"Wanna hear my new time?" Flash asked sideways, swaying as he alternated which foot held his weight, hands on his hips. 

"There's no way you beat my time," Superman muttered, his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes were in the other direction, and both men went silent as the Lanterns walked too close. Superman and Flash gave them a nod of acknowledgment, then waited for them to be at a safe distance.

"Nine seconds."

"What!" Superman dropped his arms, whipped his head around to where Flash was grinning and bouncing on his heels. "No way."

"Flat," Flash said.

"There's no way."

"Check my heartbeat if you don't believe me," Flash said, tapping his insignia with his thumb. Then he frowned. "Actually, don't, I'm pretty excited about this so my pulse is probably crazy."

His heart always sounded like an angry hummingbird trapped between his lungs, but Barry was also a notoriously terrible liar, so it wasn't as relevant as it could have been.

"Dangit," Superman said, crossing his arms again. He leaned back to scope out the area around them. No one seemed to be paying them much mind. "What time?"

"Eleven on a Saturday," Flash said, looking even more smug. "You know I don't mess around."

"Tch!" Superman made an irritated sound, licking his canines. Then he snapped his fingers. "You forgot about—"

"Nnnope," Flash interrupted. "I'm including the new ones in that, that's the whole reason we had to reset our times, otherwise I'd still be at seven-point-four."

"Tch." Superman drummed his fingers against his bicep. "Nine seconds," he repeated, torn between irritation and awe.

"You know what that means," Flash said, waggling his eyebrows.

Superman sighed. "Alright, where are we going?"

"I want soup."

"Uh-huh." Superman waited. Flash was waiting for him to ask. Superman was not going to give him the satisfaction.

"... in Saigon."

"You've been watching Bourdain again," Superman accused.

"It looked like really good soup!" Flash said, defensive.

"Fine," Superman said, "but I am going to beat your time, and when I do—"

"Beat what, now?" Wonder Woman asked, having managed to approach them while they were distracted by negotiations.

"Nothing!" Flash and Superman said at once.

"We were just talking," Superman said.

"About stuff," Flash added unnecessarily. "Private, personal, man stuff."

Wonder Woman's eyebrows shot up. She was close enough for her lariat to hum on her hip. She looked Flash over. Flash started to turn red. 

"Okay bye!" Flash said, and he was gone in a streak of red.

"Superman?" Wonder Woman asked.

"I should, uh. Hal..."

He wasn't actually making any definitive statements, just stringing words together, and yet somehow it still managed to ring false. She watched him go, putting her hands on her hips.

She could practically sense it when Batman came up beside her, even quiet as he was.

"Do you want to know what they were talking about."

"Do you know?" she wondered. He said nothing, so she turned to look at his face. It was as expressionless as ever, but she got the impression that he did not consider the question worthy of dignifying with a response.

He was Batman. He would never be so rude as to say 'of course'—but of course he knew.

"I wouldn't want to invade his privacy," Wonder Woman said cautiously.

"He'd tell you if you really asked," Batman said. "They just like feeling like they have a special thing."

"Oh."

"Flash, especially."

"I see." She tapped on her lower lip as she watched Superman talk to one of the Green Lanterns. "So what's the special thing?"

"Pick me up in the plane on Saturday and I can show you."

She froze. Slowly, she turned to look at him. As always, being able to see him helped not at all. "Like a date?" she asked.

The corner of his mouth twitched. "More like a stakeout."

"That could be like a date." She was mostly saying it to tease him. Sometimes if she did it right, he turned pink and had to find a shadow to hide in.

"It's usually not."

"Why not?"

"I'm usually with the kids."

"Oh!" Her eyes widened. "I didn't mean—"

"It's fine."

She put her hand out to rest on his shoulder. "I would never imply—"

"I know."

She took her hand back. "I'll behave," she assured him.

"You don't have to," he said, and she grinned.

"I'll pick you up at ten," she said, and she gave him an exaggerated wink as she walked away.

"It's a date," he murmured.


  






  



"Why," Wonder Woman asked, "are we in Florida?"

Batman was sitting beside her, and the plane was in a low hover. "Because as far as anyone can tell, this is the single biggest and busiest Walmart in the world."

"I don't think that explains as much as you think it does," she said.

Batman held up a phone. A clock took up most of the screen. 10:59. "Watch," he said, and he pointed out to the parking lot, vast and terrifying and teeming with people. She watched, and she had no idea how she was supposed to see anything in the crowd.

Finally, she spotted it. The motion too quick to be anything mortal. Would anyone on the ground notice anything more than a strong breeze?

"Oh! It's the—" She snapped her fingers, couldn't remember the word.

"Carts," Batman supplied.

"Yes!"

In almost no time at all, every cart in the parking lot had been returned to one of the designated corrals. Batman pointed to something that he must have been using technology in his mask to see, because otherwise his eyes should not have been good enough. Wonder Woman was much better equipped to see Superman, standing beneath a tree and checking a stopwatch and scowling. He did some kind of motion with his arms and one leg that suggested he'd have thrown his hat to the ground, if he'd been wearing one.

"They introduced new carts," Batman explained. "They don't fit with the other ones, so it slows them down. Ruined their whole system."

"They had a system?" she asked, giggling.

"No, here," he said, tapping her arm to point again. "This is the best part. He's frustrated."

"That's the best part?"

"Watch what he does."

She watched. Superman was gone again, more impossible-to-follow motion through the crowd. Things were moving. Large things.

"He's fixing the cars!" she said, clapping her hands together.

"He's fixing bad parking jobs," Batman confirmed. "Because he's mad." There was a brief crooked curve to his mouth.

"He moved that one to a different space!"

"Illegally parked in a handicapped spot."

"How fun." Wonder Woman watched the people wandering through the lot, wondered how many of them had noticed what was happening and how many had disregarded it as nothing worth noticing. "Flash is the winner of this contest, then?"

"Consistently."

"Is there a prize?"

"Clark buys him lunch. Usually somewhere he saw on a food show, since he can't normally do that."

"Why not?"

"Hm?"

"Barry can run anywhere, can't he?" she asked. "I see no reason he couldn't run to these places on his own."

"He doesn't like being alone in foreign countries," Batman explained. "It makes him anxious."

"Oh." She returned her gaze to the parking lot. "How nice, then, that it all works out." She frowned. "Is this weird?" she asked. "Spying on our friends like this."

"I don't think I'm the right person to ask."

"Do you do this often?" she wondered. "Watch people have fun without you?"

"Define 'often'."

Wonder Woman held up a finger in warning. "Zatanna taught me a trick."

"That doesn't sound good."

"She says that if you ask me to define the parameters, it means the answer is bad."

Before he could respond, there was a thump.

Superman was standing on the nose of the invisible jet.

He tapped a knuckle on the glass, until Diana opened the hatch. "Hello!" she said cheerfully.

"What are you two doing here?" Clark asked.

"We're on a date!" Diana said.

"We're not on a date," Batman said.

"If you're not on a date, can you give me a ride?"

"You're out of our way," Batman said.

"Nah, just drop me off in Gotham," Clark said, slipping inside the plane, awkwardly floating between the two front seats into the back.

"You don't even need a ride," Bruce said, having to fit himself as far as possible into the edge of his seat so that Clark would have room to get by. "You can fly."

"Yeah, and you can walk, but I don't see you giving up the Batmobile." Clark made himself comfortable in the back seat as Diana closed up the plane. "I'm craving Dimitri's."

"You're too sober for Dimitri's," Bruce said.

"I'm always sober. You're lucky I can tell this wasn't a real date, or I would be really creeped out by the whole spying on me thing."

"Don't tell Barry we know about your special thing," Diana said, pulling the plane out of its hover to ascend. "I don't want to ruin it for him."

"I won't," Clark assured her. "Hey, you know where we should go while we're here?"

"No," said Bruce.

"Where?" asked Diana.

"No," said Bruce.

"Disney World!"

"No."

Diana gasped.

"No."

Clark put a hand on Bruce's shoulder. "You can't have come all the way to Florida just to see me," he coaxed.

"I'm banned from Walmart, strongly discouraged from visiting Disney parks, and my parents are dead. I have no other reason to visit Florida."
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Let's Dance


    
    "Sooo... we've been trapped in here by ghosts," Flash asked for confirmation. 

Superman sighed. "Eyup." He crossed his arms over his chest. Magic and ghosts. Electric ghosts and he'd be triple useless. 

"Frouffy dance ghosts," Green Lantern added, also for confirmation. 

"Ballerinas," Wonder Woman corrected, watching the figures.

"How long will we have to watch this, exactly?" asked Black Canary.

"From the look of things?" Zatanna said. "Pretty much forever." She nudged a desiccated corpse sitting in the audience with her foot, wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue.

"They're stuck," Batman said. They turned to look at him, standing in the darkest shadow of an already dark theater. "They get to where Siegfried is supposed to come in, and then they reset to the beginning of Act Four."

"How do you know these things?" Flash asked.

"Knowing things is kind of his whole deal," Black Canary pointed out.

"So what do we do?" Green Lantern asked. "Look for the missing guy?"

"We can't leave the theater," Zatanna reminded him.

Green Lantern shrugged. "Maybe he's under the floorboards."

"The ghost," Black Canary asked. "Maybe the ghost is under the floorboards?"

"I meant the body, obviously."

"I think if the body were under the floorboards, the ghost would be in here with the rest of them," Zatanna said apologetically. "Ghost rules."

"I'm not convinced ghosts actually have rules," Superman said, watching the dancers go back to their starting positions. "That's just what they want us to think."

"I don't hear anyone else coming up with any ideas," Green Lantern said.

"I'm not even sure why we brought you," Flash said. "You can't punch a ghost. It doesn't matter how big and green your fist is."

"You're one to talk," Green Lantern shot back. "What are you going to do? Run in circles real fast and disorient the ghosts?"

"I am here for morale," Flash explained, "because unlike some people, I am a joy to be around."

"It's true," Zatanna agreed. "He's delightful."

"Thank you, Zee," Flash said, putting a flat hand near his mouth and then bringing it forward, ending the gesture with both hands curled into a little heart. She responded predictably: with fingerguns and a wink.

"Could you try being less cute for a minute?" Black Canary suggested.

"I've tried," Zatanna said, "but the effort only makes me cuter."

"Can't you throw some magic at this?" Green Lantern asked. "Ghosts are a magic sort of a thing."

"Oh, man, why didn't I think of that?" Zatanna asked, no less perky and only probably sarcastic. She turned around to face the stage, and cupped her hands around her mouth. "ｋｃｕＦ ｆｆｏ!" she called toward the apparitions.

Nothing happened.

Zatanna turned back around, hands on her hips. "Well, I'm spent."

"Cuffo is my favorite spell," Black Canary sighed.

"It's a good spell," Zatanna agreed.

"I'm hearing a lot of sarcasm directed at the only guy working on getting us out of here," Green Lantern said.

"No fighting," Superman ordered. "That's what the ghosts want. If we don't stick together we're playing right into their creepy, spectral hands."

The Flash's face scrunched in vague confusion, looking Superman over. "Who hurt you?"

"A ghost."

"I think they're waiting for another dancer," Wonder Woman said. She'd been watching the apparitions dance, freeze, reset; so had Batman.

"Are you suggesting one of us has to be a ballerina?" Black Canary asked.

"Ballerino," Batman corrected.

"Well don't look at me," said Flash, who no one had been looking at. "All I know's the Nutcracker."

Green Lantern looked him over. "You're kidding."

"When would I have learned Swan Lake?"

"I meant why do you know how to do ballet at all?"

"I had a friend who took ballet and I wanted to be supportive."

"So you took ballet, too?" Zatanna asked.

"No, teaching helped her learn so she'd just show me whatever they'd done that day."

"Which means you learned the girl parts of the Nutcracker," Black Canary pointed out.

"... yes. Yes it does."

"None of this solves our Siegfried problem," Green Lantern said.

They all watched as the dancers reset to the same phantom loop of music. No one said anything.

Then Batman sighed. It was the kind of sigh that filled his entire chest past capacity and then emptied it to nothing. "What are the chances of us all losing our memories after this."

"Pretty low," Zatanna said.

"How sure are you."

"I'd say a solid eighty-four percent."

"Hm."

"None of us are going to make fun of you if you save us with the power of dance," Superman said. He did not make eye contact when he said it. Or even look in Batman's direction.

"I'm not agreeing to that," Green Lantern said.

"I'll only make fun of you behind your back," said Flash, as if that were a compromise. "You'll never know."

"I don't think that's going to work," Zatanna said.

"Knowing things is kind of his whole deal," Black Canary agreed.

Batman held up five fingers, but it was only obvious that this was what he was doing when he began ticking off items. "Volleyball in Cabo, the library at Gotham Academy, the Eggplant Debacle, Joe's missing sweater, the Iguana Talk."

"I was never planning to say anything," Green Lantern said.

"My other power? Silence." This was not Black Canary's other power.

"I'm too young to die," Flash said.

"There's six of us," Superman observed. "Why were there only five blackmail topics?"

Batman looked at Wonder Woman. Superman looked at Wonder Woman. Wonder Woman smiled.

"Ah."

"You're not going to wear that, are you?" Wonder Woman asked Batman, tapping her chin thoughtfully. "You look like the villain."

"Ghosts are pretty easy to confuse when it comes to that kind of thing," Zatanna said.

"Don't make excuses for them," said Superman.

"Is there a word for being racist, but against ghosts?" wondered Flash.

Batman was pulling his gloves off. Wonder Woman held out her hands to take them from him—to be helpful, of course.

Putting them on was not to be helpful, and just seemed fun.

"Are you taking your mask off?" Green Lantern asked as Batman unhooked his cape.

"Do we finally get to learn his secret identity?" Flash gasped.

"That's assuming you recognize him," said Zatanna.

"Yeah," Black Canary said, "if you took your mask off you'd just be some guy, I wouldn't know who you were."

"I don't think you can dance in those boots," Wonder Woman said. 

"If I—I have taken off my mask," Flash said. "You know my secret identity."

"I feel like I'd remember that."

Batman must have agreed about the boots, since he started taking them off, but he didn't seem happy about it.

"We've met multiple times."

"Not ringing any bells."

"I've met your dad."

"That's weird. Why would you be hanging out with my dad? I don't even know you."

"You were there!"

Batman pulled off his cowl.

"You're shitting me," Green Lantern said.

"You wear a second mask under the bat mask?" Flash asked.

Featureless glass eyes continued to obscure his features. In the smaller, domino-style mask tied around his head, they were actually creepier. "Do you not."

"Why would I wear two masks?" Flash asked, though Batman was already stalking toward the stage. Being able to see the irritation in his limbs made it more intimidating than when he wore the cape.

"In case of meddling kids," Black Canary said.

"Are you suggesting Batman is actually Old Man Jenkins?"

"You can do it, Old Man Jenkins!" Zatanna called toward the stage. "We believe in you!"

Bruce had to wait for the black spectre of Von Rothbart to leave the stage in order to make his entrance. For once, the music continued to play; the dancers remained in their positions.

"You're the ballerina," Green Lantern said. "Is he doing okay?"

"It all looks fine so far," Flash shrugged.

"Do you think it's like video game rules and every time he messes up he'll have to start over from the beginning?" asked Zatanna.

"God, I hope not," Superman said.

"Sssshhh." Wonder Woman was still wearing Batman's gloves. She'd resisted the cowl, but the likelihood of her trying on his cape increased by the second.

Batman's arms followed those of a gossamer Odette in a cold embrace. Superman shuddered.

"I don't understand what's happening," Green Lantern complained.

"You missed three-quarters of the ballet," Black Canary said, trying to keep her voice down.

"Don't say it like it's my fault."

"Sssssshhh."

The shimmering fog of Odette spun with Batman's hands on her waist.

"Ghosts don't lose their balance," Superman huffed. "There's no reason for him to be touching that ghost."

"Maybe the ghost likes it," Zatanna suggested.

"A perv ghost," Black Canary added. Superman shuddered again.

"He's trying tell her he loves her and apologize for getting her mixed up with another girl," Flash explained to Green Lantern.

"Oof. That never goes well." Batman dropped to one knee; Odette pranced away. "See? She's not buying it."

"No, no. Look, she's coming back now."

Again Batman dropped to one knee, and again she pranced away.

"She's just toying with him now!" Green Lantern said, disgusted. "That's only going to get worse now that she knows she can get away with it, he should get out of there while he still can."

"If he does that, it'll be his fault when she's trapped as a swan forever."

"Maybe he should have thought of that before he stuck his dick in a duck."

Everyone but Superman groaned and recoiled from Green Lantern. Superman just shook his head. Wonder Woman had given up on shushing anyone, and had just moved closer to the stage instead. Odette curled backward on Batman's arm as he dipped her low to the stage.

"It's true love, it's romantic."

"He's just chasing her around like a jackass."

Batman lifted Odette into the air, and the assembled women all gasped in delight.

Superman may also have looked a little delighted.

"Am I missing something?" Green Lantern asked. "I mean..." He mimed lifting someone by the waist. "I can lift air, too."

"Yet somehow he still makes it look easier than you do."

"Barry, I swear to—"

"Don't use my real name in front of the ghosts!"

"What? What would they even—shadow ghosts!" Green Lantern's attention was immediately taken by dancers made of darkness and the returning Von Rothbart phantom. He cupped his hands around his mouth. "Kick his ass!"

"Did you just heckle Swan Lake?" Superman asked.

"Ghost Swan Lake."

"Point."

"This is the saddest fight I've ever seen."

"It's ballet," Flash said, "not MMA."

"I would watch the heck out of MMA ballet."

"So would I, actually," Wonder Woman said, looking over her shoulder at them.

"Oh!" Zatanna pointed to be sure Wonder Woman didn't miss it. "He's carrying her!"

"He's right, though," Flash admitted. "He is just carrying a ghost."

"Romantically."

"Does that make a difference?"

"Yes," said the women and Superman.

"Wait, is she dead now?" Green Lantern asked as Batman draped Odette over the floor. "What the hell, I only looked away for a second."

"I'm sorry to be the one to have to tell you this," Zatanna said, "but she's been dead this whole time."

"Obviously the ghost is dead, I meant in the show. Is the ghost pretending to be a dead woman?"

"She doesn't have to pretend."

"Kick his ass!" Flash shouted toward the stage, just in time for Batman to dramatically tear away part of Von Rothbart's wing.

"Oh, I see how it is. He'll do it when you say it."

"That's when it's supposed to happen, it had nothing to do with me."

"Uh-huh."

Wonder Woman shushed them with such ferocity that it was almost a hiss, and they quieted. The music was triumphant as Batman lifted Odette from the stage, pulled her into an embrace.

Then the dancers disappeared, dissolved into a nothingness that glittered in the air. The music was gone, the lights went out, moonlight streamed in from outside.

Wonder Woman was the first to clap.

Batman didn't bow.

He walked off the stage, didn't jump and just let himself drop, as stiff as he'd been fluid a moment before.

"How are you feeling?" Diana asked, offering him his gloves back.

"Cold," he bit out between grit teeth. Spectral cold, the chill of death, sucking out all the warmth of life.

"ｍｒａＷ, ｔｕｂ ｎｉ ｅｈｔ ｙｚｏｃ ｙａｗ ｅｋｉｌ ａ ｔｅｋｎａｌｂ ｈｓｅｒｆ ｔｕｏ ｆｏ ｅｈｔ ｒｅｙｒｄ."

Batman relaxed, but only as much as he ever relaxed. "Thank you, Zatanna."

She put a hand to her forehead in a mock salute. "Least I could do, Mr. Jenkins."

"My name isn't Old Man Jenkins."

"I do not care, Mr. Jenkins."

"Gotham Academy library."

"Yes, sir, Mr. Batman sir."
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Night Shift


    
    "Clark?"

"Hmm?" Clark yawned, stretched out his toes but remained mostly sleeping.

"Do you maybe want to get back down here?" Lois sounded slightly annoyed. That didn't seem good. He cracked an eye open.

Oh. Okay. He was floating three feet above the bed. He could see how that might be a problem. Particularly when he'd taken the quilt with him. He yawned again.

"Heeey," he said, waving down at her. She grabbed his pillow and threw it at him. He frowned as he caught it, and tucked it under his head with one arm, still floating. "I'm working on it."

"Am I going to have to start bringing another blanket?"  she asked, curling up on his sheets to stay warm.

"Nooo, you're fine, it's fine." He yawned again as he drifted downward, holding the covers out so they'd land on her. "This is... no."

"Is this going to be like that thing where Wendy had to tie the Lost Boys to their beds so they wouldn't float off at night?"

It was a highly specific accusation. He tucked the blankets around her as he settled in next to her on the mattress.

"No, I don't usually—I don't think I usually..." He gestured vaguely toward the ceiling. "Flying dream."

"Flying dream?" She was either incredulous or amused. She rolled conveniently onto her side, so he pulled her close against him, an arm around her waist and his knees tucked behind hers.

"Don't say it like it's weird," he huffed, nuzzling against her hair. "People who can't fly have flying dreams, too. This is facts."

Lois chuckled, and he pressed his forehead against her back, listened to her heartbeat. It sounded like anyone else's, but it wasn't. It was hers. He wished he could pinpoint exactly what it was that made it hers. He'd like to be able to identify her just by the sound of her heart beating. He wasn't convinced that was physically possible, but he'd like to. "You don't hear people talk about walking dreams," she pointed out.

"'s different."

"How?"

"It's flying." The light filtering through the bedroom window was artificial, billboards and streetlights. Moonlight mixed in there, somewhere, lost in neon. It landed yellow on the wall, tinted by the stained glass sunflowers he had hanging above his headboard, flower-shaped shadows.

"You fly all the time." Lois hated the stained glass. She hated most of the things in his apartment. She preferred to fill her home with glass and chrome and a fear of fingerprints.

"Still flying." Every time she complained he ended up on Etsy. So far he'd acquired three quilts, a new set of throw pillows, five mismatched coffee mugs, a giant plush toy of the Loch Ness monster, and a stained glass honeybee.

"Even flying has to get boring eventually."

"Nope."

Lois sighed, wrapped the quilt tighter around herself. "You're cute," she said.

"Adorable," Clark agreed, and she snorted.

Someone screamed. He didn't notice most screams, because most screams were children playing or teenagers teenaging or adults consenting. This was not one of those screams. So he slid out of bed, grabbed his suit on the way to the bathroom, feet never touching the ground. Easier than running, less noisy, less likely to ruin his floors and keep him from getting his security deposit back. He put the suit on quick, though the boots always took slightly longer than he'd like and pulling them on made his cape fall in front of his face.

Did Bruce's cape ever fall the wrong way? He'd never admit it if it did.

His hair was a goddamn nightmare that he sorted out with a tungsten carbide comb and entirely too much pomade, using his other hand to brush his teeth. Superman didn't get to show up to work with bedhead and morning breath.

Neither did Clark Kent, but still. Principle of the thing.

Eight seconds. Not his best time, not his worst. He shot out from the balcony, fairly confident that the scream had come from about six blocks east and a little north. Flying really didn't stop being fun, even when he was just going from Point A to Point B. He liked the wind and the cold and the distant blur of lights, swimming and falling and neither. Like running downhill, but upwards.

He'd figure it out how to explain it eventually.

He unfocused his eyes as he looked through walls and through people, until something of interest brought his attention to one spot. One adult, one child, only one of them belonged there. Parents had gone out for the night, a perfect opportunity for a robbery if they hadn't left the kid home. As midnight screams went, relatively easy to take care of.

Superman entered the apartment the same way the interloper had, and grabbed him by the belt. The belt usually worked best, least likely to end up accidentally hurting anyone. Then he yanked him outside and hung him on a lamppost for someone else to deal with. He took the gun to crush it, checked that he didn't have any other weapons before going back to check on the kid.

"What?" the man in the lamppost asked, right as Superman was leaving.

Superman slowed down this time, for the first time since he'd left his bed. "Hey," he said, trying to look non-threatening. Though usually the costume took care of that, where kids were concerned. "You okay?"

The kid nodded. Ten, maybe? Looked ten-ish.

"What's your name?"

"Alan."

"It's nice to meet you, Alan. I'm Batman."

That got him a shy grin. "No you're not."

"I'm not?"

"You're Superman."

He looked down at himself, pulling his top away from his chest so he could look at the symbol upside-down. "Huh. I guess I am. Did your parents leave a number? Do you know how to call the police?" Alan nodded again. "Do you want me to wait here with you until they get here?" Another nod. "Okay."

In retrospect he should have told Lois where he was going. He checked his back pocket, but he hadn't remembered his phone. Nothing but a little cash he always kept on hand for emergencies. Like doughnuts. Doughnuts could count as an emergency. He was pretty sure that little corner store on 12th was open all night. He could get lokma. Or baklava. Or both. If Kadir was working he could ask for gözleme. But he'd need to get some for Lois, too.

This daydream was rapidly becoming expensive. He yawned.

"Do you want some coffee?" Alan asked.

Superman immediately tried to look more alert. "No, thank you," he said with a smile.

Alan picked up a box and brought it closer for him to see. "We have a bunch of different hot cocoas," he said. "You can have anything but the campfire cocoa."

Superman looked at the little single-serve plastic cups, then back at Alan. Kids liked to feel like good hosts. "Mexican sounds good, if it's no trouble."

Alan nodded seriously and went back into the kitchen. "My mom says she'll be here in ten minutes," he said.

"Did you tell her you were okay?"

"Yeah." He put a mug on the coffee maker and pressed a button.

"Did you take care of everything you were supposed to before she got home?"

"Ye—" Abruptly Alan opened the freezer, pulled out a whole chicken and started rinsing ice crystals off the plastic in the sink. He wiped his hands off on his pants and brought Superman a mug of cocoa. The mug was shaped like an elephant. He suspected this was what Alan considered to be the best mug in the house.

"Thank you very much for the cocoa." He sipped at it slowly, just in case it was terrible.

Pretty good, actually.

"Thank you for not letting me get murdered," Alan said.

"I don't think you were going to get murdered," Superman said, not wanting to give anyone nightmares. Alan looked ready to argue, but instead he dried off the plastic around the chicken and tried to make it look like he'd set it out to thaw hours ago.

"Do you like ketchup or mustard on hot dogs?" Alan asked suddenly.

"What?"

"My friend Freddie from school says only kids like ketchup on hot dogs so I've been asking people."

"You should tell Freddie you can put ketchup on whatever you want," Superman said. He stopped himself from adding 'because you're an American' because he didn't think ten year-olds understood irony.

"But what do you put on hot dogs?"

"Mayonnaise, tomatoes, and sauerkraut."

Alan's face twisted up into an expression of extreme disgust. "Sauerkraut?" he asked, horrified.

"Sometimes onions."

"Ew."

"You should try it sometime." Footsteps coming closer, not quite running but still hurried. "You should get the door for your mom."

Superman tried to finish off his cocoa before she got there, not wanting to be any more rude than loitering in someone's apartment uninvited ever was.

"Alan!" The kid's mom bent down to hug her son tight, which he clearly did not appreciate. He tried to squirm away while she smothered him with kisses.

"Mooom," he protested. "You're embarrassing me in front of Superman."

"Thank you so much," she said.

"It's no problem," Superman said, drifting toward the still-open window. "You got this under control?" She nodded, so he gave her the half-wave, half-salute that he almost always gave when he flew away.

He couldn't actually remember where he picked that up, but people seemed to like it, so.

He resisted the siren song of Turkish desserts, because he was tired and he usually went there as Clark and that was a recipe for disaster. He flew higher than was strictly necessary, because he liked the way the air smelled when it was thin. Back to his apartment, and once inside he peeled his costume off, rubbed his cape in his hair so he wouldn't leave an oilslick on his pillow.

(He had more then one cape. He could wash it. It was fine.)

Clark slid back under the quilt beside Lois, and she made a discontented sleepy sound. "Why are you so hot?" she demanded groggily.

"Good genes."

The actual answer was 'super-speed', but that wasn't as fun.

She felt around for an extra pillow so she could hit him with it. He ignored it, curled around her the same as he had before. She let him pull her back against his chest, sighed and relaxed against him. He kissed her shoulder, and listened to the sound of her heart.
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1. Chapter 1


    
    Alfred Pennyworth hesitated after opening the door.

"Diana is fine," she said, anticipating the issue.

"Would you settle for 'Miss Prince'?" he asked.

"Oh, Alfred," she sighed.

"I'm set in my ways," he apologized.

"Very well."

"Miss Prince," he greeted with a slight bow. "Is Master Bruce expecting you?"

"I'm afraid not," she said, entering the manor as Alfred stepped aside. "I've been up working on a problem—I thought he might be able to help, if he had the time. " She hadn't worn her costume, had instead thrown on a tunic dress in a blue and white print, her bracelets somewhat incongruous.

"I'm certain he'll be glad to," Alfred assured her. "He's due to return for the morning soon." He pulled his watch from his pocket to check the time with a frown. "Overdue, in fact. You may want to meet him downstairs. On long nights he tends not to notice things which are not his bed, or on fire. Or both."

Diana stood in the front hall as she considered her options. "You think he'll be tired, then?"

"Exhausted, more likely."

"What a pity." She headed for the stairs—up, and not down.

"Ah…" Alfred started to say something, but hesitated. Diana paused on the steps.

"Something the matter, Mr. Pennyworth?" she asked, looking over her shoulder at him.

"Not at all," he assured her. "You know your way around the house?"

"I do," she confirmed with a dazzling smile.

"Very good, Miss Prince." He watched her ascend the stairs, but averted his gaze before she'd gone too far. That sort of dress with those sorts of legs made it hard for a gentleman to stay gentlemanly. "Serves him right, at any rate," Alfred muttered, brushing dust from a side table with his fingers. "Ninety-eight minutes late and no phone call."

Diana took her time wandering through the halls, admiring the paintings and photographs on the walls. They were chosen with care to coordinate with each other, matched by color or theme. One wall paired outdoor photographs with landscapes; on another the photos were all done in black and white, even the more recent ones. Though they were all so recent, really. A little boy with a lopsided smile, the picture could only have been a few decades old. The blink of an eye, to a woman her age.

She opened the door to Bruce's bedroom, and froze. There was a woman in his bed.

Diana might have just shut the door and pretended not to have seen anything. But the woman in bed stirred. "Sorry!" Diana called, moving to shut the door. "I didn't mean to interrupt."

"Diana?"

She froze again. Where did she know that voice? "Selina?" That was even worse. She should have called ahead. "I'm so sorry—"

"No, no, it's fine." Selina Kyle sat up, stretching out her limbs. She seemed to be wearing nothing but a gray sweatshirt too large for her. It said YALE on the front in blue. She'd gotten a haircut since last Diana had seen her, chopped the front into a straight line above her eyebrows. The change was startlingly unexpected, though she couldn't say why. "I'm sorry, I didn't know you were coming over."

"It was a poorly thought-out surprise," Diana admitted.

"Come in, close the door," Selina said with a wave. Diana hesitated only a moment before doing so.

"Alfred didn't tell me you were here," Diana said, a little put-out.

"He doesn't know," Selina yawned. She fell sideways back onto the black silk comforter, propping her head up on one hand. Black hair fell and pooled onto the bed, hard to tell where it ended and the blanket began. One leg was bent over the other, limbs more slender than Diana's. "I broke in."

"Oh." She was moving closer to the bed, though she couldn't say why. Bruce had a bedroom as big as some apartments, his bed as big as some rooms, a monstrous four-poster thing too high off the floor. There were doors to bathrooms, doors to closets, doors to balconies; all the walls that weren't doors or windows were bookshelves. Even some of the bookshelves were probably doors. Packed, every one of them, shelves of wood too thick to bow under the weight. "I take it that's his?" Diana asked, gesturing to Selina's shirt.

Selina hummed an affirmation. "I like stealing his shirts." She smiled dreamily. "He has this one—this great big black sweater. I always think about taking it. He keeps it right at the front of his main closet, and I look so good in sweaters." She sighed. "But it doesn't smell like him." She pulled the college sweatshirt's collar higher and took a deep breath. "This one smells like him." She let it fall. "He hates it when I steal it."

"I can't imagine why," Diana said. She stepped out of her shoes and let her feet sink into the rug near the chairs. "You look fantastic."

She was flirting. She was very obviously flirting. They'd met before, of course; even flirted before. But Bruce had been there at the time, and so Diana'd never been quite sure how much of it had been for his sake. Selina did so love to prod at him.

"I think that's why he hates it," Selina said. She stretched out an arm to pat at the bed. "You should sit."

The hardwood was cold, as old as the house; no fancy heating systems beneath the boards. Diana pulled herself up onto the bed, more kneeling than sitting. "Do you know when they're getting back?" she asked.

"They should have been back a while ago," Selina said. She rolled sideways away from Diana, toward the pillows; got up on her hands and knees to find her phone on the bedside table. Her sweatshirt slid up to her hips to reveal black briefs—not the lace that Diana might have anticipated for a seduction. Then she flattened and stretched out on her stomach, pointed her toes as she tapped out a message on the touchscreen keyboard.

Diana came tentatively closer, before deciding she felt bold enough to put her hands on either side of Selina's waist to look over her shoulder at the screen. Selina didn't object. Her phone chimed.

"Tim says the Riddler is being a pain," Selina explained. She set her phone back down. "It could be a few hours."

"The Riddler and Catwoman in town."

"A coincidence, I assure you." Selina wiggled backward, stretched out her arms and rose up enough to press her back against Diana's chest.

That had the distinct feel of an invitation.

"I'm just here between jobs," Selina continued. "Mr. Nigma has terrible timing to go with his terrible name."

"May I ask what all you've been doing?" Diana asked, gently nuzzling at Selina's hair. She smelled like sugar and honey and a little bit like sweat, that sleepy sort of warmth. There were a lot of masculine smells, a man's bed and a man's shirt, but Selina still smelled sweet.

"You may," Selina said, "but I don't think I should answer." Selina let herself fall back to the bed again. "We've got a conflict of interest."

Diana brushed Selina's hair out of the way so that she could kiss the back of her neck. "How so?"

"I'm a thief," Selina reminded her.

"An Amazon cares little for the laws men make to defend what they've taken," Diana countered.

"Don't go telling the men that."

"I usually don't. If you want me to kiss you, you're going to have to turn over."

Selina giggled, a girlish little sound. This was not the Selina Kyle who tolerated parties with Gotham's upper crust, an upturned nose and disdainful disinterest. She was as soft and inviting as the rumpled comforter beneath her.

Diana moved so that Selina could move, and in the end Selina was pinned beneath her, looking quite pleased to be there. "You have the most gorgeous eyes," Diana informed her, touching her forehead to hers. Gold, pure gold, and when she looked closely her pupils weren't quite entirely round.

"You're one to talk," Selina said, though she seemed to blush a little. Their mouths met, Selina more cautious than Diana; Diana's tongue grazed sharp fangs. Selina tasted like cinnamon. Selina ran her nails along Diana's scalp, caught her fingers in thick curls. Diana's knee slid between Selina's.

"Do you ever think about Omagua?" Diana asked. Ages ago, it seemed, yet less than a moment.

"What it might have been like if it were just us?" Selina asked for confirmation.

"Aside from taken care of much faster," Diana confirmed. She ran a hand up the inside of Selina's thigh.

"I wouldn't be so sure," Selina warned. "I would have been much more distracting."

"I'm not sure that's possible," Diana said. "You were very distracting." She rubbed her fingers against the fabric between Selina's thighs, and her breath caught, tilting her hips to press harder. She kissed her again, Selina's back arching up beneath her. She nudged Selina's cheek to better kiss her neck, the hollow beneath her ear, the dark column of her throat. Her other hand pushed the sweatshirt higher on Selina's skin.

"Be gentle with me," Selina warned, with a playful flutter of her eyelashes. Diana laughed. "I'm very delicate," she insisted, as if she did not with stunning regularity throw a man twice her size over her head.

"I'll be gentle," Diana assured her, "if that's what you'd like." She wouldn't have thought her the type. She dotted kisses down Selina's sternum, back up to kiss her breasts. Selina sighed, stroked her fingers through Diana's hair as Diana sucked on each of her nipples in turn. Gorgeous, as lovely as she'd remembered in prisms of sunlight beneath waterfalls. The cotton beneath her fingertips had grown slick, and she pushed it out of the way to slide a finger inside of her. Selina gasped, arched her back again and pressed Diana's mouth harder to her breast. She kissed her way further down, to the lower curve of Selina's stomach. "May I call you kitten?" she asked, and Selina practically purred. It was always hard, pet names, keeping track of connotations. She was glad she'd chosen well.

