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Days of Winters Past

    by kitfornow

      Summary

      The day before Christmas Eve, Scarecrow develops a new toxin that traps Bruce, Clark, and Jason in Bruce’s memories. Each have an icy relationship at best, but it seems the only way out, is through.
Nothing like the past, and the winter, to make for a warmer future.



      Notes

        A couple notes:
I did take a couple liberties, but from what I could tell it was only in places with no fixed timeline or storyline, because I did a mix of the comics, shows, movies, and games. Ages aren't given but I always picture them pretty young. Also yes a lot of memories happen in the winter shhhh don't overthink it.




  






      

  











Chapter 1



    Chapter Notes

      For full effect, please listen to:

  
    Merry Christmas, Please Don’t Call - Bleachers
  




      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Bruce misses things. He’s been missing things his whole life. He missed his parents, so much and for so long, that he thought it might never fade. But it did, a little. A little, when he adopted Dick. Not that he did that to replace them, or even to rebuild a family. It was just to save that kid from himself. From what he would become, if he didn’t have anywhere to put his anger, like Bruce.
Missing his parents had faded even more when he’d adopted Jason. Now that’s something he’ll always regret. Another moment of trying to help a child, of trying to make things better, and that’s what got him killed, in the end.
Bruce is the reason why he died.
The guilt of that? The missing him? That never fades. Never. Not even now that he’s back. Well. Technically, Jason is back. He’s gallivanting as a crime lord, but he’s breathing, and he hates Bruce, but he’s breathing, and he’ll never be that same, dorky kid again, but at least he’s breathing. He’s breathing, even though Bruce hasn’t since he held his son’s dead body.
Bruce didn’t mean to adopt Tim. Alfred pushed for it more than anything. And he certainly couldn't turn away Damian, once he'd found out about him. But Bruce has already promised every God he no longer believes in that he would kill before another one of his kids died. And then he’ll have to kill himself, or turn himself in, or something horrible because he certainly won’t be The Batman anymore. He’s barely Batman, now. He’s barely Bruce, now.
Bruce misses being okay. He can’t remember a time when he was.
“B? Did you hear what I said?” Superman is asking, and Bruce blinks at him because of course he didn’t. “B—this is important.”
“You think I don’t know that?” Bruce demands, and he misses Clark, too.
He misses Clark a lot.
They were something different, before. Something closer. When Dick and Jason were around and Clark would come over for dinner sometimes and find reasons to linger afterwards and neither of them would say it out loud but Bruce knew it was something. And sometimes he would stand a little too close, and Bruce would blush and be so glad for his mask, and Jay would make gagging noises when they looked at each other for too long.
Bruce misses those family dinners. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, and probably the time will be spent patrolling. Sure, he got the kids gifts, but. It won’t feel like a celebration—not to Bruce.
Tim and Damian get along okay, but Bruce doesn’t have it in him to try for those old, habitual family dinners, anymore. He knows that’s not fair to them, but Dick never comes home, and it hurts too much. He says he doesn’t have time, but they both know that’s not true. Eventually Bruce stopped asking, because he didn’t have the energy to pretend he wanted it anymore, anyway. Not if Jason isn’t there, and he won’t be, because he won’t even speak to Bruce.
Which, he understands. He gets it.
He misses when he didn’t understand.
And Clark would never come, anyway. Not after their months of cold silence, after the months of blame. They were never a couple, but could they have been, if Bruce had opened that door? If Bruce hadn’t been so afraid, back when things were good? It doesn’t matter now, he supposes. Nothing had ever happened between them then, and it certainly won’t now because he’s fairly sure Clark hates who he is, now. Clark is the only person in the world who knows that Batman tried to kill someone. And Bruce knows that Clark hates him for that. For abandoning the mission.
Now they don’t talk. Not unless it’s about work. And even then, it’s stiff. It’s not the banter, friendly and familiar and warm, that Bruce had let himself grow used to.
“I think we should contact the Red Hood,” Superman finishes, and Bruce wishes he had the attention span he’d used to. Nowadays his mind is trailing off at the nearest convenience, running faster than he can hope to catch it.
“No.”
“B—”
“No.”
“He knows more than us about this new drug hitting the streets. If Scarecrow found a way to make it into his fear toxin, we’ll need all the information we can get—”
“Leave him out of it.” Bruce nearly growls at this, unable to quiet the fear crawling up his throat. He can’t bother Jason, not for something as stupid as this, not when he wants to be left alone. “Tim can find any necessary information.”
Clark sighs, so human, that strange mix of understanding and exasperation.
“I don’t know that we’ll have enough time,” he begins.
“My decision is final, Superman.”
Clark’s head drops a little, and his eyes blink closed for a moment, but he doesn’t disagree.
“Okay. Then, let’s hope that Scarecrow doesn’t attack anyone until we’re ready.”
Hoping, Bruce has found, doesn’t get you very far.
For example, not even three hours later, Scarecrow is releasing an airborne toxin that paints the sky. It flies and spreads easily in the heavy wind, coating the flurrying snowflakes as they fall from the ever-graying sky.
“What the FUCK?!” Jason’s voice booms from behind him as Bruce is trying to hold his ground against four mind-controlled men at once. He pushes them to the ground even quicker, so that he can face his son. “You weren’t gonna call me? This is happening on my turf, with the drugs that I’ve been chasing down, and you weren’t gonna call me?”
Bruce isn’t sure how he even knew that.
Except then Clark, a little behind him, looks down.
“You told him?!” Bruce thunders, ignoring Jason for a moment in his surprise. His heavy footsteps creak in the thick snow as he crosses the path, stomping up to Clark.
“We needed his expertise, and you were—”
“Too much of a coward to admit you needed the help,” Jason finishes, crossing his arms.
“No, Hood, that’s not true.”
“Oh? So you did want to call me?”
“No.”
Jason scoffs, loud even beneath his hood. Has he gotten taller? He looks taller. It seems he never stops growing. One of these days, he’ll be bigger even than Bruce.
Bruce used to be able to fit the kid on his shoulders. Of course, that was back when Jason would willingly step within ten feet of him.
Then he pulls out a gun and shoots at the scarecrow—narrowly missing—and Bruce supposes their conversation is, at least temporarily, over.
Mid-fight, Bruce ends up beside Superman, which is a bad thing for the latter.
“How DARE you?! I told you I would handle it!”
“Robin can only do so much research, and I knew we were on a ticking clock. I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you wanted. But without him here, we would be losing.”
“You overstepped.”
“I know, B. I’m sorry.”
“Ugh, shut the fuck up, the both of you,” Jason says as he walks in, in lieu of a greeting. There’s a rare pause in the battle, in which Jason fills them both in. “They’re calling it RAM. It’s a computer thing, I guess. I dunno.”
“A drug for computers?” Clark asks.
“No, idiot. A drug named after a computer thing. Keep up. You’re not a fucking child.” Bruce opens his mouth, to defend Clark, maybe, but Hood is quicker. “Shut the fuck up, Batshit. Now, RAM is some new strand of heroin. It jogs up memories, gives you new recall on things you forgot. The shit is addictive—people have started wasting their lives away trying to stay in the past.”
That impulse, at least, Bruce can understand.
“I’m trying to move it off the streets, or keep it with the older, selfish assholes, at least. Like yourself, Batshit.”
“Do we know how it's distributed?” Clark interrupts, before Bruce has to respond.
“You mean, is it usually falling from the sky mid-winter? Not really.”
The others are still fighting. Wonder Woman had come out with them—oh, how Jason used to have such a crush on her—Flash. Green Lantern. Wonder Woman. J'onn. The battle continues, raging around them, but Bruce’s feet are frozen where he stands, unable to leave Jason’s side now that he’s so close.
“Okay—well, everyone has gas masks on, except Di and myself. Flash might not need one, but we didn’t want to risk it.” Clark informs him. Jay has a gas mask of his own, Bruce is sure, inside that hood of his.
“It’s usually injected,” Jason responds, “but I guess that’s not a fast enough delivery system.”
There isn’t any time left to make a plan, or to fight, or to catch up—although Bruce knows there will never be time for that last one. They all dive back into battle. Bruce isn’t used to having his entire face covered—even though he could still talk, if he wanted to. But it’s necessary, for now, to be sure that it’s safe. The powder, so thin and dusty that it could be gas, is a risk like none other. Any civilians that it hits fall to the ground almost immediately.
Batman hears the source of the problem laughing behind him, and turns in time to face the Scarecrow standing with a gun—a gun? Unusual for him—in one hand, and Kryptonite in the other. The scene is so surprising Bruce barely has time to process it before he spots Superman flying toward Scarecrow from Scarecrow’s other side.
“Superman, STOP!” He warns, knowing that feet closer would only send Clark plummeting. Clark, who’s always trusted his instincts more than he’s trusted Bruce, does indeed stop, and Bruce breathes a sigh of relief. “Get one of the others,” he explains over there comms, “he has Kr—”
And then people start taking swings at him.
Bruce isn’t sure where they all came from, they surely couldn’t have just appeared? He hadn’t seen or heard them enter, though, and don’t zombies usually make noise? And oh, that is certainly what they are. Based on their everyday clothes and their sluggish movement, these aren’t goons. They’re just unlucky civilians. People who didn’t clear the way fast enough and weren’t fortunate enough to faint.
Surely, there’s a way to save them.
Batman is pulling his punches and Scarecrow knows it. But how can he not? This mob surrounding him is innocent, perhaps not even aware of what they’re doing. How could he willingly land any of them in a hospital?
Superman seems to understand his hesitation, because he flies closer and begins to use his ice breath on the feet of the people in the crowd, forcing them to be still.
He’s not very close when he hits the first two or three.
He’s not very close when he falls.
“Superman!” Batman calls out helplessly, knowing that he can’t escape the mob in time to reach him. Scarecrow laughs, and Bruce watches helplessly as Clark falls from the sky. High, high, up, and falling fast.
But then a flash of red swings past, grabbing him, whooshing from one building to the next, lower, and much closer to Bruce. It was a blur, but Bruce knows that perfect form, that grappling hook. Jason.
No-one on this battlefield holds a candle to that kid’s talent. And that’s a fact. Bruce will never say so, of course, because Jason would never believe him anyway, so what would be the point?
They land eventually, near Bruce, and Jason comes in swinging, firing at people's knees. He doesn’t want to kill any civilians, either, but he clearly doesn’t share Bruce’s same hesitations in hurting them.
“No, no, get him out of here,” Bruce instructs.
“You get him out of here,” Jason counters.
But Bruce can’t leave his kid here, in the middle of a field of enemies—and if he wins, he’ll kill Scarecrow. And Bruce can't allow that either.
“They’re after me. Take him away from the Kryptonite, so I—”
“You weren’t exactly winning, before.”
“Because I wasn’t destroying their ability to walk!” All of this is said back to back, covering for each other as they battle, Clark in the corner, standing against the wall but too weak to move. Their battle stances feel familiar, to Bruce. It feels like home. Probably Jason doesn’t remember that.
Scarecrow had remained up in the corner this whole time, shooting and missing with whatever was loaded in that gun of his. Bruce watches from the corner of his eye as he fights, catching the anger with which Scarecrow checks his remaining ammo. He shakes his head, then pulls a switch next to him.
That’s when the floor gives out beneath them.
It must have been a trapdoor of some kind, a subplot Batman hadn’t noticed in his distraction with Jason. The only reason he has time to get them to safety at all is because he’d been watching Scarecrow so carefully. And even then, he wouldn’t really call it safety. Bruce pulls out and fires his grappling hook at the roof of the building that Clark is hunched against, so that gravity will swing them in that direction. With his free hand, Bruce grabs Jason, hugging him tight. Jason struggles automatically, until he feels nothing below his feet, at which point he switches tactics and holds on. They reach Clark just in time, and Jason grabs him. The thick, well-designed wire doesn’t have a problem holding all three of them, sure, but Bruce sure does. He’s strong, but Jason is built like a fridge, and Clark is, well, Superman.
He can’t pull them up the roof. They just dangle.
“You made me waste all my shots,” Scarecrow announces, closer now that Bruce remembers him being. He must have moved in the rush. “Well. All but one. You were close, Red Hood, with your guesses. And I do suppose that was the original strain. But this?” He holds up his gun, and Bruce wonders if one of his toxins has finally gotten to him. He’s acting a little more unhinged than usual. “Life is more than just happy memories. It’s all about what gets your heart racing.”
“Fear,” Bruce supplies. Scarecrow sighs.
“Unfortunately, not yet. Soon. This is just a prototype. Intense emotions all look a little too similar on paper—it doesn’t matter. How about this? Three birds, one stone.”
Bruce can’t defend himself as Scarecrow steps forward and rips the gas mask attachment off Batman’s cowl—he can’t risk dropping Jay. Jason tries to throw a swing, but nearly drops Clark, so he settles.
And then Scarecrow is pulling the trigger, with the barrel pointed right under Bruce’s chin.
The last thing he hears, before he blacks out, is that same taunting voice.
“Don’t worry. You’re close enough together—it’ll get all three of you.”
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  When Bruce wakes, it’s darker. Colder. The sun is gone, night has come. He wonders how long he’s been out, and tries to sit up. But when he does, Jay’s stern voice cuts through his foggy mind.
“I wouldn’t.” Bruce looks up at him, unmasked, arms crossed. No mask? Not even his domino? “It’ll just make you dizzier.”
“How long was I out?” Bruce asks, voice gruff. Jason kicks off the wall he was casually leaning against, and shrugs.
“I dunno. I’ve only been upside for about twenty seconds.”
“You’re standing.”