"Please do," Selina said, in case that was not clear enough. Diana's slid her fingers into her mouth, making a show of licking arousal from them. Selina made a tiny noise, neither whimper nor moan, that she took as encouragement. She hooked her fingers in Selina's panties to pull them off of her, kissing the insides of her thighs.

Selina made no effort whatsoever to be quiet as Diana's tongue drew nimble shapes between her legs, driving inside her and back out again. Long and slow and then fast again, she gripped Diana by the hair and ground shamelessly against her mouth. Her toes curled against the soft fur of the throw draped across the comforter, her back barely touching the bed. Long fingers slid inside her, stroked just the right spot as Diana sucked at her clit.

Shooting stars and fireworks bursting behind her eyes, her whole body tense with split-second mindless perfection. Then everything went slack at once as she let Diana go, humming her contentment. Diana laughed, wiping at her face with her fingers and then licking them clean. "What a good kitten you are," Diana teased, rising up on her knees to pull her dress up over her head. She'd worn elaborate lingerie in blue silk and gold lace, because she was nothing if not optimistic.

When Diana bent back down, Selina surprised her by unbalancing her arms and tangling their legs, rolling suddenly on top of her. Her sweatshirt fell back down to cover her, leaving Diana the one more exposed, Selina's hands on her bracelets to hold her down. "Oh, not at all," Selina corrected. "I'm very bad." She grinned, sharp fangs and glittering eyes.

"What happened to being gentle?" Diana wondered, offering no resistance to her new position.

"I asked you to be gentle with me," Selina reminded her. "I never said I'd play nice." She walked fingers up Diana's abdomen, light touches with her fingertips. "Did you want me to?"

Diana bit her lip, trying to stifle a giggle of delight. "If I may make one request?" she asked.

"Of course, Princess."

"I don't suppose you'd object to tying me up?" Diana clasped her hands in front of her chest, bracelets clinking together, and fluttered her eyelashes.

"Certainly not," Selina purred, lacing her fingers and stretching out her arms to crack her knuckles. Then she paused. "But do you mean," she asked, holding up a finger at one end of the spectrum, "silk scarves and easy to escape sort of tying you up, or do you mean," she held up a finger with her other hand on the other end of this imagined scale, "properly tied up with strong rope and lots of complicated knots sort of tied up?"

Diana looked between the digits that represented the extremes of her options. "I think the easy to escape one," she decided, pointing to the representative hand with her own hands still clasped. "No offense." Allowing Selina to bind her would render her powerless; since she didn't plan on explaining that particular aspect of the situation, Diana thought it best that she be able to quickly rectify it.

"None taken," Selina assured her. "I'm going to go get something and be right back, okay?" And with that she rolled off of Diana and dropped out of bed, leaving the princess of the Amazons blinking in vague confusion.

"It doesn't have to be anything fancy," Diana called after her, sitting up.

"Don't worry," Selina said, getting onto the floor and disappearing beneath the bedframe. "I think you'll like this." There was a dragging sound as she pulled out a steamer trunk just tall enough to fit beneath the bed.

"What is that?" Diana asked, leaning over the edge of the bed to look down at it.

"Bruce's porn friends like to give him presents he'll never use," Selina explained, ear turned to listen as she rolled the numbers on the lock. "I assume he never uses them, anyway. He might just throw them out every time so he doesn't have to wash them." The lock clicked open.

"Presents that he keeps beneath the bed?" Diana asked, wary.

"I'm not sure he knows what else to do with them." She opened the lid, and started digging through things. "No, nope, no way…" She tossed plastic eggshell containers of silicone and rubber carelessly behind her. She paused, and then held up a realistically-sculpted phallus approximately the size of her forearm. Diana squeaked in alarm and recoiled.

"Why!"

"Apparently," Selina said, reading the packaging, "this is a replica based on the gentleman who gave it to him."

"Oh dear." Carefully, Selina set it aside, and then pushed it as far as possible under the bed with her foot. "You know," said Diana, "when I said that you didn't have to be gentle with me, I hope you know that I didn't mean that."

Selina snickered. "Give me some credit."

"I only wanted to be clear," Diana said primly.

"I knew he'd have one," Selina said suddenly, holding up her prize. Still phallic, but much more reasonably sized, and with… additions.

"One what now?" Diana asked, leaning back over the bed.

"This part goes in me," Selina explained, "and this part goes in you." She grinned again.

"It… oh!" Diana sat up straighter. "Yes, I see. We do have something a bit like that."

"Do you?"

"Ours look rather less like dismembered body parts. As a rule."

Selina frowned as she removed a sticky note from the plastic packaging. "This says it's from Lois."

"Lane?"

"That's what it says."

"Does that mean we shouldn't use it?"

Selina crumpled the post-it and tossed it aside. "I'm sure she'd approve." She hummed as she started to tear into the packaging. "You're wearing entirely too much for a woman about to get tied up," Selina warned. Diana laughed, reaching behind herself to unhook her bra. Rather than simply dropping it, she tossed it as far into the middle of the room as she could manage. It landed on the back of the couch, and she gave both fists a small pump of victory.

A bad habit she'd picked up from Black Canary.

"You're adorable," Selina said, almost scandalized.

"Aren't I?" Diana agreed, fluffing the curls of her hair with both hands for emphasis. When she took off her panties, it was with a great deal more wiggling and bouncing than was necessary.

"Now you're just being excessive," Selina scolded.

"I cannot imagine what you mean," Diana said, moving her hips in figure-eights and running her hands down her thighs, wearing nothing but her bracelets.

When Selina jumped back into bed, it was with an impressive purple erection jutting out beneath the shirt she still wore. Diana gasped and put her hands to her cheeks in a melodramatic show of timidity, and Selina laughed. "Hands, Princess," Selina ordered, holding up a pair of velcro cuffs. A frisson of arousal wound through Diana as she offered up her wrists and allowed herself to be bound.

She felt it the moment the second cuff was fastened, like a second skin had come off her all at once. All of her nerve endings alive, so much more vulnerable and so much more capable of feeling than she'd been before. She shivered, and resisted the temptation to fall back and roll around on the sheets. Everything just felt so… so.

"You really like that," Selina observed, unaware of the physical reaction Diana was having to the symbolic gesture. Selina tugged on the cuffs to pull Diana's mouth toward hers, caught it in a kiss with her as the aggressor. Diana submitted eagerly, a whimper in her throat all but begging for Selina to touch her. Selina's hands cupped her breasts, ran her thumbs over her nipples, and Diana practically melted into her hands. Selina leaned forward and Diana fell back, spreading her thighs so the smaller woman could fit herself between them.

Selina reached down to push two fingers inside of Diana, and Diana groaned, rocking against her hand. "You want me to fuck you?" Selina coaxed, sing-song.

"Is it not obvious?" Diana asked with a faint pout, hips still moving, and Selina giggled.

"Beg for me, Diana," she ordered, correcting her methodology to one more direct. She drew circles around Diana's clit with her thumb.

"Please fuck me, kitten?" Diana pleaded, uncertain, and Selina grinned to hear the term of endearment in that context, fingers moving more persistently. Diana's eyes went unfocused. "I—ah—prihr mjalaxhi, safri parat em, prihr—" Selina stopped all at once, and Diana whimpered protest. Then the head of the toy pressed against her, and her breath caught. Air went ragged into her lungs as Selina pushed slowly inside of her, careful and cautious and persistent. "Zizi, mjalaxhi, zizi prihr." Selina kissed her, then kissed her neck, then nipped at her skin with sharp teeth.

Selina started to thrust, caution giving way to faster and harder, her hips against Diana's. Diana wrapped her legs around Selina, braced her arms against the headboard. Selina kissed her breasts, tugged at her nipples with her teeth; Diana cried out and tried not to crush Selina against her. She may have been powerless, but she still wasn't weak.

One of Selina's hands went between them to stroke Diana's clit, her mouth and her other hand still on her breasts. Diana's body arched with enough force to nearly lift them both off the bed, a strangled cry only barely making it past her tongue. Pleasure shot straight from the core of her, down to her toes and her fingertips, up her spine and through her brain and left her breathless and speechless and her limbs all twitching. Aftershocks had her spasming while Selina pulled out, carefully untangling their limbs. Diana was grateful to see she hadn't torn the cuffs apart, easy as it would have been to do.

"Someone made a mess," Selina chided, using a fingertip to draw a heart on Diana's thigh. "Will you be cleaning this up?"

Diana bit her lip, another shiver passing through her. Adjusting herself to a more upright position as Selina leaned back, she curled her legs beneath herself, leaned forward enough to lick some of the taste of herself from the toy. Selina ran her fingers through Diana's hair as she wrapped her lips around the shaft of it, bobbing down on it experimentally. The experiment did not last long.

"I do not care for the taste of that," Diana admitted as she pulled away, nose wrinkling. Selina laughed.

"Lie back down," she suggested, "and maybe I've got something better."

"Again?" Diana asked with an eyebrow raised, stretching her legs back out and getting comfortable on the pillows. Selina had removed the toy from herself, and tossed it aside carelessly.

"I'm a thief," Selina reminded her, as she worked on finding the best way to position herself. Diana had to wiggle lower on the bed to make room; her various adjustments had the blankets in complete disarray. "I'm greedy." 

Selina's knees rested above Diana's shoulders, her legs hooked under her arms. She was completely soaked, the taste of her coating Diana's tongue as it slid once again between delicate pink folds. Selina shuddered, reaching forward to grip the top of the headboard. "God, yes, just like that." Selina's hips rocked, riding Diana's face, gasping for air. "Just like that, you—fuck." She bit back words in favor of meaningless groans, moving harder and faster, her motions forcing Diana's attentions to wherever she wanted it. Her climax this time was violent, snarling, her thighs shaking and her teeth bared. There was a delay before she released the headboard, rolling off of Diana.

"Are you okay?" Selina asked, sweet again, and Diana laughed.

"I am Diana, warrior princess of Themyscira, Amazon among Amazons," she reminded her. "If all it took to harm me was a pretty woman sitting on my face, I'd never have left the island."

Selina laughed with her, kissed her so arousal mingled on their tongues. Though Diana would gladly have kept them on longer, she allowed Selina to remove the cuffs and leave her in her bracelets. "Spending the night?" Selina asked, snuggling up close to Diana and getting comfortable.

Diana did not quite frown. "Surely Bruce would not allow such a thing?"

"I do it all the time," Selina shrugged.

"… oh."

"We don't have sex, if that's what you're wondering."

"Oh."

"You know when you get a new cat," Selina asked, "and you have to separate them and slowly introduce them to new smells and let them all acclimate to sharing their territory?"

Diana laughed. "Bruce is not a cat," she protested.

Selina yawned. "You say that." She rolled around and pressed her back toward Diana; Diana gave in, and took the position of big spoon. "But he doesn't try to stick me in the guest room anymore."

"Hmm." Diana nuzzled against Selina's hair.

It was a very comfortable bed.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Bruce was on autopilot between the Batcave and his bedroom. Usually when he got home, Alfred tried to make him eat something. He was too tired to notice the lack of this.

Until three steps into his bedroom, after peeling off his shirt. Where he noticed that his bed was occupied.

Selina Kyle was very comfortably nestled in the arms of Diana of Themyscira. Selina was wearing just a sweatshirt. Diana was wearing nothing at all. His bedroom smelled like sex. There were sex toys and lingerie scattered over his floor.

He shut his eyes, and tried not to lose his balance.

Had he fallen asleep? It seemed like he had fallen asleep. But, no. If he'd been sleeping, Selina would have been wearing the black cashmere instead of his goddamn sweatshirt again.

Furthermore: he had a very nice comforter. It was thousand-fill goose down wrapped in a twenty-five momme black silk duvet cover designed to match his sheets. It was extremely, extraordinarily expensive. They were not using it. Instead they were laying on top of it, after having twisted it just out of shape enough that there was not enough left for anyone else to use. He also had a very nice throw blanket. It was black mink, hand stitched from reclaimed vintage coats. They had wrapped it around their waists, and just their waists.

It was seven in the morning. It was fucking freezing outside. His entire circulatory system had been suddenly rerouted into his dick. His erection, in defiance of all logic, was also fucking freezing. Two women who had been sexually sated before he even got there had stolen five grand worth of bedding that they weren't even using.

If he tried to take a cold shower, he would pass out in the tub. If he tried to take any kind of a shower, he would pass out halfway to the tub.

Resigned, he fell into the side of his bed least full of women, and lost consciousness.










Bruce woke up at nine. This was, for him, uncomfortably late. He still hadn't slept as much as he should have.

There were still two women sleeping in his bed.

They had, while he had slept, sprawled out enough to push him to a small sliver of the bed.

He sat up. He didn't mean to stare at them. He stared. They looked soft and warm and utterly content. They were in his bed. It would be so easy to just—

He could reach over and just—

They were always saying—

It wouldn't be—

His hand hovered about five inches away from Diana's shoulder.

With a sigh, he rolled out of bed and headed for a cold shower.










Bruce felt like hell. He also looked like hell. Oliver Queen looked chipper as ever.

It was the facial hair. Anyone would look chipper with a beard like that.

"Long night?" Ollie asked. He was grinning. He didn't know that Bruce Wayne was Batman. Didn't think Bruce knew what Luthor had been up to in Star City. Thought coming straight to Bruce in person for the records he wanted wouldn't leave a paper trail. Girlfriend had already tried to hack in and get it. She was good. Not as good as Tim and Barbara combined.

"Work," Bruce said. His voice sounded rough to his own ears. Probably sounded worse. He drank his coffee. He should have offered Oliver a seat in the parlor. They continued to stand in the front hall.

"Right, right." They were the same age. Bruce had always felt older. Ollie had always thought he was patronizing. The difference had been worse, before. Queen and Wayne and Luthor. A spectrum of billionaires from frivolous to overbearing. Queen still wasn't comfortable around him. Thought they had nothing in common. "Sorry to bother you so early."

"It's fine." He took another drink of his coffee, and waited for Ollie to get to the point.

"I had a question I was hoping you could answer for me—not to be cloak and dagger, you just know how the Journal is."

"Yeah."

"You were looking at buying a robotics company a while back, weren't you?"

"You're going to have to be more specific," Bruce said, as if he didn't already know.

"Something about land-based drones…?"

Bruce sighed. "Ah. Yeah. Supposed to be for search and rescue during natural disasters. Ended up accepting some other offer, we never found out who." Luthor. It was always Luthor. Who else would it be?

"Right! That's the one. I know the information they gave you on their projects during negotiations would have been classified, but I don't suppose I could take a peek?" Ollie had an air of affected sheepishness. "I'm just curious about something."

"Yeah, that seems fine." It didn't. Queen was horrible at this. How did he even still have a secret identity? If Bruce hadn't been tired, he might have actually made him work for it. Come up with a plausible excuse. One that hadn't been shot through with arrows. Put Bruce's law degree to good use: fucking with Oliver Queen. "You're going to want to meet with Lucius, I'll call and—"

A door opening and closing too loudly. Giggling. Laughing. He should have powered through it. He shouldn't have looked. He looked. So did Oliver.

Diana and Selina were wearing his shirts. They were looking down over the railing at the two men in the front hall. They looked surprised.

"Ah—sorry!" Diana announced, immediately steering Selina back toward the bedroom. "We didn't realize you had company, so sorry."

She didn't sound that sorry. Bruce had been seen in public with Diana before. Same for Selina. As far as Bruce knew, Oliver didn't know that Selina was Catwoman. If he did, this was going to make Bruce's own identity fairly obvious.

Ollie looked from where the women had retreated back to Bruce, eyes narrowed. "Work, huh?"

"Yeah."

They had a silent staring contest. Bruce sipped his coffee and did not break eye contact. Then Oliver shook his head.

"You're a real asshole, you know that?"

Bruce sighed. "… yeah." He looked back toward the second floor. "Yeah."
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How's Work?


    
    "Is journalism a popular career for superheroes?" Ma wondered.

Clark's super-speed came to a halt, on his knees in the freshly-composted field. "What?"

"Not every superhero can be a princess or a billionaire," she said. "They've got to have day jobs, most of them." She was sitting on a fence post made out of a thick log, nursing an enormous cup of coffee.

"Not all of them," Pa said, dropping seeds into soil much slower than his son. "Some of them are aliens."

Ma and Clark looked at each other.

"Alien aliens," he clarified.

"Aliens still need groceries," Ma said.

"Do they?" Pa asked.

"We do," Clark confirmed.

"I didn't mean you," Pa said, but Clark made a noncommittal noise that passively indicated that his father did not get to decide when Clark did and did not count as an alien.

"Those Lanterns get paid, don't they?" Pa asked.

"You sound very sure of yourself," Clark said.

"It's a job," Pa said. "They're space cops, answering to an alien government. I heard about it on YouTube."

"You need to stop watching those videos," Ma warned.

"The Lantern Corps doesn't pay," Clark said.

"Maybe not in Earth money," Pa said.

"How're they gonna spend it if it's not Earth money?" Ma demanded.

"Let's not have this conversation again," Clark interrupted, before anyone could say anything about space capitalism.

"Just doesn't seem right to have unpaid interns as space cops, is all," Pa said. He turned his seed packet upside-down, but nothing else came out. Clark disappeared with a wake of wind and reappeared with another packet.

"It's a volunteer position," Clark said, handing the seeds off to his father, "just like Superman."

"Superman doesn't have a boss," Pa said.

"I don't think the Lanterns have bosses, necessarily."

"They oughta unionize," Pa said. Clark rubbed the bridge of his nose, leaving dirt smudged there.

"There's gotta be a lot of private detectives in your line of work," Ma said. "Right? I think that's what I'd do, if I was being a superhero anyway." She seemed a little wistful about it.

"I... there's a couple," Clark admitted, since it felt vague enough to be safe.

"Any Earth cops?" Pa wondered.

"Oh, that doesn't seem ethical," Ma said. "Cops dressing up and getting evidence without a warrant."

"Ma, none of us have warrants," Clark said.

"That's different," she said. "There aren't cops, are there?"

"You know I can't tell you about people's identities," Clark said.

Ma gasped. "There are!"

"I never said that."

"You'd have said if there weren't!"

"He's not that kind of cop," Clark said, giving up on secrecy. "He's a forensic investigator and he keeps his jobs separate."

"Hmm." Ma narrowed her eyes suspiciously but didn't press the issue.

"Bet there's bloggers," Pa said with a knowing nod. "They don't have to wear pants."

"I'm not clear on why you think that's relevant."

Pa tapped his temple, depositing celery seed into his hair. "Think about it."

"I think you've got the right of it," Ma said, and Pa looked vindicated. "Not for the right reasons," she added, and Pa wilted. "That kinda thing's gotta be more likely than holding down a nine-to-five when you're fighting robots in long johns."

"When you say it like that, it sounds like the robots are wearing long johns," Clark pointed out.

"Do they not?" Ma asked.

"Which YouTubers are in the League?" Pa asked. "Any that I watch?"

"Pa."

"Is it Leo? I bet it's Leo."

"I don't know who that is."

"You oughta set up a commune," Ma decided. "Then you can all be heroes full time, instead of worrying about rent and such," she said. "Use your powers to be self-sufficient and all."

"Ma, that's—people can live at the Watchtower, if they want." Clark felt that this was an important clarification. "No one wants to. It's not close enough to anything, nothing delivers. Even if it wasn't so isolated, I don't think anyone would want to join a commune with each other. Didn't you burn down your last commune?"

Pa snorted.

"Threatened to," Ma said. "Not that they wouldn't have deserved it if I had."

"I don't think you should be advocating communal living with your history, is all I'm saying," Clark said.

"I'm a special case," she said with a wrinkle of her nose.

"She doesn't work well with others," Pa said, leaning on the fence.

"I do, too!" she insisted, threatening to kick him with one of her boots but failing to reach. 

"Donna," Pa began.

"The hell with her, anyway," Ma said before he could say anything else. "That doesn't mean anything, no one worked well with Donna. Donna didn't work. Just wanted to look like she was walking the walk, but when it was her turn to help with the corn, she was busy painting signs. It can't all be painting signs!"

"Yeah, well," Pa began.

"It's still a good idea," Ma insisted. "Not every commune's gonna have a Donna."

"I think they do," Pa sighed. "There's always a Donna."

"I don't think Bruce is going to want to join the Justice Commune."

"He's a billionaire," Ma said. "You can exclude the one billionaire."

"Three." Clark paused. "That I know of."

Ma scowled over her coffee. "I'm nice about Bruce because I like him," she warned, "but I don't like you hanging out with that crowd."

"At least one of those billionaires is a socialist."

"Now that just doesn't make any dang sense."

"He might be the Donna, actually." Clark checked his phone. "I need to get home and shower before work." He swept his parents up in a hug. "Want me to swing by over lunch?"

"We've got it handled," Pa assured him.

"Text me if you need anything," Clark said, lifting off the ground.

"Have fun at work," Ma said with a wave, before he took off in earnest and disappeared into the sky. She reached over, and brushed celery seed out of Pa's hair.

"I bet Leo's the guy with the bow," Pa said. "I know he didn't say that, but I feel like it was implied."
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Comes In Threes


    
    The Atom frowned, his arms swinging as he spun around to double-check the room. "You're not supposed to be on the computer," he said. Green Arrow was clicking the mouse rapidly and furiously, accomplishing nothing. "Where's Overwatch?"

Green Arrow pushed the mouse and keyboard away from him in disgust. "Apparently she thinks I don't appreciate her enough—"

"You don't."

"—so she started threatening to find someone who would, we argued, it was a whole thing." He sighed, unlocking his phone and holding it up. "Look at this. She took my private jet just so I'd be able to see she was going to Gotham."

Atom's eyes widened. "She's going to Gotham?"

"According to this flight plan she is."

"She can't go to Gotham." He started frantically moving to grab his keys and wallet off the desk before remembering that he'd just walked in, and hadn't brought those. "We have to stop her!"

Green Arrow was on his feet, trying to stop Atom from moving so much or intercept his frantic back-and-forth. "What? What's wrong?"

Atom put his hands on Green Arrow's shoulders. "She's going to Gotham," he said, with deep urgency. "She's going to see Bruce Wayne."

Green Arrow had put his hands on Atom's shoulders to match his intensity. "Okay?" His confusion stripped some of the intensity out of the whole situation.

"Don't you know what he is?"



"Felicity! Wait!" Oliver Queen skidded to a halt in the tiled hallway behind her. She spun on her heel right outside the door to Bruce Wayne's office, fire in her eyes.

"Don't try to stop me," she said.

"Just wait," he said. "There are things you don't know."

She frowned, and stepped a little closer. "About what?" she said, trying to figure out if this was somehow related to 'work'.

Oliver hesitated. "I'm not actually sure," he admitted, and she relaxed with a roll of her eyes. "We didn't really get a chance to talk about it." They'd spent most of the trip arguing about a guy they'd seen at the airport, who they both agreed looked familiar though they couldn't place why. This was, in retrospect, irresponsible.

"We."

Oliver looked to his right, where no one stood. He looked back to Felicity, and gestured to the nothing. "Ray," he explained. "I think he's still busy with the cops."

"Cops?"

"They're having a disagreement about whether he should be getting a ticket for the way he parked down there."

Felicity narrowed her eyes. "The cop wasn't going to give him a ticket."

"No."

"I'm going in there," she decided.

Oliver grabbed her arm as she tried to turn. "Felicity—"

"No," she scolded, holding out a single finger of rebuke, and Oliver shrank back. "I am going in there, and every billionaire who keeps a salmon ladder in his office can just wait in the hall. Because that's stupid. Keeping exercise equipment in your office is stupid, and we all know it's stupid. You don't even have a shower in there."

"This conversation took a turn," he said.

"I am going to walk into that office," she said, pointing to the door, "and break whatever monkey's paw curse it is I have on me," she said, gesturing with splayed fingers to her face, "that says that every time I meet an eligible bachelor, he'll have a billion dollars, but he'll spend it all on body armor and weird underground lairs."

"Felicity," he tried again, but she was already walking into Bruce's office, a swish to her ponytail and her chin held high.

"Why didn't you stop her!" Ray demanded, rushing up behind him.

"I tried!" Oliver insisted as they followed behind her.

There was no one behind Bruce's desk. Felicity paused, and the two men nearly ran into her.

"Over here," came a strained voice.

Felicity stiffened. She stood straighter, her mouth a thin line. She turned away from the source of the voice, all the way around to look at Oliver.

"Is he on a salmon ladder?" she whispered shakily. The two men said nothing, and she shut her eyes in pained resignation. Her voice was small and high-pitched. "Someone please tell me if there is a billionaire in this office flexing his naked abs in my direction so I can leave before he shows me his weird suit."

"I tried to warn you," Ray whispered.

"Miss Smoak?"

Slowly, Felicity turned to face her fear.

Bruce Wayne was sprawled on the floor. One of his legs was bent, but the other stuck straight out with his entire foot turned flat outward like a ragdoll. His suit was rumpled, his tie undone, and there was a folded cloth over his eyes. He had one wrist against his forehead, and his other hand held his phone aloft in her direction.

"Mr. Wayne?"

"Help."

"Are you okay?" she asked, inching closer.

"I have an hour to give final approval on this project," he said, "but they sent me the proposal as an email attachment. Every time I try to open the PDF, it just tries to upload it to Dropbox. I didn't know I even had a Dropbox. I don't think I do. I think a teen looked at my phone and now apps are manifesting on it. Halfway through the upload it throws an error and then stops. I've been trying to open this PDF for three hours. I am become Sisyphus, rolling the rock of this PDF up the hill of the cloud. That's not even where I want the rock. I just want to look at the rock on my phone. I don't know when rocks got so complicated. It's not even—they're downstairs. They could have just brought the rock. There was no reason to get a hill involved in this."

"I feel like this metaphor got weird."

"It usually does."

"Couldn't you use your computer?" she asked.

"I would have to get up."

"Why are you on the floor?"

"My back hurt," he said. He abruptly lifted both his feet off the ground and up toward the ceiling, loafers upside-down. "This helps."

He was still holding out his phone.

Suddenly Ray was throwing his arm out in front of her to stop her from moving forward, putting himself between Felicity and Bruce with a serious expression.

"Don't do it, Felicity," he said.

Bruce nudged the cloth off his face enough that he could squint at the gathering in his office, brow furrowed. His legs were still straight upward.

"If you help him now," Ray said, "he will never stop calling you."

She pushed his arm away from her.

"And always at three in the morning," Ray continued. "Every single time, the middle of the night. Last week he had me up until five trying to help him with font kerning issues. Kerning."

"Hello, Ray," Bruce said from the floor, finally dropping his legs, toes pointing directly outward like a stick figure.

"Hello, Mr. Wayne," Ray said.

"Ray, we've talked about this."

"Bruce," Oliver said with a half-wave.

"Oliver."

"Get that font thing sorted out?" Oliver asked.

"No," Bruce said, lowering his phone. "I ended up just paying a guy to make a new font."

"You said you couldn't do that because you wanted that specific one," Ray protested.

"Yeah," Bruce said. "I found the same guy. Only cost a couple thousand to have him fix it."

"You paid what?" Felicity said.

"It's a good font," Bruce said, gesturing with the phone still in his hand. "The A's have this—"

"Don't let him start about the A's," Ray interrupted.

"Let me see your phone," Felicity said, moving around Ray to get to Bruce. Bruce offered it up to her gratefully.

"You're going to regret that," Ray said.

Oliver looked at Ray. "So the thing we needed to warn her about was…"

"He's an IT nightmare," Ray confirmed.

"An asshole."

"Basically."

"I could have told you that," Oliver said. "You know, when we were kids I had to go to the hospital because of him."

"That wasn't my fault," Bruce said.

"He tricked me into licking a toad."

"I said that some people think you can lick toads to get high," Bruce said, bringing the cloth back down over his eyes. "You're the one who interpreted that to mean you should try."

"Any kid would have done the same," Oliver said.

"I never did," said Bruce.

"I wouldn't have," Ray said. "That's gross."

"You're the only person who would take that as a dare," Felicity said, trying to hand Bruce his phone back. "Here's your PDF." Bruce reached blindly upward, and she had to place the phone directly into his palm. "Should we see about getting you something for your headache?"

"I don't have a headache," he said, taking the cloth off his head to look at his phone.

"You had a cool cloth over your eyes," Felicity said.

"I thought just laying on the floor would look weird." His thumb scrolled through the PDF. "This is all wrong."

"Did I get the wrong file?" she asked, bending down to try and see the screen.

"It's the right file, it's just hideous."

"Bad kerning?" Ray suggested.

"That's the least of their problems," Bruce said. "I think they made this in an old version of Word."

"That's not so bad," Oliver said.

"Of course you'd think so."

"What's the proposal for?" Felicity asked.

"App thing."

"Definitely reject," she nodded.

"He hasn't even read it," Oliver said.

"He doesn't have to."

"I like her," Bruce said. "Do you want to make me an app?"

"Don't do it," Ray said.

"What were you even going to hire her for?" Oliver asked.

"Was I going to hire you?" Bruce asked Felicity. "I thought we were having dinner."

"I thought we could talk about hiring me over dinner," Felicity said.

"This is awkward," Ray said.

Bruce looked between all assembled from his position on the floor. "Were you using me to make your boyfriend jealous."

"Only a little," Felicity said.

"Next time you should say so," he said. "Here, I'll just…"

"No, it's fine," she said as he tried to get up. "I think it's too late."

Bruce kicked his legs up, rolled all the way back up to his shoulders and then over to stand. Felicity leaned away as Bruce brushed himself off. He stood up straight, and Felicity thought about the fact that she was in an expensive office surrounded by billionaires almost a foot taller than she was.

There was a time when this would have been the ultimate fantasy scenario.

Still kinda was, if she was honest.

"You said that out loud," Oliver said.

"What?" she said.

"The thing about the fantasy."

"Oh." She clasped her hands in front of her, turning red.

"It's fine," Bruce said. "I get that a lot."

"He does," Oliver confirmed.

"I don't," Ray said.

"It's just him," Oliver said.

"Sorry," Bruce said.

"I think it's because you seem gentle," Felicity suggested, making Oliver scowl.

Bruce cocked his head sideways, and she blushed harder. "Thank you."

"Now that Felicity's accomplished everything she set out to do," Oliver began.

"Have I?"

"Has she?"

"I think maybe we should all get our of your hair," he finished.

"I thought we were going to dinner," Bruce said.

"We could all go to dinner," Felicity said.

"You could help me with this email thing," Bruce said to Ray.

"I'm not hungry," Ray said.

Everyone in the room noticed at once the motion occurring outside Bruce's office, where the employees were rushing to look at the street.

"What's happening?" Oliver asked.

Bruce leaned to look out an outside window. "Looks like Riddler hijacked some billboards," he said, disinterested.

Felicity covered her mouth with her hands. "I almost forgot, this city has real supervillains!"

Oliver gave her a sharp look. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"I need to go right now immediately," Ray said. "I'll—we'll just—bye." He darted out of Bruce's office without another word.

They stared at each other in silence.

"Scared of the Riddler," Bruce said finally.

"Yes," Oliver said immediately.

"Terrified," Felicity agreed.

"You're going to have to go make sure he's okay."

"Yes."

"We didn't want to seem rude."

"I completely understand. Let me know if he's okay, we can do this some other time."

"Thank you so much," Felicity said, bending a little at the waist as she edged toward the door.

"Don't bow," Oliver said as he opened it for her.

"I—I was being respectful."

"Since when are you—"

Bruce watched them rush toward the stairwell. After a moment, he poked his head out of the door of his office. "You know that's going to be on YouTube in about five minutes," he called to the crowd pressed against the windows.

"Somebody's gotta be first upload, boss!" a woman called back.

"You have a cooking channel, Megan."

"Stop trying to pigeonhole me!"

"I'm going back to the floor," Bruce muttered, going back into his office. "Everyone knows this one anyway, it's the cabin of a—he's going to hijack a fucking plane." He turned back around to head for the elevators.

"Don't go in there," he said as he passed someone about to enter the stairwell. "I think Oliver Queen and his girlfriend might be getting naked."

"Ew!"
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Whammied


    
    Harley knocked shave-and-a-haircut on the door. "Batsy?" she called. "Red wanted me to tell ya she's real sorry about all this. Sorta. She also kinda thinks it's funny? But in a sorry way."

There was no sound on the other side of the door. 

"Can I come in?"

"No."

That came through clear as day. "It's just me," she said. "I told Red I'd stay an' make sure ya didn't get taken advantage of or nothin'. Ya ain't expectin' any Robins, are ya?" 

"No."

"That's good! Under the circumstances, an' all. I'm gonna come in, okay?"

"Don't."

Harley had already opened the door to slip inside. "Haaay."

She could never tell if he was looking at her. The glass eyes of his mask were dim, but that didn't mean anything. They only brightened occasionally, and she didn't know if it accomplished anything besides looking scary in the dark. 

There was nothing in the room but him, an abandoned office in an abandoned building. He was kneeling on the floor, and she couldn't decide if it looked meditative or ominous. Maybe both. She'd thought, from his earlier refusal, that he might have given in to temptation. Unbuckled his belt. Maybe taken his gloves off. He hadn't done any of that. Just sitting, the slow rise and fall of his breathing visible only in the motion of the symbol there, black as a hole in his chest.

"I brought ya some water," she said, holding up a bottle. She'd changed into a red dress too low and too short and too tight, showing off the tops of her mismatched stockings. Her red choker had a heart-shaped hole over her throat. 

"Harley." It was a warning when he said it. 

"Too much?" She looked down at her heels, six-inch silver stilettos that buckled around her ankles with bells. "I'd wear 'em all the time, yanno, if I wouldn't break my legs. Gotta be able to run an' kick ya in the face an' all." She shrugged. "Ya doin' okay?" 

"You should go."

"Naaaaaaah." She bent at the waist to try to see him better, her toes turning inward, the fall of her arms exaggerating already dramatic cleavage. She still had her pigtails in. "Ya want help?" 

"No."

"Ya sure? I whammied myself so it'd be fair." That familiar intoxicating feeling, her pulse pounding in her mouth, an ache at the press of her thighs like the threat of a climax always barely out of reach.

He sighed. He very nearly facepalmed. "Why would that be better."

"I don't wanna take advantage of your delicate condition!" 

"I'm not pregnant."

"I guess it's still not totally fair," she admitted. "I'm always doin' this for fun, so I've got practice." She set the water bottle down on the floor. "I didn't think the thing with the Cat was the monogamous type of thing."

"We don't have a thing."

Harley snorted and dropped to her knees across from him. She wore the pose differently than he did. "If ya only like itty-bitty chicks, just say so." She wiggled her hips, didn't quite squirm; only the size of her thighs kept him from being able to look up her skirt. Not that she'd know for sure if he tried. "But Wonder Woman's pretty hippy, an' ya seem to like her fine." Experimentally, she spread her thighs a little, and watched the part of his face that she could see. The twitch of a flexing muscle in his jaw sent a tingle down to her toes.

"Harley," he warned again. 

She feigned innocence, fluttering her eyelashes as she spread her legs out underneath her, unfolding to either side. "What?" she asked, legs stretched out in a split, leaning forward to brace her hands against the floor. Her dress was bunched around her hips. 

He almost looked like he was going to say something, but instead tilted his head just enough to make it clear he was averting his gaze. 

She giggled. "I'm sorry," she said, making no attempt to sound sorry. "I see a big strong man and my legs just do this on their own, like I can't help myself."

This time he was going to say something, but she abruptly reached out to put her hand over his mouth. 

"I don't actually believe that," she clarified seriously. "I was just sayin' that as, like. A weird fetish thing."

Batman either snorted or choked, but either way, she recoiled immediately. Her vague concern that he might vomit on her disappeared as he buried his face in both gloved hands, with a muffled sound like a pug in a trash can rolling down the stairs. 

"Are you... laughin'?" she asked, with dawning awe and delight.

His face was still buried in his hands, practically resting on his knees, curled under his cape like a wayward bit of void. He'd gone silent, but he was shaking. 

"You are laughin'!" she accused, pushing at his shoulder and halfway to a squeal of glee.

"God dammit Harley," he managed between gasps for air against his hands. 

"I made Batman laugh!" she announced, bringing her legs back together so she could bounce excitedly on her knees, throwing fists of triumph into the air. "This is even better than the fuckin' I wanted! Just as good. Almost as good. I'll take what I can get."

"Jesus fucking Christ," he said, sounding almost like a real person. He rubbed at his face in a way that would have been more useful if it had been bare. 

"Ya seemed like ya needed reassurin'!" she said defensively. 

"Oh, I did," he said, rubbing at the bridge of his nose through his mask. "Thank you for that, I feel very reassured." Something about the way his voice had slipped was almost urbane. He was usually so quiet it made him sound like a ghost. He tried to clear his throat of those little scraps of life she'd managed to find. "A weird fetish thing," he muttered, shaking his head. 

"I just wanted to be clear!"

"Clarity is good."

"I know laughter is its own reward, but I feel like I should get a prize for making Batman laugh," she said. She was leaning closer, her hips wiggling again.

"Is the prize cock?"

"Ideally!" She giggled. "But I ain't gonna do anythin' ya ain't comfortable with, so if ya just wanna tell me no an' be real mean about it, that works too."

He sighed. "Come here."

Her eyes widened. "Really?" That was all the invitation she needed, though she was still cautious as she pulled herself into his lap, straddling his thighs. "Like this?" she asked, nails digging nervously into the cape on his shoulders.

His answer was to slide a hand behind her neck and pull her into a kiss. He was soft and slow in all the ways she didn't have the patience for, and she rocked her hips, grip on his cape tightening. 

"Ya didn't have to do that," she said when he'd pulled away. He ran a leather-clad thumb over her lower lip, and she couldn't tell if it was enough to smear her lipstick. "Are ya gonna...?"

"Going to what?"

"Fuck me?" she asked, breathless and hopeful.

"Maybe."

"Maybe!" she repeated, indignant. The left corner of his mouth curled faintly upward.

"You haven't asked."

She looked down at herself, her dress ridden up to reveal soaked black lace between spread-wide thighs. "What, do I gotta beg?" 

"Yes."

"… oh." She shivered giddily, biting down on  her lip but not suppressing her giggle. "Please fuck me—" She hesitated. "... Batsy?" she tried. "Batman? Mister Batman? Mister Man? Mister Bat?" It occurred to her too late that this derailment was obnoxious. "Sorry," she said, pressing her mouth shut. Only being able to see the bottom half of his face made it hard to tell if he was irritated with her. 

Gloved fingertips ran along her jaw. "Don't apologize." She leaned into his touch, and he let her nuzzle at his palm. "Keep talking."

"Mister," she decided, with more spite than she wanted to admit. Mister, just Mister, and anyone else would be left with a modifier to show that they weren't the. "Please fuck me, Mister? I want it real bad." She ran her tongue along his fingers, the familiar taste of leather, and nipped at his fingertips.  

"Don't bite," he warned, taking his hand back, and with a giggle she snapped her teeth in the air between them. He pressed his fingers against her panties, and she ground against his touch. "Play nice."

"Ya gonna spank me?" she teased.

"You always ask that."

"But ya never do it!" She rocked her hips faster, and leather slid past lace to push inside her. "Ah—even—oh—even when I'm really bad." She rode his fingers as they moved and curled inside her. "I think about it," she added. "I know I'm not supposed to—oh—but your whole outfit is so—just look at ya! I can't—I can't help it."

"Are you implying I'm asking for it because of how I'm dressed?" he asked. He was droll as ever, but compared to his usual flat affect she could practically hear the smile in his voice. She cackled. "Don't objectify me when I'm trying to arrest you, Dr. Quinzel." There was something familiar, something evocative, about the way he called her that. 

"Keep scoldin'," Harley said, "it's workin'." That won her a hiccup of laughter from him, dangerously close to a giggle, his mouth all lopsided. She let him go, pulled at the already-low neckline of her dress until her breasts came up and over it. He leaned forward to put his lips on her, drawing a nipple into his mouth, and she tightened around his fingers. She wanted to tangle her fingers in his hair; the best she could manage was to press a hand against the back of his head, a few fingers curling around one of the ears on his cowl. 

"Oh—oh—harder, harder, please fuck me hard Mister, please." She rocked hard against his curling, pumping fingers; his thumb fit against her clit, and she groaned. "Fuck me like ya hate me, fuck me like you're tryin' to teach me a lesson, fuck me hard, please, oh god." His fingers pushed into her faster and deeper, she could feel his teeth against her skin, almost biting but not quite. Her voice was getting higher pitched, but if he wasn't going to stop her then she was going to keep talking. "Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me up, I need it I need it oh my god—" 

She came in a great shuddering climax, pressing him hard against her breast and gripping his cape with her other hand. When she went slack, his mouth left her skin, and she felt bold enough to press a quick kiss to it. He kissed her back more aggressively, a hunger in it that made her insides sing. 

"Do I get to touch ya now?" she asked. 

"Maybe." His fingers slipped out of her, leather gloves soaked, and she grabbed his hand to bring it to her mouth. She licked at his hand and sucked on his fingers, filling her mouth with the taste of her own arousal, making as much of a show of it as she could manage. "Did you have something in mind?"

She raised an eyebrow, and very pointedly drove the lips wrapped around his fingers to the base of them.

"Hm." He reclaimed his hand, and she reached between them to try to touch him. Then she gasped.

"I forgot!" she said, wide-eyed. "Ya wear that thing so I can't kick ya in the balls!"

He had that lopsided curve to his mouth again. "Yes."

Normally she didn't notice it unless she was in the process of trying to kick him in the balls. "You've been wearin' that thing with a hard-on this whole time?"

"Yes."

"That doesn't seem comfortable!"

"It's not."

"An' kneelin' like this is gonna cut off the circulation in your legs."

"It has."

She huffed, prodding him in the impossible black of the symbol in his chest. "I'm gettin' up, an' you're gonna get comfy."

"Doctor's orders?"

"Yes," she said, rearranging herself into the floor so he could move. He pulled his legs out from underneath himself, and almost immediately she was between them and running her hands along his boots. His knees were still bent, one foot on the floor as if at any moment he might change his mind and stand. "Ya gotta take better care of yourself," she chided. 

"Earlier today you tried to break my legs with a giant hammer," he reminded her. 

"I woulda took ya to the hospital after! I'd send flowers." There was a trick to getting his belt off, but she'd gotten good at it over years of getting the better of him. It fell from his hips with a clatter.

"You poisoned me."

"Red poisoned ya accidentally," Harley corrected. "An' then I poisoned myself to make it fair!" She frowned as she struggled with the fasteners on his pants. "Why've ya gotta make it so hard to get your dick out!" 

"Why would I make that easy?"

"What if ya have to go to the bathroom?" she suggested. 

"How many bathroom breaks are you assuming that I take in this?"

"Ya should be takin' a lot of them," she said, "if you're drinkin' enough water."

"You have a weird fixation on keeping me hydrated."

"Ya keep odd hours an' ya get a lot of exercise," Harley said with a wrinkle of her nose. "An' in this suit! I'm surprised ya don't get heat stroke in the summer." She'd become completely distracted from her task, hands resting on his pants and the unyielding plastic beneath it. It couldn't have been comfortable, but he didn't complain. "I did a study, yanno, about the long-term neurobiological consequences of chronic dehydration due to lack of access to clean water."

"I know."

"Do ya?" she asked, surprised. "Do ya know what we found?" She prodded at the thick padding armoring his stomach. "Bad stuff! Drink more water."

He sighed as he leaned back on one elbow. "Yes, Doctor." His amused resignation made her giggle as she managed to get the outer layer of his clothes undone. This was usually as far as she got, leaving him in his thin black underclothes. She always thought he looked suspiciously like a ballerina in them, though he always denied it. It took some awkward sliding to get the cup he'd been wearing out of the way; she squeaked in delighted alarm when his cock came free of his suit. Then she clapped gleefully, giggling. "Now you're just being patronizing," he accused. 

"Am not," she protested. "I'm excited, I'm allowed to be excited! It's very nice." She gently patted the head of his erection with her palm.

Batman did what was definitely a full facepalm.

"If you're going to pet it like a cat," he said, "I'm putting it away"

"That is not how I pet cats," she said, wrapping her fingers around his shaft. His skin was all slick with precum, hot and hard in her hand as she stroked him. He turned his attention underneath himself, to where his belt had fallen; after a moment, he offered her a condom. She cackled again. "Do ya always keep those in there?" she asked, taking it from him. 

"Better safe."

"I always figured maybe ya switched out what ya had in there based on, I dunno, algorithms or somethin'. So you'd have different stuff when ya were fightin' Riddler than when ya were goin' after Croc." She covered his cock significantly faster than she'd gotten it out, which felt all sorts of backwards to her. 

"Trade secret."

She stuck her tongue out at him, still stroking his cock through latex. "I'm not fishin' for intel! That'd be a dumb way to try an' hurt ya when I'm holdin' your dick." His shoulders twitched in a demi-shrug. "Anyway, point is, I was thinkin' maybe the condoms were special, on account of Red an' the high risk of fuckmadness an' all." She'd intended to have her mouth full already, but she kept getting derailed, and he had a troubling tendency to not tell her to shut up. 

"They're not usually for me."

"What, ya just throw rubbers at randos tryin' to fuck in alleys?"

"Sometimes."

Harley laughed loud and hard at the thought of someone getting hit in the head with a condom like a batarang. "That's the best fuckin' thing I ever heard," she informed him, before dropping her head to bury his cock in her mouth. Her lips at the base of him and the head in her throat, all at once so that he made a strangled sound of surprise. She hummed happily, sucked and bobbed for only a moment before coming back up. She reached for his hands, and he let her take them; she placed them on her pigtails somewhat pointedly. 

"I'm not—"

"Ya don't have to try an' choke me with it," she interrupted, though it was clear that would be her preference. "Just hold on, at least." She tightened her hands around his and made him tug her pigtails in opposite directions, waggling her eyebrows. His little sigh was so put out by the suggestion that he try being inconsiderate that she giggled again. She wrapped her lips around his shaft again, bobbed her head too quick so he'd pull her hair whether he wanted to or not. "Mmph."

His grip tightened. 

She pressed her nails into his thighs, sucked harder, moved faster. She whimpered and squirmed and groaned and hummed, validated when his hips started moving. Not by much, only intermittent shallow thrusts against her throat. In the brief moments of her silence she could hear his breathing, ragged through his teeth. 

Suddenly he pulled her off of him by the hair; surprised, she yelped and brought her arms up to shield her face, shutting her eyes as she flinched. He moved her hands out of his way, tilted her face so he could kiss her, even messy as she was. Her heart slammed against her sternum, even as it became clear he wasn't angry with her. Just moving her to where he wanted her, pushing her down so that he could get on top of her. Quiet and efficient but the force of him could feel like passion if she remembered how he always burned cold. He pushed her panties back off to the side, tearing some of the stitching. She let out another yelp of surprise as his hands hooked under her knees, lifted them to her shoulders. 

He was slow as he entered her, dragging out every inch so her back arched and her hips tilted, trying to urge him deeper. When he'd buried his cock in her completely, he started to thrust, pulling practically the whole length of him from her before ramming it back in. There were probably better ways for her to respond than a loud, "Holy shit," but he didn't seem to mind. She was incoherent almost immediately after, every thrust knocking the air out of her with a high-pitched sound. Her breasts bounced and her back tried to arch, pinned to the floor as she was, the bells on her ankles ringing. His cape draped over them both like a blanket, his grip tight on her legs, a rumbling sort of growl the only sound he seemed to make. His mouth and his jaw were still all she could see of him, a twitch to his lips like he wanted to snarl. 

All at once he moved her again, and it thrilled her how he could do that, rearrange her in whatever way pleased him. He turned her over so she was on her hands and knees, one hand gripping her by the hip and the other holding her down against the floor by one of her pigtails. He thrust into her again, used fingers digging into her hip to pull her back against him in a steady pounding rhythm. She cried out, her toes curling backward and her nails scratching the floor. There was a voice in her ears and she realized it was hers, "Just like that, just like that, god, fuck, oh my god, oh my god, you're perfect, please—"

He pulled her up off the floor, wrapped an arm around her neck and gripped her shoulder, pinning her against his chest as he continued to fuck her. The texture of his suit was rough against her skin, she could feel his mask as his teeth pressed at the valley between her neck and her shoulder. Possessive, possessed, when she came she screamed and saw stars in her eyes. He'd buried himself in her, and she could feel the twitch of his cock trying to pump her full. She imagined his face, imagined being allowed to see his face, wondered if anyone ever really was. He kissed the mark his teeth had left in her skin as she went limp in his lap.

"You're real good at this, Mister," she sighed. 

"Thanks." Batman pulled her down onto the floor with him, her body still fitted against his, wrapping his cape around her. It felt suspiciously like cuddling.

"Next time ya oughta cuff me," she said. She still throbbed, still ached, still wanted. She wouldn't be satisfied until the pollen wore off, and even then... 

"There won't be a next time," he said. "This was an isolated incident."

Harley jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, and he grunted. "Don't say it like that."

"I'm not mad at you."

"Bein' mad at yourself ain't better." She wiggled herself off his still-hard cock so she could roll around in his arms. She wanted to see that small fraction of his face. "I'm happy," she informed him, stern as she could manage. "Don't ruin it for me tryin' to make me another nail on your cross."

"Ouch."

"I mean it! If ya wanna be a martyr, that's your business, but do it on your time, not with mine. Ya might act like an authority figure, but it ain't like I respect ya as one anyway." She reached down between them to remove the spent condom from him; she needed to do something with her hands. "An' I know this ain't gonna change nothin', as far as arrestin' me goes."

"I am still going to arrest you after this," he warned. 

"I just said I know! But that's got nothin' to do with this, on account of we are grown-ups an' we can compartmentalize. Right?" His only answer was a non-committal grunt. "An' I'm as sane as anybody else right now, an' it ain't like I got plans to tell folks I got to touch your dick." She tentatively closed the small space between them, was gratified when his hand flattened against her back and pulled her close. His erection pressed against her stomach, no threat or urgency to it. "Don't go ruinin' my hedonism by regrettin' it."

"You thought I was going to hit you," he said. It wasn't a question. "Earlier."

"I didn't think ya were," she corrected. "I wasn't thinkin' at all. I know ya ain't gonna hit me."

"I've hit you on more than one occasion."

Harley huffed. "It doesn't count if we're fightin'! Ya barely even hit me then." She grinned, though he couldn't see it with her face against his chest. "Ya used to choke me." Catching her one-handed, cutting off her air but stopping before she passed out, never leaving a mark. "I liked that."

"That's why I stopped doing it."

She giggled, stroking his cock idly between her fingertips and her stomach. "I like ya," she informed him. "Trust ya, even. We just got some philosophical differences, is all."

"What philosophy does bombing and robbing a fashion show fall under?" 

"It was a statement about conspicuous consumption an' actin' outside of a system in which I'm asked to consume in order to make myself an acceptable object for consumption."

"Uh-huh."

"Ya oughta see how I look in some of it—oh!" She gasped in delight. "What if ya fucked me in it?" she asked. "Can ya imagine if I did all that, just to have ya bring me in all jewel-encrusted an' freshly fucked an' sticky? Symbolically speakin'?" 

"Symbolically speaking, that makes me sound like a rapist."

"Aw."

"Stop trying to make me a part of performance art in which I represent the patriarchy."

"Aw, Batsy." She patted his symbol affectionately. "It's cute how ya think I'll take orders when we ain't fuckin'."
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Stolen Moments


    
    Selina had an apartment in Gotham. She just happened to prefer Bruce's bed. She assumed he couldn't mind too much, since his bedroom retained the usual cat-shaped security holes. 

She never wore her suit to visit him. He'd throw a fit if she did. An understated fit, but a fit. What she wore instead was closer to what she might wear to return a relic. Nothing particularly alluring, but that was deliberate. 

The trick was to never dress for a seduction, no lacy lingerie or garters. Bruce had a stubborn streak that overlapped with his competitive streak, and seduction only gave him something to resist. He derived a particular satisfaction from self-imposed deprivation. 

She kicked off her boots and left her pants on his floor.  Leaving a mess, making herself at home, alerting him to her presence whenever he got back. When she jumped onto his bed, she wore nothing but a tank top and briefs in black cotton. 

The trick was to look comfortable. Some part of his subconscious or another registered this as a victory, as if he'd fooled her into trusting him. She didn't think he was even a little aware of this. She didn't plan to tell him. He had a hydra of issues; she'd take the one she knew how to work with over the two she didn't. 

They never fucked. Almost never. Her hope was that he was acclimating to her presence. Every time she broke in, he'd slept a little closer, and he'd finally started snuggling with her sometimes. She didn't press the issue, waited for him to come to her. 

It was a lot like adopting a stray. They could be the most loyal of all, if they were allowed to come on their own terms. 

His bed smelled like him. Czech & Speake No. 88. Matching black bottles all in a row on his bathroom counter, labels all facing the same direction. Sometimes she nudged them to see if he'd notice. He always did.

Bruce smelled like an overgrown cemetary garden on a hot spring day after a storm. 

Usually. 

Sometimes he smelled like he'd been rowing a burning dumpster through a sewer. But on those days he showered before anything else, came to bed with wet hair that dripped cold on her neck. 

She liked to lay on top of the fur throw Bruce kept on his comforter. In the cloud forests of Santiago Comaltepec she'd slept on the back of the Cat. She'd never been sure what to call it, that creature of pure power wrapped in black fur, massive as the night and smelling of blood. The soul of all cats, and when it purred against her cheek she'd felt for the first time like she belonged. 

The fur throw didn't feel like that. But it was nice. 

She fell asleep before Bruce got home. She usually did. In her sleep, she slipped into the woods around the manor. She was broad-shouldered and powerful and low to the ground. She was waiting for a mouse to reappear from under a blackberry bush. Above her, she could hear the soft feathers of an owl's wings. There was nothing for her here. 

She slipped into different fur. She was young and wiry, exploring neutral ground. An old greenhouse out amidst the trees. There were holes in the glass, covered with thin plastic that let heat escape. Cats curled around each other in the warmth, hidden beneath ferns. When it got too cold, they would tear into the thin sheets and take shelter inside. She sniffed curiously in the direction of a feral family of five guinea pigs. A little one slept on the fur of an old Maine Coone. That one watched her, unblinking. It knew that she was not her fur. 

She slipped. She was bold and well-fed for it. She had a crook in her tail, and she was missing part of her right ear. She was very proud of it. She lurked near stone that wasn't a stone, hiding safely away from the unpaved path. She watched the Batmobile approach, a shadow in the thick tunnel of trees. When the door opened to allow it inside, she leapt after it. The door closed behind her. 

It was a long and winding tunnel, and she stalked the length of it until it opened into the cave. Bats chittered overhead. 

"I'm really not tired," Tim was saying. He'd changed into a t-shirt and jeans. "I can do the morning shift."

"There probably won't be one," Bruce said. He was still all in black. The cat would know him, even if Selina hadn't. It did not recognize the significance of secrets any more than the permanence of doors.

"What if something happens?"

"Statistically unlikely." Bruce was at a worktable, disassembling his belt. 

"But if it does, though," Tim pressed. 

"I can handle it."

"Will you come wake me up?"

She moved closer, watching them from the shadows beneath the furniture. 

"I can handle it," Bruce repeated. "Go to bed."

Tim huffed. Then he knocked on the silver-domed lid resting at the desk, covering a dish that rested on a hotplate. "Alfred left a plate."

Bruce only glanced at it. "Then eat fast."

"It's for you."

"I'm not hungry."

Tim crossed his arms. "I'm not leaving until you eat." His chin tilted upward, attempting to look implacable. She came out from underneath the desk to circle his legs, and smelled the air. Salt and fat and starch. 

Bruce stood straighter to look at Tim. Tim immediately faltered. "You have school in six hours," Bruce said. "Go to bed."

"... promise you'll eat?" She wound around his legs. 

"You're aware that I'm the adult here."

"Are you going to eat?"

"Yes. Bed. Now."

Tim sighed. "Night, Bruce." Then he bent to scratch her back as she rubbed against his calf. "Night, pretty kitty. You coming to bed with me?" 

"No," Bruce answered for her. "It has fleas."

Tim went upstairs unaccompanied. 

She wound herself around Bruce's legs. He ignored her. She jumped up onto the work table. He sighed, and ran a hand over her back. "Hello, Mistoffelees."

"Maow."

"You're not supposed to be in here."

"Mra-oh."

"You're a walking plague hazard."

"Myau."

"Well, then." He slid the cowl off his face. Sometimes he detached the part of it that held the glass-eyed visor, so that he could keep wearing it. This time he didn't. His hair went in all different directions, and running his hand through it didn't help. "It must be very important." Gingerly, he lifted her off the table, holding her against his chest and scratching behind her ears. "What news from the north?" 

"Maow." He was sturdy and warm. 

"Hm. And the south?"

"Mrrow."

"Distressing. l appreciate your courage in bringing me this information." She stretched her neck to press her nose to his chin, so he gave her a quick kiss between the eyes. He set her in his lap when he sat at the desk. She sat upright to peer at the monitors. "Are you helping?" 

"Mew."

He took her paw between his fingers and guided it to a button on the keyboard. Her claws extended as she pressed it, and the index search interface popped up. "Good idea." She took her paws back to pull herself up onto the desk. "Careful, careful." He guided her gently away from the keyboard. She sniffed and pawed at the silver dome lid. "A-ha. I see what you're after." He lifted the lid and set it aside before returning his attention to the computer. 

She considered the croquetas piled on the silver dish. She looked back to where he was typing up new database entries. "Maaaow."

"Help yourself."

She picked up a croqueta with her teeth, walked back across the desk, and dropped it on the keyboard. "Myu."

He stared at it. "Et tu, Mistoffelees."

"Mrrrrrrrrra."

"I'm not eating this one," he warned, setting it back in front of her. "You have mouse breath." She watched suspiciously as he pulled his gloves off, and was not satisfied until he'd actually put a croqueta in his mouth. Pleased, she stretched out to lay on the desk, and held her prize in her forepaws. She chewed at the crispy exterior. 

"Shit! Shitshitshitshit shit." Bruce snatched it away from her suddenly, and she yowled in alarm, batting at his hand. "I deserve that, sorry, sorry." He threw her croqueta in the trash. Then he started opening desk drawers, searching them. She watched with raised hackles. Finally, he found a little tin of cat food, and pulled the tab off to offer it to her. It smelled like Salisbury steak. 

"Mrrrroooowrr."

"I know, I know. I should have realized there'd be onions."

"Maow."

"You think I don't know?"

"Myu."

"I saw him eat a whole onion, once. Raw. Like an apple."

"Miao."

"I know." He looked at the back of his hand with a frown. The clawmarks were bleeding. "You know I was shot at three times tonight," he informed her. "Not a scratch." He pulled a little first aid kit out of another drawer. She watched him use a sterilizing wipe on his hand, staining the whole thing red. It ran too deep to stop on its own, so he brushed a liquid bandage over it. 

He offered her his hand. She touched it gently with her nose, and so he scratched her under the chin. 

She slipped away back into bed. 

Selina didn't know what time it was when Bruce joined her in the bedroom. She grumbled when his arms slid underneath her to pick her up, and he tucked her back under the comforter. When he joined her, he pulled her back against his chest. Warm and sturdy and familiar, his legs tangled with hers. 

She fell back asleep, and didn't roam. 

When she roused again, he was running a hand along her back. Warm and rough along her skin, his thumb following her spine. Along her ribs and back over her stomach, fingers splayed out to hold her close. He nuzzled at her neck, his nose buried in her hair. He sighed. Sunlight was filtering into the room through the balcony curtains.

She could feel his arousal pressing against her back. His hand moved lower. 

She hugged the pillow beneath her as his fingers worked between her thighs, pressure and friction adjusting every time she moved her hips or let a sound escape her. The heavy down pillow muffled her, but his other hand stroked through her hair and pulled just enough to gently coax her into turning her head. Tiny cries and whimpers filled the quiet of the empty room, swallowed by books and plush furniture and thick insulation. 

She pressed backward, all but ground against him, but he didn't take the bait. Just kept holding her still so he could touch her, and she didn't know if it was sadism or masochism that he didn't go any further.

Her climax was more of a gentle slope, shivering in his arms. She'd only just relaxed when he pulled away from her, and she yawned.

"Leaving already?" she asked, pulling the covers tight around herself as she rolled onto the space he'd vacated.

"Some of us have jobs," he said. He had an obvious erection beneath black boxer-briefs and an understated case of bedhead. Scars cut lines through the hair on his chest where it would no longer grow. 

"Wouldn't want to be late," she said, watching him walk to the bathroom. "You might get fired."

"Hmph."

"What happened to your hand?" 

He glanced at it. "Don't pretend you don't know."

She stiffened beneath the covers. He couldn't possibly have known. Even he couldn't be that clever, to have figured it out without being told. "What?"

"It was clearly an assassination attempt by one of your operatives."

"Oh." She relaxed. 

He hesitated. "Did you. Actually talk to the cat?"

"No."

"You just seemed nervous."

"I thought you were accusing me of something."

"Oh." He looked at his hand. "No. I was just trying to tease you about the cat thing." He lingered in the bathroom door. "Should I not have?" 

She yawned again, settling deeper into the pillows. "It's fine."

When he was ready to leave, she looked like she'd fallen back asleep. He kissed her forehead when he thought she was unconscious. 

She slipped into fur that was long and luxurious, wrapped around a body small for her breed. She was lounging on the roof, near a warm chimney. Light glinted underneath a solar panel, and she crept closer to it to investigate. She sniffed at a little piece of metal embedded under a shingle. There were voices in the distance, and she changed the focus of her investigation. 

A balcony door was open on the second floor, the opposite end of the house. It opened into the ballroom mezzanine. She dropped down onto a rail. The cleaning service Bruce used was out in full force, their focus on the floors. Glitter and candle wax and wine, remnants of a night not long past. No more live-in housekeepers, only carefully vetted visitors that moved over weeks from one end of the house to the other. Alfred watching, alert as ever. 

He noticed her immediately. "Out," he ordered, pointing back at the door, as if she were canine and not feline. She ignored him, and rubbed white fur onto black trousers. He made a sound of disgust, reaching down to grab her by the scruff of the neck. When he dropped her back out on the balcony, she swiped a paw as she fell, hooking claws in his pocket square. Immediately she grabbed it with her teeth and went running. 

"Why you little—"

She jumped along the windows to scramble back up to the roof. 

"Mrs. Lee," he called back into the ballroom, "I'm stepping out for a moment."

She watched from the edge of the roof, tail swishing, handkerchief hanging from her mouth. 

"Oh, you are a little shit, aren't you?" he muttered as he made his way to the edge of the balcony. He glanced back to the door, then put a foot up on the railing to pull himself up, balancing on it. "I'm not interested in playing with you," he warned. "This is your last chance to drop it."

She shook her head like she was trying to break the hanky's neck.

"Obnoxious little dustmuppet." He checked the door again before jumping onto an adjacent windowsill. He pulled himself onto the frame above it, and again, and then the gutter. 

Wayne Manor had very sturdy gutters. Usually Alfred wasn't the reason. 

She retreated under a solar panel as Alfred pulled himself onto the roof, crouched near the edge of it. "Didn't think I could catch you, did you?" 

She bounded away, dropped the handkerchief and hid behind the chimney. 

"Coward!" he accused. He stepped between panels until he reached where she'd dropped her prize. He picked it up, then frowned. He knelt down to pick at the little piece of metal until it came loose, turning it over in his fingers. "This is an old one," he mused, looking out at the rest of the roof. "Must be one of Dick's." He wrapped his handkerchief around it, and tucked it in his pocket. 

He moved up to the highest point on the roof, and looked out at Gotham and the lake beyond. After a moment, he sat. He rested his elbows on his knees with a sigh. A breeze ruffled the translucent white of his hair. 

Slowly, she inched closer. She nudged herself into the space between his arm and his leg, climbing onto his thigh. He rested a hand on her fur. 

They spent an hour or two watching the clouds together, silent. It was neither a cozy nor an amiable silence, but it was comfortable for all that it was cold. 

She slipped back into bed, but only so she could get up to use Bruce's bathroom. It was absurdly large. He'd redone all the tile recently. His toilet had a lot of elaborate features she didn't think he'd ever used. His bathtub was almost the size of the hot tub he also had. 

There was a fireplace.

A fireplace. 

In his bathroom. 

She crawled back into bed. She checked her phone. Messages, but nothing urgent. She curled up to sleep, and she slipped. 

She was young and full of boundless energy. There were apiaries far back near the woods, surrounded by wildflowers. The hum of bees and the songs of grosbeaks filled her ears. She chased butterflies with no aspirations of catching any of them. She rolled in clover and daisies and snapdragons, batted at hanging coils of sweet peas. A butterfly landed on her nose. She sat very still, looking toward the sky, to see how long her new friend would stay. When it fluttered away again, she stretched out in the flowers, and yawned. 

She slipped. Further away from the house, closer to the sprawling residential streets invisible through the trees. Old houses, large houses, all of them aspiring to be as old and as large as the house at the top of the hill. 

Some were newer. Someone had knocked down an old house to build a new one, a great big thing that looked like six houses stitched together, too many windows and all their shapes disproportionate. They'd paid too much to let everyone know they could afford to pay too much. Beside the quiet dignity of the smaller Victorians that surrounded it, it looked gauche. Beneath the house at the top of the hill, it looked noisy and overcompensatory. They'd cut down trees to make room for an expanse of grass a uniform length and color. 

She was not a kept creature meant for houses. She stalked around the house, anyway. There were no lights or sounds inside, except an air conditioner's constant rumble. A window on the second story was open just a crack. She climbed the siding and the other windows to reach it, until she could force her head under the glass. It smelled like cigarette smoke. 

Still no sounds, just the distant smell of absent people, sickly perfume and heavy cologne. She jumped to open the bedroom door. 

Nothing of interest in the rooms or the halls, nothing until the rooms on the first floor meant for entertaining guests. 

A portrait of Yvonne Perez, part of her private collection. Meant to have been destroyed after her death. Instantly recognizable as the real thing, because Isidora had painted bright colors with a thick brush. There was starlight in everything she'd touched. Gotham hadn't appreciated it until decades too late. Grass-stained paws reached upward, stretching against the wall and balancing on pink toes. She touched the canvas, felt the brushstrokes. There was love in the shape of Yvonne's eyes and the texture of her hair. Isidora Perez, the name she'd chosen; the name she'd been given had long ago been lost. 

On these walls, Isidora's secret heart looked like department store decor. A taste of the exotic to brighten up white walls and bland furniture. 

She hooked claws in the gilded frame, and pulled it down off the wall. She wasn't strong enough to tear at it as quickly as she'd have liked, but little by little, the portrait came free of the frame. She pulled and rolled it until she could carry it in her teeth, clumsy though it was. 

She dropped it out the window, and then dragged it toward the woods. 

It was hard to keep track of time, when she was small and impatient. The sun moved, but didn't set. Her tail lashed as she tried to keep Yvonne's face out of the dirt. 

It deserved a cremation, but fire was beyond what paws could accomplish. She could leave it to retrieve later, but she thought touching it with her fingers might make it too real. These things tended to upset her, when they were real like that.

She carried it to the river. 

The waters were cleaner now than they'd once been. A combination of legitimate anti-pollution measures, and filtration systems necessary to compensate for mass poisoning attempts. 

She set the portrait on the water with as much grace as she could manage. Not having thumbs made things difficult. It lingered by the banks, so she waded into the water to guide the canvas into the current. When it was far enough along, she returned to shore, and watched it go. Slowly, Yvonne sank beneath the surface of the water. 

Half of a viking funeral would have to be enough.

She shook herself dry, and headed back toward the hill. She'd drifted too far as it was. Better to stay close, lest she get caught in fur not her own. 

She slipped. Her fur was short, and so was her tail. She watched the car pull up to the front of the house. Alfred had replaced his pocket square. She waited until he'd gone ahead into the house, the teens in the car still untangling cords and cables to gather their things. Then she trotted in front of them, the shiny shoes of their school uniforms reflecting her face. 

"Jenny!" Tim exclaimed, scooping her up into his arms.

"Maow."

"Jenny?" Stephanie asked. "Like Jennyanydots?" 

"Yeah, how'd you know?" He scratched her behind the ears. "Is that from something?" 

"It's from Cats," Stephanie said, exasperated. "How can you not know that?" 

"Why would I know that?" he asked, incredulous. 

"Have you never seen Cats?" she demanded, equally incredulous. 

"Why would I have ever in my life seen Cats?" They were still standing outside, Tim giving vigorous pets and head scritches. 

"I can't believe this," she said, shaking her head. 

"Seriously? Seriously. I feel like the majority of people have never seen Cats. Like, the vast majority."

"Yeah, but you?" Stephanie pressed. 

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Myu."

"Never mind," she said, rolling her eyes. "So who's naming the cats after Cats? Alfred? It can't have been Bruce."

"Now that you've said that, I'm, like, a hundred percent sure it was Bruce."

"No way."

"See, that's how I know it was him. The fact that it seems like it can't be him. It's like the ballet thing, or the knitting, or whatever. He probably loves musicals and it's just never come up because we haven't had a musical theater villain."

"Your poor Batdad," Stephanie said, petting the cat still in Tim's arms. "Never gets to enjoy hobbies that aren't crimefighting."

Tim headed into the house, feline in tow. "We're not supposed to call him that."

"Pffffffft."

She raised her hackles at the hiss-like sound, and Tim glared at Stephanie, hugging the cat protectively.

"He's not my Batdad," Stephanie said. "I'll call him whatever I want."

"Yeah, right," Tim said. "You talk a big game, and then he's like, Stephanie—" He pitched his voice as low as he could manage, affecting a tone of disappointment. "—and then you're crying."

"I do not appreciate your hyperbole," she said with a disdainful sniff. 

"You forgot to use a coaster. He wasn't even mad about the coaster!"

"Okay, the crying was only tangentially related to the coaster situation, but also, I don't know how much that table cost! Maybe it was a million dollar table! I don't know! Gosh." She dropped her bag next to a couch, and collapsed backward into it. "Are we allowed to bring cats in the house?" 

"Like it matters," Tim scoffed, sitting next to her. He set the cat in her lap, an arm around her shoulders. "After the dik diks and the capybara, I don't think Alfred can get mad about a cat."

"I miss them," Stephanie sighed, running her hand over the cat's back. She sprawled across the surface their adjacent laps made.

"I wonder if Bruce's girlfriend is here."

"Vicki?"

Tim made a face. "No."

"Wonder Woman?" Stephanie tried again, much more excited by the prospect. Tim made a disgruntled sound of confusion, gesturing to the cat. "Oh. Selina?" 

"Obvie."

"I didn't think he had any girlfriends," Stephanie said defensively. "Or else he has, like. A lot of girlfriends."

"I guess," Tim admitted. "But Selina's the only one where sometimes I come home and she's on the couch watching Spanish soap operas and eating all the Count Chocula."

"Why is there so much Count Chocula?"

"You know how sometimes you ask Alfred for something just to see if he'll do it, but then he calls your bluff way harder than you expected to teach you an important lesson about hubris and also what he's capable of?" 

"Only secondhand, because you're the only one that does that."

"Wow, rude."

"So you think she's here?"

"Maybe." He rested his head on Stephanie's shoulder, who proceeded to use one hand to pet the cat and the other to pet his hair. "It's like they can tell when she's here, and they want to get in and see her."

"She's got cat gravity?" 

"Yes."

"Should I not be here?" Stephanie asked. "I didn't ask first, I don't want to make things awkward."

"You're fine," Tim assured her.

The cat rolled around in their laps, covering their uniforms in fur, before kneading at Stephanie's leg with a furious purring. 

"See?" Tim said. "You have Jenny's blessing."

"We should see if Bruce has Cats," Stephanie decided, grabbing the remote.

"Noooooo," Tim protested. "This isn't fair, I can't get up without bothering the cat."

"Exactly," Stephanie said, with relish.

The cat yawned. Selina slipped away. She slept.

When she opened her eyes, Bruce was watching her. He was kneeling beside the bed, resting his head on his arms. "You've been asleep for a minimum of twelve hours," he informed her. 

"Hmm." She stretched her fingers upward, her toes toward the foot of the bed. "Is that all?" 

"Would you like a list of all the things that could be a symptom of?"

She giggled, rolling onto her stomach and pushing hair out of her face. Her bangs were probably a mess. He'd never said if he liked them. "No," she said, knowing he'd probably already actually assembled a list.

"While you've been asleep," he said, "I've had breakfast, gone to work, finalized an acquisition, had a brunch meeting, had a lunch meeting, caught Riddler before he could leave Arkham, played nine holes, and fired a guy that I now have to keep an eye on because I'm worried he's going to become a golf-themed villain."

"So productive," Selina teased. She rested her chin on her palms. "I've been getting my beauty sleep," she informed him. She cocked an eyebrow, daring him to say it wasn't worth it. 

"I can see how that would take a while," he said. "You're very pretty." He reached down to pick up something he'd left by his feet, then offered her a vacuum-sealed plastic cup. She gasped. 

"You got me boba?" she asked, taking the cup from him. She bit her lip as she sat upright, trying to hide a smile.