“I’m dizzy. You live, you learn. Oh, good—Stay down, farmboy.” Jason’s voice doesn’t change when greeting Clark, per say, but it does become a little less mechanical.
“Ow,” Clark complains. Unlike the two people he’s accompanied by, he has no problem voicing his injuries or weaknesses. Like Jason, he wears no costume. “My head…”
“Yeah, yeah,” Jason rolls his eyes. “Any idea where we are?”
Bruce looks around for the first time. They’re definitely not on that street any more. No remnants of the battle, no proof their teammates or enemies have been here. But it does seem…familiar.
“Gotham,” Bruce answers, forcing himself up despite his pounding head. There’s still snow on the ground, but it’s soft and packed—it’s been there for a while. Just cold enough to maintain it. He helps Clark off the ground absentmindedly, ignoring the spike of electricity that runs up his arm when he realizes that his hands aren’t protected in his usual Batman gloves. He, too, is out of uniform.
“Okay,” Jason answers, sarcastic and slow, “but where? I don’t know this street. And you know I know all of Gotham.”
Bruce looks, then. Really looks. It’s just a normal street, dark alleys like any other. There’s a flickering lamp-post across the road, and that tiny, warm-lighted detail is what clicks it in his mind.
“Wait…I…I know this place. I know this street.” Of course Jason wouldn’t know it, it was torn down over a decade ago, replaced with bigger buildings and narrower streets. Bruce himself hadn’t been to this spot in nearly twenty years.
Clark and Jason must question him, he hears their voices, but they fade into background noise as Bruce looks up at the waning half-moon in the sky. He remembers looking up at it before. Same place, same space, same buildings in view.
“I know this night.”
It’s a murmur. A whispered admission for no-one but himself. Bruce remembers the chill down his back, the wind in his throat. The crunch of snow beneath his fancy, evening shoes.
He feels a hand, light on his shoulder, and it startles Bruce enough to hear the words his companions are saying.
“Bruce?” Clark is asking. Bruce’s eyes feel glossy as they slide to him.
“I’ve been here before,” Bruce answers.
“Where are we?” Jason asks, and it’s still his sharp tone but maybe not as harsh as before. Or maybe Bruce is imagining that. Maybe he needs that to cope.
“It’s that night,” Bruce whispers, “this is the night that—”
His mouth clamps up when he hears someone laugh behind him. What little grasp on reality Clark’s steadying hand had given him slips through his fingers as that laugh echoes in Bruce’s ears.
It’s far away, small, gentle, kind. It’s a woman’s laugh. A woman who’s laugh Bruce has not heard for a very, very long time.
He turns slowly toward the sound, something his heart has forever ached for but could not name.
“Mom…?” He mumbles, abandoning Clark and Jason in favor of chasing that voice down. She’s at the end of the road, and he’s able to see from here that she’s walking beside her husband, a small boy between them, holding their hands. Bruce rushes in their direction, but if they see him coming, they give no reaction.
At last he reaches them, walking toward him, laughing and smiling and—that’s his mom. That’s her. She has a wider smile than in the pictures, a blush across her cheeks that might be more from the cold than anything. Dark brown hair and bright eyes. Her laugh is light and easy, and she looks over at her husband with such love that Bruce nearly collapses.
His father…Bruce’s father looks just like him. It’s uncanny. Sure, Bruce is a little wider, has got strength and muscle a doctor wouldn’t need. And his dad has a mustache, too, he supposes. But the shape of the jawline, the furrowed brows, the eyes scanning for danger, keeping his family from harm? Nothing is more Bruce than that.
“What do you think, Bruce? Hot cocoa before bed?” Mom says, and Bruce’s father huffs.
“It’s late, Martha,” he reminds her, though there’s no real sternness behind it.
“Oh, hush. It’s freezing. We’ll all need to warm up somehow!” She ruffles Little Bruce’s hair, and oh, he had forgotten she did that. Little Bruce tries to dodge her, giggling, but Bruce can almost feel her phantom fingers tangling in his dark hair, patting his head and tucking loose strands into place. “And, come on, Tom—how much longer do you think he’ll be this excited to dress up, just to fall asleep at the theatre?” He laughs, and the sound is horribly foreign to Bruce’s ears. Had he really forgotten the sound of his father’s laugh? Bruce hadn’t even realized.
Clark and Jason reach him, and pull him out of the way as the trio continues their walk down the quiet street.
“Bruce,” Clark says quietly, and Bruce nods.
He knows.
He knows, alright?
He’s not stupid. He knows it’s not real. He knows they’re not real. He knows they’re dead and that this is only a memory. That was the poison he got hit with, right? It would make sense that the toxin would send him here—this was the first time Bruce ever felt real fear.
And Bruce is about to suggest that they should go, that they should leave this memory where it is, he really is. But then that man steps out of an alley that looked only like shadows. Joe Chill is pointing a gun at this too young, too innocent, too rich-looking family. And then Bruce can’t say anything at all. His tongue is heavy in his mouth, and his nerve endings are numb, and he’s frozen in a way he never is. Even Clark is stock still beside him—even Superman knows there is nothing to be done.
And so all Bruce can do is watch. Again.
It’s faster than he remembers. In his memory it always plays in slow-motion. And it’s the same scene as his nightmares, remarkably similar. The first shot, the scream, the second shot. The pearls. The wet ground, the monogrammed wallet that was stolen even though it wasn’t worth three lives.
And oh, that laugh. That sweet, bubbly, motherly laugh, swallowed in a scream and then drowned in the forever silence. Bruce watches, too far but not nearly far enough, as his younger self bends down to his parents’ side. He holds his father’s hand in his last seconds. His shock swells into sobs and he’s crying for the car that’s only a half block away. Too far for it to matter.
“Mom?” His little voice whimpers, and it sounds remarkably close to what Bruce had said just moments ago. “Mommy? I’m…I’m not scared. I’m brave. I can be brave.” It’s a horrible promise and it’s one no eight year old should ever have to make. But those were his father’s last words—even though Bruce wasn’t close enough to hear them this second time.
“Be brave,” he’d said. “Don’t be afraid.”
Brave—what an awful thing for a child to have to be.
“Bruce,” Clark’s voice is so quiet, Bruce can barely hear it over the racking sobs of his younger self.
Bruce nods, and Clark understands, because he always understands. He wraps an arm around Bruce’s and guides him away like one would a traumatized child. Which, in a way, he is. He always has been.
“I’m sorry,” Bruce says, looking at Jason, who’s usually ever-obvious hate is nowhere to be seen. “You shouldn’t have had to see that.” Jason furrows his brows, confused, and how can Bruce explain that he never wanted his kids to see how their grandparents died?
He can’t.
Because those people are not his kids’ grandparents. And according to them, they’re barely even his kids.
“We need to find a way out of here,” Jason says at last. And maybe he understood what Bruce was trying to say, because his usual harsh, angry tone has returned.
“I don’t have my powers,” Clark informs them.
Bruce has to try very hard to pull himself back to the present, turning to face the other two. (His parents' bodies are right behind him, they’re right behind him, they’re—) “Probably the Kryptonite. When Jason grabbed you, you were still weak from it.”
“I don’t feel weak, though,” he answers. “I just can’t fly. Or, well, anything.”
“Well, we can’t exactly just keep watching the same thing happen over and over again, forever. We gotta find a way out,” Jason insists, and the other two men nod. But there are no solutions. Bruce tries to will himself awake, but feels nothing. And it’s not like there will be a big exit door.
Well—Bruce turns to double-check, to see if anything might be out of place, but it doesn’t matter. In a blink, the scenery has changed completely.
It’s another familiar scene, though this is one that does not haunt him the same way. It’s Gotham, again. A school day. It’s a private school—his private school. The sun is low in the sky but rising fast and Bruce can tell the bell is about to ring.
Clark, Jason, and Bruce look around their new surroundings as Alfred steps out of a car to walk around it, then opens another door.
Out steps Little Bruce. This one must be about the same age, based on the height and the still freezing weather, but God, he looks so much older. Tired. Gaunt. Bruce remembers faintly that he’d stopped eating for a while, no matter how much Alfred would try to coax it into him. He didn’t know the results had been so obvious.
“Is that…you?” Jason asks, and Bruce nods.
Little Bruce has a look in his eye that makes Bruce think he’ll beg Alfred not to make him go to school. But he doesn’t. He swallows, stands up a little straighter, and gives a curt nod to his butler.
“Should we…?” Clark asks.
“No,” Jason answers. “We can’t get distracted in this shit. We need to find a way out.”
So they don’t follow Little Bruce inside.
But it doesn’t matter. They blink, and they’re inside anyway.
“Damn,” Jason mutters.
They watch in abstract pity as Little Bruce waves at people whose eyes widen before they quickly look away.
Bruce wasn’t bullied. He remembers that. He was never weak enough to be bullied. Too rich, too tall, too brave. But he was alone.
Little Bruce hasn’t gotten the memo, though, that kids don’t know how to talk to him anymore. That they can’t complain about their nagging parents, about their hard weekends, about what they ate for dinner. Anyone with eyes can tell this boy is starving.
“Bruce!” A happy, light voice calls behind him. All three grown men turn in time to see a young, strawberry-blonde girl skipping towards Little Bruce.
“Jenna,” Bruce mumbles, without meaning to. Clark and Jason look at him, for answers, maybe. Bruce had never told anyone about Jenna. Although Alfred probably knew some of it. “She’s…” he tries. But he doesn’t know how to finish.
Jenna throws an arm around his bony shoulders, and briefly kisses his cheek. “How are you!”
Little Bruce shrugs.
“I get it. Mondays. Ugh. So—I’m thinking we skip first class…you ever break into a cafeteria before?” Little Bruce shakes his head, and Jenna turns to him with a sly grin. “Well, today’s the day, then.” She decides.
Bruce misses her.
It’s the sort of missing someone you forget about until you’re really thinking about it, and then suddenly you can’t stop.
They’d been following the kids, but suddenly Bruce can’t take another step. He remembers how this story ends, and he finds he does not want to watch it twice.
“Let’s get out of here,” he decides gruffly, sounding like himself for the first time since he’d woken up. They try doors, windows, breaking walls, setting off alarms, anything.
The trio find that they can open things, but only if they were made to be opened. Nothing can be broken or cracked. And if they try to leave Little Bruce alone they blink and return here, with him.
“What do we do?” Clark asks. “How do we get out of here?”
Nobody knows. All the while, Bruce’s memories of Jenna are playing like a video tape in the background. Her idea to break into the cafeteria. Little Bruce being tricked into eating what is clearly the first food he's had in days.
The scene switches, and they’re a little older, and he calls her Jen. She kisses him on the cheek, and he’s begging her not to leave.
But she does.
Bruce understands why the toxin is targeting his memories of her, too. It was always platonic, always a sibling sort of love. But it was love, and it very much was heartbreak.
Teenage Bruce didn’t understand why Jen left school one day and never came back. He wouldn’t find out the answer for years—but Jason and Clark only have to wait a few minutes.
Young Bruce is older. He’d just returned, ready to don the new mantle of The Batman.
Jen is the first person that Batman couldn’t save.
He finds her on the street, one night, when it’s late, and freezing, and the rain could turn to sleet any second. Jason and Clark must recognize her, too, the way that Young Batman does. They’re standing on a rooftop across from her, and everyone sees the tenseness in Batman’s shoulders. And then he’s jumping down to her. Her familiar, strawberry-blonde hair is ragged now, but combed back.
She wears only a bra, a miniskirt, and a fur coat.
“Came with the costume? I charge extra for that kinda play,” she says. Gone is that sweet, bright voice. This is sultry, husky, deep.
“I’m not a customer,” Young Batman says, but then he pulls money out of his utility belt anyway. “Get some rest, tonight.”
But Jen throws the cash back at him.
“I don’t take pity money,” she spits, “especially from a…what the hell are you s’posed to be, anyhow?”
He picks the money up from the ground, takes two steps toward her and holds the money out.
“A trade, then,” he tries. “A kiss, right here.” Young Batman taps the cheek she’s always kissed. Jen seems to debate this, but eventually her eyes fall on that stack of money again, and she nods. She kisses his cheek, lightly, like she always has.
Bruce, now, can still feel the ghost of it, the warmth, that forever receding feeling of home.
Young Batman takes all the money he’s got on him out of his belt, and hands it to her.
“Don’t stay out, in this weather,” he says, before retreating in the darkness. She nods, and turns, and scampers away.
“I made a promise to myself, that night,” Bruce says without really meaning to, as they observe the scene. “I was going to find her again, as Bruce Wayne, the next morning. Get her the life she deserved. The mansion has plenty of rooms.”
“What happened?” Jason asks. But Bruce doesn’t need to answer. He knows the night doesn’t end here. Because a high-pitched scream comes from the direction she’d just walked, and Young Batman all but flies there, fast as anything. Nobody from their group moves—they know by now they don’t need to. The scene morphs around them, and they find themselves three streets over from where they’d been. Young Batman is fighting off a mugger that holds a knife, covered now in blood, and it's easy to see where it came from. Jenna is bleeding out from her torso, lying helplessly on the ground.
“Go to her, you idiot.” Bruce mumbles, but he knows Young Batman won’t. Not until the mugger is knocked out. Not until it’s far too late.
By the time he does, Jen is gasping for air, and even that idiot version of himself knows she won’t make it to a hospital.
“I’m—oh, no, Jen,” Young Batman is muttering. He pulls off his cowl, and Jason gasps. Bruce never takes off the cowl in public—no exceptions.
Except Jen.
His eyes are surrounded by dark makeup—an early prototype of the suit—and it makes him look ridiculous as he cries.
“Stay with me,” he begs, grasping at her hand. “I finally found you again, don’t leave, don’t—” He hiccups.
“Bruce,” Jen mumbles, voice faint, an echo of who she used to be.
“I’m here. I’m here.” Young Batman says, over and over again, until she’s dead. He doesn’t weep, doesn’t wail. But tears stream down his cheeks all the same. He just holds her hand, unmoving. Unable to move—Bruce remembers that. It began to snow—is doing so now—and still he sat, frozen, by her side. Unwilling to abandon her again.