"Rose milk tea," he confirmed, offering her the straw. Something about the way he watched her made her feel shy as she accepted. 

"My favorite."

"I know." He reached down again. "And I stopped at that place you like," he added, setting a white paper bag on the comforter. Her eyes went wide as she tried to decide where to put her cup and straw in order to get her new treats. Bruce, unsurprisingly, had predicted this. He set an antique gilded tray in her lap. The filigree letter W in the middle of it felt gratuitous. She balanced it carefully so that she could dig into the bag. Bruce was still kneeling by the bedside; the posture reminded her of a puppy, the way he had to look up at her. 

"Conchas!" she said gleefully. "And tres leche cake. You're trying to make me fat." He shrugged, which wasn't a denial. She frowned as she checked the bottom of the bag. "No tamarind spoons?" she asked. The last time she'd been in Gotham, they'd come free. 

Bruce averted his gaze in a non-committal sort of way. She felt a smile creep across her face.

"Did you eat them already?" she asked. 

"You don't usually want them." He was looking at one of his bookshelves instead of her. 

"I don't," she agreed. "But I know you like them. I just wanted to make sure you got them." She reached out to brush her fingers through his hair. The thought of him driving home with a plastic spoon of candy in his mouth was delightful. 

She started arranging her cup and her baked goods on the tray to make them fit into a pleasing square. Holding up her phone, she tried to decide what was missing without making it too obvious. She had a particular aesthetic she enjoyed cultivating in shared photos, and it involved much more careful pretension than she was willing to put forth when he could see behind the scenes. 

Bruce set a pink rose onto the tray. 

"Bruce." He'd set it at a careful angle, to offset the brighter pinks of her snacks. 

"Take your picture."

She bit her lip again, felt heat spread beneath her eyes. It charmed and horrified her that he saw through her that easily. "Should I tag the location?" she wondered, trying to sound nonchalant. 

"If you want," he said, which was practically asking her. Finding little sideways ways to claim her so he'd never have to do it outright, a tiny tag beneath a picture like a brand.

"You're spoiling me," she accused, setting her phone down to put the rose to her nose. 

"We have different baselines for spoiled."

She picked up her straw, and carefully stabbed it through the plastic. "Are you going to join me, or just watch me eat?" she asked, before sipping at her drink. 

"If I get in bed, I remove all incentive for you to get out of it." He stood so that he could reach over, brushing her bangs into a straighter configuration. "You're cute."

"Not when I'm eating."

"Agree to disagree."

She narrowed her eyes. Then she opened her mouth wide, and pushed as much of the bread into it as she could manage before biting down. The round loaf hung out of her mouth, and she stared at him in accusatory silence. He laughed, the bright little almost-giggle that escaped him when he forgot to stifle it. 

"Still cute," he said. "Careful with the crumbs."

She pulled the bread out of her mouth, and it took longer than she wanted to swallow so she could respond. "You're the one that brought me breakfast in bed."

"This isn't breakfast." He stood straighter. "If you're coming out with us tonight, we could get a late dinner." 

"Yeah?"

"If you'd like. If there's something you want, as long as you're in town."

She chewed thoughtfully on a tapioca pearl. "Coney Island Diner?" 

"You're kidding." His expression of faint bafflement made her giggle. "Coney dogs. You know they're not the only place open all night."

"I like the poutine."

"Are you deliberately choosing foods that are gross, or are you just unaware."

"I am allowed to want things while still being aware that they are gross." She swiped a finger through frosting and licked it. "Just you and the kids?" 

"That was the plan." He smoothed out the comforter in front of him. "I'm not really up to leaving them unsupervised just yet."

"That's fine. If you don't think they'll mind."

"I don't see why they would."

"Kids don't always like Dad's ladyfriends," she said, rolling the stem of the rose between her fingers. He ran his fingers through his hair, ruffled it in a peculiar show of... frustration, maybe? "Am I not supposed to say the D-word?" she asked.

"I don't know," he admitted. He leaned forward onto the bed, and she inched sideways. He gave in, pulling himself onto the bed enough that when she moved her tray, he could rest his head in her lap. She stroked his hair. "With Dick it was just—I wasn't trying to replace anyone. And then, with..." He swallowed whatever he'd almost said. "Tim wants me to be a replacement," he said instead, "which is... fine. I can try. But Dick, when he calls me that, it's different. It's like calling someone by their full name, it means something is wrong. So if Tim starts—I don't know. I don't want them... comparing themselves to each other. But I can't treat them the same, either."

"Does it bother you?"

"Hm?"

"Being someone's dad."

He sighed, rubbing at his face with both hands. "It's stupid to pretend I'm not," he said finally. "I was so fucking young, with Dick."

He'd been her age. She didn't say so. She preferred it when he forgot about the difference in their ages.

"Young, and stupid," he added. "I just wanted to put a roof over his head, make sure he didn't get himself killed. That was it."

"That's a big it," she said.

"I know that now." He sighed again, a great heave of his chest. "I fucked up. A lot."

"You never answered my question," she pointed out. "Does it bother you?"

He was silent for a long moment. "Kind of."

She ran the backs of her fingers over his stubble. "Do you know why?"

"It's... big." She caught his hand to lace her fingers with his. He didn't reciprocate, but he didn't resist, either. Sometimes that was as much as she could hope for. "They deserve better."

"Better than what?" she asked. He rubbed his hand over his sternum. It was and wasn't an answer. "They had options," she reminded him. "They chose you."

"I know."

"They love you."

"I know."

She bent to kiss his forehead, still stroking his hair. "Cheer up, Spooky."

"Don't call me that."

"I'll call you whatever I want," she said. "So'll they." He caught her hand to kiss her wrist. "Do you have something I can wear after I shower?" 

"Yeah." He sat up, pushing himself off his bed. "I'll draw you a bath."

"Spoiling me," she accused. "Have any bath bombs?" 

"N—yes. Is there a specific kind?"

"Something pink," she said, admiring her rose again. "And glittery." She finished off her tres leche cake, licking her fingers clean before sliding out of Bruce's bed. Her body ached, too much time spent slack and empty.

In his bathroom, she opened the drawer he'd set aside for her. At some point he'd replaced her electric toothbrush with a newer model; a makeup palette that smelled like chocolate had appeared beside the ones he'd bought her previously. She scrubbed away the sugar that had stuck to her teeth, scraping at her tongue. She found a hair tie, and used it to collect her hair into a loose bun. 

The fireplace beside the bathtub was lit, and she hummed as she climbed into the tub. The water shimmered, the color and smell of roses. "You're so fucking bougie."

"I am well beyond bougie," he said. He was sitting on the edge of the tub, and he caught her by the ankle before she could prod him with her foot.

"Should I shave?" she asked. She associated razorblades with Gotham, little rituals to induct her back into someone else's idea of personhood. It was a transitory city for her, somewhere between boots and heels, trees and skyscrapers.

"Why are you asking me?" he asked, letting her leg go.

"Maybe you have a preference," she suggested.

"If I need you to be more aerodynamic, I'll let you know."

She giggled. "I could shave you, if you'd like." She thought about it every time she watched him shave, dragging the blade over his skin.

"No."

She pouted. "Don't trust me?"

"The scruff's part of the costume," he corrected, and she laughed. "When I'm clean-shaven I glow in the dark. I attract moths."

"Oh, fine," she said, still laughing. "Here—I want to show you something."

"What."

"Come closer," she said, tilting her head back, tapping at the hollow of her throat. His eyebrows furrowed as he leaned a little nearer, cautiously concerned.

She lunged, and pulled him into the tub before he could stop her.

There was an enormous splash, water overflowing onto the tile, waves rippling against the sides of the tub. Only his shoes had been spared, hanging over the edge, and even they were probably ruined. He'd pulled himself half-out almost as soon as he'd fallen, arms spread out against the edge of the tub to support him. That had been pure instinct, but the look on his face in the aftermath was resignation. He made no further attempts to pull himself out of the tub.

"Ta-da," she said, wiggling her fingers.

He sighed. "That wasn't necessary." His shirt was clinging transparent to his skin, dark curls showing through.

"Would you get in if I'd asked?"

"No."

"It was necessary."

He kicked off his shoes, and pulled his legs into the water, turning to trap her on one side of the tub.

She was delighted, and it showed.

"You realize," he said, "that you've glitterbombed me."

The tiniest particles of reflective mica stuck to his skin, made his stubble shine.

"It's a good look," she said.

"There is no force on Earth that will get this off of my face." He was moving closer, limbs caging her in.

"It's a good thing it's such a good look."

"Batman doesn't glitter, Selina."

"I think you can make it work." She'd curled up small against the wall of the tub, affecting wide-eyed helplessness.

His knee went between hers, hands gripping porcelain on either side of her. "You're going to ruin me."

"Am I?"

He kissed her. She cupped his face in her hands, brushed her fingers over his stubble. The heat of his mouth was persistent, delicious, nothing cautious in the way his tongue braved her fangs. 

"My reputation," he said between kisses, in the spaces where she breathed, "can't survive you." He hadn't touched her yet. "Without that, what do I have?"

"Millions of dollars of specialized bat-themed equipment?" she suggested. 

His hands were gentle even when his skin was rough, pulling her close, pressing her bare chest to his wet clothes. "Worthless," he said, kissing her neck, her shoulder. "The Night doesn't glitter."

"The night glitters plenty," she corrected. "It's the Knight that doesn't."

"You can't fix this with puns."

"Never stops us trying." She reached down between them, pressed her hand against the erection clearly outlined in his clothes. 

"God," he groaned, and he kissed her again, harder, hungrier. "You're going to fucking kill me."

"Don't say that."

"I wasn't being literal."

"You scare me, sometimes."

"Not you. Never you."

She pushed back against him, wrapped her legs around him, rested her head on his shoulder. "Please, Bruce?" 

He adjusted, trying to reach his back pocket without letting her go. She took his other hand in hers, brushed his fingers against the bump in her arm where her implant was housed, an impatient hint. "I know, I know."

"Please?"

"Not today, kitten."

"I've been good."

"I know, kitten, I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry," she said, nuzzling her cheek against his, taking the plastic wrapper from his fingers. He was who he was, precautions for his precautions, backup plans for every just-in-case. It was an irrational thing, the way she wanted him, wanted to be marked by him. Wanted to be able to smell it on her, the claim he'd made. 

She wouldn't be mentioning it. Safety issues aside: it was kind of gross. 

She was allowed to want things while still being aware that they were gross. 

She tossed his belt to the floor, pulled at his buttons but didn't peel him bare. His hands were on her thighs, his mouth on hers, tasting her and filling her and taking his time. All she could hear was their breathing, the sound of the water on their skin and the crackle of the fire. His fingers pressed into her skin, still so careful, but all she wanted were bruises like fingerprints. 

"Bruce—"

"I know."

"Please."

"I know."

"You're so good."

"I'm not."

"I missed you."

"Did you?"

"So much, so much."

His grip tightened, hands on her hips, a hard thrust that rippled through the water. "Then stay."

"I wish I could."

"Do you?"

"For you," she said, "I'd never come back if it weren't for you, just you." Her breath caught, gripping at his clothes. Wouldn't claim her outright, but when she said it, for you, his response was immediate and intense. "Just you, all for you, only you, Bruce—"

Her voice echoed off the tile, bursting out of her like the light behind her eyes.

"Gorgeous," he said, stroking her cheek.

"Pretty," she teased, kissing the tip of his nose.

"Yes," he agreed seriously.

"I'm sorry I can't stay." There were far horizons in her heart, treetops and deserts and windswept plains, stars and sunsets and skylines unscraped.

"Don't be sorry." He ran his thumb along her lower lip. "How long are you here?"

"Not sure yet." She rested her head on his shoulder. He was still wrapped in wet fabric. "I have a lead on someone selling stolen art I'd like to investigate."

"I can help with that."

"Yeah?"

"If you'd like." He rubbed his hand along her back, followed the curve of her spine.

"Why wouldn't I want your help with detective work?"

"I don't want to be presumptuous," he said, and she laughed.

"That's fair," she said, because if he'd decided to help without asking she'd have bristled.

"I have figured out a few things about you, by now," he said.

"Not everything?"

He kissed her hair. "Never."
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1. Chapter 1


    
    The sign under the register said:


  CASH OR CHECKS ONLY

NO LARGE BILLS 50+


Bruce stared at it. "Shit."

Clark snorted, and started to make a joke about buying a pack of gum with a hundred dollar bill. Then he remembered who he was with. "Wait, are you—" 

"It's fine," Bruce said before Clark could finish asking. "Excuse me," he said to the woman behind the register. Her hair was the approximate color and consistency of straw. She had somehow conspired to form her bangs into a sort of tumbleweed above her forehead. Her pants were a distinctly visible shade of a pink camouflage print. Bruce held up a pack of gum. "I don't suppose I could get this on store credit?" 

She scoffed. She was chewing nicotine gum actively and open-mouthed. It was impossible to say if she didn't know how to chew it properly, or just didn't care. "Store credit's for locals that I know are good for it," she said. "No offense, but I don't know you from Adam."

Bruce could hear, over the chewing, the shaky breath of Clark trying to laugh silently. 

"That's understandable," Bruce said mildly. 

"I'm getting stuff anyway," Clark said. "Throw it in with mine."

"I can write a—" 

"You're not writing a check for a dollar." Clark took the gum from Bruce's hand before he could stop him. As usual, he did not care that powers were cheating. He did that thing where he used his shoulder to hide the unnatural speed of his hand from any possible audience. 

Bruce didn't even want gum. He was only buying it because of the other sign, the one that declared the bathroom was for paying customers only. "Where's your bathroom?" he asked, the ramshackle wooden building seeming too small to hide such a thing. 

"Outside, take a right," she said, reaching beneath the counter as she entered prices into the register. She tossed him the key, attached to a piece of driftwood whittled in the shape of a gun. 

Clark said nothing. It was a very meaningful nothing. 

"You didn't have to do that," Bruce said as they stepped back outside, past the bushels of deer corn. 

"But I did," Clark said cheerfully, offering Bruce his gum. 

"Hey!" the cashier called from the doorway, and both men stopped and turned. She held up a tabloid, and pointed at it. "This you?" 

Bruce Wayne was on the cover, a classic paparazzi shot of a hotel balcony. He was on his phone, and had an expression of utmost exhausted disdain. 

"No," Bruce said.

"This says you're supposed to be a billionaire," the cashier said, ignoring him to bring the tabloid down and squint at it. "But you couldn't even afford a pack of gum."

Clark and Bruce exchanged the look of two men both trying not to look at each other while wanting to check and see what their expressions were. It was fleeting and confirmed all their suspicions. 

"I'm always telling Jodie these things are fake," she said, self-satisfied. "Just wait until she hears about this." With a grin, she disappeared back into the gas station. 

Clark opened his mouth to say something. 

Bruce snatched the pack of gum from his hand, and stalked wordlessly around the building. 

Clark hadn't even finished pumping gas when Bruce got back in the car, sitting stiff in the passenger seat.

"That was fast," Clark observed when he was done, buckling his seatbelt. 

Bruce looked at the seatbelt. He looked at Kal-El. He said nothing as Clark started the car. 

"That bad, huh?" Clark asked. 

"I don't want to talk about it," Bruce said. 

"I'd have thought the Dark Knight would be made of sterner stuff." Clark took his time pulling out onto the interstate, staying always a careful three miles higher than the speed limit. Other cars were rare, but consistently passed him rather than slow down. 

"There was a hole in the wall instead of a mirror."

"I've seen worse."

"It was full of spiders."

"There aren't many venomous spiders around here."

"There were so many they looked like insulation."

"Huh."

"The seat was rusty."

"Are you sure it was rust?" 

"No."

They passed a billboard for a fifties diner which may have once been a modern diner. 

"On the bright side," Clark said, "I don't think you two have any mutual friends for her to tell about this."

"Enemies, maybe."

"She wasn't that bad."

"She's my nemesis now," Bruce said. 

"I thought that was the Joker."

"No."

"Do you think it hurts him every time you say that? He feels hurt suddenly and doesn't know why?" 

"Yes," Bruce said. He pointed at a horse grazing in a field. "That's also my nemesis." 

"You're just in a mood because you don't carry ones like a normal person."

"Why would I ever need ones."

"Strip clubs?" Clark suggested, clearly only saying it to say it and with no positive expectations. 

Bruce looked at Clark. Clark looked at Bruce. Clark looked back to the road. 

"I'm aware you don't go to strip clubs," Clark said. 

"I do," Bruce corrected. "I just don't bring ones."

"… fair." They passed a barn with JESUS SAVES painted in white on the roof. "You must be very popular." 

"Yes." Bruce watched a passing field of corn. "I'm rich."

"Maybe they like your charming personality."

"Hm." They watched the landscape change without changing, corn punctuated with cows. "Clark, what are we doing?" 

"Fishing?" he said, a touch hopefully. 

"Why."

"I told you why."

Luthor had this new game: large-scale charitable projects. Superman knew that Luthor always had an angle, and Luthor knew that Superman knew—

It wasn't the first time. But Clark didn't trust himself not to take the bait, not when the risks were so high. Knowing he was being fucked with didn't stop him from being fucked with. 

So Lois and Kara sent him out of town. If it were a real problem, they could always call him home. In the meantime, no risk of Clark impulsively smashing something designed to look smashworthy. 

"Why am I here."

"To keep me company?" Clark said. "Because we're friends?" 

Bruce raised a single eyebrow.

"You're very popular," Clark reminded him. 

"Hm."

"Do you want me to pull over?" 

Bruce frowned. "Why."

"There's a river here," Clark explained, clarifying nothing. 

"What."

"Do you still need to go to the bathroom?" 

Bruce looked at Clark with horrified incredulity. "In a river?" 

"Because there's a bridge!" Clark said defensively. "For privacy."

"I'm not a troll," Bruce said. "Is this what you do? You fly around pissing in the water supply?" 

"It's not anyone's water supply!" Clark insisted. "I thought the running water might—you know what, I'm not explaining to you the finer points of peeing outside." The wheels rumbled over the intermittent grates along the bridge. 

"The fact that I'm here to kill fish is bad enough without pissing on them first to establish dominance."

"Even if there were fish—and I don't think there were—you wouldn't have to aim at them."

"I think it would happen reflexively. The fish is my nemesis."

"You're going to get a bladder infection and you're going to deserve it."

"If I see any scenery worth pissing on, I'll be sure to let you know."

"That won't be necessary."

A crudely made wooden sign came into view in the field beside the road. It had a lot of opinions about what constituted sin and what happened to sinners. 

"I see some scenery," Bruce said. 

"Eyup," Clark agreed, pulling onto the shoulder. 

When Bruce got back in the car, he was already sterilizing his hands. He had somehow managed to hide a utility-belt's worth of preparedness in a pair of tailored linen pants. 

Clark had told him to dress casual, but Bruce's idea of casual was slacks instead of trousers and an untucked shirt.

Bruce's phone buzzed as soon as he got in the car, at the same time as Clark checked his. He looked at his messages.




  Lois: How is your totally heterosexual, not at all suspicious fishing trip going?

Lois: Have you spooned in a tent yet?


A response came in as Bruce watched.




  Clark: not yet but will keep u posted


Clark tossed his phone carelessly into the center console, pulling back into the road.

Bruce looked at his phone. He looked at Clark.




  Lois:... he didn't realize this was a group text, did he?

Bruce: I don't believe he did. 


Clark glanced at where his phone was buzzing. Then at Bruce's phone, also buzzing. 

Bruce watched Clark's eyebrows. 

"That was a group text," Clark said instead of asked. 

"Yes."

"I knew that."

"Uh-huh."

"I was joking. It was a joke."

"A joke about spooning me."

He was turning pink. "Yes."

"With your girlfriend, who keeps asking me about threesomes."

"That's also a joke."

"No it isn't."

"It's kind of a joke."

"The joke is that she's serious."

Clark was getting flustered. "It isn't—I'm not—"

"It's fine."

Clark didn't seem reassured. 

"I am well aware you're not trying to seduce me."

That was a fun shade of red.

"Would you like me to turn on the radio so we can pretend this never happened."

"It's fine," Clark said, clearly not actually fine. "I just... didn't mean for this to get weird."

"This was never going to not be weird."

"I mean that kind of weird. This was supposed to be a nice friend thing."

"It's still a nice... thing. Friend. Thing."

"It was just nice. That one time. After Lois found out about me."

Bruce kept his face impassive. It may have been too impassive.

"Not—I mean. Just hanging out and drinking and talking about work. Normal stuff."

"You were drinking anti-freeze."

"Mostly normal."

"Hm."

"There aren't really a lot of people I can talk to about 'work'. What we do. There are other people who do this, but none of them know who I am, and the people who know who I am are all... Lois. And relatives. That's not the same. And it was nice. I thought."

Bruce considered the appropriate response to this. "It was." That was not an ideal reply. "Nice," he clarified, in case that was unclear.

Clark sighed. "Thank you for being a good sport."

Bruce didn't know how he felt about this characterization of himself. Or maybe he only didn't know because it was Clark. He was right. They didn't have many peers.

"You could have invited Diana," Bruce said suddenly.

Clark seemed surprised. "I thought that would make things weird."

"Why."

"… you two?"

There was an irony here that Bruce thought might be lost on Clark. It was hard to tell. Clark was too sincere to seem sincere at the best of times. "It wouldn't have to be weird."

"I don't think it would be the same," Clark said. "Besides, aren't you glad she didn't see what happened with your new nemesis?"

"No."

"No?"

"She would have defended my honor."

Clark started to laugh. "What, like challenge her to a duel?"

"Maybe."

"Why didn't you defend your own honor?"

"Ask Lois what the headlines would look like."

"God, she comes up with the best headlines," Clark said, briefly distracted by how smitten he was. Had always been. Could still be distracted by. 

"She does," Bruce agreed. 

"I don't think Diana would come across much better if she punched a cashier."

"The cashier would thank her," Bruce said, and Clark laughed again.

"Do you have a lot of fantasies about Diana punching people you're not allowed to?" he teased.

"Do you not?" Bruce countered, and that brought him up short.

"... it would just be really satisfying," Clark admitted. He was clearly imagining Wonder Woman's fist in Luthor's face.

"It would," Bruce agreed. "How far is this place."

"I'm not sure," Clark said, lowering his glasses to consider the horizon. "The guy said there'd be a lot of trees, we'll pass an old park, and then it's going to be on the right."

"Have you not been here before."

"No, I thought it would be more fair this way."

"What."

"Instead of taking you somewhere that I know where you're out of your element, this way it's new to both of us."

"You thought I would be more comfortable if we were both unfamiliar with our surroundings," Bruce said for clarification.

"In retrospect, I can see where I may have assumed incorrectly."

"You may have."

"I've seen pictures!" Clark assured him. "Dad's been here before, he says it's nice."

"This is the beginning of a horror movie."

"It isn't!"

"If I see a man with a chainsaw I'm going home."

"You can't just retreat at the first sign of lumberjacks."

"I can. I will. And I have."










"I'm going home."

"There is not a single lumberjack within miles of here," Clark protested, dropping his bags on the floor of the cabin. "I checked."

"The only running water is outside," Bruce said, setting his bags down more carefully.

"I'm sure you've dealt with worse," Clark said, and Bruce didn't contradict him.

Jungles, deserts, swamps, slums, oil rigs. No one who knew him. Alone. Sections of his life compartmentalized into different people. The awkward position of not knowing who to be when nothing was expected but to be himself.

"There's only one bed," Bruce pointed out.

"Well, yeah."

Bruce raised an eyebrow.

"I'm going to be on the roof," Clark clarified, pointing with his thumb. "Slightly above the roof," he corrected. "Sort of... floating—look, I don't have to explain my sleep habits to you. I'm on vacation."

"That sounds cold." Summer nights could be warm, but there were limits.

"I don't get cold," Clark reminded him, pulling a thin blanket from one of his bags.

Bruce looked at the blanket. So did Clark.

"I can't sleep without a blanket," Clark said. "Or, I can, but I don't want to. I'm allowed to want to feel safe."

"From what."

"… ghosts?"

"I don't think that's how ghosts work."

"Ghosts can't pass through bedding," Clark insisted. "It's a rule."

"That's not a rule."

"That's why they're always under sheets. They're trapped. Ghost rules."

"Nothing about that sounds right."

"You know what's not right?" Clark asked, balling up the blanket and holding it against his chest. "The lingering souls of the dead."










Bruce had started and subsequently finished a book on the presidency of Chester A. Arthur before he accepted that he couldn't sleep. 




  6625211850: How are things going?

FineMess: Everything's a-okay out here, Boss!

FineMess: How's camping?

6625211850: Good. 





  6625211850: How are things going?

HypatiaLives: It's a train wreck, but it isn't any worse than one of yours

HypatiaLives: Go to bed, sleep in, enjoy your time off whether you like it or not


The moon and the stars were too bright in the sky. The night was noisy with crickets and frog song. Lithobates clamitans melanota, mostly. The occasional Pseudacris triseriata. There was a mourning dove somewhere doing its best impression of an owl.

Loud. The wrong kind of loud. The city was white noise by now, and he didn't hear it. There were woods around the mansion, but they weren't alive like this. Not now. Maybe when he'd been young.

He had not realized for many years that it was a constant problem, people dropping off stray cats in what they thought of as the wild. His parents, his grandparents, they'd made a job of it. Collecting strays and taking them into the shelter.

He hoped that was what they'd done with them.

It had never been Alfred's job. It had never occurred to Bruce that it was a job that needed doing. Their woods were a colony of cats, now. He couldn't bring himself to clear them out properly.

It was hell on the bird population.

Maybe one of these days he'd ask Selina if she could do something about it.

The grass was wet under his bare feet. He'd only worn pants to bed; the air wasn't cool enough to feel refreshing against his skin. He hadn't thought he'd feel self-conscious, practically alone like this.

He glanced up toward the sky, above the cabin. The shape of Clark floated in the air, the blanket hanging down from him. He was sitting upright, and waved. Bruce tilted his head in something like a nod.

"Can't sleep?" Clark asked, sounding like he was on Bruce's shoulder.

"Don't do that," Bruce said, at a normal volume.

Ventriloquism was creepy at the best of times.

He could see Clark shrug.

Clark was still floating when Bruce pulled himself up onto the roof. "I assume you don't mind," Bruce said.

"You're good," Clark said, before yawning. "I don't actually sleep that much."

"Of course you don't," Bruce said, and Clark snorted. "I try to stick to a schedule."

"How's that working out for you?"

"Not well." Bruce yawned. "It's not so bad at home," he said. "Routine. Gets disrupted and it fucks up my whole... nap schedule." Clark started to laugh. "Have you ever tried to maintain a fucking nap schedule. Excusing yourself after lunch because it's time for your scheduled nap. That's the real reason everyone thinks I'm depressed, the constant excusing myself for naps."

Clark was still laughing. "That, and all the black."

"Hm."

"And the moping."

"I don't mope."

"And the angst."

"I don't angst."

"All the brooding."

"I do not brood."

"Based on the number of birds you've raised, you must."

Bruce groaned audibly, and Clark started to laugh again, a quiet and giggly thing. The mild hysteria of someone who should have been sleeping.

"Of all the ways to make yourself laugh," Bruce said.

"Sorry," Clark said, not sorry at all, rubbing at the corners of his eyes. "I wasn't laughing at that, it was..." He trailed off into giggles again. The corner of Bruce's mouth twitched. "Silkies," he said, as if that were an explanation. "With the little..." He brought his fingers to his eyes to make a mask of them.

Bruce's mouth twitched again, and his nose twitched with it. Looking out at the forest instead of at Clark, he bent his arms, brought his hands close to his shoulders. Deliberately pitching his voice low, he said: "Bawk."

He gave his 'wings' a single flap for effect.

Clark was immediately undone, pulling the blanket up over his head and shaking with laughter high-pitched enough to be inaudible.

Bruce buried his face in his knees and made a sound like a water balloon full of pudding landing on a frog.

This did not at all improve the situation for Clark, who struggled to breathe.

"We're in our thirties," Bruce managed, muffled.

"You have kids," Clark agreed, blanket still over his head.

"You almost won a fucking Pulitzer."

Clark seemed to have recovered, silent and catching his breath. Then he moved his arms a little under the blanket, and said: "Bawk."

The conversation lost cohesion again.

"Thank god someone had this blanket on hand to catch this chicken's ghost," Bruce said.

"Chicken ghosts would be the worst," Clark said with startling vehemence, distracted from his own amusement by the horror this concept represented.

"How do you know chickens don't have ghosts?"

Clark pulled the blanket down off his head. "I definitely would have met one by now," he said. "I lived on a farm," he added at the look on Bruce's face.

"I thought you grew corn."

"We didn't just grow corn. We grew a lot of things. There were chickens, and goats. Rabbits, for a while. Ma was experimenting with more ethical meat sources."

"Rabbits."

"Yes, rabbits. Don't look at me like that, it isn't worse than cows, I know you eat those."

"No, it's—I know." Bruce scratched his chin, his lips a careful line. "You should tell me about it."

"Tell you about—?"

"The rabbits."

"Oh, ha," Clark said, as Bruce's hand went higher to cover the curve of his mouth. "That joke doesn't even work," he said, and Bruce had to duck his head as Clark's indignation made it funnier. "You're clearly trying to imply that I'm Lenny, but that's Lenny's line. It's a poorly constructed own."

"You're getting your money's worth out of that English degree."

"It's a journalism degree, you pretentious ass."

Bruce snorted reflexively at the sound of Clark swearing. "I didn't go to Yale to not be a pretentious ass."

"Just for that," Clark said, "the next time you fight the Joker, I'm showing up and I'm standing where only you can see me, and I'm impersonating a chicken."

Bruce swallowed the sound that tried to escape him, and Clark started to giggle again, floating a little higher and then settling down again. "How do you not..." Bruce gestured vaguely upward with his hand.

"Not just keep going up?" Clark asked for clarification, and Bruce nodded. "Iunno," Clark shrugged, and Bruce made a sound of disgust. "It's not like I naturally drift spaceward at all times. I just don't fall." He wobbled slightly. "Ugh, let's not talk about this."

"What?"

"It's like thinking about breathing."

"What?"

"You know, like—dangit, now I'm thinking about breathing." He huffed, shaky and petulant. "When you think too much about breathing, and it stops happening automatically. You start having to consciously inhale and exhale." He huffed again, and scowled.

Bruce buried a high-pitched hiccup. "You're a fucking cartoon character," he accused. "You fall when you learn about gravity."

"That isn't how it—I need to sit down." Bruce pressed his fist to his mouth as Clark sank back down to the roof.

"Does Lex know your weakness is a heavy hardcover with the word 'gravity' printed on the front?"

Clark started laughing harder than the joke warranted. "God damn it," he said, as Bruce buried the lower half of his face in his elbows, resting on his knees. Clark pulled the blanket higher again, not entirely over his face. "I'm imagining the worst fight," he admitted.

"Hawkman and a mirror."

"No, I said worst. You, standing there reading a physics textbook like it's a wizard's scroll—"

Bruce choked.

"—and meanwhile I'm flapping my arms like a chicken, bawk bawk bawk."

"There's no way we're going to get enough sleep," Bruce said when he caught his breath. "When are we fishing, again?"

Clark squinted at the sky. "Three hours from now?" he suggested.

"God." Bruce rubbed at his eyes. "My nap schedule is fucked," he said, making Clark laugh again. "I should get to bed." He stood up, brushing himself off. "If I don't see you out here in three hours, I'll assume you're in the mesosphere."

"If I don't see you I'll assume you saw a lumberjack. Or a lumberjack saw you."

"Don't make this weird," Bruce said, jumping off the roof.

"We both know it's too late for that."

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    "You know," Bruce said, "technically speaking, I think you could catch every fish in this lake with your bare hands."

He hadn't slept much, but he rarely did.

"That'd defeat the purpose."

"Of fishing."

"Fishing's not about catching fish," Clark said.

Clark had caught a walleye. He'd reeled it in and killed it with a flick of his wrist, invisible to the naked eye. As humane as it was possible to kill a fish. It was unsettling to imagine a rabbit in its place.

Bruce thought about chickens packed tight in steel barns with their beaks cut to keep them from killing each other. An imagined distinction wide and deep between a bird on a perch and a bird on a plate.

There'd been a few tugs on Bruce's line. He'd ignored them.

"We're going to end up foraging for mushrooms."

The walleye sat lonely in the cooler full of ice. Dinner, eventually. The other cooler contained whatever Clark assumed they couldn't catch.

"Are you hungry?" Clark asked, concerned.

"I'm fine."

"I brought snacks."

Bruce turned his head. Clark was offering him a plastic container he'd pulled from the second cooler.

"Rysh Krishpie treatsh," Clark explained.

"I'm fine," Bruce said again.

Clark swallowed. "They've got Fruity Pebbles in them," he said, with a waggle of his eyebrows. He clearly thought this was an irresistible selling point.

Bruce claimed a square so that Clark would stop offering. He had to eat it in small pieces. Clark's sweet tooth was painful for anyone over the age of eight.

The lake was exactly as large as necessary to make calling it a pond uncomfortable. The few small wooden piers were rotting; their boat sat neat in the middle. The breeze smelled like clover.

"I don't know what it is about sitting in a boat," Clark said, "that's so good for a conversation."

"Not much else you can do," Bruce pointed out.

"Yeah," Clark conceded.

"It's like a car."

"What?"

"Conversations are easier in cars," Bruce said. "It's private. There's a designated endpoint. No eye contact, so you can't see how they react to what you say. Makes it easier."

"Huh." Water lapped against the wood of the boat, the reel of Clark's rod winding and unwinding in minute and irregular amounts. "Does that come up a lot?"

"In the Batmobile?"

"Yeah."

"Kind of." Bruce's rod and reel were both unmoving. "Depends on who's with me."

"Dick?"

"Dick has never had trouble talking," he said, and Clark laughed.

"Tim?"

"The hard part with Tim is keeping him off his fucking phone," Bruce said, and Clark laughed harder. "Any other time I couldn't give half a shit, but he wants to get on Snapchat in the middle of the fucking night, we're at the docks, he's got location services on—I don't even know how he installed Snapchat, those burners are supposed to be locked, he shouldn't be able to install a goddamn thing."

"I'm surprised you even let him use a phone out there."

"They're useful. I'm not calling Alfred while we're out just so he can check Wikipedia for us. And CBChat works fine."

"I don't get that name," Clark admitted. "I get that it's a CB radio thing, but it doesn't really make sense. Citizen band chat."

"That's not what CB stands for."

Clark frowned. "It's not?"

"Cartoon bomb."

"... what?"

"Cartoon bomb chat."

"What?" Clark turned in the boat to try and see Bruce, but it didn't work, since he was facing in a different direction. The boat rocked.

"One of the first features I wanted was being able to destroy the chat history on both phones," Bruce said, eyes still on his motionless fishing rod. "Artie—you'd like her. She put the icon in as a placeholder."

"And you made her keep it."

"You're goddamn right."

"That's—is this common knowledge, and I just didn't know because I'm not a tech journalist?" Clark asked. 

"No. It's supposed to be a secret because everyone hates it."

"Except you."

"Being the boss means making the hard decisions."

"You're getting your money's worth out of that business degree," Clark said. 

"Ouch," Bruce said, and Clark laughed. They lapsed into an easy silence.

"Thank you again," Clark said. "For... coming out here. Doing this."

"It's fine," Bruce said, regretting the word immediately. "Good," he attempted to correct.

The silence felt a little less easy this time, and Bruce couldn't tell which one of them wanted to say something. He didn't think it was him. It usually wasn't.

"Should I have invited Diana?" Clark asked.

"No," Bruce said. He considered whether the lack of equivocation made the word too forceful. "It would have been fine if you had," he clarified. "It's fine that you didn't."

Needed to find a better word.

"Okay," Clark said. "If we do this again, maybe I'll invite her."

"You don't have to."

"I just want to make sure you're having a good time."

"I am."

"It's hard to tell."

"I know."

"I don't want this to be selfish," Clark said. "This whole trip."

"This is your idea of selfish?"

"I..." Clark trailed off. "I'm being stupid," he admitted finally. "Sorry."

Bruce rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "If I'm not having a good time," he said, "you'll know. I wouldn't be here if I didn't want to be. This is nice." Nicer, before. A little less so now that his own inexpressiveness had become a problem. Not enjoying himself loudly enough, visibly enough. It wasn't an annoyance he'd prepared himself for.

"Thanks," Clark said. It seemed like he might say something else.

"Clark," Bruce said before he could.

"Yeah?"

"Let's try doing the manly thing, here."

Clark paused. "You want to argue about romcoms?"