“I should have made sure she got home,” Bruce says, to no-one but himself.
“Why—why did she leave school?” Jason asks, after a while.
“Her father had gambled all their wealth away. Couldn’t settle his debts. And then he died, and left her to become…”
“And she never came to you for help? Never told you any of it?” Clark asks. But he’s not from Gotham. He doesn’t understand, not the way Bruce and Jason do, about pity. About why no Gothamites look for handouts. Even Jen. Even if it could have changed her life. That was why they had gotten along, he supposed. Jen was the only person who didn’t look at him any differently after his parents’ death. She never offered him pity, and she never wanted any in return.
“She was the first person to die on Batman’s watch,” Bruce answers eventually. “But Bruce Wayne let her down far more than he ever could.”
Young Batman leans down, and lightly kisses her on the cheek.
Then the scene shifts again. And Bruce misses her.
“You’re getting older every time we see you,” Jason acknowledges, and he’s right. Young Batman is still young, but he’s got a better suit on, and is a little more versed in what he does.
“Maybe we just have to keep…going through it. Eventually it has to run out, right? Plus, our friends are probably working to get us out of our heads anyway?”
The horrible thing is that Bruce is fairly sure Clark is right. There is no escape door, no waking up. But the most intense moments of his life, on replay? For his son, and his oldest living friend to watch?
But Bruce’s father told him to be brave. So.
“Okay,” he agrees. “Let’s get this over with.”
A moment passes as they take in their surroundings, and, wow, is Bruce going to be able to recognize it every single time? Then again, how could he forget this?
“I don’t know why it’s showing us this one,” Bruce comments. “This is…this is one of the best things that ever happened to me.”
Jason scoffs, “He said ‘intense emotions’, genius. Sounds pretty intense to me.”
Bruce smiles, a little, because whether or not he meant to, Jason sounded very much like he was teasing instead of insulting. And, again, Bruce is about to get to rewatch one of the few days in his life he counted as a win.
As it stands, Young Batman is currently tied up vertically on a knife-throwing board in the center of an abandoned circus tent. He looks like an idiot, as he can do nothing but allow knives to be thrown at him by former-circus-act-current-mob-boss Tony Zucco.
Tony confesses—brags, maybe—about the murder of his own father. Then he throws one last knife. Unlike the others, that he’d been throwing in Young Batman’s general direction as he monologued, this one is actually aimed directly for his head.
It absolutely should have hit him. But Real Bruce smiles, because a sandbag drops from the rafters and he knows why.
There, hidden in the shadows, is Dick.
Dick had snuck out of the mansion. He was only a ward, back then, deep in his refusal to let Bruce replace the parents’ he’d lost. But even then, scared as he was to admit it, Bruce knew the truth: Dick was his son.
Dick jumps down from the rafters with elegance, and stands between the tied up bat and the man that killed his parents. He readies into what seems to be his best version of a fighting pose, though it’s clear he knows a lot less about that than he does acrobatics.
Jason, beside Bruce, lets out a tiny breath.
“Of course,” he mumbles. Though Bruce isn’t really sure what it is he’s referring to.
Zucco and Dick battle it out, and Young Batman takes that time to attempt to break from his restraints. It’s not until Zucco is leaning over Dick—who probably had never even taken a punch prior to this—that he finds the strength to rip them off, though. He doesn’t know why, not even now.
But he saw Dick was about to get hurt, and Bruce thinks he might’ve been able to lift a car to get to him.
Young Batman has surprise on his side, and the upper hand, and at that point, all Zucco wants to do is get away. He climbs up into one of the jumping posts, high up off the ground. Young Batman follows him with ease.
Jason and Clark watch Young Batman’s intimidation tactics work so well that this man genuinely walks off the platform. Clark yelps, and Young Batman realizes a second too late that he won’t catch him in time.
But then Dick is swinging through the air, the trapeze artist fitting right back in with his childhood home, and he catches the man before he can fall, delivering him at Young Batman’s feet.
“Nice save,” Young Batman praises him quietly, when the scene has shifted yet again. They’re outside, and all five watch as Zucco is arrested by the police. “But I thought you wanted Zucco to get what was coming to him.”
It’s a test. Zucco had been the one to kill his parents, after all.
“Well, he did, didn’t he?” Dick has never been a killer. “Justice.”
Bruce wants so badly to go give this tiny Dick a hug. He can’t remember the last time they hugged.
Before Jason died, at least.
“I’ve been thinking, Dick. I’m worried Bruce Wayne doesn’t have what it takes to raise you properly.” Young Batman says.
“Yeah, I’ve kind of noticed he’s never around. But if not Bruce Wayne…what about the Batman?”
“We’d have to give you a name,” Young Batman says cryptically, looking away. Dick thinks on this a moment, and Bruce remembers it like it was yesterday.
“How about…Robin?”
“Like the bird?”
“It’s a family name,” Dick answers.
(Years later, Dick would mention that it was what his mother called him sometimes. That’s why it was so hard for him to pass the name on to Jason.)
Young Batman nods. The police begin to depart the scene.
“And, uh, Robin—” Young Batman says, just as Dick turns to lead the way home. “I’ll try…I’ll try to be around more.”
Dick shrugs, but there’s a tiny, hopeful smile on his face.
More scenes pass them by. The night Dick ran away, and Young Bruce found him at his parents’ graves. Highlights from the week that Young Bruce was captured, tortured, and starved by The Court of Owls. Dick bringing home an A on a report after Young Bruce had been the one to help him with it, instead of Alfred. Bane breaking Young Batman’s back. Dick falling asleep on the couch, and calling Young Bruce ‘dad’ when he carried him up to his room. Barbara Gordon becoming Batgirl.
“Fuck,” Bruce mutters, a couple memories later, when their surroundings shift to a slow lighting blue-and-pink sky and they’re on a tower at the edge of Gotham. Snow is fluttering around them, a beautiful contrast to the dark city below. Bruce doesn’t need to see the man coming to know what is going to be exposed next.
“What?” Clark asks him, but Bruce doesn’t reply. He pinches the bridge of his nose, wishing a little bit that he was reliving another horrible memory instead of this one.
“Hello, again,” Young Superman greets, flying into view. Young Batman doesn’t respond. “I wanted to apologize for the way we met yesterday. I didn’t mean to intrude.”
“Leave Gotham,” Young Batman replies. Bruce hears the Clark beside him chuckle.
“Some things never change,” Clark murmurs to him. Bruce surprises himself with a tiny smile.
“Look,” Young Superman is saying, “I actually plan to operate mainly in Metropolis—”
“Good. Stay there.”
“—But I’m pretty fast. So I could hop over here and help. If ever needed.”
This gives Young Batman pause.
“How fast?”
Young Superman tells him.
“It was dumb of you,” Bruce mumbles to Clark, “giving me all of that information. I kept it all.”
“I know,” Clark answers.
“You shouldn’t tell your weaknesses to strangers,” Bruce says, as they are forced to listen to Young Superman’s detailed laundry list of his powers and limits.
“I trusted you, even then. And…I like that you’re strange.” Clark responds softly.
Jason pretends to gag.
“This has gotta be my own personal Hell. I’m in Hell!” Jason exclaims. “Again.”
His Hell continues, because Bruce’s memories give up on re-traumatizing him and instead seem set on embarrassing the fuck out of him.
The next four—four! Memories that pop up, are all with Clark. And they’re all nothing. The first time Superman and Batman actually worked together.
“Mind if I keep you company?”
“Yes.”
“Perfect. I’ll stay right here, then.”
The time Superman insisted on hotdogs after a battle, and they ate them quietly on the top of a skyscraper.
“Who do you think would win if we fought?”
“Me.”
“But I’m stronger. And I can fly.”
“Me.”
“...I think your cowl’s on too tight.”
The time Bruce and Dick figured out Clark’s identity, but didn’t tell him. The time that Bruce hosted a Christmas Fundraising gala, and Clark looked so…and also, he figured out Batman’s identity. Thank God—otherwise that memory would definitely still be there, and there would be no reasonable explanation for it. It doesn’t seem intense at all, from the outside. None of them do. But Bruce remembers how he felt during them—it makes sense why they’re here.
Jason has taken to actively sighing and/or groaning between each memory, and Bruce honestly can’t blame him. He hates it almost as much as Jason does.
Clark has gotten very, very quiet.
Then there’s Dick, admitting at last that he doesn’t want to be Batman. Then there’s Young Bruce, watching Nightwing’s first major success story hit the television. (Clark and Jason are forced to watch Young Bruce draft fifteen different congratulatory texts over the course of twenty minutes—it is one of the longest memories, and in the end Young Bruce doesn’t even hit send.) Then there’s the first time Lex Luthor used Kryptonite on Superman when Batman was in the room. Yeesh.
The next one takes him by surprise. Not because it’s on the pinwheel, but because it’s so soon. He’d thought there were more moments before this occurred. But his guess seems incorrect, and they watch as Young Batman drops from a roof with the help of his grappling, appearing behind a young, tiny, grime-covered boy.
“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.” Young Batman says gruffly. Intimidating, sure, but not like he would normally be. The boy, having been hunched over, trying to steal a second tire off of the Batmobile, rushes upright, and turns to face Young Batman. Bruce can sense Jason go tense beside him as his young version’s eyes go wide.
“I wasn’t—it wasn’t me!” Young Jason says, and tries to run. Young Batman chuckles, and catches him easily, holding him by the neckline of his too-big shirt, not unlike a mother cat would with her kitten.
“Slow down there, little thief.”
Young Jason stops trying to kick him in an attempt to get away, but he doesn’t calm down much.
“What’s your name?”
Young Jason blinks at him.
“Why? You gonna turn me in?”
“No.”
Young Jason considers this.
“Todd,” he answers at last. Young Batman, impressively, remains unchanged. Young Jason sighs. “Jason, Todd.”
“Hello, Jason.” Young Batman steps back, giving the kid the space to run if he wants to. But he doesn’t. So he holds out his hand. “I’m Batman.”
The scene ends there, and Real Jason’s head whips toward Bruce.
“Why’s that here?” He demands.
“What?” Bruce asks, surprised.
“Nothing even happened,” Jason growls. “Why is that here, if nothing even happened?”
“Well, we did a lot of nothing when I was—”
“Shut up. You KNOW why those were there, farmboy. Shut the fuck up.” Jason returns his gaze to Bruce immediately. “Why?”
Bruce blinks at him. He doesn’t understand the question.
“Why wouldn’t it be here?”
And then they can’t talk anymore, because the memories have moved on without them, and Young Bruce is screaming at someone on the phone. They haven’t seen him as Bruce Wayne, much. They haven’t seen him in his office, at all. Bruce doesn’t remember this moment yet, he can’t distinguish it yet from the thousands of moments spent between these walls.
“What do you MEAN ‘youthful criminals’? What the FUCK does that mean?”
They only get to hear one side of the conversation.
“Oh, and you only just realized this was happening? THE OWNER OF THE SCHOOL WAS THE INSTIGATOR—WHAT HAVE YOU USELESS SCHOOL BOARD SONS OF BITCHES BEEN DOING?!”
“You’re right. I shouldn’t raise my voice. That’s unprofessional.” Young Bruce takes a breath, clenches and unclenches his jaw. “I sent a boy to that school under the impression that he would be helped. Instead, months later, I find that he’s been trafficked in an illegal fighting ring, that apparently no-one knew about. Does that make more sense? Can your impossibly tiny bird-brain understand why I’m upset?”
“Glad to hear it. One more thing: None of you will ever so much as go near a child again, let alone work with them. Oh, forget that—you won’t work at all. You better run fast, all of you little cockroaches. I’ve got money to blow and all of it is pointed at you. All of it is pointed at ruining your fucking lives.”
And then Bruce slams the phone down so hard that it breaks.
The next scene is the first time that Jason is shown around the manor.
The first time he laughs.
The day that Jason swore that ‘Robin gives me magic!’
The first time Dick calls him Robin, instead of ‘little wings.’
Young Batman asking Superman for help, and him coming without hesitation. The day Batgirl was paralyzed by the Joker. Dick and Jason going ice skating together as “training.” A day that Young Batman failed to save a child.
The time Jason accidentally calls Bruce ‘dad’, and Young Bruce only blinks at him. Then Young Bruce, telling Clark about it for forty-five minutes, picking apart what it means and hoping it’ll be permanent. Then the next morning, when Jason pointedly only calls him Bruce.
Another time, when the Joker killed thirty-eight people in a line before Young Batman reached him.
The time that Dick, Jason and Young Bruce had dinner and Jason fell asleep on the couch.
“Can we keep him?” Dick asks, teasing, with a smile. Young Bruce looks over at Jason, fast asleep on Dick’s favorite throw pillow.
“Go to bed, Chum,” Bruce responds quietly, sporting a tiny grin of his own. He carries Jason to his room, and Dick helps tuck him in.
The scene shifts again, and it’s Young Bruce at his mother’s grave. It’s the first time he’s visited them since he was very small. He isn’t crying, but he looks like he wants to be.
“I’m doing the best I can with them,” he promises. “You’d love Jay. God—he’s so. He’s such a force. Strong-willed, clever, so funny. Even makes Alfred laugh—Alfred! He’s sweet, too, and thoughtful. He got me a watch,” Young Batman chokes up a little, here, and it echoes. “He gave me Father’s watch. The broken one? He won’t let me have it, yet, he’s still working on it, but it’s…it’s mine. And Dick—oh, Father would get along with him. Smart as a whip, can cartwheel for days, and would, if he didn’t want to snack so much. But he’s also just so innately good. Nice, and helpful, and just cares so much about others…They’re such good boys.” Young Bruce exhales a shaky breath, “I’m so scared I’m going to mess it up, Mom. What if I die, and they grow up like me? What if I live, and they grow up worse?”
Then, Young Batman and Superman are creating the Justice League together. Then, it’s the first time that Clark stayed for dinner. Nightwing was there. It’s the biggest smile Bruce had worn, maybe ever.
“Goodnight, Clark,” Young Bruce says awkwardly, as Clark hesitates near the door, after the boys had gone to bed.
“Goodnight, B. And, um, thank you. For dinner.”
“Oh, it was all Alfred.” Young Bruce replies easily. Clark laughs.
“Okay. Thank Alfred for me, then.”
 