"No," Bruce said. "Maybe later."

"Good," Clark said, "because I just rewatched Love, Actually and I have opinions."

"Oh, god," Bruce said. "No, I meant we'd sit quietly in a boat together, not talk about our feelings, and tell ourselves the silence says good things about our friendship."

"Ouch," Clark said.

"It's early," Bruce sighed. "I like to listen to the birds."

They listened together for a moment. "Yeah," Clark sighed. "It's nice out here."

"It is," Bruce agreed. He listened to the water and the wind, watched small birds flit between trees on the shore. A crane took off, wings large enough to make a sound moving through the air. Clark, trying to be quiet, clearly ate another Rice Krispie treat.











Bruce didn't realize he'd fallen asleep until he woke up. The sun was high above, but a towel-and-sticks arrangement had been set up at an angle to keep it off his face. His back hurt, but his back usually hurt. He rubbed at his eyes.

Fucking nap schedule.

It was the smell that woke him up. Fish, and smoke. He sat up in the boat, and assessed his surroundings.

Clark had brought the boat ashore. Not the dock where they'd taken off. A secluded little area, barely a beach, but the view was nice. Clark had a cast iron skillet resting above a campfire. Bruce wondered idly how he'd started it—if he'd used his eyes, if he'd rubbed his hands together too fast, or if he'd just used a match. Never could tell with him.

"Hey," Bruce said, not bothering to raise his voice.

"Hey," Bruce's shoulder said with Clark's voice.

"If you keep doing that I'm leaving," Bruce warned. He didn't move, still figuring out the logistics of getting out of this particular boat without looking like a clumsy oaf. Boats were tricky that way. When he finally stood and stepped onto the sand, he still didn't manage it gracefully, but it could have been worse. "Lunch?" Bruce asked.

"That was the plan," Clark agreed. "If that's okay with you."

"Works for me," Bruce said, looking for a patch of sandy ground that he could sit on. "How did I sleep through that parking job," he asked, gesturing back to the boat.

"I picked it up," Clark explained with a shrug. Because of course he did. Got bored of fishing, picked up the boat, set it on the shore like it was nothing. Clark flipped each fish over in the pan using his bare fingers. Somehow that startled Bruce more than watching him throw a car, realizing that Clark was holding the pan's hot handle with his bare hand. "I did remember to bring cutlery," Clark assured him, misinterpreting whatever expression was on Bruce's face. "How do you like your eggs?"

"Cooked," Bruce said. "Usually."

"Sunny-side up it is, then. Can you grab some out of the cooler?"

He'd packed them in a small plastic case, tucked beside the now-empty container that had held the Rice Krispie treats. The rest of the cooler had a six-pack of beer, a bottle of tequila, and a jug of anti-freeze.

"Clark," he asked as he handed off the eggs, "why is this cooler full of poison."

"The anti-freeze is still sealed," Clark said as he cracked the eggs one-handed into a pool of oil at one side of the pan. "It shouldn't have contaminated anything else, I was careful."

"Are we day-drinking, now."

"We're fishing," Clark said defensively. "It's traditional. You sit in a boat, you start a fire, you get drunk."

"That feels like the most Kansas thing you've ever said to me." He didn't know enough about Kansas to be sure.

"You don't have to drink," Clark said. "It's an option, is all. I... remembered it being kind of fun." His eyes were on the pan. Bruce lowered his to the fire.


  Ah.


The thought was clear and sharp, questions coalescing into a single answer that made perfect sense and which he did not care for: this was a do-over.

After Lois had found out, after their big fight, Clark had shown up at his doorstep drinking anti-freeze. Bruce had opened up the liquor cabinet, tried to do whatever it was that friends do. Drink together and commiserate. Act like a normal fucking person, for once.

It hadn't ended well.

The fishing trip, the apologies. Clark wanted the kind of friend that he could drink with and talk about work. Bruce was the closest he could get.

So he got a do-over.

"It was," Bruce said. "Fun," he clarified. He reached into the cooler to grab a beer. Clark relaxed a little, sliding eggs and fish out of the pan and onto bamboo plates. Bruce accepted his lunch, setting it on his thigh and resting his beer in the sand. Clark found the rumored cutlery.

Bruce's blood felt like cold syrup. He cracked open his beer, and drank more of it in one go than he should have. It wasn't always easy to tell what Clark could hear in a heartbeat. Drinking seemed like an effective way to hide any inconsistencies.

It didn't mean anything. This was fine.

Clark produced a flask from in his bag while Bruce worked on his fish. Bruce raised a pointed eyebrow.

"I'm not going to drink straight out of the jug," Clark explained, getting up to retrieve his poison of choice.

"I won't judge," Bruce said, and Clark snorted.











"You," Bruce said, "can't handle your anti-freeze."

"Neither can you," Clark pointed out with disdain.

"No shit," Bruce said, squinting at the tequila.

Clark considered possible responses. "The other thing," he said instead, "is that—fuck Hugh Grant. Or, the character. Maybe the guy. I don't know, I feel like maybe he sucks. But the, the prime minister guy—"

"Still?" Bruce interrupted. "You're still on that?"

"Yes!" Clark said, with vehemence. "It was—it's so bad. Everything with the Hugh Grant story, the—the lawsuits. Can you imagine the lawsuits. All of these girls needed lawyers. All of them."

"It was the nineties," Bruce said.

"No! No, I looked it up! It was... aughties."

"That can't be what we're calling it."

"Two-thousands. Whatever."

"This is why you need to stick to old movies," Bruce said. "Sixties and earlier—you expect those ones to be fucked up. You can tell yourself it's because they're old. Everything from the nineties is a minefield."

"It wasn't the nineties," Clark insisted.

"It was barely not the nineties." Bruce set the tequila bottle down and struggled to his feet. "I need to go see a fish about a horse."

"What?"

"I was trying to do a callback," he said. "It didn't work, let's move on. I have to piss."

"Oh. Don't pee on any of our fish."

"Obviously." He wandered crooked into the trees. There wasn't much grass, but ferns brushed against his ankles. He thought about ticks, and shuddered.

Clark was still sitting on the ground, waiting for Bruce to get back, when he heard a familiar sound. A small explosion, a percussive burst, a groan and rattle. He sat up straighter, and tried to pinpoint where it had come from. The woods were too full of small sounds, animal sounds, bugs and Bruce's breathing. Clark wasn't in the right headspace to filter it, and he jammed his palms over his ears until he could keep his hearing a reasonable distance.

"Did you hear that?" Clark asked, projecting his voice to where he thought Bruce was.

"Jesus!" He could hear the sound of water against bark stop abruptly, the rise in Bruce's heartrate. "Why—of all the fucking times, why would you—fuck me."

"Sorry," Clark said, still projecting his voice because he didn't want to yell. Not here, not now. "I thought I heard a gun. I'm pretty sure I heard—I can't tell how far it was. Sometimes with guns I hear them. Further away than other things."

"Shit." Bruce emerged from the trees, rubbing sanitizer into his hands. It smelled like a plastic lemon. "Yeah. Think I heard it. Thought maybe a tree fell." Clark shook his head. "Shit." He ran his fingers through his hair. "Hunters?"

"Not here," Clark said. "Not at this time of year. I checked."

"Not legally," Bruce corrected.

Clark's eyes widened. "Poachers," he said.

Bruce squinted at him. "That's. Probably technically correct. If dramatic."

"We should—should we do something?" Clark asked. "About the poachers?"

Bruce rubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand. His hair was tousled, and he already had a visible layer of stubble along his jaw. "Not a rich area," he muttered. "Might just be hungry. I don't know."

"We could bring them fish!" Clark suggested, perking up. "We have plenty of fish. We should help."

"We don't know if they need help," Bruce reminded him.

"Right," Clark said unsteadily.

"Yeah. Shit. We should—we're drunk."

"Yeah."

"Can you tell where it came from?" Bruce asked, offering his arm to help Clark up. Clark accepted, but floated upward off the ground with no effort whatsoever, only using Bruce's hand to anchor himself at the right height before letting go.

"I think so," Clark said.

"We'll look," Bruce said. "If they seem shitty we'll report it. Because we're drunk. And vacation."

"Good call," Clark said. He headed out along the shore, floating slightly above the ground. Bruce was reminded of a will-o'-the-wisp. Those didn't usually wear flannel and denim. He thought about reminding him of walking, but decided against it. He wasn't convinced that Clark knew how to be quiet on his feet. He didn't have to be. He was invincible and he could fly. 

Bruce found himself wishing he'd worn something different. He hadn't wanted to dress like a mad hermit foraging in the woods. There was probably a way to strike a balance between that and business casual. He just didn't know how. Which was why he was trying to pick his way through the underbrush in tailored slacks and derbies.

Clark stopped suddenly. "No." He gestured to their left. "Back–the lake. An ATV. Can you hear it?"

Bruce shook his head, but Clark wasn't looking. It made him lightheaded. Too much tequila.

"It's headed back to the lake. That way. I think it's them. I don't hear anyone else." Clark rubbed at his ears, knees curling upward in the air. "Woods are loud," he mumbled, before letting his feet drop to the ground for the first time.

Bruce fell into a half-crouch so that he could drop if he needed to, moving between trees. Clark stopped to watch him. "That looks really different when you don't have a cape." Bruce rolled his eyes, stepping carefully over a half-rotted log. "You point your toes," Clark added.

"Is this really the time."

"Just an observation," Clark said, a little sullen. "I hadn't really noticed before. Is all." He took a step to follow Bruce.

"You should float," Bruce advised, with a lifting gesture. Clark took his feet off the ground, checking that he hadn't stepped in anything. "You're loud," Bruce explained.

"No one's gonna hear me over the ATV," Clark said, a little annoyed. It was closer now, enough that Bruce could hear it crashing through trees. Bruce accepted that his stealth seemed unwarranted under the circumstances, but he was still irritated about it. They followed the sound, moving a little faster now that their goal was more obvious, until a cabin became barely visible through the leaves. Bruce knelt behind the largest tree he could find in range, and Clark joined him.

"Should I go say hi?" Clark asked, barely audible over the puttering of the still-running, but parked ATV.

"What? No. We still don't know what's happening."

"They can't hurt me," Clark shrugged. Bruce contemplated what it would be like to always be able to use the front door. It would, regardless, put Bruce at risk. Not to mention secret identities. Clark wasn't thinking straight. Not used to drinking. Not like Bruce.

"I'll investigate," Bruce said firmly. "Don't move."

Bruce dropped to the ground, and pulled himself along with his elbows to stay beneath the ferns. Clark leaned around the tree trunk to watch him go. He was clearly visible through the leaves, and had to crawl at least twenty feet. There was a bush he could have hidden behind. It would have been fine. Bruce had clearly had too much to drink. He should have just let Clark go in.

Bruce stayed flat on the ground, watching the ATV and the cabin from beneath a bush. The smell of the dirt wasn't agreeing with him. The driver finally turned off the ATV, and slid off to unlock the cabin. A familiar figure. Blond hair, pink camo. His anxiety eased a little.

She dragged something off the back of the ATV. Someone. She hauled them like a sack of flour. His anxiety returned. He slid backward behind the bush, pulling himself up to a crouch so that he could scramble back behind the tree with Clark. "It's my nemesis," he hissed.

Clark frowned. "The horse?"

  



3. Chapter 3


    
    Bruce started to roll his eyes with enough force to carry his head before stopping. "No, not the horse," he said in what was rapidly becoming a stage-whisper. "Why would it be the horse!"

"I don't know!" Clark said helplessly at barely below normal volume. "Why would it be the Joker?"

"It's not the Joker," Bruce said, all rapid and quiet and sharp, and Clark found himself thinking suddenly and inexplicably of Lois. "It's that woman from the gas station."

"Oh—wait, is she really your nemesis? I thought that was a—" 

Bruce covered Clark's mouth with his hand, and pressed a finger to his lips to remind him to be quiet. Clark thought very explicably of Lois. 

"Why are we even whispering?" Clark whispered when Bruce let him go. 

"Because she had a body."

"I should hope so," Clark said with another frown. Then his eyebrows shot up, and he leaned closer to Bruce. "Did you think she was a ghost?" he asked seriously.

Bruce looked to the sky for reprieve, remembered he was an atheist, rubbed both hands over his face. "If you weren't invulnerable it would be very tempting to beat your ass."

"That's never stopped Lois."

"Why would you tell me that," Bruce almost forgot to whisper. "I don't need to know that. No one needs to know that."

"It just slipped out!"

"That woman has a corpse, Clark," Bruce said, trying to return to the issue at hand.

"Oh, gosh," Clark said, not horrified but deeply concerned. "It wasn't hers, was it?"

"Her—she's not a ghost."

"I got confused."

"Yes, I see that."

"Should I get my—I brought my costume."

"Obviously we both brought our costumes," Bruce sighed.

Clark's brow furrowed. "I told you not to bring your costume."

"That was never going to happen."

"We're on vacation," Clark protested, ignoring that he had also brought his costume.

"There's a dead body," Bruce reminded him.

"Are you sure?"

"I didn't get a good look." Easier to tell if there'd been a visible gunshot wound, a pool of blood. Instead just limbs and denim.

"I should look," Clark said, starting to stand. Bruce grabbed his arm and pulled him downward, which shouldn't have worked, except that when someone yanked on Clark's arm he followed as a reflex. He collapsed to the ground, confused and indignant.

"You can see through things," Bruce reminded him between his teeth, pointing at the tree.

Clark made a sound of disgust. "Okay, just—where am I looking?"

"There," Bruce said, pointing in the direction of what he'd seen, which looked remarkably similar to jabbing his finger into a piece of moss. Clark squinted at the moss, then tried to angle himself so he'd be facing the same direction that Bruce was pointing, nearly tipping over onto Bruce in the process.

"Okay, there's—there are so many bugs on this tree."

"You don't have to narrate," Bruce said under his breath.

"This is what's happening now and you just have to deal with that. I don't see anyone."

"Are they in the cabin?"

"They might be in the cabin—augh!" Clark recoiled, rubbing at his eyes. "Organs, I saw—oh no."

"What? What's happening?"

Clark looked at Bruce, his hands still over his eyes, and immediately turned his face elsewhere. "I'm drunk," Clark whined.

"Are you okay?" he asked, putting his hand on Clark's shoulder.

"Drinking makes your vision go funny, I didn't even think—I saw your skull."

"That's. Not good."

"Give me a second to... refocus." Clark looked pointedly at the ground, waving his own hand in front of his face. "There were two," he added.

"Bodies?"

"People. I think. I saw two people in the cabin."

"Was one of them dead?"

"I couldn't tell, I was trying not to look."

"That's fair."

"I think I'm better."

Bruce realized his hand was still on Clark's shoulder. Had been on Clark's shoulder. He detached it slowly, wary of what it might seem like to take it away too quickly. "Good."

"I didn't throw up," he added.

"Good," Bruce said again.

"You should talk to Diana."

"About the body?"

"About your skull." This time Clark touched Bruce's arm. "You're fine," he assured him, realizing this could be worrying. "I just mean—you already know. Right? About your skull."

"I hope so."

"I think she could fix it, is what I mean. Like new."

"That would be too small."

"Not that new. Right?"

"Maybe."

"You should. Should I change?"

"Maybe," Bruce admitted. "You might be able to run over and see... whatever the fuck."

"Yeah." Clark started to stand again, then stopped and sat back down. "No."

"No?"

"I'm not... I think I'd run into someone. If I tried. And they'd explode."

"I don't think they'd explode."

"They would explode."

"How do you know that."

"No," Clark said firmly. "I haven't..." He paused to think about it. "I've never run into anyone. I only know because bullet trains. When they hit cows."

Bruce took a minute to unpack this. "You know. When people say, 'faster than a speeding bullet', and 'more powerful than a locomotive'—"

"That's such a weird benchmark," Clark complained. "That's weird, right? A train guy wrote that. A guy who just really likes that word. Locomotive."

"—but when people say that, they don't mean..." Bruce had to pause to reorganize his thoughts. "A bullet train does not actually have all the powers of a bullet, and a train. Saying: I am in some ways like a bullet, and in other ways like a train, and therefore in all ways like a bullet train. It doesn't work. You're not... that's not one-to-one."

"I'm... I'm working with what I have, here. If I run into a guy, he'll explode."

"I'm not arguing with that."

"It sounds like you're arguing."

"That's just. What I sound like."

"You should work on that."

"I've been. What are we supposed to do about the corpse?" 

"I wish I could listen in," Clark said, rubbing his still-smooth jaw. "Every time I try I get distracted by all the birds and the bear."

Bruce froze. "There's a bear?"

Clark waved a hand. "Not near us," he assured Bruce. "It's just—it's distracting."

"Yes," Bruce agreed. "Because it's a fucking bear."

"Is your phone working?" Clark asked. "I don't have signal."

Bruce checked his, then shook his head. "I left my satellite phone at the cabin. I didn't think I'd need it, since I was going to be with you."

Clark smiled. "Aww. Thank you, Bruce."

Bruce almost smacked his shoulder. "Corpse," he reminded Clark, jabbing moss.

"We don't know that for sure," Clark protested. "You said you didn't get a good look. Maybe he's drunk."

"You only think that because we're drunk," Bruce said. "Not everyone is drunk. That's—that's an us situation. You heard a gun."

"Maybe he was firing in the air for help." Clark gasped. "That's dangerous! The bullet must have fallen. Poor guy."

"There is zero evidence of that," Bruce said. "We don't even know if it was a man."

"Lady poachers," Clark said.

"That's not—you're all over the place right now."

"That's why I shouldn't run."

"No shit," Bruce said. "We need to sober up and figure out if we have time to get our costumes."

"Door," Clark said suddenly, and he leaned around the tree trunk instead of looking through it. Bruce leaned around the other side. Bruce's nemesis—who he found himself thinking of as The Pink Poacher, despite the fact that it was a terrible name with no basis in reality—was carrying a denim body back out of the cabin. She had it hooked under her arm this time, moving with significantly more ease. Something looked wrong about it.

"Oh, thank goodness," Clark said, collapsing back behind the tree. "It's just a scarecrow."

"No."

"I saw it," Clark said, patting Bruce's side. "I don't mean the Scarecrow, I mean it was full of straw. Not a dead body. We're fine."

"That's not what I saw," Bruce said, trying to figure out where she'd walked to.

"Well, shit," Clark said. "What's—what did the other one look like?"

"A body," Bruce insisted. "I don't know. All I could see was denim. A jorpse."

"What?"

"I don't know why I said that out loud." He needed to spend more time around people who weren't teens.

"That sounds a lot like the scarecrow I just saw," Clark said. 

"You saw two people," Bruce reminded him.

Clark made a thoughtful sound, and floated higher so that he could comfortably look over Bruce's head at the same side of the tree. "Second person," he said with satisfaction, pointing to where Pink was now standing with the denim body. Someone else was standing with her, a long-haired woman in overalls.

"Get down," Bruce hissed, pushing Clark backward. "They'll see you."

"It's okay," Clark said. "No one's dead, it's just some ladies with a scarecrow."

"It wasn't a scarecrow," Bruce said. "It had more weight to it. She's not carrying that like a body. She carried the other one like a body. Bodies are heavy."

"Yours, maybe," Clark said. Then he put a hand on Bruce's shoulder. "I didn't mean it like that," he apologized. "I just meant I'm easy to carry. Because I can fly."

"It's fine."

"I'm not trying to make you self-conscious about your weight."

"Why would I be self-conscious about my weight."

"I don't know. You have a lot of problems."

"Yes. Like the fact that you think I can't tell the difference between a dead body and a scarecrow. I've seen a lot of dead bodies, Clark."

"I know," Clark said. "That's one of your problems."

The scarecrow had been propped up on some kind of post. The women came together in front of it, clearly a kiss even from a distance. 

"Aww." Clark put a hand over his heart. "They're in love." He made a face. "Now I feel creepy spying on them."

"Spying on people is always creepy."

"What if this is a Goodbye, Earl situation?" Clark asked suddenly. 

"What the fuck is a Goodbye, Earl situation."

"You don't like the Dixie Chicks?" Clark asked, scandalized. 

"As people, sure."

"We need to listen to Goodbye, Earl."

"I don't know what that is."

"Earl beat his wife, so they killed him," Clark explained. 

"Okay," Bruce said. "I can see why you would find that relevant. That still means they killed someone."

"I don't think they killed anyone."

"You just said—" 

Bruce stopped speaking as the women in the distance threw a bucket of something red onto the scarecrow.

"... that was definitely blood," Bruce said. 

"It might—no, that's definitely blood," Clark said, nose wrinkled. "Maybe it's pig blood?" 

"In what way is that reassuring."

There was a smell like sulfur and burnt copper wire, a sound like the echo of a scream. Black smoke rose from where the scarecrow had burst into flame. It looked more like a skull than was usual for smoke. 

"I don't think that was pig blood," Bruce said. 

"Well, shit," Clark said, watching the spectral shape lingering in the air. "This is—this is summer camp all over again."

"What."

"With the bog witches," Clark said, like this was some universally understood phenomenon. "They ended up not being witches, though, they were just regular serial killers. Lana was really mad." Clark pulled his flask out of his pocket, unscrewed the top and took a swig.

Bruce looked at Clark. He looked at the flask. He looked back at Clark.

"What are you doing?" he hissed, and Clark froze. "You're trying to sober up."

Clark did three double-takes in different directions, looked like he was going to throw the flask and then didn't, started and abandoned five different gestures of explanation or apology in quick succession with the end result of a well-contained flail of distress. "I forgot!" he hissed back when he'd finished. "We were having so much fun I just—"

"Fun?"

"Not fun," he corrected. "Kind of fun," he recanted. "It's like an investigation," he said, as if this clarified the matter.

"Journalists," Bruce muttered. "Didn't you say that your father had been here before? Did he not check who else lived around here? Mysterious disappearances? Cult activity?"

"Yes, but—okay, even if he did know about about the bog witch lesbians—and this isn't even a bog, this is a lake, and just because they're doing black magic doesn't mean they're witches—but it's possible he considered that a feature. Like a fun extra thing."

Bruce buried his face in his hands.

"You've met my dad. You know what he's like."

"Okay, in the future can you ask him, specifically, beforehand—" 

"If there's going to be magical lesbians?" 

"I don't know why you keep specifying lesbians, I don't see how that's relevant."

"That's—that's erasure."

"They're murderers."

"We don't know that for sure."

"Are you suggesting it was an ethically harvested corpse. That they're necro-freegans."

"I don't—is that a thing?"

"I don't know. It might be."

"Dad's okay with regular freegans."

"Regular freegans are fine. This isn't about freeganism."

"It's also possible—he didn't say it, but I got this vibe that maybe he came out here to do mushrooms."

Bruce rubbed at his face again.

"I figured that meant it was isolated enough that—you know—we'd have privacy. No paparazzi. But if he did see the black magic he might have thought it was a bad trip. Could that be it? Did we eat any mushrooms?" 

"No? N—even if we had, they wouldn't do anything for you."

"Not unless they were very toxic," Clark agreed. He touched Bruce's shoulder. "Are you feeling okay? Mushrooms that strong would definitely kill you."

"We didn't eat any mushrooms."

"Okay, good."

"I think they took the clothes off of the dead body, stuffed them full of straw, and burned it for a ritual."

Clark considered this. "There's no shame in not being able to see as well as me," he said. "I have superpowers."

"I know I saw a body," Bruce snapped. "I didn't just see a scarecrow. They got the blood from somewhere."

"Okay," Clark said unconvincingly, holding up his hands in surrender. 

"Check the cabin again," Bruce said. "See if there's a body in there."

"Ugh." Clark's lip curled as he leaned around the trunk of the tree to look through the cabin walls. Bruce pulled him back behind the trunk, but Clark didn't notice. "Oh, gross," he said, blinking the sight away. "Yeah, that's definitely—they hung him upside-down. Naked. There's another bucket. It's a whole thing." He gave Bruce an accusatory glare. "This stuff never happens when it's just me."

"You said it happened with Lana," Bruce deflected. 

"It did," Clark agreed. "It's like the universe can sense the goth energy."

"I don't have—whatever. Okay. So they've killed a man, and they've initiated some kind of ritual by burning a blood-soaked scarecrow thing."

"Nicholas Cage," Clark suggested. "Wicker man," he corrected. 

"Don't bring him into this, we have enough problems."

"You can't hold a grudge forever," Clark said. "Yes you can," he amended. "I still don't know what he did."

"He knows what he did."

"What do we do about the wicker man?" Clark asked.

"That isn't even what this is. That's its own thing. This is—this is probably time-sensitive. Do you think you can run to get our costumes?"

"I mi—no. Running back."

"Right," Bruce said.

"I don't want you to explode."

"Thanks. We need to figure out what they're trying to do, and how to stop them."

"Right," Clark said.

"We don't have costumes," Bruce reminded him.

"We don't need the costumes," Clark said. "We can still do the same stuff."

"You don't think Pink's going to mention it if a billionaire and a semi-famous reporter are the ones having her hauled in for murder?"

"I don't think I'm semi-famous."

"You have a lot of followers, it counts."

"Why would Pink—"

"My nemesis, she's wearing pink," Bruce explained.

"Oooh, okay. Okay, cool."

"Did you think I meant the musician."

"I don't know what I thought but I was scared."

"She's fine. We're not arresting her. We can't fight murderous gas station cashiers without costumes."

"We can be sneaky," Clark suggested. "That's your whole thing. You sneak. Right?"

"Maybe," Bruce said, dubious. Sneaking was not an activity best done tipsy. 

"Wait." Clark grabbed Bruce suddenly. "Wait."

"Is it the bear?" Bruce said.

"No. I saw two people in the cabin."

"Right."

"One of them was a corpse," he said. "But there's two women out there."

"Maybe you missed one of them," Bruce offered helpfully.

"One of those women doesn't have a body," Clark insisted. Bruce would have thought he had a hard grip on his arm, if he hadn't known better. For Clark, this was a firm grip at best.

"I think you might be overreacting based on—"

"If there's a ghost I'm not—"

"What is it with you and—"

"I don't have super-exorcisms, Bruce! I get possessed by a ghost, and we're done! I will have been body-snatched, by a ghost."

"I don't know where you get your ghost lore—"

"It's science."

"—but you can resist possession. Regular human beings resist possession all the time. You aren't more vulnerable. You can—it's a matter of will."

"I've eaten eight Rice Krispie treats today," Clark hissed. "Don't talk to me about willpower like that's supposed to make me feel better."

"That's not—this isn't the same thing."

"You don't know that," Clark said.

"Try looking through them again, see if they both have organs," Bruce suggested.

"I hate this," Clark said. "I brought you out here to have a good time, and you keep making me look at organs."

"Please don't tell people that," Bruce said.

Once again, Clark tilted his head around the tree trunk to use his x-ray vision. "Wait," he said. "Who's that?" He pointed, and Bruce had to push his arm down behind the tree before anyone saw. He looked in the general direction indicated, and saw exactly what Clark had meant, lurking in the bushes on the other side of the clearing.

"Please tell me that's not a park ranger," Bruce said.

"That looks like a park ranger," Clark said.

"He looks like his best friend is a talking dog," Bruce said.

"Maybe he's going to call for backup," Clark said.

The babyfaced man started to move toward the cabin.

"He's going to try to solve the crime," Bruce said.

"He's going to get so murdered," Clark said, grabbing at Bruce's arm again.

"Wait here, I'm going in."

"You wait here."

"I'm not the one who can't even run straight," Bruce said. "Look, we need to get him out of the cabin before she realizes he's in there."

There was a scream inside the cabin.

"I think he found the body," Clark said.

"I heard," Bruce said, shrugging out of Clark's grip. The cashier was heading for the cabin.

"Wait, let me try something." Bruce rolled his eyes as Clark squinted intently at the cabin door. Right as the cashier reached for it, it burst into flame. She recoiled, and at the same time they saw the park ranger fleeing out the back of the building. "Heat vision works!" he said triumphantly. Bruce dodged out of the way when Clark turned to him, eyes still glowing. Clark shut his eyes. "Sorry."

"We need to talk to that park ranger," Bruce said. "His life is in danger, now."

"Okay, but—but what if we didn't?" Clark's eyes were still closed, and Bruce realized he was looking through his own eyelids. He poked Clark's closed eye, and Clark blinked as he remembered to open them again.

"He's going to need our help," Bruce said.

"Right," Clark said. "But what if—hear me out. Someone needs to stop these women from completing their ritual, and hopefully have them arrested for murder. One of them. You can't arrest a ghost."

"I don't think she's a—"

"We don't want that to be us, because. Secret identities. Right?"

"You're suggesting we leave it to him?" Bruce asked. "The guy with the Wilhelm scream?"

"No," Clark assured him. "We just make it seem like we left it to him. You know, like. We help him. He just doesn't know we're helping him. No one knows. Maybe it seems like ghosts. Different ghosts. Murdered ghosts."

"To be clear," Bruce said, "your idea is that we allow the hapless park ranger to believe that restless spirits are using him to get vengeance on their murderers, when actually, he is being helped by Superman."

"And Batman," Clark said. "You're here, too."

"That's the dumbest fucking thing I've ever heard," he said, and Clark slouched. 

"It's a little dumb," he agreed.

"Obviously that's what we're doing."

  



4. Chapter 4


    
    Four

He raced through the woods, gasping for air, his throat raw and his breath hot. He tripped over something in the underbrush, scraping his palms and his forearms as he tried to catch himself.

Neil was dead. Strung up like a deer and dead.

It was the scarecrows. It had to be the scarecrows. Hadn't the woman in the gas station tried to warn them? And they'd just laughed, assumed they knew better. 

Three scarecrows. They'd destroyed three scarecrows. Did that mean there were two people left to kill? He was a people! 

He took a deep, shaky breath, struggling to his feet. "Get it together, Rick," he said under his breath.



Clark grabbed Bruce by the shoulders.

"What?" Bruce asked.

"His name is Rick," Clark whisper-hissed. "Ranger Rick."

Bruce grabbed the lapels of Clark's flannel. "You cannot just say shit like that to me right now like I can handle it," he hissed back.



Rick pulled out his compass, and tried to get his bearings. He wasn't sure now where he was in the forest—Neil had always been better at that. But he knew that if he kept going east, he would at least hit a road eventually, and maybe it would take him out of here. This would all be easier if he'd saved his phone battery like Neil had told him, but, well. Neil always carried backup batteries. And he couldn't just stop using his phone.

The limited-time gacha event felt so far away, now. Had that really been this afternoon? Now Neil was dead and he was trapped in the woods with evil scarecrows, all because he'd wanted to use the gold spinner to farm rares instead of springing for the premium diamond bundle. Maybe if he hadn't been so cheap, he wouldn't be stuck with a dead phone full of commons.

He rubbed at his watering eyes, sniffling.



"Anything?" Bruce asked in a whisper.

"I think he's crying," Clark said with a sympathetic grimace.

"Okay. Fair."



Rick trudged eastward, jumping out of his skin at the slightest sound. And the lakeside woods at twilight were full of sounds. Leaves in the wind, the slow creaking of tree trunks. Insects zipping too close to his face. A rabbit darted through the underbrush just ahead of him, and in his surprise he tipped backward and nearly unbalanced. 

There was a loud clamor of moving branches in a nearby tree, only explained when it was followed by the sound of crows. Too many crows, too loud. He didn't see a single feather. 

Did scarecrows actually scare crows? Or was that just what they wanted him to think? 

He reached down to pick up a sturdy branch, but it crumbled at his touch and covered his skin in something cold and wet. 

As he rubbed his hand clean on his pants, he realized that he'd come to a part of the forest he recognized. Hadn't they been here? He tried to retrace his steps from earlier; the shadows were longer, and he'd been looking at his phone the first time. But there, among the leaves, he spotted a rotting piece of flannel.

"Yes," he said, trying to pick up the pieces of the destroyed scarecrow. Maybe, if he could fix it, it wouldn't need replacing. Maybe he could undo what they'd done, rather than dying for Neil's mistake. He tried to stuff the flannel full of fallen leaves, feeling a glimmer of hope. But the clothes were too full of holes, the stick that held it upright broken, and the head... the less said about the head, the better. He dropped the scarecrow's remains, and wiped his hands off on his pants again.

A possibility occurred to him. What if he destroyed the rest of them? Get rid of the scarecrows, and there'd be none left to try and replace their fallen brothers. It had to be worth a shot, right?

He dug into his pocket for one of the folded out maps of the area he'd been given, trying to locate himself on it. There were a series of X's drawn in faint pencil, some of them smudged. He hadn't questioned them before, but counting them out—thirteen in all—it seemed likely that they were meant to mark scarecrows.



"Did you bring a map?" Clark asked. 

"A paper map?" Bruce asked. "Why would I bring a paper map. You can fly."

"Oh." Clark blinked. "Yeah. If I go straight up—no. Landing. I might crater." He acted out a silent explosion with his hands.

Every revelation of how his powers could go awry was more horrifying than the last. "You are literally worse than useless when you're drunk," Bruce said, which was not the most tactful expression of this concept.

"Wow, okay," Clark said, recoiling. "Sorry for letting myself be vulnerable, Bruce."

"That's not even—is this what you're like with Lois?" 

"Maybe," Clark admitted. "Why? Is it that bad?" 

"It explains a lot." Ranger Rick had moved far enough along that Bruce felt comfortable approaching the scarecrow remains. He crouched, picking up a small stick to lift the faded flannel. It had been sliced with a sharp blade, symbols drawn on in with a sharpie. Those hadn't faded. Must have been recent. Wax from a white candle stuck to back. The powder he was seeing may have been salt. He didn't want to taste it to check. Not that drunk. "Do you have super-smell?" Bruce asked.

"You can't just assume that all my senses are super," Clark said, clearly still irritated. "But yes." He bent at the waist to get closer, taking a deep breath in through his nostrils. "I'm getting chicken," he said, standing back up. "Like a roast chicken."

"What."

"You know," he said. "Like when you don't want to do anything big for dinner so you just shove half a lemon and some garlic in there. Roast chicken."

Bruce used the stick to try and dig around the area where the flannel had been, scraps of denim also lost in the carpet of leaves. Eventually he found what looked like a head of garlic, and part of a lemon, just as Clark had predicted.

"Can't be sure," Bruce said, "but it looks like someone did a spell. Banishing spirits." He had vague recollections of white candles and salt.

"Does that make sense?" Clark asked. "Conceptually? I thought garlic was vampires."

"Of course it doesn't make fucking sense," Bruce said. "It's magic. Magic is stupid. Zatanna talks backward and cars explode. Does that make fucking sense to you?"

"Yeah, but did it work?"

"I don't feel haunted," Bruce said. "By this. Magic is mostly intent anyway. If you just intend at it hard enough then sure, fine, do an exorcism by covering it in salt and shoving some aromatics in there."

Clark gasped, pointing with both his hands as Bruce stood. "That's why there's no ghost chickens!"

"No."

"That explains everything!" 

"It absolutely does not."



Rick finally found the next scarecrow, nothing to mark its location as distinct among the trees. It was just an old dress full of straw wrapped around a stick, jutting at a slight angle out of the ground. In place of a head was an old dog's skull. He shuddered, feeling a chill as he approached it. It was starting to get dark, now; the trees were thick, and there was no moon in the sky.

He had, at the time, thought most of Neil's procedures were merely obtuse and bureaucratic. Now he suspected there had been darker forces at work. He would have to hope he remembered enough.



"Does that look right to you?" Clark asked.

"I can't see," Bruce said, because they were at a safe distance in the dark and Bruce was kneeling in a fern.

"It looked good at first, with the pen," Clark said, "but then he just kind of stabbed it and knocked it over and threw dirt on it."

"That doesn't sound right."

"I think he stuck a granola bar in there."

"Yeah, no, that's not right." Bruce rubbed his hands over his face. "The dead guy must have been the competent one."

"He seems intent," Clark said hopefully.

"I think you're gonna have to exorcise the ghost."

Clark recoiled. "Absolutely not."

"If it's still in there you're gonna have to do it."

"If it's still in there I'm staying over here," Clark said. "You do it."

"I can't," Bruce said.

"See, you don't want to do it either."

"I can't," Bruce repeated. "Magic doesn't work for me because I think it's fucking stupid."

"That's not how it works," Clark said.

"That's apparently how it works," Bruce said.

"According to who?"

"Jason."

"Jason?" Clark repeated, taken aback, but Bruce waved him off.

"Different Jason," he said. "No relation. Old family friend."

"Why do you have an old family friend who knows about magic?"

"Because I'm rich."

"I don't like that that makes sense." Clark looked back toward the dog-faced scarecrow. "He's gone, go see if it's got ghosts in it."