“Of course.”
“I mean it, B. I was raised—”
“Yes, yes, your proper midwestern manners. I remember.”
Young Clark narrows his eyes, but doesn’t disagree. They seem to have run out of things to say.
“You know—” Young Bruce says, then seems surprised at himself. He continues anyway, “I think Dick is coming home again in two weeks, maybe. You could…you could come back. For dinner. Then.”
“Yes,” Young Clark agrees, a beat too fast. He clears his throat. “Yes. Yes, I’d like that.”
The first time the Justice League won a battle as a well-functioning team. The time Young Batman let the team down. The first time Jason got sick.
The day the world thought Superman died, and Young Bruce refused to mourn him, refused to accept his death as fact. The moment he returned. The call that night.
“Sorry, did I wake you?” Young Bruce asks, leaning against the window facing Metropolis. “No, no, Clark—I’m okay. I just…I wanted to check…that you were alright.”
“No, I know.”
“Well, maybe we should run more tests.”
A long pause. Young Bruce closes his eyes and takes a deep breath.
“Really? Then what happened?”
Bruce remembers this, and when he meets Now Clark’s eyes, he knows he does too. Bruce had been sort of freaking out that night. Unable to sleep, remembering the deep fear that he might never see him again—not that Superman had known that. So Young Bruce had called, in a moment of weakness, and Clark just sort of…started telling a story. Just some silly Kansan childhood story, long enough to calm Bruce down.
Young Bruce laughs, a little.
“Yeah, alright. No—I should get some sleep, too. Parent-teacher conferences tomorrow. Wish me luck.” He laughs again at something Clark says. “Goodnight, Clark.” A small smile, as Young Clark most definitely said it back, and then he hangs up.
The scene shifts, and it’s the time Young Batman sat with little Ace as she died. Then, the time Dick, Jay, Clark, and Young Bruce have a game night and an antique vase ends up smashed, and Young Bruce takes the blame with Alfred—who most definitely does not believe him, but lets it slide.
The time Jason runs away to find his real birth-mother. Young Bruce searches all night, but part of Robin’s training was to be able to escape Batman’s detection. Young Bruce, refusing to do anything but find Jason, even after days of no leads.
Young Bruce, tracking him to the warehouse with Joker, just in time to see the explosion, bright red against the cold winter air.
The guttural, unnatural scream he releases before charging for the building, even though it’s on fire, and collapsing.
“ROBIN?” Young Bruce screeches, screaming and coughing and refusing to abandon him. “Fuck it, JASON! JASON—JAY! JUST YELL FOR ME, I’M HERE, I’M HERE, I—”
Young Bruce, falling to his knees by the side of the mangled, broken, bloody body.
“No,” Young Bruce whimpers, “no, no, no…” He reaches for Jason’s corpse, pulling him carefully onto his lap. He cradles the boy like a baby in his arms, crying and begging, “no, no, no, no,no,no,no,no,no,no” Young Bruce puts his forehead against Jason’s. “Jay,” he begs, sobbing, “please, please baby, please, please wake up. I’m so sorry, I’m here, I’m here, I found you. Just, no, just, just, please,” He’s devolving into nothing phrases now, and cradles the kid even deeper into his chest. “My son,” he whimpers, “My son.” The second time can barely be heard through the weeping and heaving, but Real Jason must have, because he turns to look at Bruce.
At least, Bruce thinks he does. He can’t look away. His eyes are glued once again to the sight of his dead child. It’s just as jarring and horrific the second time.
A long time passes before Young Bruce’s sobs quiet, though his tears remain steady. He picks up his son at last, and carries him from the building, though the torment is still evident on his face. Snow and ash flutter down from the sky together.
“It’s okay,” he mumbles to the body in his arms, “I’ve got you. I will carry you home.”
The scene shifts, and it’s Young Bruce, having to call Dick, telling him to come home because something bad happened. Then it’s Young Bruce as Dick punches him in the face for not calling him earlier, not telling him to come home, not asking for help. Then it’s Young Bruce, letting Alfred plan the funeral even though he’s grieving too, because Young Bruce is shaking too much to even hold a pen.
Young Bruce, unable to eat or sleep or move. Sitting on his floor, staring at the wall, for hours.
The funeral. Young Bruce doesn’t cry. Real Clark, Jason, and Bruce can literally watch as his eyes harden. He stomps away before Jason is even in the ground, and they watch Dick snarl at him for it.
Young Bruce, destroying an entire wing of the mansion, breaking every mirror. Smashing antiques. Punching real holes in walls. Promising vengeance.
Young Bruce, hunting the Joker like it’s his mission. Young Bruce, pointing a gun at him from across the room.
Bruce looks down at his feet, tries to ignore the shame in his neck from that moment. He wanted to kill. He’d wanted, more than anything, to kill the man that hurt his son. He’d tortured him. For hours. Hours!
“Why…didn’t you tell me this?” Real Jason asks. Bruce looks up from the ground.
“He isn’t dead, you know that.” Bruce answers, “He doesn’t die, here.”
It’s true. A moment later, Young Superman bursts in and talks him down. Young Bruce drops the gun like he’d been burned by it, and Superman takes the Joker to Arkham once again.
Then it’s later that day, when Young Clark stops by the mansion for the first time since the funeral. For the last time, too.
“Can I come in?” Clark asks. Young Bruce shrugs like it couldn’t possibly matter. “The League is worried about you. I’m worried about you.” Young Bruce blinks at him. “I’m sorry about J—”
“Don’t say it. I don’t want your pity. It’s my fault.”
“No, B,” Clark tries. But Young Bruce is already shaking his head, furious and guilt ridden.
“I should have been paying more attention. He went off on his own, to be a hero. Then that—that monster murdered him for it. He was killed because of me.”
“Bruce,” Clark tries to reach out a hand, but Bruce steps back.
“I know I shouldn’t kill him. I said I’d never do it. But doesn’t it feel—shouldn’t it—couldn’t I…Just this once? Just this one time. He killed my son, Clark—”
“I know—”
“And he’s killed thousands! Thousands! I could kill him. I could do it so easily.” Young Bruce’s voice has crept down to an unearthly growl, and a snarl is present on his face.
“No. You couldn’t,” Clark sighs, “Because I can’t let you.”
This seems to deflate Young Bruce. The little fight he had left to entertain the idea vanishes. He leans against the counter.
“But I could bring him back,” he whispers at last. “I could bring my son home.” Clark doesn’t hide his surprise.
“B…”
“There’s ways to do it. We have his body—”
“No, Bruce,” Young Clark shakes his head, “we can’t.”
“Why not?! You died, you got to come back. Lantern, now he’s back. Why not my kid? Huh? You hate me that much? You want him dead that much?” Bruce doesn’t even recognize the voice that his younger self is using. It’s some horrible cross between rage and begging. He’s yelling but he’s also clearly trying very hard not to cry.
“Of course I don’t want him dead,” Clark defends softly. “But we can’t play God that way.”
Young Bruce scoffs.
“What God?” He takes a big, menacing step toward Clark. “What God, huh? Where the fuck is your God? My parents die in front of me, fine. My life goes to shit, fine. I lose everything I care about a piece at a time, fine! But then your God sits back and watches as an innocent, brave, boy dies for family, and you come in here and brag about it? That’s a God worth believing in, Clark?”
But Clark just blinks sadly at him. He doesn’t defend himself, doesn’t fight back. Real Bruce watches him swallow.
“I hate you, you know that?” Young Bruce spits. “You, and your stupid, judgmental, selfish bullshit. He loved you! He loved you, and you don’t want him back.”
“Of course I want him back,” Clark says softly. “But we can’t.”
“Fuck you. You don’t care. You don’t care about Jay, you don’t care about me, you don’t care about anything! Fuck you!”
“I care—”
“Get out! GET OUT!”
Young Bruce, Stupid Bruce, Hurting Bruce, all but pushes a heartbroken looking Clark out the door, slamming it in his face.
Only when it’s closed, does Young Bruce finally scream a long line of swear words (even though Superman could still hear it if he wanted to) and punches another hole in the wall. He lands on the floor, back against the door, head in his hands. Alfred comes around the corner with bandages and tea and makes Young Bruce stay as he patches his fist up again. Bruce remembers he’d been having to patch it up much more often, around that time.
“I could bring him back,” Bruce tells him quietly.
“Yes,” Alfred agrees softly.
“The Lazarus Pit,” Bruce says.
“Yes.”
“But you don’t think I should.” Their voices are soft. A blizzard begins to spin outside and Alfred glances once at the unlit fireplace. Stockings hung there this time of year, once. It sits unlit and undecorated, now.
“How much do we know about it, Master Bruce?” Alfred asks.
Young Bruce shakes his head. Real Bruce, Clark, and Jason have to sit in silence for agonizing minutes.
Then, at long last, Young Bruce admits quietly, “he would never make it back—not in one piece. He was too little. Strong, but little. And he’d lose half his memories. And who knows what else.”
“So,” Alfred says gently, after a moment, “we shouldn’t?”
Young Bruce shakes his head, and surprises Real Bruce by crying again.
“I can’t. I can’t put him in any more pain, just to get him back. I can’t do that to him.”
Alfred nods.
The scene shifts, and it’s Young Superman intervening as Young Batman is once again going too far against villains on the streets of Gotham, and Young Batman pulls out his Kryptonite just so he can land a swing on Clark for stopping him. But Young Batman ‘going too far’ had drifted from rare occurrence to habit, and every bad guy that Young Batman faced ended up on death’s door by the time he stopped punching.
Then it’s Nightwing, intervening, too, telling Young Bruce to calm the fuck down, and they’re all grieving, and he doesn’t have time to deal with Bruce’s ego, nor his guilt.
Then it’s Young Bruce, unable to get out of bed, lying in his destroyed room, cradling a tiny blue hoodie and a picture of Jason sitting atop his shoulders, Dick laughing beside them.
Then it’s Tim. Tim, popping up at last, in the costume that Alfred gave him against Young Bruce’s wishes. He’d told the kid to get lost, despite the threats. Despite the blackmail. He does so again in this memory.
Bruce doesn’t know when Jason sat down, but he watches from the floor, seemingly entranced by the story.
“I can help,” Tim, so tiny, so brave, demands.
“I don’t care.” Young Bruce won’t even look at the child. They argue, a little, but eventually he manages to get rid of the kid. But, just before the scene shifts again, Bruce could swear he sees something in his younger face, as he looks at the place Tim had just left from. Hope or fear or wishing. Maybe that’s why this memory is here.
“You…didn’t want him,” Jason breathes out.
“No.”
“Because you didn’t want to endanger another kid,” Jason states. Bruce sighs, looking down at his kid, who’s wearing an expression that he hasn’t had since before his death. It looks a little like hope, but it’s too foreign now for Bruce to be sure.
“Because he wasn’t you.” Says Bruce.
The next memory proves this, because it’s more fighting with Tim. And Alfred. Both are set on Tim taking on the mantle of Robin. But Young Bruce won’t hear it. It’s not until Alfred points out that Tim had saved Young Bruce’s life—a memory that hadn’t been shown here, Bruce supposes his hesitancy to Tim at the time stopped it from being an intense enough emotion—that Young Bruce relents, and quiets.
Alfred promises to prepare dinner, and leaves them alone in the cave.
“You aren’t him,” Bruce spits out, towering over the eight-year old as if he were a supervillain. “You aren’t him, and you never will be. You understand me?”
Tim nods once, solemn.
Bruce leans down, a little.
“You need anything—you ask Alfred. I’m not your friend. He wants you to keep me out of trouble, on a rope like a dog? Fine. But don’t expect me to look after you. I’m not your father.”
“Good,” Tim says stubbornly, crossing his arms, “Because I already have one, thanks.”
“You didn’t replace me,” Jason mumbles, a ghost of a whisper. Bruce doesn’t respond. He hates the way he treated Tim when they first met. But he was hurting, and grieving, nowhere near ready to be kind. Unable to remember the meaning of the word.
But Bruce remembers how strong Tim was about it all. He didn’t mind Young Bruce’s prickly exterior, finding a way to work together for the sake of the mission—for the good of Gotham. He was the stabilizer, the equilibrium, the way back out of the dark when Bruce had thought there wouldn’t be one.
That’s not saying he has those same warm memories as Jason and Dick, though. None of the sort flash by in his strange replay. Once, Tim hands Young Bruce a coffee wordlessly, and the latter breathes out in a sort of unsmiling laugh. Bruce remembers it well—It was the first time he’d felt a moment of real compassion or gratitude or peace since everything had gone wrong. It was the first time he’d even thought of smiling.
Then it’s Young Superman, saving Young Batman’s life. But Young Batman walks away without a word. Not even a nod. Not even his usual faux warning to stay out of Gotham.
“How’s that intense?” Clark asks, because from anyone else’s perspective, it did look pretty boring. But Bruce remembers it well. That loneliness, that pining, that horrible new want to apologize, or demand an apology, or cry, or yell. Too scared to open his mouth and find out which would come pouring out. The all-encompassing feeling of missing and longing for and hating his best friend.
Tim’s first night officially as Robin, after nine months of training.
The night Tim cracked a mystery before Young Bruce could.
The scene shifts, and the Red Hood is revealing himself to be Jason Todd. It showcases Young Bruce’s shock. Just as Young Red Hood attacks Tim for the first time, Real Jason speaks.
“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, getting up from the floor. And for the first time since his return, he reaches out to Bruce. Not with a weapon, not trying to injure. He wraps his hand around his wrist, the way he would when he was a child. “I’m sorry, Bruce. I…” he trails off, looking at the ground.
And Bruce doesn’t mean to. He really doesn’t. But suddenly he’s pulling Jay in, wrapping his arms around him, holding him. Jay is stiff, for a moment, but then he’s hugging Bruce back.
He’s hugging Bruce.
And Bruce can’t help the tears that rush to his eyes.
“It’s my fault,” Bruce says, “It’s all my fault. All of it. Your shitty childhood, your death, your rage now, it’s on me, it’s my fault—”
“Shut up, old man,” Jay interrupts with a chuckle, but he sounds like he might be crying, too.
It’s strange, to be holding his son now, as their past selves battle in the background. Bruce supposes that’s what healing looks like, when you’re as fucked up as they are.
The scene shifts again, but it’s to plain, simple darkness. There’s no scenery, no people. No Young Bruce.
“I have found them,” a voice is saying, but it echoes too much for Bruce to place who it is speaking. It sounds like it’s coming from everywhere. Regrettably, Jay pulls away from Bruce, though he doesn’t step far.
“Wake up,” someone else begs.
“Is that…” Clark begins.
“Flash,” Bruce decides aloud. He thinks the first voice was J’onn, maybe.
“It’s not a memory,” Clark realizes. Bruce shakes his head in agreement. This is the real world, calling out to them. It’s the Justice League, trying to get them back.
“So, how the fuck do we wake up? We reach the end of the slideshow, yet?” Jay asks.
Bruce closes his eyes. Tries to focus. Wake up, wake up, wake up, he thinks.
He doesn’t, but something happens—
“There is a stir,” J’onn’s voice booms everywhere. “He’s reaching out to me.”
“Say something to him!” Jay urges.
“Uhhh…hello?”
“No, dumbass. In your mind.”
“Oh.”
Bruce closes his eyes again.
We’re here. We can hear you, He screams out, loud as he can.
Welcome back, my friend, J’onn replies, though the voice is muted in Bruce’s mind.

  Found a way to get us out of here, yet?


  I’m trying to hold you as steady as I can, stop the grasp it has on you temporarily. We’re working on the antidote.

Bruce relays this to the others, and Clark gives a little cheer.
They sit in the dark awhile. Bruce tries, for a while, to force himself awake. But then Jay smacks him lightly over the head and complains that he’s ‘thinking too loudly’, so he stops.
Jason isn’t exactly cuddled up to Bruce, but he’s not even an arm’s reach away. Clark sits across from them, smiling.
“I should apologize, Clark.”
“Oh, yeah, for sure,” Jay agrees. Bruce glares at him. Clark drops his gaze to the floor.
“Clark…the things I said. The way I’ve pushed you away. I shouldn’t have treated you like that.”
“Yeah. It was really horrible to watch,” Jay chimes in unhelpfully. Then, playfully, “You suck.”
“B,” Clark murmurs, in silent agreement to totally ignore Jason, “I never blamed you, for any of it. You were going through something unimaginable.”
“Phew, that’s a good point,” Jay whistles.
“You were trying to help. You saved me from doing something I would never forgive myself for. And then I screamed at you.”
“Oh, yeah, can we talk about that?” Jay interrupts again. “What the fuck, Clark?”
“Oh, yeah, um…sorry.” Clark scratches the back of his neck, looking sheepish. “No killing allowed.”
“He’s the Joker! He’s scum!”
“I couldn’t let Bruce do it,” Clark answers softly.
“Yeah—why didn’t you tell me you wanted to?!” Jay demands, turning his attention back to Bruce. “I tried to get you to kill him, I yelled at you for not doing it, and instead of filling me in, you tried to decapitate me!”
“I wasn’t trying to decapitate you,” Bruce defends, rolling his eyes.
“Whatever. If I’d known you’d wanted to kill him, I wouldn’t have threatened you. Probably.”
But his voice is light, and Bruce can tell that he’s not actually upset. In fact, something about this whole moment feels like relief. Like they’ve all let go of a collective breath that had been suffocating them.
“Anyways—I really. I really am sorry, Clark,” Bruce repeats gently. Jay groans obnoxiously.
“Fuck this,” he whines, “I’m gonna take a nap if the two of you are gonna get all gross and touchy-feely.”
He shifts so he’s perpendicular to Bruce, and then surprises him by leaning back so that his head lands in Bruce’s lap. Bruce looks down, and Jason is sort of doing a strange fake-glare, as if daring him to comment on it.
He doesn’t. But it’s very hard to swallow his smile.
Bruce leans back on one hand, the other tangling through his son’s hair, like he used to when he was young.
There’s a long while of comfortable silence. Eventually Jay actually does fall asleep, arms crossed but face calm, his deep breaths familiar to Bruce.
“Hi,” Clark whispers.
“Hello,” Bruce whispers back with a tiny smile. “I miss you.”
Clark nods.
“That first scene…with me. The second time we ever met. Nothing particularly interesting happened,” he answers.
“No,” Bruce says simply, though he knows what Clark is looking for. What he’s asking. What he’s hoping, maybe.
“But it was here, with the best and worst moments of your whole life.”
“Yes.”
A beat passes. They don’t look away from each other. Neither points out that almost all of the times Clark was in this replay were seemingly unremarkable moments.
“I’m in love with you,” Clark admits quietly. He sounds afraid. Bruce feels warm all over. This scene, if it were replaying, would be his favorite. His second son in his lap, trusting him enough to fall asleep even in this unknown, in-between place. His fingers, busy threading through that familiar, shaggy hair with a new white streak. His best friend across from him, with bright eyes that feel like home and words that feel like hope.
Bruce nods, maybe too excitedly. He’s vaguely aware that he’s practically beaming.
“I love you, too. I have for a long time.”
“Good. Er—good,” Clark stammers. Bruce chuckles, and Clark laughs, and it’s the most beautiful thing Bruce has ever seen. How can it not be? His face all lit up, this stressful, strange day ending in relief and joy. “Do you believe in soulmates?” Clark asks, eyes sparkling.
“No.”
“Oh.”
“We’re not soulmates.”
“Oh.” His voice and face hold such obvious disappointment that Bruce forces himself to, for once, explain what he means.
“I still don’t believe in God. This isn’t predestined. It’s not some divine intervention. This isn’t chance. I love you, I do. But I love you on purpose. Even though it’s hard, and sort of horrible. But how can I not?” Bruce sighs, thinking. “I love you with my whole mind, with every piece of conscience I was born with. Even when I was driving you away, I was loving you, badly, but not by some great design. But by the small, simple things that make you impossible not to love.”
“Oh,” Clark breathes out, but there’s not a trace of disappointment in it. His eyes shine again, and he swallows.
“I’m not very good at love,” Bruce admits, “but I will try. If you’ll let me.”
“I dunno,” Clark answers, glancing at the sound-asleep Jay still lying on Bruce’s lap. “You don’t seem half-bad at it, to me.”
Bruce smiles, and maybe blushes, a little. He hopes it’s dark enough that Clark can’t tell. If he does notice, though, he doesn’t say as much.
“I’m so glad it’s not just me,” Clark says quietly. “I’ve been in love with you for forever. I thought…I thought it was just me.”
“It wasn’t.” Bruce interrupts. Clark smiles.
“But you want to know the really horrible thing? I didn’t mind, if it was. Obviously I still wished…but I didn’t mind. You had so much love that you gave out already. To Gotham. To Alfred, and to the kids. To everyone you save. I didn’t mind not being in that circle, because I was still close enough to watch it. I just loved being near you. It was like standing next to the sun—it looks like it should burn me, but it just made me stronger. It made me better. My love for you isn’t fragile; it was never dependent on you feeling the same.”
Bruce nods, smiling softly, and opens his mouth to speak, but then his head starts pounding. It hurts, sudden and horrible, relentless and loud. Clark must see the pain in his face, because he calls for him, but Bruce just shakes his head, covering his ears.
The darkness around them begins to fade into new scenes, and Jay bolts upright at the change.
The rest of the time between that battle and now flash by, as though on fast forward. There’s no scenery, really. Just people, moments, flashes of conversations, snippets of memory.
Jason becoming a killer—Bruce defending him to the Justice League—Dick only coming home when necessary—adopting Tim after the death of his parents—Jason trying to force Bruce to kill the Joker—Tim and Bruce growing closer—Bruce getting the GCPD off Jason’s back—Thalia introducing Damian—Dick refusing to pick up Bruce’s calls if it’s not the emergency line—Barbara becoming Oracle—awkwardly trying to get to know Damian—worried late night talks with Alfred about how Damian is his mirror image—Damian taking on the mantle of Robin as Tim steps into the Red Robin--Bruce nearly calling Clark twelve times in a single night but never hitting the button—Harvey Two-Face’s death—Gordon’s death—adopting Barbara—
And then they’re blinking, lying in the med-bay of the watchtower.
“Fuck,” Bruce groans, head feeling as though it was split in two.
“Whiner,” Jason answers, though he also sounds as though he too has been thrown for a loop.
“My head,” Clark complains.
“Welcome back, my friends,” J’onn says. It seems the antidote was a success.
“Took you long enough,” Bruce grumbles. Despite all the good revelations in the end, he’s still embarrassed about just how much has been revealed. Those were his private thoughts, his memories. He’s ashamed of half of them, embarrassed of the rest.
Diana refuses to let them leave the tower until they’ve run more tests, making sure no-one will fall into a coma in their sleep or develop an addiction of some kind. But they all seem clean, and eventually are cleared to go home.
But Jay doesn’t leave Bruce’s side. He doesn’t head back to his apartment.
“What,” he asks, snarky but not mean, “you think I’m gonna miss Alfred's Christmas cooking?”
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  It’s nearly midnight when Bruce and Jay reach the mansion. There’s an unsure moment between them, when they walk through the cave. Jason pauses, staring openly at his old suit encased in glass, towering over them. Bruce removes his cowl, and maybe waits for Jason to say something about it, but he doesn’t. Bruce doesn’t really know what to do with the silence between them.
But then they arrive on the main floor of their house, and Bruce can’t leave Jay’s side. He walks him all the way up to his old room, and Jason doesn’t stop him. But he does pause at the door, so miniscule that if Bruce hadn’t been observing him so carefully he might have missed it. Then, half a beat later, Jason moves into action again, hand slowly turning the knob.
“I would have had Alfred make it up for you, if I’d known you were coming,” Bruce admits once the door is open. Apparently he hadn’t suffered enough embarrassment tonight, because he realizes that this is the first time since Jason’s death that this door has been opened, and it is very obvious.
The night he went missing, Bruce had told Alfred not to clean it. That the kid’s punishment for running off on his own again will be taking responsibility for his own stuff, and cleaning up his own room.
The night he died, Bruce had demanded Alfred not touch even a single item. The door had remained firmly closed ever since.
So, what they see, instead of a room ready for sleeping, is a mess. The bed, twin-sized and untucked, sheets kicked to the end and draping on the floor. Decorative pillows scattered across the carpet. Clothes and toys, ignored and left behind. Homework gathered and dusty on the desk, beside at least a dozen differently colored gel pens. Wonder Woman pajamas lying crumpled in a corner.
Jason sucks in a breath.
“There are spare rooms,” Bruce offers gruffly, scared suddenly that Jay will decide this was a bad idea, and leave and never come home again.
But Jason doesn’t answer. He just walks deeper into the room, looking around.
“I forgot…” He trails off, crouching down to pick up a dart from the floor. “I forgot about all this.” He stands up again, taking his prize and sitting on the small bed, looking down at it as he speaks. “It’s funny, the stuff I forget about. It’s like it all fell out when I came back. Things from a past life, gray, too many shadows…” He trails off, and Bruce feels lost between the sentences. Like Jason is talking about five things at once, and Bruce doesn’t know how to keep up. “I forgot about these.” He holds up the dart, looking at Bruce for the first time since they entered the mansion. “You made them. Sharp enough so I wouldn’t complain but dull enough that it could still technically be called a toy. You made them for me.”
Bruce doesn’t know what possesses him to do it, but he moves into the room—the air is a little bit stiff and suffocating—and sits on the bed. Near Jason, but not too close. He’s terrified of scaring him off.
“Yes,” Bruce answers at last.
“BatDarts, I called them. I’d throw them at Dick, and he’d do fancy tricks to dodge them—” Jason cuts himself off as his voice catches in his throat. “I forgot. I don’t think it’s time that did it…You were right, about the pit. About how I shouldn’t have come back.”
“What?” Bruce gasps, because since Jason’s return, never once has he wished his son was still dead.
“You said to Alfred, in your,” Jason lightly taps his head with the sharp end of the dart, “that I wouldn’t make it back in one piece.” He sighs, then throws the dart without looking, and it hits the board across from the bed with a perfect bullseye. “You were right. I forget things all the time. Old things. Memories.”
“There are photos,” Bruce offers. Jay chuckles.
“I’m not that kid you’ve been missing,” he says, and it’s not really an answer. Bruce doesn’t need it to be.
Good at love, Bruce had promised Clark. Brave, he’d promised his father. He supposes those things go hand in hand. So Bruce swallows, and forces himself to respond with the truth. Whole and raw and real.
“I know,” he says softly. “But you don’t have to be. You are enough—exactly as you are, now.”
Jay’s head whips toward him, surprise evident on his face. It kills Bruce that his own son had thought otherwise. It kills Bruce that it’s his fault.  His reactions, his swallowed words, the praise or thanks or forgiveness or explanations he never gave.
“I love you, Jay. As is.”
Jay gives a surprised snort, blinking more rapidly. “Yeah, okay, old man.”
“Jason,” Bruce insists, and slowly moves his hand up to touch Jay’s shoulder. “I love you. I loved you then, and I love you now. As is.”
He opens his mouth then, but Bruce will never know what he was going to say, because the grandfather clock downstairs rings out, interrupting the gentleness of the moment. He drops his hand from Jay’s shoulder.
“Midnight,” Jason says instead, his mouth curving up into a smile. It’s the first soft, genuine smile since his return—at least, when Bruce is around to see. Bruce tries very hard to memorize it. “Happy Christmas Eve.”
Bruce nods.
“Happy Christmas Eve, Jaylad.”
Bruce cringes, wondering if he’d pushed too far. But Jason just smiles more, even though it’s still by just a little. He shakes his head lightly, looking away from Bruce at last.
“C’mon then, out. I’m still fucking exhausted from being in your head.”
“How do you think I feel all the time?” Bruce jokes, and Jason barks a surprised chuckle. “Are you sure you want to stay in here?” Jason’s smile fades.
“Worried I’ll mess up your museum?” He says, with a bite to it.
“I’m worried the bed is about five sizes too small for you, now.” Bruce responds, and Jay seems to relax. “We can replace it with a better one tomorrow.”
He’ll never know if that was the wrong thing to say, because he leaves and gently closes the door behind him without looking at Jason’s face or waiting for a response.
Of course, Bruce knows he has no chance of sleeping tonight. Too much has happened, too much has yet to happen. He doesn’t bother trying to go to bed, couldn’t pretend to close his eyes if he wanted to. Instead, after changing into more comfortable clothes, Bruce quietly makes his way to his office.
He passes the time throughout the night by choosing, obtaining, and wrapping a present for Jason.
He knows he might not be there in the morning. Bruce is almost sure he’ll open that door to find an empty room, and be stuck wondering once again what he could have done differently. But just in case, Jason deserves a present under the tree alongside everyone else.
The metaphorical tree. Bruce hasn’t had one put up since Jason died.
And he doesn’t know if he’ll even put out Dick’s present—he knows it will remain an unopened package, a reminder of his grief and his failures. He misses when Dick used to spend an hour trying to guess what was inside the whole time. Jay would always shake it twice, then rip open the paper with an outburst of giggles. But Dick was always so careful, as though searching for clues.
Christmas was always a bit frivolous, to Bruce. He can give his kids anything they want, anytime of the year. So why bother waiting until one specific day? It’s no wonder why those holiday memories weren’t in his drug-induced replay. As cute as his kids were, the strange traditions of the day never made much sense to him, and the winter has always reminded him of the loss of his parents.
(Now snow reminds him of the day he found his son’s body.)
He hadn’t even celebrated Christmas, on his own, but he’d been worried Dick was expecting one when Bruce took him in. Then came Jason, and Bruce was fairly sure Jason had never even had a Christmas before his adoption. So, it became tradition. Alfred would usually put up all the decorations on the first of December.
Considering the house is still bare one day before Christmas, this year, Bruce can guess that it will be a pretty empty holiday. So.
It’s been that way since Jason’s death. He’s had Tim for three years, now, Damian for one, and Barbara moved in officially six months ago. Tim moved in just after the first Christmas without Jason—and Dick—about five months after they met. By the time the next one had come along, Bruce had at least stopped openly telling Tim that he was unwanted. He refused Alfred’s efforts for a tree or decorations, but he did give Tim a present—that fancy, out-of-country computer that he wanted to take apart and put back together—and they ate breakfast and dinner together, stopped a museum robbery that night. The day was quiet, and hard, and Bruce is pretty sure the kid didn’t think it felt much like a celebration.
The next year was better. They had begun to get along, in a rare rhythm Bruce had never had with anyone. Someone smarter than he is, a natural detective without really having to try or practice. Their second Christmas together had still been without decorations, but on top of having presents, they also had games. Well, they picked out two cold cases and raced to see who could solve theirs first without leaving the house and without making mistakes.
Tim won. Bruce was proud.
He didn’t say that, though.
He wishes now he would have.
Their third Christmas was spent with Damian, and mostly the kids chased each other around the house with their tools and new gadgets. It would have been sweet, but they were screaming death threats and it was—is—very hard for Bruce to tell whether or not they’re being serious.
And now, another year has passed, and Bruce had thought this would be the fourth in a row without his two oldest sons.
It probably still will be.
He’s trying very hard not to get his hopes up.
So, it’s not until well past sunrise that he steps out of his office, afraid somehow to find out what the day will bring.
That’s why it’s so very jarring to step out and hear laughter, loud and boisterous and many, coming from the kitchen. Bruce rushes down the steps, air rushing from his lungs. Because he knows that laugh, and he hasn’t heard it in a very long time.
When he gets to the entryway, he dries up like a clam, freezing in place. What if he moves, and he breaks this lovely moment? Dick, laughing beside Tim at the breakfast bar, making fun of Jason, who is attempting to flip pancakes wearing one of Alfred’s old aprons. Damian perches on a counter, and Alfred readies the table for breakfast.
“‘Bout time, old man,” Jay tosses over his shoulder.
“Oh,” Bruce answers breathlessly, unsure what to say.
“They’ve been up all morning, Master Bruce,” Alfred fills in. “But Mistress Barbara has insisted we wait to hang decorations until you’ve arrived.”
Bruce blinks at him. Strangely, his eyes float to Dick, as if seeking his thoughts. Dick meets his gaze, glances at Jason, then shrugs.
It’s enough.
“So, how come Jay is allowed to cook and I’m not allowed within three feet of the stove?” Bruce asks, moving to lean against the counter where Damian is settled.
“Fire safety,” Jason grunts over his shoulder, and laughter returns to the kitchen. Barbara must hear this, because she rushes in.
“Oh! Finally!” She maneuvers her wheelchair until its back is against the counter, on Bruce’s other side, then outstretches her hands. At sixteen, and after years of being in her chair, she’s long since figured out how to operate without help—especially in the mansion and cave, where everything has been made accessible for her. But in this moment, she reaches out, and Bruce doesn’t hesitate before lifting her up and placing her on the counter.