Bruce politely refrained from grumbling more than necessary as he made his way to the scarecrow. As soon as he came close enough, his skin started to prickle. "Yeah, no, this thing's got ghosts," he said, not bothering to raise his voice. He looked closer at the dress, and realized the ranger had just drawn a star on the shoulder.

"Do we really have to exorcise it?" asked Bruce's left shoulder, which he swatted at reflexively. "You just said he doesn't know what he's doing. This might not have anything to do with stopping the. The bog witches."

"You want to just leave whoever this is stuck in a scarecrow?" Bruce asked his shoulder. "That's fucked up."

Grudgingly, Clark floated closer. Bruce handed him a permanent marker he'd had in his pocket. "You have a pen, but not a map?" Clark asked.

"These aren't cargo pants. Space is at a premium."

"You're supposed to be prepared for everything," Clark said with a touch of petulance. Bruce threw up his hands.

"If it makes you feel better, I'll probably start carrying paper maps after this," Bruce said. "Everywhere, all the time. It'll be a huge waste of space, and time, and money, and I will never ever need it because this was the only time anyone has ever needed a paper map for some reason."

Clark was staring at the marker. "What's a magic symbol?" he asked. He pointed at the star. "That was the only one I knew and he used it already."

"It's about intent," Bruce said. "It can be. It doesn't matter. Write a word. Draw a symbol. As long as you feel like it's powerful, that's what matters. It's. Vibes."

"Okay," Clark said, willing himself to get closer to the scarecrow. "A powerful symbol. A powerful symbol." He looked at Bruce.

"Don't look at me, this is. This is all you."

Clark bent over, and began to draw, carefully working to keep his lines straight. When he floated back up, Bruce peered at his handiwork.

He had drawn the Cool S.

"... okay." Bruce rubbed his face again. "Ideally, here, we would have some salt."

Clark reached into his pocket, and pulled out a little white restaurant packet of salt.

"Why do you have this."

"In case someone spills salt and there isn't any salt left for me to throw over my shoulder," Clark said.

"Jesus. Okay. Sprinkle salt on the body. Scarecrow. Scarecrow body."

Clark tore open the packet, and sprinkled it out like pixie dust. He looked expectantly at Bruce, who watched the scarecrow. 

"... set it on fire."

"You're just making stuff up," Clark accused. 

"Do you have any better ideas?" Bruce asked. 

Clark grumbled, looking down at the scarecrow. After a brief delay, the dress burst into flames. A sudden gust of wind blew through the trees, the flames rising to the treetops before just as suddenly going out.

Bruce prodded the scarecrow with his toe. "That worked," he said.

"It seems like it should be really obvious if that doesn't happen," Clark said.



It was pitch black by the time Rick finished destroying the sixth scarecrow. He was getting the hang of it, and so far none of them had woken up to punish him for it. He was feeling more confident, in control. Maybe he could pick up where Neil had left off, once this evil had been defeated. Rick Jordan, ghost hunter. 

He turned on his flashlight again, holding it in his mouth while he fished the map out of his pocket. It was bright enough to light up half the forest all on its own, but that only made the shadows that much darker.

Only seven left to go.



"This is taking way too long," Clark said. 

"Yeah, well." Bruce yawned, leaning his back against a tree trunk. "Could be worse."

"If I draw out what's on his map," Clark said, "maybe you can help me find the other scarecrows and we can just take care of them. I can. I could carry you, so I don't run into you."

"What? No." Clark drooped a little. "You wouldn't even... I could just wait back here with the Ranger Rick fuckup brigade." Bruce pointed at the man in question with his thumb. "You don't need me to read a map."

"I kind of. I do, though."

"What."

"That's my unsuper sense. It's direction."

"What."

"I'm—I grew up in a field. It's... you don't need directions. You just look. Where's the school? It's out past the field. Where's the store? It's out past that other field."

"You live in Metropolis."

"I have a phone! And I can fly. And everything in a paper map is always the wrong size, and I don't remember which way is supposed to be up because everything's all flat and weird looking, plus I have sort of a thing about lefts and rights."

"Clark." Bruce held up his index fingers and thumbs at right angles. "It's the one that makes an L."

"Yeah," Clark said, "but is that my left, or your left?"

"It's your left."

Clark pointed at Bruce's left hand, which was to his right. "That's my left?"

"Wh—no? Oh my god."

"It's hard."

"Just. Try to get a good look at his map before he puts it away, hurry up."

"You don't have to get mad at me," Clark said with a wrinkle of his nose. He narrowed his eyes in Rick's direction, and in the dark, they glowed.



When a hole started burning its way through Rick's map, he screamed, flashlight falling out of his mouth. He dropped the map and started stomping on it, trying to put it out. 

He stared at the mess once it had gone out, a hole right through the middle of the paper. He looked at his flashlight. He'd bought it from a cheap importer site, because they didn't sell the good flashlights in the States anymore. Too many incidents with planes. 

Could that have done it? Or could it be that the someone was trying to stop him?



"What the fuck was that?" Bruce hissed.

"I messed up," Clark whined, bent over with his hands over his eyes. "I was trying to look closer! I flexed them wrong!"

"You—you flexed? There's flexing?"

"I don't know!" Clark said. "I don't have a better word for it, I don't know what you want me to tell you."

"I just don't understand how it works," Bruce said. 

"No one does," Clark snapped, taking his hands away from his eyes and blinking his vision back to normal. "The mysteries of Kryptonian anatomy die with me." He bent and started using his finger to draw a map in the dirt. "And Kara, I guess. And there's that clone kid, now, I'm not sure what his deal is. That's a whole thing. I guess that would have been a good topic for a heart-to-heart, but I was still really mad about Love, Actually so I forgot. I think this is what the map looked like."

Bruce squinted at it. "That looks like a circle of thirteen," he said. 

"Is that bad? That sounds bad."

"I don't know," Bruce said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "A new moon means. Probably trying to birth something? Metaphorically. A circle can keep something out or in, but if you're drawing the line with dead people that's. Fucked up."

"Big time," Clark agreed. 

"Usually you use sympathetic materials, not souls." Bruce paused, standing upright. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. "Goddammit," he muttered. 

"What?" Clark asked. "Did you figure something out?"

Bruce sighed. "I think," he said slowly, "that one of those women was a ghost."

"I knew it," Clark said, triumphant, before his eyes widened in panic. "I am not fighting a team-up between a witch and a ghost," he said.

"We're not fighting anyone," Bruce said. "I think Pink's using this circle so she can touch her girlfriend."

"Awww."

"She's a serial killer, Clark."

"That doesn't make it not romantic. I don't approve. I'm just saying. It's sweet."

"Yeah, okay." Bruce gestured toward where Ranger Rick was stumbling in the dark. "He's heading the wrong way."

"That's fine," Clark said. "We can come back and get him later."

"We need to keep an eye on him," Bruce said, "so he doesn't get murdered."

"Oh! Oh, right. He could get murdered. He's—I forgot."

"I figured, yeah."



Rick held his flashlight close, watching the woods for strange shadows. His map may have been burned, but he'd spent enough time looking at it to know which way to go. He was sure to find the next scarecrow soon.

He was validated when a sudden chill struck him, the sharp kind of cold that went down into your bones. He exhaled fog. He was getting closer.



"That's—that's the wrong way," Bruce said. "What—why would you—"

"He's getting colder!" Clark said helplessly, waving a few stray snowflakes away from his mouth. "I thought it was obvious!"

"Ghosts are cold, Clark."

"Yeah, you should never head ghostward."

"He's looking for ghosts."

"That's—okay. I can see how that could have been a mistake." He froze. "ATV." He grabbed Bruce's shoulder. "I hear an ATV."

"Oh, shit."



Rick stopped, swinging his flashlight around as he started to hear the sound of a distant engine. "Hello?" he called. A four-wheeler might mean another forest ranger, but even a bystander might help. "Hello!" he called, louder as he heard the engine get closer.

Destroying all these scarecrows was good, but getting the hell out of these woods and calling the police would be better. Neil was dead and Rick still hadn't charged his phone.

"Help!" Rick called into the increasing noise of the darkness. "I'm over here!" He tried waving his flashlight around, lifting it higher to help it catch more distance.

When a vehicle finally entered his line of sight, he froze. 

That wasn't a forest ranger. That wasn't help.

That was a scarecrow, wearing a tattered jacket and with a pumpkin for a head.

Rick started to turn, wanted to run, but tripped over his own feet and fell backward. His flashlight still rested on the scarecrow.

Suddenly there came a voice, loud and unearthly; the leaves in the trees shook, and Rick had to cover his ears.


  REVENGE


Rick thought at first that it was the scarecrow, but realized the face of the pumpkin was looking in different directions. It, too, was trying to find the source of the voice. It was getting cold again, and a flurry of snow seemed to sweep in from nowhere at all. There was the sound of a flock of crows again.


  REVENGE HIS FOUL AND MOST UNNATURAL MURDER




Bruce leaned closer, his mouth close to Clark's ear. "You know," he whispered, "some people think I'm melodramatic."

Clark fought a grin, and nudged Bruce away with his elbow.




  SHUT UP


"Neil?" Rick asked. "Is that you?"


  MURDER MOST FOUL


The scarecrow pulled a rifle out of its four-wheeler. Rick wondered if this was how Neil had died, gunned down by a pumpkin-headed ghoul. He wanted to run, but none of his limbs seemed to be working.

As it leveled the rifle at him, the metal of the barrel started to glow red. The metal began to melt, the end of the rifle drooping before the scarecrow finally dropped it. The leaves it hit burst into flame before smoldering around the molten metal.

"Thank you, Neil," Rick said breathlessly.



"Clark," Bruce whispered. "Have you been listening to the bear?"

"Oh, I started tuning that out a while ago," Clark whispered back.

"Clark," Bruce whispered, more urgently. Clark looked at Bruce. Bruce was looking at Clark's pants. Clark looked at his pants.

There was a bear cub sniffing at one of his pockets.

"Oh! Oh, hey. Hey, buddy." Clark reached into his pocket, and fished out a plastic-wrapped Rice Krispie treat.

"I thought you ate all of those," Bruce said through his teeth.

"I was saving it," Clark said defensively. The cub was very interested.

"Clark," Bruce managed to bark under his breath, his voice hoarse. He had grabbed Clark by the shoulders. Clark looked up.

"Oh! And there's your mama. Hi, mama."



The scarecrow advanced on Rick, knife drawn, as he tried to scramble to his feet to run. Shining his illegally imported flashlight into its pumpkin eyes had slowed it down, but not for long.

The brightness extending out into the woods highlighted something else.

"Bear!" Rick screamed. Ghouls were one thing, but a charging bear was another. He sprang to his feet, and started trying to climb the nearest tree. The scarecrow seemed to take a moment to realize what was happening. When it tried to climb his tree, Rick kicked it in the pumpkin.

The scarecrow ran to a different tree, and didn't make it fast enough. The bear's claws raked its leg, and it screamed. Pant-leg ragged and bleeding, the scarecrow kept climbing. When it looked like the bear might climb after it, it pulled off its scarecrow head, lobbing it down the tree.

The bear roared as the pumpkin hit it in the head, but quickly became distracted by free food.

Rick stared. "Hey!" he said, pointing. "You're that woman from the gas station!"

She tried to throw her knife at him, but it went wide.

"You're just a regular serial killer!" he said, disappointed. Slowly, he scooted down the tree while the bear seemed distracted. Its cub had toddled over, still chewing whatever else it had been eating. Rick gave them all a wide berth, and managed to make it to the four-wheeler. Up-close, it was a lot more obviously pink.



"It seems really obvious now," Clark said as Ranger Rick drove off on the ATV. "Bears are weak to me, and I'm weak to magic, so that would mean—"

"You can probably put me down," Bruce said.

Clark had scooped him up in a bridal carry, and was floating fifteen feet off the ground.

"Yeah," Clark said. "We should probably head back to the cabin." He didn't actually move to do that.

"What?" Bruce said. "No. There's—there's still a bear. That woman is still dangerous, assuming she has spells she can cast aside from bullet. We're assuming her ghost girlfriend will be gone in the morning because the circle is still broken, but we don't actually know. And there's still a bunch of souls trapped in scarecrows. There's. This is a mess. We're going to be out here all night."

Clark huffed irritably. "Man. This is. This is turning into work. This is just work. We're supposed to be on vacation."

Bruce yawned again, still not sober enough to be appropriately uncomfortable with being carried. "Yeah, well. It's us. What did you think was going to happen."

Clark floated slowly down back to the ground. "Yeah," he sighed. "Yeah."

  



5. Epilogue


    
    "Bruce," Lois said, sweeping through the front parlor.

"Lois," Bruce said. "Should I get the scolding whiskey?"

"You're going to want a drink," she warned him. 

"Reassuring," he said, making his way to the side table. 

"Your little fishing trip with Clark last month," she began. 

"Oh, god," Bruce said. 

"Did anything about it strike you as... odd?" 

"Most things about it."

"Right," she said. Her heels clicked on the floor, and he realized that she was starting to get a good pace going. That was a bad sign. "Let's backtrack, then," she said, turning on her heel and clicking with an ominously slow tempo. "The night I found out about Clark's little secret."

Bruce's stomach dropped out from under him. He gripped his glass, and sat slowly down on the nearest bench. He didn't trust his knees. "Ah."

"Yes," Lois agreed. "Ah."

Clark must have told her. "I crossed a line," he said. She barked a laugh, and his jaw clenched. "It wasn't—it was a mistake."

"God," she said, finally stopping in her tracks to shut her eyes and rub the bridge of her nose. "As a journalist? As an investigator? It offends me. It's offensive that you're this goddamn stupid."

He sipped his whiskey in silence, ice water in his veins. She resumed pacing. 

"You kissed him," she said. 

"I did," he agreed, eyes on his drink. 

"And Kent froze up," she continued, "because you intimidate him—"

"What?"

"—because he thinks you're smart, and sophisticated, and you'd definitely kissed at least one man before so that put you miles ahead of Clark 'I spent college in a monogamous relationship with a fucking mermaid' Kent—" 

"Wait—" 

"—but you, Mr. Wayne, still don't know how to handle anything less than unbridled enthusiasm, so you just dropped the subject like a hot potato." Lois' steps had grown faster, her gestures sweeping and pointed. 

"I intimidate him?" Bruce repeated, incredulous. "Did he say that?" 

"And then," she continued, as if he hadn't spoken, "you two morons—you fucking babies—just didn't talk about it. For over a year. But that's not the worst part! That's not even the worst part! Because Clark, I know he's hopeless, but you?" 

"I don't—" 

"He's not even fucking subtle. He calls you up, and he invites you on a fishing trip. A fishing trip! Just the two of you, all alone, where no one would ever see you—" 

When she put it that way. "No."

"—and he brought liquor. He brought so much liquor. Just, a careful recreation of circumstances, except alone in the woods this time."

The realization of a possibility had dawned. "No."

"Yes." She jabbed a finger in his face, nearly poking him in the nose. "And you. You absolute buffoon. You embarrassment. You decided. To solve. A mystery."

"He did not—no. No no no. That's not what happened."

"What did you think was happening?" she laughed, throwing up her hands. "That he got you drunk and alone as a test? Does that sound right to you?"

"That's not—he—oh my god." Bruce stood, running his fingers through his hair and then grabbing a handful of it. "Oh my god. He didn't."

"He did."

Bruce threw back his glass like it was a shot, then slammed it onto the side table. "There was no way I could have known," he said hoarsely. 

"There was only one bed, Bruce."

Bruce ran both his hands through his hair. "He said he wanted to sleep on the roof."

"And you believed him."

"Oh my god." He took a step, then stopped, hands still in his hair. "He's Superman," Bruce said, breaking his own rule about discussing secret identities inside the house. 

"He's Clark," Lois corrected, "who spent six years hoping I'd one day reveal that I'd known his secret the whole time and didn't mind. You think he's not going to resign himself to sleeping on the roof while secretly hoping you won't let him?"

Bruce rubbed his hands over his face. "He said he didn't want to make it weird," he said, muffled. 

"You were supposed to make it weird."

"Did you know about this?" he asked, dropping his hands. 

"Oh, absolutely not," she said. "I just tease him about the threesome thing to be an asshole because I think that's funny. I didn't find out about his Rube Goldberg homoeroticism machine getting sabotaged by ghosts until last night. That was my night, by the way, I got to listen to him apologize for trying to cheat on me and then have a whole-ass crisis because he doesn't know what to do with himself. I mean that literally. It was a whole thing."

"This is a lot."

"Tell me about it."

"Intimidating?" he repeated again. 

"Bruce," she said, stepping closer to him, reaching up to hold his face in her hands. "If you ever said anything that made him think you didn't respect him, it would fucking destroy him."

"I don't. Know why he would think that."

"Because he's Clark Kent from Smallville," she said impatiently, "and you're Bruce Wayne." She let him go. "He's had sex with, what? Four people? One of them was a mermaid, so he's got one up on us there. Definitely has more experience fucking a mermaid. No one wants to be bad at sucking dick, Bruce."

"Okay, but—"

"Especially no one wants to be in their thirties and be bad at sucking dick."

"Lois."

"Okay, that was a bit much," she admitted. "It doesn't even have to be that. You could invite him to a nice restaurant and if you implied he was using the wrong spoon he'd be devastated."

"No one cares if you use the wrong spoon," Bruce muttered.

"Obviously."

"It's not like it's hard, you just move in with the courses," he added.

"See!" she said, jabbing a finger in his face again. "That's the kind of off-hand comment I'm talking about."

"I wouldn't say that to him," he said.

"Maybe not exactly," she said. "But sometimes you assume you're both on the same page, and then you end up not questioning it when he says he's going to sleep on the roof."

"It—it made a lot more sense in context."

"Yeah, sure it did."

"Does he know you're here?" Bruce asked. "Telling me this?"

"Absolutely not," Lois said. "Did you miss the part about how he never actually confessed to me about his identity because he was just kind of hoping things would work themselves out?"

"... fair."

"We can pretend you finally solved The Mystery of How To Handle The Dark Specter of Rejection, if that makes you feel better about it, but as far as I'm concerned this is me helping the situation to work itself out." She tossed her hair over her shoulder. "It's this or I let him keep backing you into increasingly-contrived corners until finally you're pretending to be married on a sex cruise in the middle of the Arctic."

"Where would he even find a sex cruise."

"No idea, it was hypothetical, it's not that deep, let's move on."

"Didn't you write an exposé about—" 

She clapped her hands together with a sense of authoritative finality. "Now you know, now you can keep it in mind, if you want to try and make this work you can call me." She patted his cheek. "I need to go catch my connecting flight to Portland so I can actually work on the article I left town for. You good?"

"Not usually," he said. "You want to borrow a Ferrari?"

"You're goddamned right I do," she said, heels clicking toward the hall that would eventually lead to the garage. "You'll be lucky if I actually hit the airport instead of just Cannonball Running this bitch."

"Clark is a very lucky man," Bruce said, following after her.

"Don't I know it."
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    For a long moment, the inside of the car was silent except for the sound of a burger wrapper.

Nightwing started to take a bite, then stopped with a sigh.

Even he could not pretend that this was normal.

"What is she doing here?" he asked finally.

"I'm helpin'," Harley said, somehow managing to say it quite clearly even though her lips never touched. Her lipstick was a dark matte, and getting a dark matte just right required surgical precision that she could somehow still manage in the back of a moving vehicle without any lights.

"Why, though."

"In case he needs backup!"

"That's why I'm here," Nightwing pointed out.

"Sure," she said, somehow making the word sound entirely composed of vowels, snapping her compact shut. "Now."

Nightwing sighed. "I was ten minutes late." He looked to Batman, who said nothing. "Ten minutes."

"A lot can happen in ten minutes," Harley said, primly putting her things back into her bag.

Batman still said nothing, but tilted his head just enough and just long enough that Nightwing knew he was looking pointedly at his fries.

"I'm not apologizing for the fact that I wanted real food," Nightwing said. He turned around in his seat to look back at Harley. "Have you seen his little protein shake things?

"They're his robo-fuel!"

"You know he's not a robot."

"Yeah, I know that."

Harley and Nightwing both looked at Batman. Nightwing turned back around in his seat. "I had a busy day, I didn't have time to eat, so I got some food. It was a totally reasonable thing to do."

"What's even your day job?" Harley wondered. "Y'ain't gettin' paid for this." Then she gasped. "Are ya in college now?" she asked, delighted.

"He dropped out," Batman said before Nightwing could respond.

Harley gasped even louder.

"Now, wait a minute," Nightwing began, before Harley interrupted by cuffing his ear. "Ow! Harley!"

"That's Dr. Harley to you, young man." She looked to Batman. "Tell him he has to go back to school."

"He's an adult now," Batman said. "He can do what he wants."

Harley narrowed her eyes at Nightwing. "Is that why ya had that mullet?"

"It was not a mullet—"

"Is this what youthful rebellion looks like when a dork tries to do it?"

"You'd know better than I would," Batman said.

"Hey!" She backhanded his shoulder, then sighed. "I guess I did go to med school." She reached over Nightwing's shoulder to grab a fry. "But I also did a lot of coke."

Nightwing, mid-sip, choked on his iced tea.

"A looooot of coke," she added, chewing. "In retrospect I was prolly self-medicatin'." She put a hand on Nightwing's shoulder. "Not that that makes it okay," she said. "Listen to your Aunt Harley. Don't do coke."

"Yes, Dr. Aunt Harley."

"If ya needed money for school, ya coulda called me," she said.

"You don't have any money."

"I can get money." She paused. "An' I'm real good at gettin' scholarships."

"You're a genius," Batman reminded her, managing to make the statement of fact sound not at all complimentary.

"That did help," she agreed.

"Why is she actually here?" Nightwing asked.

"She has some leads on Crane."

"I've been tryin' to find him so we can have a nice talk about medical ethics," she said with a grin.

"She wants to cave his skull in with a giant hammer," Batman corrected.

"An' you're gonna try an' stop me!" she agreed, still just as cheerful. She leaned forward to drape her arms over the headrest of both front seats. "We're gonna have so much fun."
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1. Pokemon Go
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    "Jason?"

"Yes, Mr. Wayne?"

Bruce rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "First of all," he said, "if you're trying to convince me you haven't done anything wrong, don't call me Mr. Wayne. Now I'm going to think you're full of shit no matter what you say."

Jason frowned. "I was trying to work the precocious angle."

"The precocious angle only works on people you don't know."

"Shit."

"Jason, please explain to me why there's a herd of millenials traipsing through my property."

Jason looked over his shoulder. "Public outreach program," he said, very convincing except for the part where it was bullshit.

Someone in the herd screeched. "There's a Lapras by the duck pond!"

As one, they ran toward the unassuming water feature.

Bruce sighed. "Are you charging people to catch Pokemon in the backyard?"

"There are a lot of rares up here," Jason said, having pivoted easily from denial to nonchalance. Straight from 'why would I do that' to 'why would I deny it' without the slightest sign of whiplash.

"You know we live in a mansion, right?"

"No one would pay if we lived in a suburb," Jason said, as if Bruce were the one being absurd with the observation.

"A mansion," Bruce repeated. "Because I'm rich."

"Yeah," Jason shrugged, acknowledgment without understanding.

"If you need money, you can ask for it."

"What would I need money for?" Jason asked, and Bruce sighed again, hands in his pockets.

"You don't need to grift people," Bruce said, spelling it out.

Jason frowned. "I don't follow."

"I'm a billionaire."

"Right."

"I gave you a credit card with a five-digit daily limit."

"You did."

"Parting fools from their money is unnecessary."

"You lost me."

Bruce rubbed the bridge of his nose again. "At least tell me you didn't charge the little girl," he said, gesturing toward a small child furiously running around the legs of adults as she tried to find something good.

Jason made a face. "No. It's a sliding scale."

"Do I want to know where the scale tops out?"

Jason pointed. "See the guy with the moustache-print fedora?"

"I would prefer to go back to simpler times when I had not."

"I charged him fifty bucks."

After a moment's silence, Bruce nearly clapped a hand onto Jason's shoulder. He stopped himself, hand in the air, never touching him. The intent was conveyed enough for Bruce to put his hands back in his pockets. Jason relaxed. "There's all different kinds of justice," Bruce said seriously, gaze distant. Jason nodded. "Have these people gone in the next ten minutes or I'm releasing the hounds."

"You don't have hounds," Jason said as Bruce headed back toward the house.

"You don't know that for sure," Bruce called back without looking.

Jason's brow furrowed, looking thoughtfully at nothing. "I'd know if he had hounds," he said finally, to no one. "Right?"

  



2. Hey Ladies


    
    Gratitude galas for the Justice League were an ideal time for supervillainous plots, and so the assembled members should have been on high alert.

Should have been.

It was Diana who’d started it. Without a secret identity, she wasn’t obligated to wear her costume. She’d worn something white that draped and flowed in a Grecian cut, her preferred formal attire. Gold bands to draw the eye to her biceps. A slit down the side to show off the musculature of her thighs. Heels that put her at an even six feet, flowers in her hair.

It was gratuitous, was what it was.

Black Canary thought she looked fantastic. So did Lois Lane, there with the Daily Planet. And Vicki Vale, there with the Gotham Gazette. And Rachel Dawes, there on behalf of Gotham’s district attorney. And Selina Kyle, who’d come specifically to see Diana, or so she claimed.



Once the models showed up, it got harder to keep track of who was who.

Batman watched the tableau from a far corner.

“I take it Bats is jealous?” Green Lantern asked Superman with a nudge of his elbow. Superman was mostly watching Lois. Who Diana had convinced to allow her to lift up onto one shoulder. The other shoulder held Selina. Diana turned with both arms curled to show off her back.

“No,” Superman said, only half paying attention to anything but Lois. “I think he’s trying to figure out if she did it on purpose.”

“Did what?”

“Picked out all the women in the room that he’d slept with.”

Diana bent to say something in the ear of the woman on the cover of the latest Victoria’s Secret catalogue, who giggled.

“Very funny,” Green Lantern said. He looked at the small crowd of women. He looked at Batman. He looked back in time to see Selina wave toward Batman, who did not react at all. “That’s—you’re kidding. Right? That was a joke.” He looked at Black Canary. “Batman?”

“I don’t think he was wearing the mask at the time, if that’s what you’re asking.” Superman made a face. “I hope.”

Green Lantern looked at Batman. He looked at the crowd of women. He recognized at least one former Playboy bunny.

“Is Batman’s secret identity… a slut?” Hal asked.



Superman patted him gently on the back. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”

Martian Manhunter came up beside them holding a glass of champagne. “There are worse ways,” he said. Then he downed the entire flute, and left without another word.

  



3. The Trouble with Turtles


    
    Adia inspected an animal enclosure with narrowed eyes. "I'm going to find an animal you like if it kills me," she declared.

"That seems excessive." Bruce stood near the register, out of the way of the women exploring the store.

"What about chinchillas?" Yvonne suggested.

"They have people hands."

"Is that a no?"

"People hands are for people."

"What about a guinea pig?" suggested Cora.

"What is your pig obsession. No. People hands and people mouths. The objectively worst rodent."

"Ferrets," threw out Yvonne, though there were none in the store.

"Ambulatory tube socks."

"These all seem really high-maintenance," Adia admitted with a sigh.

"They're living things and you can barely take care of yourself." Bruce tilted his head to look at Rex behind the counter. "Don't sell her anything."

"You got it, little dude."

"I'm taller than you."

Rex shrugged. His ponytail, a smoky gray, was halfway down his back.

"What's the cactus of animals?" Yvonne asked.

"Adia killed her cactus," Bruce reminded her.

"I didn't know you were supposed to water them!" Adia protested. "I thought that was, like. The whole point."

"You're not helping your case."

"What about a turtle?" asked Cora.

"Yeah!" Adia touched the shell of a turtle in an interactive enclosure. "What about this turtle?"

"I hate it."

"No you don't," Adia scoffed.

"You can't tell me what to hate."

"Why would you hate him?"

"Its ribcage is on the outside. It's unnatural."

"It's perfectly natural for a turtle!"

"That's what they want you to think. It's obscene."

"It's a harmless shellbaby."

"It's a menace to society."

Adia huffed, retreating toward Cora and Yvonne to regroup.

"Since when do you hate turtles?" Rex asked.

"Since just now."

"You still got a real weird stubborn streak, little dude," Rex said with a shake of his head, coming out from behind the counter. "I know what'll cheer you up."

"I'm already extremely cheerful."

"Uh-huh." Rex pulled a rosy boa gently out of her tank, 32 inches long and striped orange and white. "Guess who's here to see you, Alice?"

"Don't wake her up on my account."

"You know she'll never forgive me if I let you leave without a kiss."

Bruce held out a hand obligingly, and Alice slid around his fingers. He held her up to his face, and she darted her tongue at his nose. "Hello, Alice." She stretched out toward the collar of his shirt. "I see you're as forward as ever."

"Turtles are a menace, but snakes are fine?" Yvonne teased.

"Alice is a fine young lady. Comparisons to turtles are uncalled for." Alice had wrapped around the back of his neck beneath his shirt. "You know," he said to Rex, "if you really wanted to cheer me up, you'd let Monty out for a walk."

"Bring some male models next time and I'll think about it."

  



4. Davos


    
    “Has anyone ever told you you’re kind of a baby?” Bruce asked.

“I’m hardly the one being immature, here,” Lex said, trying to repress frustration. The same old irritant, men thinking themselves his equal for nothing more than charisma. As if charm had anything to do with the measure of a man. 

“No, that’s not what I meant. I mean you look like a baby. A giant, angry baby. Like someone photoshopped a baby head onto a suit.”

  



5. Francis


    
    "What is that?"

Superman followed the direction of Batman's gaze. A crow had landed on the rooftop beside them, and dropped a bottlecap near Superman's feet. "Oh! Hey Francis. Is that for me?"

"Caw," said Francis.

"Do you have a pet crow?" Batman asked.

"No, I don't have pets," Superman said as he bent down to retrieve the bottlecap.

"You named it."

"Not this specific one," Superman explained. "I just call all the crows Francis."

"... why."

"Caw, caw," said Francis with a flap of its wings.

"I don't know. Just calling them 'crow' felt rude after a while. I'd name them individually but I can't actually tell them apart. Except for Old Francis and One-Eyed Francis." Superman tucked the bottlecap into a small pocket on the back of his pants.

"Why Francis?"

Superman shrugged. "It's gender neutral. I don't want to misgender them just because they're birds."

"Of course you don't," Batman sighed, looking back out at Metropolis.

"Caw," Francis added.

"Do you keep dog treats in your utility belt?" Superman asked.

"Why would I do that."

"... in case you meet a dog that needs to know he's a good boy?" Superman suggested. Batman shook his head, but opened a small pouch on his belt and held out a small treat. "See, it was a yes or no question, I don't know why everything has to be such a production with you," Superman said as he took it. He tossed it over by the bird's feet. "Here you are, Francis. Keep up the good work."

"Caw, caw," Francis said. When it realized no more treats were forthcoming, it flew away in a flutter of black wings.

"You're unbelievable," Batman said, shaking his head again.

Superman took his eyes off the departing crow to look back at Batman, and frowned. "You know," he said, "it's really weird seeing you in costume during the day."

"Don't start."

"It's like seeing your teacher at the mall."

"Don't think I won't take care of Poison Ivy without your help, if I have to."

Superman shrugged. "I'm just saying."

  



6. Rise of the Weedhorse


    
    "Kyle?" Jimmy Olsen stared, incredulous, at his long-distance boyfriend. Who was standing outside of his apartment. Which was a short distance. His dog sniffed cautiously at Kyle's shoes. "What are you doing here?"

"I—I wanted to come see you, you were the first person I wanted to see," Kyle said, and he sounded a little out of breath. "Can I come in?"

"Yeah, of course." Jimmy stood out of the way so that Kyle could walk past him, shut the door behind him. Kay trotted after Kyle on stumpy little legs. Jimmy wasn't thrilled that he hadn't been given a chance to clean his apartment, but it wasn't like he was unhappy to see his boyfriend. "You weren't supposed to be out here until November, what happened?"

"That's the thing, I flew." Kyle ignored the fluffy sausage trying to climb his leg.

"Well, yeah, I didn't think you'd walked."

"No, I mean I flew. Like, really flew. Like Superman. Or Wonder Woman." The dog gave up, and climbed onto the coffee table to jump on the couch. It watched them both reproachfully.

"Wait, what?" Jimmy frowned. "Why would you be able to fly? You don't have powers."

"I got a—here, I'll just, um." Kyle looked down at himself. "Do I really need to do the whole—I just want to show my boyfriend, I shouldn't have to do the whole thing."

Jimmy was beginning to feel worried. More worried than he'd already been. "What whole thing?"

Kyle sighed. "Inbrightestdayinblackestnightnoevilshallescapemysightletthosewhoworshipevil'smightbewaremypowergreenlantern'slight," he said, all in on great woosh of breath much quieter than it was meant to have been. Then green light wrapped around him, and—

"Holy shit," Jimmy said. On the couch, Kay had covered his eyes with his paws.

"Right?" Kyle said.

"You're Green Lantern?"

"I guess?" Kyle said with a helpless spread of his hands.

Jimmy frowned. "You guess?"

"I don't know! Today has been weird! There was a ring, and a guy with a silly moustache, and he broke my Cintiq and I kind of lost my shit at that point, and actually I'm still not over that and the flying is great but I don't think being a Green Lantern pays well—"

Kay barked. Jimmy put his hands on Kyle's shoulders. "Kyle. Calm down."

"I'm calm!" He was not calm.

"Your costume looks really cool," Jimmy said in an attempt to distract him.

"Does it?" He looked down at himself again. "I know I'm always falling back on the boots but I think they're a really good look."

"They are."

"The mask isn't too much? I'd tone it down but I think the ring just kind of does what it knows I want. Even when it's a bit much, probably, because everyone else just does the little domino mask and this is just like—"

Jimmy cut him off by kissing his cheek. "Kyle. You look great."

Kyle ran a hand through his hair. "Thanks."

"And it's not like we've ever seen the other Green Lanterns put the costume on. For all we know, they all do the Sailor Moon ribbon thing."

Kyle started to turn red. He crossed his arms over his chest. "It did that on its own," he muttered.

"I believe you."

"I wanted something much cooler."

"It's still pretty cool."

"It's an iconic transformation sequence."

"I haven't seen you in months," Jimmy reminded him. "Were you planning to just stand here looking hot, or...?"

"I didn't really have a plan," Kyle admitted.

"It just seems like it's been ten minutes and you haven't kissed me yet."

"Oh! Well, I mean—should I take the costume off?"

Jimmy opened his mouth, then shut it again. He tapped his chin thoughtfully. "You know," he said, "how about you just leave it for now and we see how it goes."

  



7. Weedhorse's Revenge


    
    “Obviously you aren’t obligated to join the League, but we’d be happy to have you.”

Kyle was going to die. He did not, despite the obvious facts, consider himself to be possessed of great will. It did not occur to him that the fact that he could make himself stand there and pretend to be casual spoke volumes.

“I’ll have to think about it,” he said, hoping that his voice didn’t shake, turning down the thing he would have liked most in the world. “I’m a pretty private person.”

Superman considered this. “That’s fair,” he said, “but maybe I should mention that the League doesn’t require you to disclose your civilian identity.”

“It doesn’t?” Shit. He shouldn’t have sounded so excited.

“No. Some people choose to disclose to close friends, but it isn’t on file and no one has to share anything they’re not comfortable with.”

“Oh.” Maybe… maybe no one would have to know. Maybe he could do this. “I’ll still have to think about it,” he said, even as he made up his mind, “but I am very interested.” Superman smiled, suddenly, and even though he had been nothing but kind Kyle was terrified. “What? Did I say something funny?”

“No, no, you’re fine,” Superman assured him. “Usually Green Lanterns are a little more candid, is all. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

“I, uh.” Kyle faltered. “It’s not that I have anything to hide. It’s just… before I got the ring, I… did some things I’m not proud of.” Superman nodded in a manner warily sympathetic. “Things are different now, though. Very different.”

“I believe you,” Superman said, and it was absolutely killing him how nice he was. He was so nice. Kyle’s only saving grace was that he was wearing the classic costume. “The ring chose you, that’s all I need to know.”

Oh, god. Superman thought he had reformed from a life of crime.

He wasn’t entirely wrong. Right? Right. This was fine. Everything was fine. Kyle would join the League and never tell anyone his name and no one would ever know the depth of his sins and he would meet Batman and that would end well.

… he needed to go find Jimmy immediately.

  



8. Gossip


    
    There were responsible ways to deal with being bored during League debriefs. Rather than do any of them, Diana adjusted her legs so that her knee touched Batman's. A ragged tear in his suit meant that it was skin-to-skin contact.