“Comfortable?” He asks. She smiles and nods. The rest of the room has moved on, marvelling at Jason attempting to do flip tricks with the pancakes, but Barabara narrows her eyes at him as he settles again, back against the counter.
“You seem different,” she whispers conspiratorially. “Softer.”
“Hopeful,” Bruce whispers back, and it’s the scariest secret he’s ever told. But he knows that she, more than anyone else here, doesn’t need or want a father. She’s already had a great one. She just wants someone to level with her, to support her. Privately, he knows it’s also his job to keep her safe and happy and warm, but that’s the part of the description she shouldn’t have to think about. “A long time ago, you asked me to call you Babs. Do you still want that?”
She blinks at him, surprised.
“You never wanted to, before,” she says.
Bruce thinks about his father, and he thinks about Clark.
“I’m trying to be braver.”
She narrows her eyes again, and he playfully narrows his back.
“Fair enough. And about time, honestly. But you should expect nicknames in return. Consider this a warning.” Bruce reaches out a hand and they shake on their deal. She is very much his kid, even if Bruce isn’t her father. And Bruce loves this girl just as much as he loves every single other person in this room.
In fact, he realizes belatedly, this is the first time everyone he’s ever loved has all been in one room.
(Except Clark. And even the Justice League, if he’s being honest with himself. But that’s a different sort of love. And imagining all of them in one room feels a little like reaching for the sky when standing on a hill, so.)
“I’ll keep it in mind, Babs,” he answers, and she moves so that she can lay her head on his shoulder. She knew him before Jason’s death, and she knew him during, and now, maybe, she’ll know him after. Bruce hopes it’ll be better than the two previous.
He feels eyes on them, and knows without looking that it’s Dick.
“You’re not saying much,” Bruce says quietly to Damian, because he really hasn’t.
“Well, it isn’t because I am afraid. Because I am not.” He answers, crossing his arms.
“Oh, okay…and, what are we not afraid of?”
Damian points at Alfred.
“I’ve been told to ‘be patient’, presumably with the more obnoxious ones.” In the background, Jason is throwing his head back laughing after throwing pancake batter at Dick.
“Oh my goodness gracious!” He is saying sarcastically, as Dick furiously scrapes it out of his hair. A little hit Tim, though, and Bruce watches as the kid pretends to laugh.
“Thank you for doing that,” Bruce answers Damian at last.
“You get five more minutes, Baba,” Damian grumbles. He only calls Bruce that when no-one else can hear.
“You haven’t even cooked anything!” Dick is exclaiming, “You’ve only made a mess!”
To be fair, the kitchen is an absolute wreck. Certainly more than it used to be, when Jason would do late night cooking because he couldn’t sleep. Bruce wonders if Jason is trying to remember how to cook these pancakes, which used to be so easy for him. He wonders if this is one of those memories that fell out of his head.
“Fuck you, dickhead!” Jay answers, maybe a little too defensively—a bit like a rubber band that has been snapped. Fun and joking until it’s not. So, Bruce steps up to the plate of either burnt or mushy pancakes.
“Well, I’ll take one. We all know they’re better than anything I could have made,” Bruce confesses, and he gets a few laughs.
“Yes, but Father, that is because you have a lifetime ban!” Damian interrupts loudly, back to his usual form of address for Bruce.
“Yes, so Jay is already one step ahead of me, isn’t he?” Jason, looking smug, hands Bruce a plate and a pancake that is somehow burnt on the outside and raw on the inside.
“That doesn’t look right,” Tim finally chimes in. Jason glares at him automatically.
“Oh, shut up, you little—”
So Bruce shoves the whole pancake in his mouth. It’s the first thing he can think of, but choking on it does get everyone’s attention.
“B!” Dick shouts in alarm, getting out of his chair as Bruce coughs on the inedible food. It should be endearing, the way it is with Dick, that Jason can’t cook. But he used to be able to. Bruce mostly feels worried, instead. He doesn’t want Jason to stop trying to cook, or to think he’s not able to, or believe he shouldn’t be allowed. Bruce would eat burnt and raw pancakes from him anytime.
“I’m fine,” he chokes out, as it is finally chewed down enough to swallow. Tim, Dick, and Damian are at his side. But Jason stands off to the side, looking dejected, maybe even embarrassed. “I’m hungry, though,” he covers quickly. “Do you mind if I have another? I promise I won’t swallow it wrong this time?”
Jason looks up from the floor, scowl still on his face.
“You could have just spat it out,” he grumbles.
“Why would I spit out perfectly fine food?” Bruce says, and grabs two more. One of them is so runny that it nearly falls through his fork before it makes it to his plate. “Not quite Alfred standard, I’ll admit, but you’ll get there.” The other kids have begun to return to their seats, eyeing the conversation carefully, “Maybe you can accompany Alfred—he’s been moping about not having anyone to cook with.” Bruce winks slyly at the end, and is rewarded with wide eyes and a surprised laugh bursting out Jason.
“Stop eating that, you’ll get sick—” He lunges for the plate in Bruce’s hands, but Bruce holds it up, standing on his toes to keep it from Jason’s impressive reach.
“No, no, I’m eating it, I’m very hungry—”
“It’s raw!” Bruce ignores him, rushing to the other side of the kitchen and scarfing down a bite.
“Mm, yum—” Bruce is vaguely aware of the rest of their audience cackling at their expense, but he ignores them in favor of both dodging Jason and eating the dough on his plate.
“C’mon, I get the point—”
“Nom, nom, nom—”
”Dad!” Jason shouts out eventually, through laughter and ridiculous jumps, “We can just order something!”
The whole kitchen freezes. Bruce tries, for a moment, not to look like his heart has been stopped and rebooted in his chest. But then he remembers that Jason saw how he’s talked to Clark about this exact thing for nearly an hour, and how he’s supposed to be brave, and how maybe that means something different than he thought it did. Maybe being brave isn’t the same as being strong.
Bruce lowers the plate.
“Yeah, alright, Jaylad,” he gives up, handing him the plate. It’s mostly soup now, the goopy insides of the pancakes having escaped the burnt edges.
The whole room seems to hold its breath.
“But where else could I possibly get my famous Jay-Jay pancakes?” Bruce asks, and it sounds a little more like begging than he’d like.
“These don’t count,” Jason mutters gruffly, rolling his eyes, and Bruce knows he’d been right; Jay is embarrassed at his performance. So Bruce moves—a little slowly, giving him time to react—and ruffles his hair.
“Of course they do. You made them.”
Jason stares at him. Seconds tick by.
“Are we getting food, or what?” Damian interrupts, and Tim groans.
“Don’t you ever shut up?”
“How dare you? I could have you destroyed—”
“I believe,” Alfred interrupts, quiet but firm, and the room falls silent once again. “I can whip something up, if you want to begin the decorations?”
It’s not a request, and everyone sprints to follow his directions and abandon the kitchen. Bruce moves to help Babs back into her chair and they exit together last.
“Does this mean I get whatever I want, if I just call you dad?” Jason asks as they reach the living room.
“Yes,” Bruce admits, at the same time as Dick says, “No.”
Dick and Bruce look at each other at the same time, wearing matching confused faces, and Jason bursts out in laughter.
“Okay, hand me all the boxes, I’m going to unpack the ornaments while you boys get the tree up,” Babs interrupts, and much like Alfred, she commands the room. Everyone follows suit, though soon Dick and Damian are dashing from chandelier to chandelier, hanging lights and tinsel.
Bruce and Jason lug the tree from its box—Jason is allergic to pine needles, so they stopped using a real tree once he came around. Which is fine by Bruce. They’re impossible to get in Gotham, and why waste a tree anyway? Kill something in an effort to make it more beautiful? Decorate a dying thing for a month then toss it like trash? It never sat right with Bruce.
It feels like a metaphor for something he can’t quite grasp.
“Okay, old man, you hold here—Tim, for fuck’s sake if you don’t start helping—”
Tim jumps in, hands outstretched to catch the tree from falling. The thing is huge. Has to be, to look right in a house like this. Tim looks half-buried in it.
Bruce forgets, sometimes, how young Tim still is. He’s been around Batman since he was twelve, and now he’s nearly sixteen, and it breaks Bruce’s heart that he was mentally absent for most of it. Even when he wasn’t so cold anymore, he wasn’t exactly warm. Not soft, like he had been with his oldest two.
He doesn’t know how to make it up to him.
When Dick and Damian return from the parades around the house, Damian sits atop Dick’s shoulders.
“Okay, he should be tall enough, but we need one more,” Dick says, thinking. But Bruce has known him his whole life. He knows when his son is putting on an act. “Oh! I know! Timmy, why don’t you climb up on B? Then we’ll have two people that can reach the top.”
Tim glances at Bruce, probably waiting for him to make up an excuse so that he doesn’t have to carry him. Brave and good at love, Bruce reminds himself. So he bends down enough that Tim could climb up, if he wants.
He does.
“Comfortable?” Bruce asks, when he’s settled.
“You sure about this one?” Tim asks.
“What, Fake Red, you scared of heights? ‘Cause I’m pretty sure he’s not that tall,” Jason asks, crossing his arms.
“Taller than you!” Damian interrupts. Jason turns and hisses at him, not unlike a cat. Damian sticks out his tongue.
“Wait—Fake Red?” Tim questions. He shifts a little, and Bruce’s hands automatically go to grab the kid’s legs, steadying him. He won’t let his son fall.
“Well,” Jay explains, “You’re Red Robin. And I’m Red Hood—the superior of the two, objectively—” Dick scoffs at this. “So you’re the fake one.”
Bruce boos this theory openly. Jay turns to him, affronted.
“Did you just…boo me?”
“Looks that way,” Bruce answers briskly, making sure he sounds as teasing as he can. Jay seems to get it, maybe remembers how cold Bruce had once been to Tim, and relents.
“Fine,” he sighs dramatically, “Baby bird, then.”
“Baby bird,” Dick echoes with a smile, cooing.
“Shut up,” Tim grumbles, but he sounds significantly happier than he had before.
Bruce mouths a thank-you to Jason when he catches his eye. Jason rolls his eyes. Damian is mumbling to himself, but it doesn’t quite reach Bruce’s ears; whatever he says, it certainly makes Dick giggle.
They string lights around the tree, Bruce and Dick passing it around until it reaches the height that it needs the hands of Tim and Damian. Jason abandoned the strange quartet in favor of sitting with Babs. Alfred brought in some popcorn and string, at her request, and the two attempt to replicate one of her old family traditions as they gossip on the couch.
Eventually it’s time for ornaments, but Damian refuses to dismount from his brother and there is no world in which Bruce makes Tim move before he’s ready, so. They just stay like that. The ornaments are too classic, too pretty, and they clash with the brutal attempt at “Christmas” that has taken over the living room.
It kind of looks like shit. It’s the most beautiful Christmas that Bruce has ever had.
Eventually Alfred calls them in, and Bruce bends down to let Tim off his shoulders. As they move to follow the others, though, Tim lightly grasps one of his elbows.
“You know, you’ve been getting better, lately, I guess. But this is…another level,” he says, still cryptic.
“Too much?” Bruce asks sincerely. Tim shakes his head.
“You’re trying to be a good dad for him—I get it,” he answers, as if to console Bruce.
“Not just for him,” Bruce corrects.
Tim just blinks at him, though the rest of his face remains oddly unchanged. Long seconds pass.
Bruce doesn’t apologize. He should, maybe, but he worries that it will feel empty or forced or insincere to Tim. He’s already failed him so much, right from the get-go. Bruce isn’t sure if there’s anything he can do now, to make it up to him.
“Relax,” Tim says, a chuckle on his breath, “we’re good.”
“We…we’re good?” Bruce asks, confused.
“You weren’t my dad, I didn’t need you to be. It’s okay. I understand.” Tim finishes, as though offering him an out. Bruce surprises himself by vehemently shaking his head.
“No, no, I…It’s not okay. None of that was okay at all.” Maybe Tim did have parents of his own, once, however absent. But Bruce was still a parental figure, and Tim was still a child that he let down.
“It’s cool, Bruce. You’re getting better.”
“Is it too late for me to be?” Bruce asks earnestly, words soft on his breath. Tim pauses, thinking this over. Bruce can always tell when he’s thinking hard, because his head tilts, just the slightest bit.
“No,” Tim arrives at his decision at last. “It’s not. Too late, I mean.”
Then he walks away, leaving a haunted, but hopeful, Bruce in his wake.
Eventually Bruce remembers to move—he has to join in for their late breakfast, after all. By the time he enters the dining room, the kids are already stuffing their faces. And fighting. Jason and Damian argue loudly about who’s the better fighter.
“I was trained by the League of Assassins, you fool,” Damian says, glaring.
“So was I, idiot,” Jason argues, perhaps with more anger than he should.
“Master Jason, do not speak with your mouth full.”
“Sorry, Alfie,” he mutters apologetically, ducking his head, rage seemingly diminishing. Alfred gives an approving nod, and Bruce catches a hint of a smile on his face. He’s probably just as relieved as Bruce is to have Jason back home. Dick laughs at Jason’s expense, and Jay glares at him.
Bruce is quiet through breakfast, though no-one seems to notice. He’s too preoccupied thinking of Tim, wondering how he can fix the mess he’s made of this kid’s childhood. Luckily, the room is plenty rowdy without him.
“So, I think,” Jay announces, not quite finished chewing, “Tim should try to kill Damian.”
“What?” Tim asks.
“What!?” Damian demands.
“Well it’s only fair,” Jay continues, as though the entire table’s gaze has not shifted to one of severe concern. “Dick tried to kill me, when I first started. And I tried to kill Tim. So it seems like it’s just a ‘coming of age’ thing.”
“What?” Says Tim.
“What!?” Says Damian.
“I didn’t try to kill you!” Says Dick/
“Yes you did, and so did I, and so Tim should do the same.”
“Well, Damian already tried to kill me too, so it would kinda even things out…” Tim trails off, thinking, head tilted slightly.
“You’re not seriously considering this?!” Damian screeches.
“Well, Jason says it’s only fair…” There is something very teasing in his tone. Very brotherly.
“I never tried to kill you, Jay.” Dick tries again.
“Nonsense propaganda,” Jason waves his statement away, “Timbo, you should definitely kill your brother. Or—well, try to.”
“I never tried to kill you!” Dick exclaims, louder.
“Wait, sorry, little red, did you just say Damian also tried to kill you?” Jason asks, ignoring Dick’s protests in favor of backpedaling, as the chaos of the table spins out of control. Tim nods, taking another calm bite of breakfast.
“A lot.”
“Huh.” Jason has a sad look, for a moment, but then reaches across the table to Damian’s side for a high five. Damian only glares at him.
“You’re trying to get me killed,” He reminds Jason. Jason huffs, sits back in his seat.
“No, I’m trying to get someone to try to kill you. I don’t think he’ll succeed!”
“Hey!” Tim says, sounding offended for the first time. “I could kill him if I wanted to!”
“And also, I would like to point out,” Dick interrupts, “that I never tried to kill you.”
“Yes you did!” Jason insists, “you knew I’m allergic to avocados, and then at my very first banquet with the Wayne name on my back, you dared me to eat one!”
Dick pauses, seemingly recalling the memory.
“You’re allergic to avocados?” He asks.
Tim very slowly pulls out a notebook—seemingly from nowhere—and begins to write.
“Weaknesses…Avocados,” he mumbles quietly.
“Why did you write that down,” Jason demands through clenched teeth. Tim only shrugs. So Jason, even as Alfred’s mouth opens to tell him to stop, reaches across the table and snatches the notebook. Tim makes no move to hide, protect, or retrieve it, so Bruce is willing to bet they are about two seconds from some sort of practical joke.
Then Jason is laughing.
Well, they don’t call Bruce the World’s Greatest Detective for nothing.
Jason, still giggling, holds up the notebook for the rest of the audience to see, and Bruce can see that the only thing in it is a sketch of a middle finger. He has to work to swallow the chuckle that creeps up his throat, eyes catching Tim’s self-satisfied smirk.
“So,” Jason drawls out, after the laughter has faded, “When’s Clark coming?”
The children snicker. Bruce forces his face into its most deadpan, neutral state.
“I don’t know what you mean.” Bruce states, not enjoying the glimmer of mischief in his second oldest son’s eye.
“Oh, c’mon, B,” Dick groans. “Jason already told everyone all about it.”
“All about what.” It’s not a question. It’s a statement through clenched teeth desperately holding together Bruce’s embarrassment.
He didn’t know Jason had told anyone what they’d seen last night. Bruce was under the assumption they weren’t going to address it in front of the others.
Apparently not. More of his deviant little children snicker.
“Bruce and Clark, sitting in a tree,” Babs sing-songs. Bruce narrows his eyes at her.
“EW!” Damian exclaims at last, having been the only one sitting silent and confused. “I will not hear of Father’s affairs at the breakfast table! Pennyworth, tell them!”
But Alfred, the traitor, does not.
“Master Kent should most certainly feel invited to the day's festivities,” Alfred says. His boys laugh. Damian covers his ears. “Have you extended an invitation, Master Bruce?”
Bruce sighs in defeat.
“We haven’t had time to discuss it all,” he says at last. Dick gives a gossip-style ‘ooo’ which just makes Bruce sigh more.
“Oh c’mon, old man. You’re in,” Jason pretends to gag, “love already, right? What more is there to say?”
Bruce thinks this over. Brave and strong and good at love. (Fear, fear, fear, fear—)
“Okay, how about this? Today is family only. Just me and my wonderful, wonderful, kids.” Bruce makes it a point to look at all of his kids. “But I will call him and I will see if he wants to spend Christmas Day with us. Deal?” His annoying, meddling children nod. Bruce relaxes. He will call Clark tonight. (He will probably already have plans in Kansas by then. The one thing the Man of Steel can’t break is a promise.)
“Since when are you a match-maker?” Tim asks Jason. Jason shrugs.
“You try crawling around in Bruce Wayne’s brain! It fucks you up. I’m a changed man.” Jason answers indignantly.
“Could you change a little more, then?” Tim pushes, and Jason glares at him. But it doesn’t feel like a rage-glare. It doesn’t seem more angry than it should be. It looks too much like brotherhood. “So…inside his brain, huh? What sort of toxin is that?”
“RAM,” Jason repeats from yesterday. Tim seems to think this over.
“Like a computer?”
“Why does everyone keep saying that?!”
“Because it is like a computer, dumbass,” Tim answers, swallowing another bite between sentences. “R. A. M. Random Access Memory. It stores data.”
“Good catch, Tim,” Bruce chimes in without really thinking. Tim rolls his eyes, but there’s a smile on his face, so Bruce counts it as a win.
“Well, I guess Scarecrow found a way to make it a lot less random,” Jason acknowledges.
“Did he?” Dick asks. “From what you said, B’s memories were pretty scattered. In chronological order, sure, but still random.”
“No, idiot, it was just that it wasn’t just fear. It was also like…ugh, love, and stuff. Any intense feeling.”
“Gross,” Damian chimes in again. Jason nods.
“I think perhaps that is enough work-talk at the table,” Alfred interrupts.
“Sorry, Alfred,” everyone courses in unison.
“Okay, so, we’ve all been tricked into staying with B all day,” Dick says, and it could be teasing if Bruce didn’t miss him so much, “what are we gonna do?”
Suggestions are thrown out.
Damian suggests a full training day. Everyone throws food at him until Alfred tells them to stop. Tim suggests a movie marathon. Jason boos him. Babs suggests visiting the new art museum that had opened a few weeks back, but everyone agrees that today is not the day for accidentally getting kidnapped.
Everyone thinks some more.
“When I was little,” Jason says, and his voice is small, like it had been, up in his room last night. “Dick…didn’t we…is it true that we went ice skating?”
His eyes meet Dick’s, who looks more than surprised. “I didn’t know you remembered that, little wing.”
Jason looks down.
“I don’t. I…” He sighs, jaw tensing, and it’s like Bruce can almost see the rage bullying its way into him. It must be another one of those memories that fell out of his head. Dick must see it too, because he interrupts.
“I vote for ice skating,” he says happily. “This might be the only chance anyone has ever had to embarrass the same little brother, same way, twice.”
So, ice skating it is. They go to the rink that one of the Bruce Wayne Foundations renovated to make accessible for wheelchair users. Alfred even comes along, thanks to Barbara’s begging.
It’s the most fun Bruce has had in years.
Tim and Damian stick together, neither familiar with the sport. Damian clearly hates that it’s a weakness, and Bruce is sure he’ll be dragged back here often so Damian can practice. Dick and Jason take their time, relearning the skill together. Soon Dick is doing little spins and leaps, though, and Jason abandons him in favor of chasing Tim and Damian around the rink. Alfred remains by Babs’ side, strangely well-adapted. She’s spinning in her special-made wheelchair (the year following her injury, Bruce may or may not have commissioned different accessory adaptations for every possibility. She could even go surfing, if she wanted.) Bruce is skating from person to person, and it becomes a game to avoid him as he’s handing out top-of-head-kisses, even to Alfred. The family screeches and skates away, laughing maniacally as Bruce tries to tackle them. He gets Damian first, who is still running into walls because he doesn’t know how to stop. Then Tim, as a drive-by. Babs and Alfred manage to evade him, and Jason threatens to kick him, skates and all, every time Bruce gets close.
Eventually he does land one on Dick, who’d been too busy trying to figure out a new trick.
Dick surprises him, then, by jumping on his back. Only a lifetime of training and a need to keep his kids safe holds Bruce upright, rather than falling backwards.
“Okay, old man, skate then!” Dick demands with a laugh. Bruce is more than happy to oblige, holding tightly to Dick’s legs as he rides piggyback on Bruce.
Bruce can’t stop smiling.
“Hot cocoa?” Dick asks, and Bruce spots the tiny shop just outside the rink. He nods, and skates to the exit. It’s an awkward twenty feet to the rink cafe, having to step on skates, with Dick still firmly attached to his back. “Geez, I was expecting you to have to put me down by now,” Dick admits.
“Nope,” Bruce answers, “I’ll carry you for as long as you’ll let me, chum.”
Dick snorts, but doesn’t reply. He does hop off Bruce’s back as the waitress begins to make their order. They lean against a wall, comfortable in the quiet, empty area.
“You know,” he says after a moment. “Jay told me this morning, what happened last night. Actually—I think he told everyone. Separately.” Bruce nods. From what happened at the breakfast table this morning, this doesn’t surprise him in the slightest. Dick looks at the ground for a moment, then his eyes flash back to Bruce’s, wide and a little questioning. “He said…that you said…about that day at the circus, with Zucco…that it was one of the best days of your life.”
Bruce feels strangely caught. Exposed.
“Yes,” he admits softly.
“And some report that I aced. And the night…” Dick swallows. “The night I called you ‘dad.’”
“Yes.”
“Apparently it was a recurring theme,” Dick glances at Jason as he talks, and Bruce recalls that they spent at least thirty minutes in his brain listening to him rant to Young Clark about how excited he was that Jason had called him ‘dad.’
“And…that you didn’t mind, that I left. That you…” his voice catches, “That you were proud of me.”
“Jaylad really spilled my guts for me, huh?” Bruce tries to joke, but the seriousness in Dick’s eyes have him swallowing his tongue. Bruce sighs. “You really didn’t know? That I was proud of you?”
Dick doesn’t reply. His eyes flick away, glistening a little.
“Do you know that I’m proud of you, now?”
Another response of silence.
“Well, I am. You may be my oldest kid, but you will always be my little boy.” Bruce swallows, voice maybe more rough than it should be. Brave and strong and good at love. “I was proud of you then, and I’m proud of you now, and I will always, always love you.”
Dick’s eyes finally meet his again, and start to tear up in earnest, but before Bruce can react, he’s thrown his arms around Bruce, holding him tightly. Bruce returns the hug without a second thought, and is surprised to find tears rushing to his own eyes as well.
“I’m still mad at you,” Dick says softly.
“You have every right to be,” Bruce responds.
“But…I love you, dad,” Dick answers, and oh, Bruce is definitely weeping now.
“I’m sorry, son,” Bruce whispers, “I love you so very much.” He could stay in this hug forever. Bruce would die happy if he was just hugging this kid. What does this mean for the future? Will Dick come home more often? Could they start hugging again? Could Bruce stop missing him, because he’d be here?
“Two hot chocolates for Mr. Wayne?” The waitress asks, and Dick pulls away. Bruce kisses him on the forehead before he can stop himself, and is relieved when it brings a smile to Dick’s face. They thank the waitress, and abandon the cafe in favor of returning to the side of the rink, able to sit and watch the others as they skate.
Jason is still chasing his younger siblings, but Damian sits on Barbara’s lap as Alfred pushes them away.
“Get back here!” Jason demands, making Damian and Tim cackle. Babs sticks her tongue out.
“We’ll be okay, you know,” Dick says, after a while of watching.
“Hm?”
“You don’t have to fix everything today. But you keep this up—keep being this open with us? I think we’ll all be a lot more okay.” Bruce nods, strangely feeling the same.
“I never realized how much I didn’t say out loud, until last night,” Bruce admits. “Clark or Jay would ask, ‘why’s that memory here? What’s that got to do with feeling?’ because my face didn’t even react. Meanwhile, I remember cheering over you or Jay thinking of me as your dad, or pining for Clark, or feeling terrified that night you ran away.”
“Yeah,” Dick sighs. “You should stop holding all that shit in, B. It can’t be good for you.”
“No, I don’t suppose it is.”
“You apologize to Tim, yet?” He asks, shifting the conversation. Bruce sighs.
“I’m trying. I don’t know how to make that better. I was just…I was so awful to him, Dick.”
“Yeah. Jay mentioned that too—stuff I wasn’t around for.”
“Yeah.”
“Some things just…come with time,” Dick says contemplatively, “but it’ll be okay, dad. Promise.”
Bruce has to try very hard not to start crying again. Dick must catch this, because he sets his cocoa down and leans his head against Bruce’s shoulder.
“Love you,” he says softly.
“Yeah, yeah,” Dick teases. Then, a couple moments later, “you too, dad.”
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  Eventually the group is tired and cold and complaining, so they return to the mansion for Alfred’s Christmas cookies in high spirits. An attack on Gotham happens, but it’s not anyone impossible, and Wonder Woman doesn’t celebrate Christmas, so without a second thought Bruce asks her to cover for him.
He doesn’t mention it to his kids. But they must notice, because no-one else reaches for their masks, either.
Wonder Woman says she’s glad to do it. She offers the rest of her weekend to Gotham. Bruce, upon thanking her, tries to remember the last time he did so aloud.
As they walk to the front steps, though, the little stitched-together family finds none other than Clark Kent, hesitating outside the door, a large handful of wrapped flowers in one hand.
“Oh,” he mumbles, seeing the group. The kids snicker, until Alfred glares at them and ushers them inside.
“Clark,” Bruce greets softly, surprised, taking two big steps in his direction. Clark thrusts the bouquet of roses out in front of him somewhat robotically.
“These are for you,” he admits. Bruce’s heart does a funny little pitter-patter. Roses have always been his favorite. It’s simple, and maybe a bit basic, but it’s his favorite all the same. He isn’t sure why. He reaches for them gently, knowing he’s grasping at something precious.
“Thank you,” Bruce half-whispers.
“I…you didn’t call,” Clark says at last, sheepishly. Bruce’s eyes rush to meet his, abandoning the beautiful view of his new flowers at last.
“I’m sorry,” he apologizes earnestly. Bruce takes a deep breath, but for the first time today, can’t force out the words hiding between his teeth.
But Clark does what he’s always done. He does what it took to make them so close in the first place.
He waits.
“I…I’m afraid of you changing your mind. About me,” Bruce admits quietly, after a long beat.
Something that looks a lot like relief settles on Clark’s face, and he takes another step towards Bruce, closing most of the distance between them.
“If I could do that, I would have done it a long time ago,” Clark answers with a small smile. “Do you know how much easier my life would have been if I could have just…stopped? Unrequited love is exhausting.”
Bruce laughs, a little.
“I know,” he agrees in a sigh. “Would you—do you want to come in?”
“I know you must be busy, the kids—”
“—Are laughing at us from the second floor window,” Bruce interrupts. He doesn’t need to look up to sense the sets of eyes on them. “They won’t mind. Actually, they and Alfred were adamant that you be invited.”
“Ma and Pa—” Clark starts again.
“Are welcome to come, too, if they’d like.”
A beat passes, and some sort of appreciation crosses Clark’s face.
“You wouldn’t mind?”
“I know you hate missing holidays with them,” Bruce replies, matching his gentle tone.
“I love you,” Clark whispers, so soft the wind nearly swallows up the words before they reach Bruce’s ears.
“Hm?” Bruce asks, half-teasing. A mad blush does a sprint across Clark’s face, and he looks down to his feet in a clear desperation to cover it up.
“Nothing,” Clark answers, louder. “I’ll be back soon with them—a couple of hours; Pa is too old to enjoy flying.”
He takes one big step forward, then slowly, so slowly, leans forward. He presses a kiss onto Bruce’s cheek, then dashes off into the sky. Bruce misses him. But it’s the soft sort of missing, the warmth in chest and cheeks and tips of ears; it’s something more like longing. Gentle and quiet, a coat on a cold day, a kiss on the cheek on Christmas Eve.
Bruce enters his home at last, and Alfred is the only person standing in the foyer.
“I take it we have guests on the way, Master Bruce?” He asks, and Bruce is sure he isn’t imagining the teasing in the older man’s eyes.
“Yes, Alfred, thank you. I invited Mr. and Mrs. Kent, as well,” Bruce answers, finding himself oddly shy.
“Very good, sir.”
“Where did the kids run off to?” Bruce asks, tilting his head, listening for them.
“Ah, yes. I have been instructed to inform you that you are currently, ‘it’, as it were.”
“‘It?’” Bruce repeats.
“Indeed. They are hiding around the manor from your—and this is a direct quote—‘rip-off rom-com nightmare fuel.’” Bruce snorts, and Alfred clearly swallows a laugh of his own. “I will leave you to the challenge, then,” Alfred finishes, and Bruce laughs, looking around the room once again.
“Is there one of them in here?!”
Alfred looks scandalized.
“I did not raise you to cheat, Master Bruce,” he answers with narrowed eyes. Bruce gives a dramatic sigh, even though he might be the happiest he’s ever been. Hide-and-seek? His kids want to play a game with him? It’s been years, but the rules are still the same—last to be found gets a thousand dollars.
Well. He knows they’ll be giving it their all. So he will just have to do the same. Bruce cups his hands around his mouth and shouts out, loud as he can. “I’m gonna find all of you!”
No answer. But he didn’t expect one.
He decides to start on the second floor, because that was where they were last seen—in his father’s old study. Bruce makes sure to keep his steps quiet, impossible to listen for or predict. He leaves the door open behind him, so that if anyone moves he’ll hopefully be able to catch it. He checks every inch of that room, though he knows inwardly that they wouldn’t have stayed somewhere they’d been seen, nor would they run to the opposite end of the manor. No, his kids would stay smackdab in the middle, in rooms with several doors as forms of necessary escape.
“Are you in here?” Bruce whispers in the fourth bathroom he looks in.
“Gotcha!” He exclaims, to an empty guest room.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are…” That’s when he freezes. He’d been about done with the second floor, about to move up to the third, when the squeak of something fragile sounded above him. There, folded over himself and nearly completely hidden by the chandelier, is Dick.
“There you are, chum,” Bruce says calmly. Dick sighs, but flips down from his hiding place.
“About time,” he whines, stretching, “I was getting cramps.”
“Want to help me find the others?” Bruce offers. Dick laughs.
“Absolutely not,” he giggles, “I’m going for some long awaited hot cocoa.” Then, louder, “AND I’M TOTALLY STEALING YOURS, JAY!”
Bruce narrows his eyes. Was that a clue? Or a red herring? Is he nearby? It’s impossible to tell. Dick seems to agree, because his smile only ever-widens, sneaky and sly, and he disappears from sight, presumably to find Alfred.
He finds Tim next, in the third floor study, because he’d fallen asleep under the desk and hadn’t regulated his breathing to be silent enough to escape Bruce’s trained ears. Babs after that, in the foyer by the front door where he’d originally come in. She levels him with a teasing glare and continues reading her magazine, as if she’d been there the whole time when she most certainly was not.
Once downstairs again, Bruce realizes he only has two left. One is a trained assassin since birth who can still fit into tiny corners.
The other is a man roughly the size of a fridge who simply refuses to lose.
So really, it’s anyone’s game.
Eventually Dick and Barbara agree to help search, splitting into teams, because it’s been two hours and Clark will probably be here soon.
“Come oooooon,” Dick calls out, “Come out, I’m bored!”
“You’re just upset because you got out first,” Tim chimes in from the couch, eyes closed but very much awake. Dick pouts, but his lack of disagreement is pretty telling.
“Hold on, I think I got something!” Babs yells from the other end of the mansion, and Bruce rushes to her. Immediately, he sees a pair of too big shoes peeking out from under a long curtain.
He holds up a hand, and they both freeze.
“It’s a trap,” he whispers. She nods.
They turn around slowly, searching the room for where the obviously now barefooted Jason is.
A smoke bomb goes off, and they hear a rustle—the curtain. It hadn’t been a trap—he’d really hidden behind a curtain with his shoes poking out. Genius.
“No!” Babs yells out, reaching out to grab Jason in vain. “Get him!” Bruce doesn’t bother with a response, just follows tail as quickly as possible.
“Alfred is going to be furious you set that off inside,” Bruce warns as he corners Jason into a different study.
“Alfie will be proud of me winning,” Jay disagrees. Bruce shakes his head, a victorious smile on his face.
“Sorry, Jaylad,” he smirks, “Damian is still M.I.A. It seems he’d have you beat.” Unfortunately, it’s then Jason’s turn to look victorious.
“That so, old man?” He drawls, and that’s when someone drops onto Bruce from above, silent but heavy, landing on his shoulders.
“Run, Todd!” Damian’s voice screeches above him, little hands covering Bruce’s eyes.
“Hey!” Bruce whines, even though he wants to cry from how happy he is, actually.
Jason must book it, because Damian suddenly removes his hands and dismounts Bruce with an unsurprising amount of grace.
“How did he trick you into doing that?” Bruce asks.
“I don’t know what you mean, Father,” Damian answers professionally. Bruce sighs, and the hunt begins again.
Eventually Bruce decides to search the main kitchen, again, only to find all five of his children working hard on baking alongside Alfred.
“Jason!” He exclaims.
“Hm?” He doesn’t look up.
“You’ve been here the whole time?!”
At last, Jay meets his eyes, leveling him with an unimpressed look.
“Where else would I be?”
Bruce pretends to huff, and ruffles Damian’s hair as he passes as a consolation prize. Alfred bats his hand away when he tries to swipe some of the cookie dough.
“You owe me a thousand big ones, old man,” Jason mutters as Bruce sits at the breakfast bar. Bruce laughs, nodding in agreement.
“When did you all get so good at that game?” he argues, “I’m exhausted!”
The doorbell rings.
Clark.
And just like that, any fatigue he’d been feeling disappears, swapping out with nerves and relief and excitement. His kids must notice the change, too, because they start to snicker again.
“Everyone be cool, be cool,” Dick teases. Bruce glares at him.
“He can hear you,” Bruce scolds. Dick just sticks out his tongue.
Bruce waves away Alfred’s offers to open the door, reaching it in record time. He pulls it open and wishes he’d thought to change into something more….more.
“Mr. and Mrs. Kent,” he greets, “It’s a pleasure to see you again.” Mrs. Kent steps forward, reaching up a hand to cup his cheek, pinching it ever so-lightly.
“Merry Christmas, sweetheart,” she coos. “How are you? Have you been taking care of yourself? Eating enough?”
“Ma,” Clark whines, speaking for the first time.
“Oh, Alfred takes good care of me,” Bruce responds, appeasing her. Mr. Kent reaches out a hand, and Bruce shakes it firmly.
“Thank you for the invitation, son,” he says, and Bruce smiles.
“Come on in, please, get out of the cold, here, let me take your coats,” he reaches for them, helping the Kents—who are much older now than the last time he’d seen them—out of their heavy jackets. “I hope I didn’t interrupt your holiday plans too badly, inviting you here…”