She reached out tentatively.

Black Canary's hair looks cute today, she ventured, an idle thought to share. She was careful not to go searching for any answers he did not give. She expected him to say nothing, and break contact.

Doesn't matter, came his answer, so terse a dismissal it almost startled her. He didn't move his leg. It seemed unlike him, but this form of communication did tend to be more honest.

How unfortunate, to imagine this was what he thought of their occasional conversations.

I'm sure she put a lot of work into it, Diana tried again. The bright blonde locks had been curled into ringlets before being drawn up into a ponytail.

Not for me.

She frowned. That doesn't mean you can't appreciate it.

Don't need to.

You're being awfully rude.

It's fine.

If I'd gone through such trouble, I'd want you to notice.

Not for me.

It will be, Diana decided. I'll do my hair just like that, to spite you, and it will be the cutest.

Batman said nothing. Then he leaned back just a little, only enough to see where their knees touched. He glanced at Diana, then away. Was that you? he asked finally.

Of course, she said.

How long have we been having a conversation? he asked.

Since I pointed out the cuteness of Black Canary's coiffure? she said. Batman did not respond. What did you think was happening?

Intrusive thoughts.

She tried to look at his face sidelong, though she didn't know why. Looking at him directly would make it no easier to decipher his minimal expressions. Do your intrusive thoughts often sound like me making observations about other women?


  Sometimes.


Can you two keep it down? asked J'onn. Some of us are trying to pay attention.

No you're not, Diana accused. You just heard gossip and wanted in.

We're not gossiping, Batman said. Don't make me break truce.

I had also noticed Black Canary's hair, J'onn said, ignoring Batman.

Isn't it cute? Diana asked.

Batman sighed.

Do you think I could pull it off? J'onn asked.

Batman had a sudden coughing fit.

  



9. The Devil


    
    Thomas slammed the paper down on the TA's desk. She did not look up from where she was painting her nails.

"This," he snarled, "is unacceptable."

She took her time putting the lid of the polish back on the bottle, opening the desk and one-by-one putting her various manicure tools away. He waited, fuming all the while. If she thought the wait would cool his temper, she was mistaken.

Finally, Ms. Kane picked up the folder of carefully typewritten pages. She considered the very large, very red curl of a C- in her handwriting on the front. She riffled through the pages one-handed, littered through with yet more loops of red. "It's certainly not good," she agreed finally, setting his paper back down, "but it is a passing grade." She deigned to look at him for the first time, eyes green as poison beneath the heavy fringe of her lashes. "You know what they say," she said, holding her nails at a careful angle to keep them safe as they dried. "C's get degrees."

"This is not a C paper," he snapped, hitting the desk again with the heel of his hand. He was leaning dangerously forward. She was unmoved.

"No," she agreed with a flutter of her eyelashes, "it isn't." She tapped the big red letter with a dry fingernail. "It's a C minus paper."

"Bullshit." Her pens rattled. She glanced, briefly, at the white-knuckled fist on her desk. It was a glance heavy with bemused disdain. She arched an eyebrow at him. "This paper is worth a B plus," he said. "Minimum."

"If it was worth a B plus," she said, as if with infinite patience, "you would have a B plus. Ergo—"

"What's wrong with it, then?" he interrupted. "Which part of this paper failed to meet the standards on the rubric?"

She said nothing for a long moment, as if waiting for something. When it did not come, she reached out, and flipped open the folder to the first page. She pointed to the first of many red paragraphs. "If you start here," she suggested, "and read all of the red bits, right to the very end, you may just find the answer you're looking for."

"This doesn't explain a C minus," he said, jabbing a finger at the notes. "This is pedantry."

"It's a logic class," she reminded him. "Pedantry is the point." She popped her Ps aggressively.

"I know exactly what this is," he said.

"Oh, goody."

"You don't like me."

"Don't say it like it makes you special, dear."

"You haven't liked me since Delaney's class freshman year, you've hated me ever since I beat you fencing—"

"I've done you the great kindness of overlooking your consistent and egregious failures to play by the rules," she interrupted, "but this is poor sportsmanship."

"—and you're mad," he finished, "because I'm better than you—"

She giggled.

"—and you know it. And no red pen, or stupid fake accent, is going to fix that."

There was an impish twist to her mouth as he finished this tirade. "You've caught me," she said, with a playful wrinkle of her nose. "There's a dastardly conspiracy amongst those of us not raised to broadcast English, to insert structural flaws into your arguments to make them look bad." He did not respond to this, his mouth a thin line, brows drawn. "However: regardless of how much joy it brings you to make me watch as you lavish affection upon your own diction, I will be needing to meet with other students today."

"You shouldn't even be teaching this class," he accused. "You're an undergrad."

"I grade no more harshly than Simmons," she countered, "and he did not give such helpful notes. If you're thinking about going to him for support, you're likely to leave his office with a D."

"I am aware of his grading policies," he bit through his teeth.

"Are you aware that he's given out a single, solitary A in the entire course of his tenure? Would you like to see what an A looks like?" She reached into her desk without waiting for an answer, and dropped a thick, spiral-bound stack onto her desk. "It would have been an A plus," she explained, opening it, "but he thought the more interactive visual aids constituted passive-aggressive sass, and docked my grade accordingly."

Paper shapes stuck up out of the page, creating a three-dimensional chart. He stared at it.

"Regardless," she continued, shutting it again, "Professor Simmons would not have given me control of this class if he did not trust my judgment implicitly, and he is unlikely to find your verbal arguments any more compelling than I found your written ones."

Thomas was silent for a long moment.

"I put a lot of work into this," he said finally, slowly. "I came to every lecture, I did every reading, I. I did well on every test."

"Oh dear," she said, with an affected pout not meant to be endearing. "Did you think I couldn't tell? Did you think it wasn't obvious that you put your whole heart and soul into this thing? That you did your very, very best?" Her smile was faint and patronizing. "You've misunderstood the problem. The problem isn't that you didn't do your best. The problem is that your best isn't good enough."

The tension in his jaw was nearly enough to crack a molar.

"Though actually," she continued, with a small and thoughtful frown, "I suppose a C minus means your best is just barely good enough. Just as badly as a person can do without failing. I suppose you've heard that joke, what do you call someone who barely passes med school?"

"Fuck you." His leg had developed a sort of jitter, not quite bouncing.

"Doctor," she corrected. "The punchline is doctor. It's funny because it's true."

"I cannot get a—a C in this class."

"You can, and you are."

"I—I can do extra credit work."

"There is no extra credit work."

He hit her desk again. She reacted no more than she had to prior displays. She cocked her head to the side to watch as he struggled for words.

"I—I—I could have you fired," he managed finally. "Expelled, your—your scholarship, I could—"

"Yes, I believe I get the idea," she interrupted. "I was wondering when we'd get to this part, you may of course have me removed from your presence as suits you. Just call up Daddy and let him know that a girl was mean to you."

Thomas was white-knuckled again. He didn't try to speak.

Ms. Kane leaned forward, lacing her fingers together. Her elbows didn't touch the top of the desk. "Would you like me to predict your future, Tommy?" she teased.

He said nothing.

"You're going to graduate," she informed him, "and you're going to do your very best, and even when it's good enough, it isn't going to be good enough. You will live a perfectly acceptable life, and marry a perfectly acceptable woman, and you will never know what real failure even looks like. You'll feel terribly unfulfilled, and neither your second nor third marriage will fix it. You have been given every possible advantage, and you will use them to maintain a comfortable mediocrity, assuming all the while that it's simply how things are, because when anything threatened to be difficult you threw a tantrum until it went away. You will live your life as if it is your goal to be a footnote in someone else's biography."

"Not special like you," he taunted, too shaky to be a sneer, his limbs like rubber bands ready to snap.

"Oh, it's cute that you think I'd want to be." She leaned back. "I will be doing... whatever I'd like." She shrugged. "Because what I lack in natural-born advantages, I make up for in being as good at everything as you wish you could be at anything." She picked up the receiver on the desk phone, and offered it to him. "Would you like to call your father now?" she asked. "Or do you have some sort of special line that let's him know when you're having a mean girl emergency?"

After a long moment, Thomas grabbed his paper. Halfway out the door, he flung it into the trash bin.

"Wayne," she barked, and he froze immediately, stopped in place by the force of the order. "Turn around."

Slowly, fists at his sides, he did so.

"Do you think I enjoy wasting my time?" she demanded. "Do you think that it was some trivial thing, reading and rereading to try and pinpoint what was salvageable in that paper of yours? I did you a favor. I may not be able to blame you for wanting to put your work where it belongs, but those pages are more red ink than black, and you will show the appropriate gratitude."

Thomas bent, and picked up the folder from the top of the bin, bent and wrinkled though it was.

"And what do you say when you're grateful?" she asked.

"Thank you," he said, barely more than a hoarse whisper.

She regarded him in silence; he allowed her to do so. "Good boy," she said finally. "You may go."

  



10. Layers


    
    "I'm telling you," Tim insisted, "this is basically a movie about you. I really think you'll like it."

"So tell me what it is." Bruce didn't look up from his laptop, still typing at something like 80 words per minute.

Tim was sitting backwards in an office chair with his legs hooked through the arm rests. He was trying to find a good balance between rolling and spinning. Neither was good for the hardwood. "If you know the title, it'll bias you."

"Bullshit."

"I'm serious. Look. It's about this guy. People think he's a jerk, but deep down he's a really nice guy. His neighborhood isn't the best place, but he likes it and he cares about it and he appreciates the, you know, the solitude. A bunch of people with all sorts of weird powers and stuff start moving in, so he—"

"I'm going to stop you right there," Bruce interrupted. He clicked something and stopped typing. "You've clearly put a lot of thought into this, but I'm not watching Shrek with you."

"But I was so careful!" Tim protested, hitting his head against the back of the chair in anguish. "How did you know?"

"Because you have a bizarre fixation on a movie that came out before you were even born."

"I do not!"

"You tried to hide a cardboard standee in the Batcave."

"Yeah, but—"

"How much did that even cost."

"You can't put a price on memories, Bruce."

  



11. The Devil, cont.


    
    "Kane."

Martha frowned. The voice cut very neatly through the din, but made its way less neatly through her brain, because at that point the din was the more orderly of the two. She looked up from her conversation—and up, and up, because the voice was terribly inconsiderate and coming from far too high.

"Wayne," she greeted, taking a certain amount of pleasure in how unhappy he looked to see her there. She hadn't been aware that it was his fraternity, but it was hardly a surprise. Of course he'd be in a fraternity. Of course it would be this one. She took another sip of sickly-sweet wine cooler, and behaved for all the world as if she belonged there. 

"You shouldn't be here," he said.

"She's fine," said Gene, but Thomas silenced him with a look. It was a very silencing sort of a look. 

"I'm quite fine," Martha agreed, not at all silenced. She took a drag from her cigarette, exhaled smoke through her nostrils. 

"You're wasted," he said, and he took the cup from her hand before she could stop him. This was not saying much. Her reflexes were not what they could have been. "Do you live on campus?" 

"Where I live is none of your business," she said with a lofty tilt of her nose. 

"Fine," he said, her drink abandoned on a side table. He bent down, and hooked an arm around her waist, another under her knees. Her indignant protest turned into an equally indignant shriek as he picked her up to throw her over his shoulder. 

"Put me down."

"No."

"Bye, Martha," Gene said with a wave of his fingers as Thomas carried her out of the house.

"I insist that you put me down immediately."

"There aren't that many vowels in the word 'immediately'."

She kneed him in the ribs as best she could. He stumbled a little, with a grunt that seemed disproportionate to her ability, but soldiered on. "I'll put this out on you," she warned, though he couldn't see her holding her cigarette aloft behind him. The night air was cold, and her mouth trailed steam as her hand trailed smoke. She'd left her jacket inside. Thomas' shoes crunched in snow. 

"Fine."

"This is entirely unnecessary." His arm was still hooked around her knees, and she was failing to find a graceful way to keep her head mostly-upright. She took a sullen drag of her cigarette. "Do you do this to all the girls, or am I just a special case?" 

"You're not special." Streetlamps cast an orange light that didn't illuminate the trees. 

"So you do this to all the girls?" She threw her lit cigarette butt into the middle of the street; the cherry glowed against the asphalt in the dark.

"You're lucky number thirteen."

She frowned. That wasn't what he was supposed to say. She wasn't quite sure what he was supposed to say. Something stupid. Instead her mental construction of the conversation had all collapsed. "Put me down," she said again. "I am perfectly capable of walking, thank you."

Finally, he stopped, and bent to let her heels touch the thin layer of snow on the pavement. She stumbled. His arm was conveniently positioned to let her steady herself. He wore a heavy sweater and no coat. She let him go, and tried to take another step. She missed the ground, though she wasn't sure how. He caught her by the shoulders. "Uh-huh." She was irritated by how smug he seemed to sound. The kind of smug that sounded irritable. The worst, and smuggest kind. "Do you live on campus, or should I get a car?"

"I'm not telling you where I live." The chill pricked at her forearms. 

He made a sound of disgust. "So now you're worried about safety."

"I was perfectly safe."

"You were at a frat party, too wasted to walk."

"I was with Gene."

"At a frat party. Wasted."

"He's gay."

"I'm aware," Thomas snapped. "Which I assume you knew, because otherwise you would have just outed him." His tone made it clear that he believed no such thing; it was a warning. She crossed her arms with a stubborn tilt to her jaw. "He doesn't like you as much as he wants everyone else to like him, and he is an enormous pushover. As you can see by the fact that you're here, with me, because he didn't even try to come with me to make sure you'd be okay."

Martha huffed a dramatic cloud of steam. She tried to push him, and instead nearly tipped backward. He caught her by the shoulders again. "That hardly signifies," she said. "You're you." She gestured vaguely at him, which required leaning back, which meant he had to keep her from tipping over again. "Your entire personality is predicted on convincing people of your unimpeachable goodness."

"I really thought that accent might slip when you were drunk, but instead it's just getting worse, wow. Are you going to let me carry you, or are you just going to keep stumbling in circles?"

"I don't need you to—to..." She ground to a halt as she lost track of her sentence. "I don't need you," she said instead, to give it closure.

"I don't have time for this." He scooped her up into his arms, and she responded by prodding him in the ribs. He winced, but didn't drop her. It irritated her that he actually looked both ways before crossing the empty street.

"Where exactly do you think you're taking me?"

"There's a hotel this way. If you won't let me take you home, you can sleep it off there."

"If you try anything," she informed him loftily, "I'll slit your throat."

"Good for you."

She rested her head against his chest, only because it was there. "Ooh!" She pointed to a nearby building as he cut through a parking lot. "Fried chicken, I want fried chicken."

"Get some in the morning."

She pulled in her arms to curl against him, only because he was warm and she didn't have her coat. "I want it now."

"They're closed."

"You didn't even check."

"It's the middle of the night. Stop whining."

"I've never whined in my life. You're going through an awful lot of trouble, you know, for someone that's supposed to hate me."

"The fact that you think those things are mutually exclusive is why I don't like you," he said. No one looked askance as they entered the lobby, hitting a wall of warmth inside the door. He went straight to the elevator. "Despite what you seem to think, you're not the first person to tell me I'm going to spend the rest of my life a miserable failure, and you probably won't be the last. You're just the only one who needed to pretend to be psychic to do it." He set her down, and she braced herself against a rail as he hit the button to the top floor.

"You say that," she said, retrieving a metal case of cigarettes from her bra, "but you're angry." It ought to have been unwise to taunt him while they were trapped in an elevator together. She was at a marked disadvantage. Repeated attempts to work her lighter ended in failure, until the side of her thumb hurt from rolling the flint. "And I never said failure," she added. "I said mediocre."

"You meant failure. I have better shit I could be doing than babysitting an amoral bitch without a conscience." He got a soft pack out of his pocket, used his own lighter with ease, and so she leaned close to light her cigarette off the same flame. They breathed smoke at each other.

When the elevator stopped, he didn't pick her back up.  She walked very slowly after him, one hand against the wall of the hallway. He unlocked a door, and left it open. It took her entirely too long to join him. She left a crooked trail of ashes along the carpet. He was gathering up a duffel bag of items strewn about the suite, his cigarette hanging off his lip. 

"Is this your room?" He didn't answer, and kept packing. "I thought Daddy would have a house or five for you to stay in."

"He does." His cigarette managed to stay motionless as he spoke around it. 

"Hm." She wobbled closer while he ignored her, shoving books into his bag. He was only packing enough for one night. He was planning to come back. Without warning, she grabbed the edge of his sweater and lifted it to look at his ribs. He knocked her hand away to fix it almost immediately. 

Red and black and purple and yellow, criss-crossing hatchwork over dark and formless shapes.

"Christmas present?" she asked as he pulled his bag over his shoulder. He didn't respond. "Who from?" 

"You." He took the wrist of her free hand, and pushed two sets of keys into her palm, curling her fingers around them. He took his cigarette out of his mouth, other hand still wrapped around hers. "Don't let anyone in. There's money on the desk for a cab in the morning. Happy New Year."

He shut the door quietly when he left. She leaned against the wall, and breathed smoke. 

  



12. Hollywood


    
    All of the blinds and curtains had been closed. Finn tried to turn on his living room light, and frowned when it didn't work. He rocked the switch back and forth to no avail, squinting up at the ceiling. 

Eyes started to glow in the far corner of the room. 

He screeched and dropped his bag on the floor. 

"... Bat... man...?" he asked finally. His answer was silence. "Are you... here about the show...? You're here about the show. We're—this is all above-the-board, legally speaking."

Batman stood. At least, that was what Finn assumed happened. The eyes moved from eye level to significantly above that.

"Also legalities aside I think we've done a good job of being as respectful as we can within a satirical context," he added hastily, backing toward the door. "And at this point it's out of my hands so I couldn't put a stop to production even if I wanted to. Which isn't to say that you couldn't find a way, because you're Batman, it would just be really nice if you didn't do that."

"Convince me."

It took him a minute to realize that Batman had spoken, to register that they were words in a specific order with a specific meaning. "... convince...? You want the elevator pitch?" Finn wasn't getting a lot of useful feedback and he was trying really hard not to burst into fear tears and he didn't understand how anyone could possibly jaywalk in Gotham.

He took a deep breath. "Right. The elevator pitch. I can do that, no problem, not a problem." He clapped his hands together. "So it's a show about, uh, Batman—it's a show about you—not the real you, obviously, it's—I'm just going to say 'Batman', I think you probably get that I mean Batman as an idea and not—anyway." Finn cleared his throat, tried to swallow the lump in his way.

"The core of the idea is, uh, what if—what if Batman was just a guy. Some guy. No powers, none of, uh—" He flailed his arms into the darkness in an attempt to gesture at whichever part of it was Batman. "Just, you know, a guy. So our story is about, uh, he's a guy named Johnny Butler—we wanted to name him Johann, you know, for Die Fledermaus, but that seemed a little on-the-nose so we went with Johnny—and he's this blind guy, and he's an inventor! He invents, uh, this thing, and it lets him echolocate and he can see all this stuff other people can't see, and he makes this thing so he can fly, and, you know, other stuff. He lives in Gotham with all these crazy villains, so he decides he's going to use his inventions to fight them! Because, uh. He can? And Robin is this child prodigy who can talk to birds, he's sort of, he's the Marty and Johnny is Doc, or like Penny to Inspector Gadget. That's. That's the basics, basically. Is that okay so far?"

"Johnny Butler."

"Yeah! Yeah. It's, uh, because of Johann? I already told you that. And how, you know, a batman was like a kind of valet, like a butler, so we were trying to do sort of a pun thing? There's going to be a lot of puns. I mean, you probably saw the fake intro we made on YouTube? With the theme song? It's all going to be like that, with the retro aesthetic and camp and the cheesy effects, we're keeping all of that for the real show. I have this brother, my little brother, he's really into Batman, uh, you, he collects articles and stuff, and he's eight, and I wanted to make something that he could watch. So it's going to be kind of a show for kids, like a funny show—not making fun of you! I can show you a script, if you want."

"Show me."

"Yes! Yes sir, absolutely, not a problem, sure." He bent, and tried to dig through his bag in the dark. "I, uh—here, I think this is it." He offered a thick stack of paper to the darkness, which took it.

"Rowsdower's Revenge," the shadow read.

"Wrong script!" Finn said, snatching the script back. "Sorry, sorry, ignore that, sorry. Here, this one, I think this is the one." He handed off the other script. "I would turn on the light, but..."

Finn squinted, trying to make out a face in the dark. He would have thought that the light from those weird white eyes would have had more of an impact. But while there was definitely the pale lower half of a face, everything else was just a shape, darker than the rest of the room.

He could make out the sound of pages flipping. And another, different sound. A pen?

"Holy homicide, Batman." It wasn't quite a question.

"Yeah, it's, uh, kind of like a catchphrase? Thing?"

"Batcomputer."

"Yeah."

"Bat-o-vision."

"Y... yeah. It's like—I mean, you have the batmobile and those batarangs—I don't know if you actually call them that, but, uh. We thought, you know, wouldn't it be funny if Batman just puts 'bat' in front of everything? As a joke."

"Batman and Robin consult the giant lighted lucite map of Gotham City, parentheses, labeled."

"Obviously you don't actually go around putting labels on everything, it just, uh." Trying to explain jokes to Batman was the most painful thing he had ever done in his entire life and he wanted to die.

"Johnny Butler is blind."

"Right."

"The actor isn't blind."

"He... is not."

"Why."

"He's—casting is—that's not really how we—"

"Fix it."

"I. Okay."

"King Tut."

"We're trying to get Rami Malek but he's been pretty busy but I'll make sure we get someone Egyptian because I can tell it's important to you."

"The theme song."

"We can get a new one!"

"No." Batman handed the script back, and Finn took it, hands shaking. "Robin likes it."

"He does? The, the na-na-na-na-na—" 

"Stop."

Finn shut his mouth so fast his teeth clicked.

"I said Robin likes it."

"Right." He looked down at the script in his hands, or tried to. His eyes were adjusting, but still not enough. He brought the paper close to his face, squinting. Had Batman written notes on his script? It smelled like permanent marker. He could barely make out a few crossed out words. "You know, if Robin ever wanted to come by set after we start shooting, we could—" 

The lights came on.

"Augh!" Finn shut his eyes, then blinked furiously. His apartment was empty and the window was open. He looked back down at the script, and flipped through it. The notes looked like they'd been left by a monk, taking a break from illuminating Bibles. They sat next to words crossed out and sometimes replaced, saying things like 'mental illness is not a joke' and 'don't use this word' and 'words with more plosives are inherently more humorous'. A note beside the description of Batman's lair mentioned a carefully labeled 'Historically Inaccurate But Well-Meaning Tyrannosaurus Rex'. 

Finn hit the speed dial on his phone. 

"Marco. Dude. You are not going to believe the notes I just got on this—okay, wait, first of all, we need to recast Batman. We need a blind guy. No, like a real blind guy. A tall one. Really tall. And Robin needs more screentime, we've got to curry favor with Robin. No, the real Robin. I have never been more serious. Making sure Robin likes this is going to be vital to not getting our asses kicked."

  



13. Passive-Aggressive


    
    











  



14. Word Art


    
    Trecia King was on the cover of eight different magazines in the month of January, wearing thousands of dollars of haute couture. She was also in Bruce Wayne's bed, wearing thousands of dollars of bedding. 

"I have kind of a weird request," she said. 

"Okay?" Bruce said. 

"I brought something with me," she said, rolling over to reach into her purse. 

"I think I can guess."

She rolled back over, and she was holding a body art marker. 

"I guessed wrong."

"Write on my back?" she suggested, halfway to shy. 

He looked at the pen. He looked at her face. "Be more specific?" 

"It doesn't really have to be words," she said. "It can just be little squiggles if you want. And I don't want you to write anything mean. It just feels nice?" 

Bruce looked at the offered pen again. "Yeah, sure," he said finally, accepting it from her. She rolled onto her stomach, pulling a silk-wrapped pillow beneath her as she made herself comfortable. Slowly, he pressed the felt tip to her shoulder, and started to drag it along gentle loops in her skin. She hummed with delight at the sensation of the point tracing unseen shapes, her toes curling. He was slow and careful, bracing a hand against her waist as he worked his way down her back. 

"You're so good at this."

"Am I?"

"Yes."

"Good."

"Don't be mad if I fall asleep."

"I won't."

Eventually, he made it to the small of her back, curls along her spine that made their way toward her hips. She felt him hesitate. 

"Run out of room?" she asked. 

"I think so," he said. 

She yawned. "How's it look?"

"Not great."

"I wanna see."

"Please don't."

"Now I really want to see." She rolled out of his bed to make her way toward the nearest full-length mirror, spinning around to look over her shoulder at her back's reflection.

She stared at it in silence.

"I know," Bruce said, from where he was laying back on the bed, rubbing his hand ruefully over his face.

"Bruce."

"I know."

"Bruce."

"I'm sorry."

"Did you write the first Federalist paper on my back?"

"I panicked."

"When you panic you write out the Federalist papers?"

"It was the first lengthy piece of writing I could think of."

"Is this calligraphy?"

"Technically it's copperplate."

"I'm getting this permanently tattooed on me."

"Oh, god, please don't."

"It's so cool looking!" she said, leaving the mirror.

"Please don't end your career because I'm bad at this."

She jumped back into the bed, where he was still covering his eyes in chagrin. "We should have sex again," she said, taking her pen back.

"Are you just saying that because you want to see if I can maintain an erection while reading the Federalist papers."

"Maybe."

  



15. versus: redux

Notes for the Chapter:Clark and Dick like to bond over their love of the Avett Brothers. This is just facts.




    
    
  






"Flash, I'd like it if you could come to Gotham to assist with this," Batman said.

Superman looked at Flash. Flash looked at Superman. They both looked at Batman. Superman pointed to Flash. Flash pointed to Flash. "Me?" Flash asked. Superman turned his palm upward and splayed his fingers to emphasize the question.

Batman looked at Superman. "I don't want you around Robin," he said.

Flash's eyes widened. Superman held up both hands. "Don't just say you don't want me around kids in front of people—"

"You're a bad influence."

"That's not better!"

Flash looked between the two of them like he was watching a tennis match.

"He came home with a banjo the other day, Kal," Batman said. Clark hated when he called him Kal like that. It was an obvious power move. Batman didn't have a layered set of secret identities to let Clark call him anything except Batman.

"That's not my problem, Steve," Superman said.

Flash gasped quietly, and stared at Batman, mouthing the name 'Steve'. Batman remained impassive. Then Flash frowned and looked at Superman. "Wait, why banjos?" he asked. "Are you... big into banjos?"

Superman did not break eye contact with Batman, who had not broken eye contact with him. He silently willed Batman to bail him out, since this conversation was his fault anyway. Batman was not silently willed.

"There is a popular instrument among Kryptonians," Superman said finally, "that is essentially an... Earth banjo."

The corner of Batman's mouth twitched at the phrase 'Earth banjo'.

"Oh! Okay." Flash had no trouble whatsoever accepting this. "So you're just sharing your culture, with... the youth. Of Earth. Earth youth. And you're not cool with that?" he asked Batman, who did not respond. "That's messed up. You know what, Ka—Superman. You should go to Gotham." He looked pointedly at Batman. "I don't want to participate in any close-minded behavior."

They were silent as Flash disappeared in a whoosh of air. Another whoosh rustled their capes when he returned just as quickly.

"Actually," Flash said to Superman in low tones, "would you mind, um, dealing with his, uh, cultural insensitivity? Next time? Because this is sort of a rare opportunity for me and I—"

"You're fine, Barry," Superman said. "Go to Gotham."

Flash exhaled with relief. "Okay, cool. Thank you, I really appreciate it. I super support your, uh, Kryptonian heritage, and stuff, though."

"Thanks."

He disappeared again. Superman's cape fluttered more than Batman's did. They said nothing.

"Kryptonian culture," Batman said finally. "A popular instrument."

"Fifty-five percent is a majority," Clark said. "That's popular."

"Where did you get the other five percent."

"I'm bigger than she is."

"That's not how math works."

"Maybe not Earth math."

"Your understanding of math is the problem with journalism today."

"Really? Because we ran a straw poll and found that fifty-five percent of all Kryptonians think you're being a huge dick."

Batman's mouth twitched again.

"I think if we do more investigating we may even find universal agreement on the subject."

"I think you should rework the wording on your dick poll," Batman suggested.

"Don't make it weird."

Batman turned to leave. "Keep your poll out of Gotham," he said, stalking away.

"Don't make it weird!" Clark called after him.
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Wayne Enterprises

Author's Note:
      Atomic-Black on Tumblr asked: In your mind, how is Wayne Industries structured? 

unpretty responded: 

[bookmark: back1]wow this took like six months and ended up a lot longer than i intended and i'm not even sure if i answered the question you were asking1

i am ignoring literally everything from canon because canon says that every single company owned by wayne enterprises is called Wayne Insert-Industry-Name-Here and that's dumb as all hell and i hate it. also i made the company founding contemporary with famous olde rich people like the rockefellers and whatnot because Old Money. i'll put dates on some of these but on some of them (like when we're getting real granular) i just cannot be fucked to bother. let's also agree that there are a bunch of things that are technically subsidiaries but which are actually the exact same goddamn thing just slightly altered because it's in a different state or something, which i don't need to list.

i am assuming for these purposes that wayne enterprises is a privately held conglomerate with control having been ceded to a board of directors during thomas wayne's tenure as ceo-in-name-mostly as well as while the company was in a trust; the board was subsequently dissolved once bruce was old enough to make that decision. privately held companies aren't obligated to disclose financials or maintain a board, which is great if you're planning to be batman and also make a lot of theoretically financially unwise decisions like setting a minimum wage of $15 throughout the organization and implementing a cash profit sharing plan.

anti-trust and monopoly laws aren't an issue because they're way too diversified and none of their business units dominate their chosen industry. there are probably conspiracy theories that the reason for the immense diversity of interests is actually to keep different markets competitive and protect other businesses from anti-trust suits, which would be pretty compelling if every wayne from the start weren't fueled by spite and pettiness. 

[bookmark: back2]anyone who wants to has blanket permission to use this for whatever because canon is for suckers but so is figuring out corporate structures yourself2

    


    
    Wayne Enterprises (1864)

Wayne Capital (1864)

Technically speaking Wayne Capital was Wayne Enterprises before they diversified but I didn't want to clutter up the big header so here we are. Ostensibly started as an investment firm, actually started as a ponzi scheme that went sideways and turned into a legitimate business. There was a war going on, things were confusing, people were dying or else just skipping town because it seemed like a good time for that kind of thing. Next thing you know you've got a lot of extra cash and you're actually making a decent amount of interest on that small loan you made to that guy with the boat. One thing leads to another and now you're a shipping tycoon who also owns some banks. These things happen.


    	

Wayne Capital Bank (1865)


            	It's a bank, you know what a bank is.

            	

Coinsure (2006)[bookmark: back3]3


              	Bruce hangs out with a lot of pornstars who have a lot to say about how PayPal sucks and also isn't regulated at all because they're not technically a bank even though they hold your money so what the fuck.

              	Created as a secure payment processor originally only usable by members of their bank but it eventually expanded outward.

              	Coinsure: Unlike Some People We Could Name, We're Regulated Like A Bank, Because We Are One[bookmark: back4]4


              	Eventually expanded into allowing user profiles, donations, recurring donations, and crowdfunding.

              	Does not yet offer a platform for posting exclusive content so in that regard it doesn't quite suit as a Patreon or Kickstarter alternative but they're debating adding those kinds of functionality.

              	Totally works as a Ko-Fi or GoFundMe alternative tho.[bookmark: back5]5




            

        

    

    	

Arkenity Financial (1947)


            	Large-scale industrial loans in particular are handled under this banner.

        

    

    	

Coine Realty (merger 1982)


            	They bought Cobblepot Real Estate Services for cheap when the parent company was having financial trouble and then merged it with existing real estate services that were previously part of Wayne Capital.

            	Previously Cobblepot Real Estate Services actually just owned a lot of property for slumlording purposes.

            	Guess who's still bitter.


        

    

    	

Wakewater Insurance Services (1885)


            	

No one wants to insure my boats? Fuck this, I'll insure my own goddamn boats, is what I'll do. Does anyone else want in on this? Okay, cool.[bookmark: back6]6



            	

Property and other insurances through Wakewater are some of the only policies to fully cover acts of supervillainy and/or heroism.



            	

This division bleeds cash under Bruce but who cares.



            	

Wakewater Life Insurance Company (1885)


                    	Fuck this, I'll insure my own goddamn self.


                

            

            	

Wakewater Health (1983)


                    	The fact that they didn't have this until Thomas was in charge is depressing, I think we can all agree.

                    	Thomas was in charge so all their plans are extremely generous.


                

            

            	

Wakewater Mutual Automobile Insurance Company (1931)


                    	Fuck this, I'll insure my own goddamn cars.


                

            

            	

Wakewater Home and Renters Insurance Company (1908)


                    	Renters got added later, probably when Gotham got more apartments.


                

            


        

    




Tropos Energy (Formerly Wayne Oil and Gas, 1896) 

When they were planning to change the name of this division, Thomas Wayne lobbied for Waynergy, and would have given up fairly quickly if someone had not pointed out that this sounded too much like Weinergy. Thomas insisted on referring to this branch of the company as 'Weinergy' for the remainder of his life, and no one could stop him, because he owned it. Imagine working your whole life to become one of the top energy researchers in the world just to have the guy who owns your whole company, a philanthropic brain surgeon, introduce you as 'one of the Weiner Boys from over at Weinergy'.


    	

Nor'easter Co (merger 2009)


            	Wind energy tech

            	Did they buy the company just because Bruce liked the name better than the old one? No one is sure.

        

    

    	

Gotham Solar (1987)


            	Associating Gotham with the sun in any capacity is hilarious.

            	If It Works In Gotham It's Gotta Be Good (unofficial motto)

        

    

    	

Great Lakes HydroElectric (1904)


            	It's two years younger than the hydroelectric plant near my house because I said so.

        

    

    	

Galactomics (1954)


            	Nuclear power plants

            	This name seemed like a really good idea in the 50s.

            	

Galactomics Lifestyle (2004)


                    	Furniture and decor

                    	There was a huge market for their secondhand custom kitschy office furniture so they rolled with it and made a furniture division.

                    	Most people are not aware that they also run nuclear power plants.

                

            

        

    




GaleTek (Formerly Wayne Rail Company, 1871)

They were the Wayne Rail Company, and then the Gotham Rail Company, and then Gotham Land and Sea, then GLS which they pretended didn't stand for anything or possibly stood for a variety of charming slogans, then they merged with about three different aviation companies to swallow them into their aviation division and the combined name they came up with was GaleTek. Welcome to corporate naming conventions, it's a goddamn nightmare.


    	

Hart Aviation (1927)


            	They used to have a lot of defense contracts but that all went down the tubes in the 80s because Bruce's parents weren't down with that. Now they just make cool shit for commercial use.

            	They also make zeppelins because it's a comic book, someone has to make the fucking zeppelins and it might as well be Batman.


        

    

    	

Gotham Rail Company (1871)


            	They're actually a railroad so they got to keep the original name.

            	Well, sir, there's nothing on Earth like a genuine, bona fide, electrified, six-car monorail.


        

    

    	

Superior Freighters Inc. (1874)


            	I'm on a boat.

            	They're classified as ships but generally lake freighters are referred to as boats, that's a fun fact, enjoy.


        

    

    	

Wayne Motors (1914)


            	Founded because one of Bruce's ancestors really hated Henry Ford. You'd think it would be because of the unabashed antisemitism but it was actually the pacifism. In an ocean of good reasons to hate Henry Ford he found the bad one.

            	These were almost all notoriously-shitty also-ran semi-bootlegs until the turn of the century.

            	They also made racecars but those weren't available for retail sale so the good racecars weren't enough to offset the reputation of the horrible cars people could actually buy.

            	The racecars were good because Bruce's great-grandpa had a liquor-smuggling operation.

            	Fox finally had the bright idea to just get weird with it so they brought back really old models of car with the exact same body but with electric engines. They're extremely popular.

            	They have a contract with the city of Gotham to produce really nice city buses at a loss.


        

    




Gotham City Broadcasting Network Company (acquired 1972)

Patrick Wayne bought a broadcasting company just so they'd stop talking about Watergate. He was a big Nixon fan. The networks have gotten better since then. Thomas Wayne set a lot of strict advertising guidelines that continue to this day. It's become an umbrella for Wayne Enterprise's entire entertainment division, which is a bitch to map out because entertainment companies are structural nightmares[bookmark: back7]7. I did this to myself but I'm still mad about it.