“Not at all!” Mrs. Kent argues, taking several large dishes from Clark’s hands. “Now, I know Alfred is a sight to behold in the kitchen, but I thought I’d bring over some things as well, alright?”
“Oh, yes, of course,” Bruce agrees, “the more, the merrier, Mrs. Kent.”
“Oh, none of that. No boyfriend of Clark’s—”
“Ma!—”
“—will call me by my last name. Come now, sweetheart, you just call me Ma, okay? Or Martha, I suppose, if you’d really prefer it.”
He wouldn’t. It is weirdly jarring how easily this woman could be referred to as ‘Ma’ in Bruce’s head. Not as a replacement for his own Martha, for his mother, but something else. A secret third thing. A quilt of woven together pieces, a strange patchwork family.
“Same for me, son,” Mr. Kent agrees, and Clark looks sheepish behind them. Bruce nods, eyes landing on the Kryptonian and seeing him more nervous that he’d been in a long time.
“Of course,” Bruce says, leading the way back to the kitchen where Alfred is clearly waiting to receive them.
“Alfred!” Ma calls out, and Bruce watches as his butler envelopes her outstretched hand in both of his.
“My dear Martha, it is such a pleasure to see you once again,” he says. He extends a similar, equally warm handshake to Jonathon.
Bruce, finally away from the spotlight, steps beside Clark.
“How well do they know each other?” he murmurs, because this should only be their second meeting and the trio look far more familiar than that.
“I can’t prove it,” Clark answers seriously, “but I have a theory they’ve been meeting up for tea and gossip, for years.”
“Damn,” Bruce whispers back.
“Language, Master Bruce,” Alfred says from the far other end of the kitchen. How he’d even heard is beyond Bruce.
“Sorry, Alfred,” he responds.
“Yeah!” Jason chimes in, still hard at work on the cookies alongside his equally focused siblings, “language!”
Bruce rolls his eyes, fond, and catches a similar expression on Clark’s face.
“How has it been, here?” Clark asks, even quieter than before.
“The best,” Bruce answers back.
“Are we allowed to decorate them yet?” Tim whines, swiping icing for himself and passing it along to Dick.
“Not until they cool completely,” Jay answers steadily.
“We aren’t going to have any icing left at this rate!” Damian exclaims, indignant, hands on his hips.
“That’s okay, Dami, we can always make more,” Dick offers, taking a spoon to the icing for himself. Damian huffs, and any calm he’d had disappears completely when Babs swipes icing as well.
“I would ask that we all save our appetites, as I will begin preparations for dinner shortly,” Alfred interrupts at last. Ma stifles a laugh as the kids race to abandon whatever piece of food that had been incriminating them.
The kids decide to retire to play some video games as they wait for dinner, and Alfred only allows it because he’s just as excited as Bruce to see the kids playing so well together.
Tim is slower than the others, though, and looks oddly unsure.
“Think I’m gonna nap, first,” he decides, abandoning both groups to find the couch he’s been laying on earlier. The rest of the kids shrug, allowing his departure, but Bruce watches him go. Clark squeezes his hand—when had he started holding it?
“Go,” Clark whispers. Bruce nods, and follows Tim to the sitting room once more.
“Hey,” he greets unsurely, and internally cringes. Tim wraps himself in a blanket, looking up at it with surprise hidden in his eyes.
“Hi,” he replies.
A moment passes between them.
“Can I sit down?” Bruce asks, and Tim nods. Tim is still sitting up, and Bruce sits beside him easily enough, while still giving him space. He doesn’t want Tim to feel crowded or pushed. Tim’s face betrays nothing except the wariness he usually wears.
“I was hoping…” Bruce trails off, but Tim’s poker face is better than his own. “Is it alright if I talk with you for a minute?”
Tim tilts his head. “Me?” He asks, and Bruce’s heart breaks. Does he really make Tim feel so unimportant? How had he missed this?
“Yes,” Bruce reassures. Tim shrugs in agreement. And that’s when Bruce…has no idea what to say. He usually has a thousand contingencies for serious conversations like this—when he gave Dick and Jason “the talk”, he memorized fourteen possible paths the conversation might take. Bruce looks down at his lap, away from Tim’s studious eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he starts, and Tim makes a sound like he wants to interrupt. But Bruce plows on. These words are years overdue. “I know I failed you. It is unmovable, permanent and done and true. It is a fact,” he admits with a defeated shrug, “and it is entirely my fault.” He looks up at Tim because he wants him to know he’s being serious, and horribly honest. “And I know I have not earned a second chance with you.” Annoyingly, desperate tears begin to carefully fill his eyes, and Bruce blinks them away. “But if you gave me one, I would spend the rest of my life trying to make this up to you. To be someone you deserve, who treats you with the respect you have earned, and the love that you are worthy of, simply by being you. Because I…I love you, Tim. You are my son, and I have viewed you that way for a very long time. It’s only been my own fear that stopped me from expressing that to you, not anything to do with you. You have been a stronger kid, and a braver hero, and a better equal than I could ever express.
“You saved my life. You saved Gotham. And beyond that, you brighten rooms just by walking in them. I love you, not just because of your achievements—which are many, or your skills—which are much, but also because you are so, overwhelmingly, inherently, easy to love.” Tim’s eyes are furrowed and Bruce wonders if he’s imagining the quake on his lips.
“This is a long overdue apology, and I want to make it clear that I am not expecting, nor do I deserve, your forgiveness. I just wanted you to know. I love you. You are my son. And if you ever give me a second chance, I would love to be a part of your family, and be the man you used to look up to, before we met.”
Tim blinks several times.
“You were grieving,” he offers eventually. But Bruce shakes his head.
“And you were twelve.”
And then Tim is crying.
Tim doesn’t cry often. He didn’t cry when Bruce sent him away, twice, refusing his help. He didn’t cry when Bruce sent him to train with Lady Shiva, or when Jason attacked him, or when Damian took on the mantle of Robin.
But he’s crying now, and Bruce has no idea what to do.
“It was never your fault,” Bruce tries, and Tim cries harder. He falls against Bruce’s chest and Bruce automatically wraps his arms around him.
“I forgive you,” Tim mumbles into his shirt, when he calms down a little.
“Please, you do not have to. I will not love you any less if you don’t. I just needed you to know.”
“Okay,” Tim replies softly, and Bruce holds tight to him for as long as Tim will let him.
When eventually, unfortunately, Tim pulls away, Bruce lets him go. But he does ruffle Tim’s hair.
“And any time you want a hug, you let me know. That would be the best.”
Tim’s brows scrunch together again.
“Really?” He asks softly.
“Really really.” Bruce promises in a whisper. And when they stand from the couch, Tim hugs him again. Bruce holds him so tightly, hoping to explain how much he loves this, how much he loves this boy, and Tim seems equally hesitant to let go. When he does, he wears a tiny smirk.
“So, you and Clark, huh?” He teases. Bruce purses his lips, narrowing his eyes but Tim only giggles as he steps away. “About time,” he tosses over his shoulder.
“You knew?” Bruce screeches after him, and Tim maniacally laughs as he walks away, toward where his brothers and sister are loudly arguing about MarioKart.
Well, mostly it’s Dick screaming, angrily threatening murder to Babs, who he is openly accusing of cheating. He’s always been a sore loser. Takes after Bruce that way.
Bruce takes a couple deep breaths, hoping that helped his relationship with Tim as much as he thought it did, and silently swears to live up to his promises. Then he wanders back to the kitchen, quietly reaching out to Clark upon his arrival. He wraps an arm around Clark’s waist, leaning into him without really thinking about it or meaning to.
“Hey,” Clark whispers as Ma and Pa laugh at something Alfred had said. “How did it go?” Bruce hums absentmindedly, tucking his head into the crook of Clark’s neck, and Clark chuckles. “I’m glad.”
It’s the most intimate they’ve ever been, a closeness that Bruce hadn’t known he’d been missing. Bruce loves this. He loves him.
Then Alfred is calling for everyone to come to the table for dinner, and Bruce is placing a quick kiss to Clark’s cheek before pulling away to help.
Dinner is loud, full of fun and loudness and laughter. Tim and Jason team up to sneakily throw peas at Damian—defended by Dick who takes to kicking them under the table—whenever Alfred is distracted talking to the Kents. It’s one of the rare few days a year that Bruce has ever been able to force Alfred into sitting down at the table with him, and he looks over at the man that raised him with an overwhelming sense of gratitude. He deserves a day off, even though Bruce misses him anytime he leaves their side.
Ma Kent makes a toast before dessert, and Clark cries.
“Every year,” Pa teases, reaching across the table to pat his son’s hand.
“It’s not my fault!” Clark exclaims, wiping his cheek. “Do you know what it’s like being raised by the most kind, giving, brave people in the world, who never had to take you in, but did, anyway?”
“Yes,” Bruce interrupts, looking up at Alfred who is currently passing out pieces of chocolate mousse.
Alfred freezes.
Blinks.
Carefully places down the serving spoon he’d been holding, walks to Bruce’s side, and cups his cheek.
“Oh, my boy,” Alfred says softly, kissing him on the top of his head.
“Thank you, Alfie,” Bruce mumbles softly, a rare nickname between them.
“Yeah!” Dick chimes in, “Thank you, Alfie!”
“Thank you, Alfie,” every Wayne says.
“Hey, I said it first!” Dick complains, indignant, “you guys are the worst!” Babs shoves her brother, and Alfred smiles his tiny, secret smile, patting Bruce’s head once more.
“And my greatest thanks to our lovely friends, the Kents, for their dishes and speeches,” Alfred says pointedly, and the kids quickly go quiet.
“Yeah!” Babs exclaims. “We love the Kents!”
“Some more than others,” Tim chimes in, glancing between Bruce and Clark. Clark blushes and stammers, but Bruce only narrows his eyes at the boy in a way he hopes appears as teasing as it is. Tim just sticks out his tongue as the rest of the table laughs, and Alfred finishes passing out the mousse.
The rest of the desserts are passed around, cream puffs and brownies and miniature fudge bites. Every dish is better than the last, and when the table retires, they all complain of stomach aches—and unanimously decide it was totally worth it. Alfred guides the three guests to the door, helping Ma and Pa into their coats, walking them down to their car. Clark hesitates near the doorway, a few steps from being able to see through the entrance, like he’s always done.
“Goodnight, Clark,” Bruce says quietly, trying to be brave. Brave and good at love. He reaches out, grasping Clark’s hand and pulling him closer. Clark smiles softly, eyes lit up with something warm and gentle. Something like love.
“You’ll thank Alfred again for me, won’t you?” Clark teases, that familiar smile slipping into his Superman smirk. The cocky one he gets after he wins a fight and is far enough away from reporters. The one that he smiles just for himself. And for Bruce.
“Of course,” Bruce promises, narrowing his eyes, forever falling into the orbit that is Clark Kent.
“I mean it, B,” Clark leans forward even more, and Bruce honestly can’t breathe at all.
“Your proper midwestern manners, hm?” Bruce teases back, raising a brow. “I don’t see them right now.”
“Well, I also have a bit of city charm,” Clark replies with a shrug, “Metropolis seems to have gotten to me, after all.” Bruce holds his hand tighter, and Clark stumbles so close that their chests are touching.
“That so?”
“Mhm,” Clark nods. “Meanwhile, you’re Gotham, through and through.”
Bruce tilts his head. “Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?”
“Well, I suppose that depends. Do Gothamites mind much if they get kissed by a Kryptonian on Christmas Eve?”
Bruce shakes his head, smiling wider.
“Not me. Not if it’s you.”
Clark leans down, reminding Bruce that he is oh-so-slightly taller, and kisses him. It’s soft and easy and sweet, and he tastes like the peppermint hot cocoa they’d all had with dessert. Bruce lifts his hands to cup Clark’s face, tracing the lines of his cheekbones and jaw with his thumbs. Meanwhile Clark’s hands land lightly on Bruce’s waist, and Bruce can’t help but smile against Clark’s lips.
“You have no idea, how long I’ve been waiting to do that,” Clark whispers, barely far enough back for Bruce to see his whole face. Bruce’s hands drop slowly from his face, tracing down and landing flat on his chest.
“I have some idea,” Bruce reminds him, and Clark smiles, wide and carefree and happy.
“I love you,” Clark says again, and Bruce could hear it a thousand times without getting tired of it. Ten thousand times. A hundred thousand times.
“I love you,” Bruce says, and when Clark kisses him again it’s sort of like something that had been missing for his whole life slots into place. “Maybe soulmates are real after all,” he frowns, narrowing his eyes, briefly reconsidering his entire belief system, because how was this person not made just for him? How could this be anything but star-crossed, like knowing Clark was something Bruce was born to do? Clark snorts, but before he can respond someone politely clears their throat, just behind them, standing in the doorway.
“Master Kent,” Alfred greets, his eyes ever-so-slightly narrowed. Bruce feels strangely caught, like a teenager doing something he’s not supposed to instead of a grown man in his own house. “I believe the car is ready and waiting, just for you.”
“Oh!” Clark exclaims, moving a little too quick, rushing away, cheeks tinting pink. Bruce raises a brow, a laugh on his lips at how adorably awkward a man that could be a god can be. “Of course, uh, thank you, Alfred, uh, Mr. Pennyworth—” Bruce snorts at this, aloud this time, because it’s so overwhelmingly funny that Clark is now reverting to a last name basis. Alfred’s face remains unchanged as Clark grabs his coat and runs out the door, his voice fading as he rushes from the manor. “Goodnight Mr. Wayne and Mr. Pennyworth and thank you for dinner!”
Bruce turns to Alfred, crossing his arms. “Was that really necessary?”
“Quite.”
They both return to the sitting room, where all the kids are waiting with freshly frosted cookies. Damian sits further apart, glaring, arms crossed, nose in the air.
“Santa Claus is not real!” He exclaims, ignoring Bruce and Alfred completely.
“Of course he is!” Dick argues, as Jason shakes his head.
“Stop teasing him. Just because B gave some insane bedtime stories—”
“It’s not just a story!”
“I was there, too. He’s totally real,” Babs interrupts, and Jason squints his eyes at her.
“Liar.”
“No, she’s not,” Tim chimes in helpfully. “He saved my life.”
“You are a terrible liar, Drake,” Damian argues, still pouting. “Todd, you have earned a tiny shred of my respect, tonight.”
“Thank you,” Jason accepts, then squints. “Wait—what?”
“This is ridiculous!” Dick exclaims, ignoring them, “how do you not know that Santa’s real?”
“Because it’s a childhood story!”
“For fools,” Damian agrees.
“For fools,” Jason repeats.
“Actually,” Bruce interrupts, stepping forward. “He is very real. Babs, Dick, and Tim met him.”
“He saved my life!” Tim says once more, and Dick nods gravely. Bruce moves to sit down, on the ottoman across from all the kids spread out across the long couch.
“I am too old for this,” Jason mutters, but doesn’t move to get up.
“I first met the man many, many years ago,” Bruce begins, leaning forward as he begins his tale. All his kids quiet down, although Damian is making a point out of pretending not to listen. “I remember it well. On my adventures across the world, training to become Batman, I stopped briefly in the North. Very North. Kris—”
“Kris?!” Jason explodes. “There is no way you know him well enough to call him—”
“Shh!” Dick growls, leaning even closer. Bruce nods at him in thanks.
“Kris saved my life,” he continues. Tim absently passes out the iced cookies to his siblings, each quietly nibbling on them as Bruce explains the long story. And, despite what Jason and Damian may believe, it is all absolutely true. Kris—the great Norse God, Santa Claus—taught Bruce a lot. Gathering intel, how to step silently; his ability to infiltrate any building is unmatched. Also, he can do some very cool backflips. He’s kind of a badass, actually.
“And, most importantly, he taught me to be sassy,” he finishes.
“Sassy,” Damian says incredulously.
“Of course. He travels across the universe just to give Darkseid a piece of coal, every single year.”
“You never told me that!” Dick complains.
“Some stories can only be told in front of a warm fire on Christmas Eve,” Bruce explains casually. Dick rolls his eyes, but leans back, biting into his third cookie.
“He is not real,” Damian complains, though he sounds much more unsure.
“Believe whatever you like,” Bruce concludes, “but when the Draug were going to drag Tim away, it was Santa Claus who saved his life.”
“No way!” Jason whines, just as Tim hoots, “Told you!”
Eventually there are only a few cookies left, and Dick demands they be saved for Santa. Bruce chuckles, knowing that Kris is usually full by the time he reaches Gotham, but who is he to argue when Dick begins to pour a glass of milk to set beside the plate?
Alfred ushers everyone up to bed, and Tim surprises Bruce by hugging him goodnight. Bruce holds him easily, and kisses the top of his head.
“Goodnight, sweetheart,” he says softly.
Insanely, this starts a chain reaction. The moment Tim slips from his arms, Damian is stepping forward, huffing as though the action offends him even as he reaches out. Bruce swipes him off the ground, and Damian’s arms automatically wrap around his neck.
“Goodnight, gremlin,” he whispers, and Damian hugs him a little tighter before huffing and tearing away from Bruce’s arms.
Dick steps up next, and wraps Bruce into one of those sideways hugs—Bruce misses his overly warm octopus hugs, but he knows he hasn’t earned them.
“Goodnight, chum,” Bruce murmurs before Dick can pull away. Something tight in Dick’s hold loosens, and it feels much more natural. Then he pulls away.
Barbara is next, raising a brow, and Bruce leans over to wrap her into his arms. She chuckles and Bruce can practically feel her rolling her eyes.
“Don’t you dare give me some new stupid nickname,” she warns in a teasing whisper.
“Even if I call you my genius adopted daughter?” Bruce asks, always remembering to give the credit to the very brave man she lost too early. Babs pulls away, raising a brow.
“That’s just a synonym for Barbara Gordon,” she replies snarkily, heading off to bed.
Then it’s Jason stepping forward, hugging him tightly like he had when they were trapped in his mind the night before. His arms are around Bruce’s neck, and Bruce wonders if he can still pick up his kid and carry him on his hip like he used to. It’s an easy problem to solve—Bruce will just need to add more weights to his training regimen.
“Goodnight, Jaylad,” Bruce finishes.
“Night, dad,” Jason whispers back.
Then he pulls away, and it is, at last, time for bed.
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