    	

Birch & White Publications (acquired 1953)[bookmark: back8]8


          	Acquired before the rest of the entertainment division because they didn't originally have an entertainment division, just this one shitty book publisher.

          	Founded in 1866 by what was probably a secret gay couple who liked magazines about men being manly and fighting weasels, or whatever it is men did in 1866. I'm imagining the homoerotic covers on these magazines and they're great. Do you think they were former cowboys? I'm going to say they were former cowboys[bookmark: back9]9.

          	I just looked it up and Patrick's dad was named Kenneth. Kenneth Wayne. I can't believe this. Anyway he was really into these books as a kid so when the publisher started going defunct he just straight-up bought it.

          	Birch & White owned shares of GCBN as part of their deal with the radio station to produce radio shows of their more popular characters, which was why patrick bought this one instead of NBC probably.

          	These days they publish all sorts of stuff but they also republish their huge backlog of old weird shit. Also they brought back the pulp magazine and the homoerotic covers. I'm going to say that was Thomas. He insisted.[bookmark: back10]10


        

    

    	

GCBN (1931)


            	If you think I'm listing individual national network affiliates you can go straight to hell.


        

        
            	

GCBN News


                    	GCBN.com


                

            

            	

TheGackbin.com


                    	They use this one for entertainment news.

                    	Did they name their website after what Thomas insisted on calling the main network? Yes.

                    	"Can't we put it in the Gackbin or something?" - Thomas Wayne, to the board of directors that actually runs his company for him, about a show that he wants to watch that doesn't exist yet.

                    	Sure, Tommy, we'll get right on that.

                    	The joke's on them, Dog Surgeon had an enormously popular primetime run.

                    	The dog surgeon had a dogtorate.


                

            


        

        
            	

GCBN Sports



            	

GCBN Radio (1931)


                    	

The original and still the champion


                            	

GothamRadio.com (2003)


                                    	They spotlight a lot of local and indie bands, it's pretty great actually.


                                

                            


                        

                    


                

            

            	

Gotham Television Company (1986)


                    	

This is all the cable channels. There's a lot of them.



                    	

Clue TV (1986)


                            	We've got your Columbo, your Poirot, your... other things. Also a lot of Forensic Files-esque true crime.

                            	Martha loved true crime but hated reenactments and victim-blaming and bad science. So she didn't actually like most true crime. Then she married a billionaire!

                            	This was basically The Martha Wayne Background Noise Channel.

                            	Now it's The Bruce Wayne Background Noise Channel.


                        

                    

                    	

FunnyBones (1986)


                            	It's comedy but also shlocky b-movie science fiction and horror.

                            	Experimented briefly with a Z instead of an S and everyone hated it.

                            	In this universe they picked up MST3K because I said so and no one can stop me.


                        

                    

                    	

Civil History (2003)


                            	A history channel that focuses on civil rights instead of wars and aliens and war with aliens.


                        

                    

                    	

Curiousities (1989)


                            	Science news but also informative documentaries.


                        

                    

                    	

Bubbly (1986)


                            	It's a soap opera channel and lemme tell ya they've got some weird ones.

                            	They import soaps and dramas from around the world but their original content is notorious for the depth of the lore. Why is there so much lore.[bookmark: back11]11



                        

                    

                    	

Rolling Stone (1992)


                            	They gave Rolling Stone a channel because why the fuck not.

                            	Really good political news coverage, actually.


                        

                    


                

            


        

    

    	

Vaudevision (founded 1914, acquired 2003)


            	

Pretty comparable to RKO except it lived. You can probably guess their schtick.


                    	

Vaudevision Animation (1941)


                            	The weird cartoons that they only show on cartoon network at 2am probably.


                        

                    

                    	

VVA Classics (2001)


                            	Old-ass Vaudevision cartoons on perpetual reruns


                        

                    

                    	

Vaudevision Home Network (1983)


                            	Pretty standard movie channel.


                        

                    

                    	

Vodevista (1995)


                            	Spanish language television.


                        

                    

                    	

Kale Studios (2017)


                            	World of Kale from Kale Studios, brought to you by Vaudevision.

                            	Bruce debated over whether this would be more of a tech/software company or an entertainment company and decided on entertainment. They're not here for revolutionary gameplay. They're here for artistically rendered kale.

                            	Also "brought to you by Vaudevision" rendered across the bottom of a video game loading screen was too funny to pass up so here we are.


                        

                    


                

            


        

    




Northern Hospitality (acquired 1936)

I'm starting to lose steam, here. Figuring out GCBN was exhausting. Why did I do this to myself. Anyway Wayne Enterprises owns some hotels because reasons.


    	

Red Oak Hotels (1936)


            	Pretty nice hotels, lots of conference centers.

            	Art Deco as a motherfucker and they will never update their aesthetic, ever.

            	They keep stained glass artisans across the country in business.


        

    

    	

Lakeshore Motel (1962)


            	So skeevy

            	Can't argue with the prices tho

            	Efforts have been made to get them less skeevy but they've still got a pretty skeevy vibe.


        

    

    	

Amberview Hotels (acquired 2005)


            	

Midrange hotels, extraordinarily generic.



            	

Bruce bought these just to put another layer of separation between himself and the inns he wanted to open because the Lakeshore Motels were too skeevy.



            	

Amberview Inn (2006)


                    	Cheap like a motel with hourly rates but actually about as nice as the hotels.

                    	Cops keep trying to set up stings because of the reputation as a favorite for sex workers but they have very good lawyers telling them to fuck off.

                    	They hire a lot of women with large gaps in their employment history.


                

            


        

    

    	

Grand Lighthouse Resort (1906, acquired 1940)


            	It's on its own island. Maximum fanciness.

            	They replaced the golf course with a small farm in the 90s and now all the fancy food is grown on their fancy farm.


        

    




Wayne Health (1908)

So many supervillains used to work under the Wayne Health umbrella. Mostly because when people do evil shit they get fired. It's not supervillainy if you're gainfully employed doing it. If you're unemployed and experimenting on animal brains, you have a problem.


    	

Wayne Health (1908)


            	Originally Wayne Ray Tech. They made X-Rays. The name was meant to imply that they had other, even better rays. It was 1908. It seemed plausible.

            	Started making centrifuges and pH meters in the 30s, then expanded into spectrophotometers... why am I telling you specific devices? They gradually added more and more lab and medical technologies, that's good enough.

            	Anyone who tries to make anything brain-related gets the side-eye these days. They've been burned too many times before. 

            	"And it's definitely not supposed to be used to read or control minds?" any engineer working on a brain-related project will be asked, repeatedly, forever.


        

    

    	

Wayne Care Network (1966)


            	

Patrick bought some hospitals. I don't know why. Why does anyone do anything? Why am I doing this? The world is filled with mysteries. They probably own a lot of hospitals and clinics that I don't feel like exploring.



            	

Gotham Central Hospital System (1966)


                    	Patrick probably wanted special treatment at the hospital. Maybe a doctor tried to start shit. Honestly that would explain a lot about why Thomas became a doctor.


                

            

            	

St. Rita's Hospital (1984)


                    	Thomas Wayne's baby and where he did most of his work as a surgeon. Ask him about the guy with the brain maggots! Just kidding, you don't have to ask. He tells everyone that story. He's great at parties. 


                

            


        

    

    	

ChemiCare (1975)


            	Pharmaceutical development.

            	Pretty standard pharma company until Thomas got his hands on it. Insulin! Insulin for everyone! They're practically giving it away! 

            	I'm making myself sad so let's move on.


        

    

    	

Asclepius Digital (2006)


            	Health software, digitization of file systems, etc

            	It's boring but vital, okay?


        

    




Gotham Department Stores, Inc. (1898)

Owning a department store: all the cool tycoons are doing it. Right? Right. Started as Wayne Co, eventually diversified and Wayne Co became a subsidiary of a larger company.


    	

Wayne Co. (1898)


            	Started specifically to get in on the whole 'mail order catalog' craze.

            	Even more specifically, the ones full of snake oil. Just, pages and pages of horseshit potions and elixirs.

            	We wrapped this tapeworm in some cocaine for ultimate weight loss! Order today![bookmark: back12]12


            	They also sold other things, eventually. But mostly weird bottles of nonsense.

            	Actually did a lot better in the Great Depression when they sold cheap shit by mail, only some of which still had tapeworms and cocaine in it.

            	These days it's very Sharper Image. Lots of toys and airplane catalogs.


        

    

    	

Gotham Department Store (1916)


            	What if we sold things in stores? Wacky idea, I know.

            	They didn't stick with the Wayne Co. name because Wayne Co. had... a reputation. On account of all the coked-up tapeworms.

            	They tried to go for a high fashion demographic, which worked out for about ten years and then went all to hell for another ten years.

            	Spent many years as the store Grandma would take you to for back-to-school clothes shopping.

            	Saw a resurgence in the modern day with the advent of such exclusive product lines as the infamous "It Has Pockets" line of women's fashion.


        

    

    	

Green Market (1995)


            	Thomas to his board of directors: "What if we opened a grocery store that sold nothing but food produced ethically enough and of high enough quality that I would be willing to buy it for my family?" 

            	"Mr. Wayne are you asking this just because you're sick of not being able to make impulse food purchases while shopping" 

            	Thomas Wayne fingerguns aggressively while backing out of the boardroom.

            	They really need to work on their marketing because everyone assumes it's all pricey organic stuff instead of reasonably-priced locally-sourced products.


        

    




SuperModern Foods Company (1962)

This name seemed like a good idea in the 60s. I was going to list all the things here but have you ever looked at what Nestle owns? Or Unilever? You think I'm making a list like that? No. Fuck that. They probably used to own a lot more companies and then got rid of a bunch of them because they sucked.


    	

Space Cakes (1962)


            	They should have changed the name but they didn't and they get bought by a lot of confused stoners.

            	A fixture at Gotham gas stations.


        

    

    	

Havermann Dairy (acquired 1967)


            	Space Cakes had a disagreement with a dairy supplier so they bought them. As one does.


        

    

    	

Alberici Meats (acquired 1974)


            	They had to do something with all the extra cows.


        

    

    	

Tucker's Old-Fashioned Soda (acquired 2015)


            	"Why did Bruce Wayne acquire an obscure small-town Kansas soda company?"

            	"Who can possibly understand the whims of the idle rich," says local reporter.


        

    

    	

Saraniti Pickles (acquired 2017)


            	Walmart nearly destroyed their perfectly-acceptable business with shady practices.

            	Spite: A Valid Way To Run A Business Since 1864


        

    




GRC (1924)

I have put off finishing this for like two months because I was so deeply disinterested in figuring out the technology subsidiary, but now I'm putting off finishing something else so here we are. Originally the Gotham Radio Company, now it's just GRC because video killed the radio star and also they mostly make weird shit that isn't radios. In close competition with Wayne Health to see whose former employees are most likely to become supervillains.


    	

GRC (1924)


            	Technically speaking they still make radios and turntables and whatnot, but mostly it's, like. Cables. Circuit boards. The kind of shit that only gets used by other companies and also people who have to make a road trip to Fry's because all the other stores just sell phones now. Have you ever tried to replace a fucked-up molex connector without having to order something online? It's hell. They stock GRC products in a special section of the Gotham Department Store, I decided this just now while thinking about molex connectors and getting mad.

            	Did you know RCA's vacuum tubes were called Radiotron?? Why are all the names for things so shitty now when we used to name things stuff like Radiotron. This has nothing to do with anything, except I guess for the fact that GRC probably still manufactures weird vacuum tubes that would otherwise be impossible to find.

            	GRC is a godsend for vintage radio enthusiasts.


        

    

    	

Maelstromatic (1929)


            	I'm not saying they picked their name based on the fact that a maelstrom is theoretically a more powerful whirlpool but also that's exactly what I'm saying.

            	These appliances will fuck you up and that's a guarantee.

            	They're safe now but for a long time they had a reputation of being extremely powerful and dangerous.

            	"If you forgot to empty your pockets the Maelstromatic washer would turn all your bills blank... those were the days."

            	Old people complain about how the new energy-efficient Maelstromatic appliances just aren't as good as the ones that would trip the breaker most of the time and regularly burn their clothes.


        

    

    	

GRC Labs (1938)


            	Someone's gotta make that weird shit!! This universe has superior grappling hook technology and they have GRC Labs to thank. I'm gonna say it was developed for the military to infiltrate Nazi castles? That seems plausible. They had a scientist thinking outside the box, and inside the grappling hook.

            	So many supervillains...

            	They're on such high alert now but it's really hard to tell a mad scientist from a regular scientist. You'd think it would be obvious but the guy who's obsessed with jetpacks is just a regular ol' nerd. He monologues about jetpacks on the reg but he's never tried to rob a bank or become a jetpack cyborg. He just loves jetpacks. Meanwhile that guy with the robot cat for the elderly nearly killed like thirty people. Shit's unpredictable.


        

    

    	

Computronic Machines (1965)


            	

It was the sixties and everyone was making computers.



            	

The Computronic Program-o-Mat was deeply unpopular despite having what was clearly a better name than any other home computer ever made.



            	

Nerds these days lust after original Program-o-Mat cases to put new computers inside them and then make them run Doom.



            	

They make decent consumer tech now. Desktops, laptops, phones. Boring stuff.



            	

Computronic Machine Programs (1972)


                    	They made decent niche technical software and that kept the whole division afloat quite frankly.

                    	Contemporarily they produce a lot of security software and apps, and have even released specialized forks of certain operating systems.

                    	These days the most well-known software to come out of this division is CB Chat, a hyper-secure and super-encrypted chat program because Bruce wanted one. It is popularly assumed that this was because he did not trust Snapchat with his nudes. He has never disputed this.

                    	They will never change their name. Never.


                

            


        

    

    	

Telelectroscope (2003)


            	Internet and cable service provider.

            	Keeps getting sued by other ISPs for making their prices so low. It's not fair!! They're trying to put us out of business!! Wah!!!

            	This was pretty much the first thing Bruce did when he became CEO because his internet at the mansion was garbage and he was mad about it.

            	Spite: A Valid Way To Run A Business Since 1864


        

    




... i can't think of anything else to add to this list. am i... am i done? am i free?[bookmark: back13]13




	
[bookmark: note1]why did i do this [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note2]someone please use this for something and retroactively justify me having done it lmfao [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note3]thanks to esser-z on tumblr for reminding me this might exist [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note4]when they were spitballing names the office goth suggested paypig and bruce had to both pretend not to know why that couldn't be the name, and also resist the temptation to make that the name. [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note5]he still sometimes wishes they'd named it paypig [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note6]starting businesses out of spite is the only wayne tradition bruce maintains [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note7]look up nbc on wikipedia or something and then have a stroke, jesus christ [ ⤴ ]
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[bookmark: note11]the idea of bruce wayne owning a soap opera channel with lore-heavy original content is just so fucking funny to me. the worldbuilding. the backstories. the drama. the wikis go so hard and so deep. screenshots from the wikis regularly go viral because it seems so fake. i love this idea i don't even know why. [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note12]can you IMAGINE the sawbones episode. do you think justin would issue a callout for bruce wayne for his weird shitty ancestors. god. bruce emails in like 'yeah that's fair'. justin has a fucking stroke. [ ⤴ ]


	
[bookmark: note13]god i definitely forgot things but who even cares i'm dying [ ⤴ ]




  


37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-20.jpg
Delete File

‘7)} Are you sure you want to permanently delte ths file?

A
N e
e

g






6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-13.jpg
R yoidfucker 2+ Follow
W ©eengho

@BRUCEWAYNE JUST CALLED MY MOM
AND OFFERED TO THROW US A FANCY
GAY PROM WHAT EVEN IS HAPPENING

s 1207 ARHELEMOAN

i






6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-14.jpg
. Space Ace S Eonon

I'M SCREAMING @BRUCEWAYNE JUST
DRAGGED OUR VICE PRINCIPAL STRAIGHT

TO HELL #FancyGayProm

Don’t let anyone tell you how to

dress, but especially not

someone who looks like a

Confederate general fell through

awormhole and landed in the
” Riddler’s closet.

117 463 HBRATHORHED





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-15.jpg
Ithought you soid you didn't
Wl How 15

But seriously, do me a favor
and don't talk to strange men
B cnveincerner s

voidfucker

jon't unders

and anything that just happened





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-16.jpg
Open in app

Sign up ‘ Login

Bruce Wayne &
Gotham, USA - http://ow.ly/4ndGc2
1FOLLOWING  2.34M FOLLOWERS

Tweets Photos Likes

Bruce Wayne
Everything is fine. Don't worry about it

« 87877






6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-10.jpg
AT 8:41PM 7% £

Papa Bear

That tweet was for
everyone.

The only reason anyone
ever Tweets at me is to
ask if I'm mad at
someone, or make sure
I'm okay.

Itis the only Tweet | will
ever need.

» The Girl From The Thing
| texted @BruceWayne about #BruceWayneTweets





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-11.jpg
Itis the only Tweet | will
ever need.

Bruce, yes

1am always fine, I'm just
being efficient

The Girl From The Thing
I texted @BruceWayne about #BruceWayneTweets





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-12.jpg
b o gl

0 and their fancy fucking

Our prom will be gay trash, to
accurately reflect our values

So these parents are
throwing an entire separat
@) promjust to be assholes

ARE YOU SHITTING ME

voidfucker

i added @BruceWayne to our group chat lie a month ago as a joke
hE JUST STARTED TALKING TO US?2222? helP






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-18.jpg
et | B Constonfrmn
$-% 0 Bromentoer
wn Do

121 oy i oy o ot unchd i h o, o e ks iy

e P

125 Clrkmade Al th mostslaborste ithde ake  have ver een n y e

128 iler g is wors ed p and acdently s s own e

126 A i gt rots me i yunte i ferent ol po fomake s o

127 Dk trend forg th wor o peet nd cled 2 baanajacet.

128ty go s

125 Gordon s sated kping e oote Btman oy on i sk ht s whn 4 By
®

B -
o -
Eifomat

z- v
B
&






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-17.jpg
ot | B Constomfomtng Bl - 3 v+
$-% 0 Bromewibe:  Fosws - @ oo
WA B Bifomu- ¢

| st ot aneectnc whelcha nt ook e spesc gy

4 Toepangui igped and anded on s o nd st aven ry o gt u, b it et us ks i,
4 e cokin trmec il s ot sty Al Brovn
5 e wae  igeon i th Bt s ane kncws now ot hre.
15 10 s e cag me prices
7 s tought e was sy il s o v ko,
6 e Ser e ol g 1o o e anncrese n s
15 5tep ot nwcotand sne s sl proud of . ntshefurc ot sh couk'put e sl heway down.
50 nsteadf chnge she ket g and s umping roun 003 with b s g gt ot
51 5he waspobablythe warmestof lf s sojoke's .
et | © G 5
= L ——






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-19.jpg
ot | B Constomfomtng Bl - 3 v+
$-% 0 Bromewibe:  Fosws - @ oo
WA B Bifomu- ¢

| 1ottotel i th story of o Dk e swing o ntique sl chncle nd destroysa

64 gl it Ao gt shovkd kv

25 st ity e 01 s crrysction,

o s e scandal 20 ooking i he comr now with s e papping vt
25 o ok i e o ot gresge 3 i e i o sme s,
255 Ths s the et ucing tin ht hs ves happenec.

250 main 1 pt i s btier rame anafm ading o placus.

251 ramang 20t ooy fcorprste hesdarer o everyons canse

seet [ &






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-14.jpg
(ent | B CondtionalFrmaing- | Bt - | . 7~
§ %+ Brommuth: B - @ O

WA B Btoma- ¢

g o i dataveryfwof mypety grievnces e 3/5on
e e e, s 00 expeced, bcau esncing

ol 0 petinssdoes not e nease st sing 3 o1
arything s hn e vl o of  evedcne. T .
rrefre i xpeced rangor. e ntarestig i h o count.
ot atings.Cutntly, hes el e e strbute o tendency

Legimte | cuestorabe | pery | ashles






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-13.jpg
et | B Constonfrmn
$-% 0 Bromentoer
wn Do

i mperting s nto At e,
Caled i bout s sy sftwae ut  umed o3 conversation st malars.

onateds hatl mionto gt malas,Aces sl s

v sl never s Tubbs and con know what 1 ding wion.

hought foun e el ook ks v bt h wa el it Wathtwr
Evryone eepsasking me iy han was 1 he Wacrtower and  ave 5 mystros.
Can sk ryone whote kit i without i y mySiue.

Legumte | cuestorabie | pey | st

B -

Eifom

z- v
B
.






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-16.jpg
ot | B Constomfomtng Bl - 3 v+
$-% 0 Bromewibe:  Fosws - @ oo
WA B Bifomu- ¢

| T gove me s e cat i sfwterng ot

oty bt s gty vry e

i ol shock wnan! purchased i e Steam .

e ity s s el inerst erver an thy bl Gotnopol

arars was el prcudof e epc f i huse,evn oughsh pt 1.1 o of  skyscape o some eson.
e e Coon may v been st e 1o e, 5t G .

e rough memy stop s coud gt some werk done wthoutbthering e rs.

asonbought e someof thtsweet cor e e and f e feeror e

Lkercn ot e minatesint ke brosdast e iy 1t it .t s an s sosps sk on

seet [ &






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-15.jpg





37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-10.jpg
(et | P Constontfomting | B imn -
§ % Bromeuties | oo -
WA B Eifomat

| sheskosent me s pairof bt snapedctins cant wsr

131 ot mentonm s st being ncrphan withot ik gong |
152 gttt your lant et i 3 conter.

155 e gssttion deses 0 the house stopped crying sasparla

130 o drink sl witho s0meons i i houss mking funf .

135 e wirss i yousmea a1 you to! et ik deintely i

136 e ot e oo g .

157 e ke ting on o .o aything st for el regons

155 e i i Fricy d th cual o s ety st nd s the sny Gl

| tegumate | Questorbie | pery | assols






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-12.jpg
ot | B Constomfomtng Bl - 3 v+
$-% 0 Bromewibe:  Fosws - @ oo
WA B Bifomu- ¢

.| 1 00kd e put i n 3 itabs bt £ ol gt i on.

1750 gt el and gt p my st cmern.

15l s Raving Noment and thought he might ke obecalle K, bt hanged my
15 mind oo e and ended upcallg i . i 0l ff bt don ik worked
21 Timkeeps g the oo st i th tcave ot arfoons 300ty 15k

22l s et i ol i under o itk e nat am Crine,

23 o o how you el o somecne ha you e ot Chinese when ' e e yeus

| tegunate | Questorbie | pery | sshols T






37/OEBPS/images/ffdl-11.jpg
et | B Constonfrmn
$ %+ Brommmtoter
wn Do

| 100k forn overbsra st was nnking st tar's e costme.

255 e macem mstal s ppand then ot mad 1 pen 100 o il ar el
25671 Lo e £ stk wih s ool s e ot

257 Dick aughe s ard h may v complcataais roken ot we 1 t he hasps
255 ot o0t 0 Dk e s apack sty s

2 el s m ok unanever need o1ake i 0 he nospa

2 Timeferrd 0 somethng 905 itage s  aveneve 500

| tegunate | Questoraie | peny [ sshols

B -
o -
Eifomat

z- v
B
&






6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-6.jpg
. The Girl From The Thing 2+ Follow

| FUCKED UP

o0 1565 EEWEAD AT

‘The Girl From The Thing (irickienickie
OMFG @BRUCEWAYNE I'M SO SORRY f @ &

| > ="

The Girl From The Thing
1'am s dumb, omg

« o ©

View other replies

The Girl From The Thing
We were hanging out at @BruceWayne's houss, right? LIKE YA DO

“ 3 v

View other replies





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-7.jpg
The Girl From The Thing (. irickienickie - Mar 13

EXCEPT | FORGOT ABOUT MY RINGTONE. | NEVER FIXED MY FUCKING
RINGTONE AFTER #JOKERPOCALYPSE LAST WEEK.

« 13 12K W 1K

View other replies

‘The Girl From The Thing (2trickienickie - Mar 13

Okay fine two weeks ago | forgot about the other #Jokerpocalypse so sue me I'VE
BEEN BUSY.

“« A3 616 W 1K e
The Girl From The Thing Grickienickie - Mar 13
The point is, MY PHONE DID THE JOKER LAUGH WHILE | WAS HANGING

OUT WITH @BRUCEWAYNE. THE GUY WHO GOT HELD HOSTAGE LAST
APRIL

“« 13 987 @ 25K e

View other replies

‘The Girl From The Thing (irickienickie - Mar 1
| NEARLY GAVE @BRUCEWAYNE A GODDAMN HEART ATTACK HE ALMOST
DIED {#/ ** 'M SO SORRY BRUCE & A

-« 3 004 @K

View other replies





25/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
C&E0&E &0 &0 &

Direct Message
g [=LEANS

Alert

DreadPirateDrake
uuuuugh

SpoilerAlert

everything okay?

DreadPirateDrake

we're at this stupid party thing and dad keeps

trying to tell everyone about his new boat

SpoilerAlert
ohno

DreadPirateDrake
yeah like he thinks he's being subtle but it like
MY NEW BOAT and no one cares
DreadPirateDrake

mom's had like three glasses of wine already

SpoilerAlert
you can do ! just a couple hours right?

DreadPirateDrake
and i have cramps

SpoilerAlert
ohno:c





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-8.jpg
g The Girl From The Thing i trickienickie - Mar 13
He said he had to go run errands but | DON'T BELIEVE HIM HE'S RICH WHY
WOULD HE BE RUNNING HIS OWN ERRANDS
-« =

View other replies

The Girl From The Thing (irickienickie - Mar 13
YOU ARE A TERRIBLE LIAR @BRUCEWAYNE
« 3 1K W 23K eee

View other replies

The Girl From The Thing trickienickie - Mar 13
IF ANYONE SEES BRUCE WAYNE AT THE PIGGLY WIGGLY TELL HIM NICKIE
IS SORRY AND HE NEEDS TO TEXT HER BACK & &
“ 13 1K W 3K .






6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-9.jpg
Bruce Wayne & 2+ Follow
BruceWayne

Everything is fine. Don't worry about it.
235 o0 DOABRIBEGIIN

8:21PM-

ar 2016





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-2.jpg
. Christopher Hayes & 2 Follow

chrishayes

@chrisihayes Its been like that since 2009





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-3.jpg
chrishayes

. Christopher Hayes & 2+ Follow

Apparently there is a whole meme about this
and | had no idea.

Seb @nebulousfork

@chrisihayes whenever a new site or app comes out he claims his username and
never uses it





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-4.jpg
chrisihayes

. Christopher Hayes & 2 Follow

This is starting to seem like an elaborate form
of performance art.

@chrisihayes Has anyone mentioned et that his header is the mansion from that
made-for-tv movie? And the bio link goes to the iTunes TOS.





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-5.jpg
Christopher Hayes & £+ Follow
chrishayes

Do you think | can have him on the show just to
ask about this?

“ Bruce Wayne

1 Following

& wint
vdril





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-7.jpg
"0 EEOEEREOE®

Direct Message
g [=LEANS

Alert

DreadPirateDrake
oh and i asked about the wifi

SpoilerAlert
what did he say?

DreadPirateDrake
he didn't know what i was talking about

DreadPirateDrake
i checked though and there's no way it's a hotspot

DreadPirateDrake
there's definitely a big stronk router somewhere

Spoileralert
doesn't he have a son?

DreadPirateDrake
yeah but he just moved

DreadPirateDrake
why would he leave a secret router

DreadPirateDrake
bitmining? that's embarassing enough to hide

SpoilerAlert
LELELELELELEY





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-8.jpg
TE0®E 0 & &

Direct Message .
s (=2 S
Spolleralert
DreadPirateDrake
im hunting down this secret bitmining rig
DreadPirateDrake
IMG OINTMENT CCRY AHGIN
DreadPirateDrake
that was supposed to say going to cry again i don't
know what happened sorry
SpoilerAlert
did you get in trouble for snooping?
DreadPirateDrake
how dare you ive never been caught snooping in

my whole life

DreadPirateDrake
master snooper

DreadPirateDrake
snoopmaster

SpoilerAlert
S0 what happened?

DreadPirateDrake
heard dad asking if anyone had seen his daughter

>





6/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Bruce Wayne

Gotham, USA

Christopher Hayes
Am | the last person on earth to notice how weird 's
twitter is?





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-5.jpg
&6 &0 &&

Direct Message
g [=LEANS

lerAlert

DreadPirateDrake
but HE DID

DreadPirateDrake

he came back and he had this tea and it's like a
chamomile ginger lemon honey thing and a
fancy chocolate bar

SpoilerAlert
that's so nice!

DreadPirateDrake
STEPH YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND

DreadPirateDrake

WHEN HE GAVE ME THE CHOCOLATE HE TRIED
TO TELL ME IT WAS MANLY CHOCOLATE
BECAUSE IT HAD A TIGER ON IT

Spoileralert
ohno

DreadPirateDrake

IT'S THE DUMBEST THING ANYONE HAS EVER
SAID TO ME IN MY WHOLE LIFE AND | STARTED
CRYING





6/OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg
Bruce Wayne

Gotham, USA

Christopher Hayes
Am | the last person on earth to notice how weird 's
twitter is?





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-6.jpg
-]
@
@
@
o
@
@

0

Direct Message
g [=LEANS

lerAlert

Spoileralert
oh no!!

DreadPirateDrake

he was like "sorry” and i was like "NO IT'S FINE I'M
JUST CRYING BECAUSE YOU'RE NICE AND I'M
THIRTEEN AND I'VE ALREADY LOST CONTROL OF
MY LIFE I'M A PRODIGY" and he was like "sorry”

DreadPirateDrake

he like was so obviously uncomfortable and
wanted to leave buT THEN HE TRIED TO LIKE, PAT
MY SHOULDER OR SOMETHING??? LIKEA TV
FIFTIES DAD?72222 AND | HUGGED HIM?22222772

DreadPirateDrake
i got snot on bruce wayne's suit why am i like this

SpoilerAlert
he sounds really nice! {m sure he understands

DreadPirateDrake

he finally escaped and now im eating all his
chocolate

DreadPirateDrake

tigers aren't even a manly animal





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-3.jpg
EeEe0&0E&E0 &

Direct Message
g [=LEANS

fert

DreadPirateDrake
im gonna solve the mystery of where they're hiding
the good wifi

SpoilerAlert
maybe you can just ask?

DreadPirateDrake
that's not how mysteries work

SpoilerAlert
hahaha okay

DreadPirateDrake
oh my flippin gosh im the worst i can't believe this

SpoilerAlert
what happened? are you okay?

DreadPirateDrake
iwas trying to hide out in like a random hallway?7?

DreadPirateDrake
idk it seemed like a good idea at the time

DreadPirateDrake

i was on my phone hunting for wifi and being sad
LIKE YADO

>





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-4.jpg
@ &6 && "

Direct Message
: T ST

oilerAlert

DreadPirateDrake
when suddenly BRUCE WAYNE

DreadPirateDrake

he said he didn't remember my name and i said it
was tim and i think he was trying to figure out my
pronouns

SpoilerAlert
oh gosh, really?

DreadPirateDrake
yeah butlike i didn't know that so i thought he was
being mean so i was like I'M A BOY @

DreadPirateDrake
and i said i wanted to be alone bc i had a
stomachache but i think i put my hand on the
wrong spot o something idk idk it seemed like it
was really obvious

SpoilerAlert
i'm sure it wasn't!

SpoilerAlert
you worry too much, most people don't notice that
kind of thing

>





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg
C&E0&E &0 &0 &

Direct Message
g [=LEANS

Alert

DreadPirateDrake
uuuuugh

SpoilerAlert

everything okay?

DreadPirateDrake

we're at this stupid party thing and dad keeps

trying to tell everyone about his new boat

SpoilerAlert
ohno

DreadPirateDrake
yeah like he thinks he's being subtle but it like
MY NEW BOAT and no one cares
DreadPirateDrake

mom's had like three glasses of wine already

SpoilerAlert
you can do ! just a couple hours right?

DreadPirateDrake
and i have cramps

SpoilerAlert
ohno:c





25/OEBPS/images/ffdl-2.jpg
@ &0 66 & &

Direct Message q
e (=18 S
Spollerlert

DreadPirateDrake

they let me wear a suit at least so it's not all bad

DreadPirateDrake
sorry i know this is so first world problems

DreadPirateDrake

wah fm at bruce wayne's house eating free lobster
wah

SpoilerAlert

don't be sorry!

SpoilerAlert

you don't have to be grateful that they let you wear
pants

SpoilerAlert

this isn't the fifties, anyone can wear pants

DreadPirateDrake

the public wifiis garbage be everyone's trying to
post videos

DreadPirateDrake

ithink there's a private network but it's not
broadcasting the ssid





42/OEBPS/images/ffdl-4.jpg
BATMAN v SUPERMAN

BARRY KEEPS CALLING ME STEVE






41/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





41/OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg





42/OEBPS/images/ffdl-3.jpg
Good Thing | Don't Have Any..
Future Bible Heroes - 2:54

Interlude: 'm Not Angry Anym..
Paramore - 0:52

Who's Crying Now
Journey - 501

I'm Not Crying
Ciinton Fearon - 353

FEEE

I'm Crying &
Iqgy Pop 257

Let Me Live
Queen - 4:45

I

i LetMeLive Il

~Ma Queen





42/OEBPS/images/ffdl-2.jpg
]

¢
)

Good Thing I .

Future Bible Heroe:

\

You Can't Always Be Liked

Expert Alerator

Good Thing | Don't Have Any Feelings

Future Bible Heroes - 2:54

Interlude: I'm Not Angry Anymore

<« I o»

(=]

o





42/OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg
Jason,

e

[Ieeur—
Do Tk YourGuns To Town
B oot

RN Con ease

o

Bz

oner

JE=

Dont You GiveUp On e

P oooures

S Coutonay Tole
TR st oosst
Steep When Dead

B somved

i Dot TokevoucursToTo. |





42/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Jason,

e

[Ieeur—
Do Tk YourGuns To Town
B oot

RN Con ease

o

Bz

oner

JE=

Dont You GiveUp On e

P oooures

S Coutonay Tole
TR st oosst
Steep When Dead

B somved

i Dot TokevoucursToTo. |





16/OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg





16/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





24/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Q [s

Gotham
Gazette

Three Hour Chase Ends
With 'Pastel Batman'
Missing, Batmobile
Destroyed

noEas






24/OEBPS/images/ffdl-0.jpg
Q [s

Gotham
Gazette

Three Hour Chase Ends
With 'Pastel Batman'
Missing, Batmobile
Destroyed

noEas






24/OEBPS/images/ffdl-2.jpg
It started last night, when a man dressed as The
Batman broke into Chick-fil-A headquarters in
Atlanta, Georgia. The costume, described by
witnesses as a modified Lycra bodysuit, was a shade
of pink not typically associated with Gotham’s
favorite urban legend.

Despite the color, the culprit went unnoticed until
he was speeding through Atlanta in the Batmobile.

The car, a prop from Netflix show Bat-Man, was
recently sold at a charity auction to fund the
training of guide dogs for the blind. The
announcement that Chick-fil-A had purchased the
vehicle for display lead to an uproar, with the show's
producers distancing themselves from the decision.
Netflix agreed to set aside some of the proceeds for
the Trevor Project, but not everyone was satisfied
with the compromise. Chick-fil-A CEO Dan Cathy
has not commented except to say that the purchase
‘was made in honor of his late father, an enthusiastic
collector of cars.

Producer ] T. Finnegan Disavows Batmobile
Sale &
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Police have not yet released any information
regarding how the culprit managed to get the
Batmobile out of the building. The chase, which
started just after midnight, covered nearly 300
miles of road. Police began placing road blocks
within the first half-hour of the chase, but in each
instance the driver was able to avoid or bypass the
obstacle. In a now-immortalized incident near
‘Wrightsville, the suspect managed to use a police
interceptor as a ramp. This was the last attempt at a
roadblock, as police determined that it would be
safest to follow the vehicle until it came to a stop.

Despite the hopes of police, the Batmobile did not
run out of gas. When the chase came to an end in
Tybee Island, it was because the suspect drove it
directly off of the pier and into the Atlantic Ocean.
‘While police canvassed the beach, there was no
sign of the driver.

Georgia police are working now to recover the car
from the water. While officials say they're

confident that the suspect will be found, few
outside the department seem to share their
optimism. Popular opinion is instead on the side of
'Pastel Batman', who has dominated social media
since reporting on the chase began.

Chick-fil-A and the Justice League did not respond
to requests for comment on this story.
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