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Summary: 
              
  “Whatever Gotham City asks of me, I’ll give.”

Batman arranges a tryst with his beloved city. Mind the tags.

            



I Bookmarked Story: False






1. Ash

Author’s Note:
      	For OkayAristotle.




    

      Thanks to snowinthestars, OkayAristotle, Percilout, the brainstorming crew on the DC Dream Daddies discord server, and (as always) my First Reader, Maribou, for all your beta effort and support to make this comprehensible.

I warn on the consensual nonconsent chapter, but other than that, just . . . *points at tags again* The chapters are thematically distinct, and only three are explicit, so if one isn’t your cup of tea, turn the page and the next will be completely different.

    


    
    John Constantine, by far the most irritating magic user in Batman’s professional circle, pulled a cigarette from a battered pack in his pocket.

“Do not.”

He flicked his lighter.

“Smoke in my cave.”

He took a long pull to draw the flame into the tobacco and blew the smoke toward the cavernous ceiling.

It wasn’t as if there were other options.



  “I need to talk to Gotham,” he’d told Constantine on the phone.



  “Get a megaphone, mate.”



  “All of Gotham.”



  “As in, talking in everyone’s ear at once? Get a really big megaphone. Or ring up your Martian. You’ll go mental trying to patch into everyone at once.”



  “Not the people. The city. Can you arrange a meeting.”



  A long pause. “With the spirit of Gotham City?”



  “Yes.”



  “Then you’ll really go mental. But if you’re asking, I suppose that ship’s sailed, eh?”



  “Can you do it.”



  “Yeah. Yeah, I can do it. It’ll cost.”



  “I’ll pay.”



He laid his offerings out for inspection. “Will it be enough.”

Constantine did not ask for explanations of the scraps, vials, and baubles on the bench. He just squinted, eyes unfocused. “If it’s not, she’ll let you know. Feels like there’s some raw emotion here, at least. But unless I’m deeply mistaken, your bird’ll want fresh blood.”

“That was a given.”



  Constantine had spent three days ‘adjusting to jet lag’ and binge drinking at a variety of bars and nightclubs. Batman had intervened before he could be rolled while staggering away from yet another dive.



  “What are you doing.”


“Research. Small talk. Can’t expect me to play wingman if I don’t even know what she’s like, love. Never drop her drawers for a stranger. Well, she would, but —”


  “Don’t be crass.”



  “Do I look like I’m judging, mate? I once shagged Los Angeles herself in a club loo. What happens between a consenting adult and his bloody psychotic hometown is your own watch. I’m just matchmaking.”



  Batman gritted his teeth. “I don’t need matchmaking.”



  “Whatever you say, squire. You even know where to meet her?”



  “I’ve researched the geometry and have three candidate locations for you to review once you’re done drinking your way through my city.”



  Constantine shook his head. “Your place.” He tapped his temple. “‘See you at home.’”



  Batman felt a superstitious chill. “Gotham spoke to you.”


“To you. I just had my ear to the wall. So to speak.”


“All right.” Constantine took another drag. “Chalk circle time. I know it’s cliché, but they really are bloody useful.”

“Anywhere in particular.” Batman gestured around the cave floor. “I have instincts, but you’re the expert.”

Constantine grinned with the satisfaction of watching a rationalist bow to his nonsensical magical framework. “What’s your intuition?”

Batman walked to a spot that corresponded to no particular geometry, but that always seemed like the heart of the cave. “Here. I have charcoal from an apartment fire last week.” He had gotten everyone out and reported it fast enough to prevent the block from going up. He still had a hydrating bandage on his burnt forearm.

“Nice. Bring your offerings. About so big.”

He scraped the charcoal across the floor, sanding it back and forth every time it skipped or jumped, making sure there were no gaps in the line of black dust. It was lumps of burnt beam, not a specialized art material, so it took real force.



  “I’m not taking you to my base.”



  “Then this doesn’t happen.” Constantine shrugged, swaying a little.



  It was fair. Ritual magic didn’t in general seem to be a remote activity. “If I blindfold you, will you agree not to perceive or map where we go.”



  Constantine raised his eyebrows. “Too right, mate. You just keep pretending I couldn’t follow you home any time I wanted.”



  “How. I need to know.”



  Constantine patted his pockets with fumbling hands, hunting for his cigarettes. “For one, your blood’s all over town, innit.” He found the pack and lit up.



  “Wouldn’t it need my true name.”



  He shook his head in dismissal. “That’s demons and the like. Humans don’t have ’em, not the same way. And if they did, you’ve already told everyone yours.” He flapped a hand at Batman’s chest.



  “That’s not my name.”



  Constantine’s teeth flashed bright in the light of his cigarette. “Sure it’s not.”



He arrayed the offerings around himself without being told. Pushing aside his orderly desire to place them equidistant along the perimeter, he laid them out in a rough map of the city: a vial of rainwater collected on Wayne Tower to the east, sewer water at the processing plant to the north, a dropped earring at the Empire Ballroom, a beer-stained bar coaster with a scrawled phone number in the Narrows. He placed a hubcap nut and a pearl in the center and stood with his feet planted to either side. “Now blood?”

“Yeah. Don’t go overboard. It’s symbolic.”

He removed a gauntlet and unwrapped the shard of window glass that had bitten his shoulder the night before, necessitating two stitches. He nicked the back of his hand and let the blood run down his fingers. As it hit the floor, he said, “Whatever Gotham City asks of me, I’ll give.”

Constantine shook his head. “You are bloody mental, mate. Godspeed.” He stubbed his cigarette out on the line of charcoal.

The floor within the circle vanished. Batman fell into darkness.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Title from “The Masochism Tango” by Tom Lehrer. [CW: cartoonish gory violence] Lyrics / Spotify / Youtube live performance

        




2. Pearl


    
    Wind rushed past him. He opened his hands as he fell, fighting the impulse to fire a grapnel line and save himself. Gotham wouldn’t kill him. Not like this.

A hard landing, as if from a second story. He stumbled and found himself, as he knew he must, on his knees in a wet alley. Buildings towered around him, distorting toward infinity and a clouded night sky, orange with light pollution. He waited.

“Lousy strategy,” said a man’s voice from the end of the alley. The outline was a man with a gun. The voice was his own, Matches Malone’s Southside twang, making conversation, digging for a lead. “Throwing everything in the pot like that? You didn’t even ask for anything. So what’s the game?”

He had laid out what he needed to say. Rehearsed, constructed appeals. Then he’d thrown all that away and fallen down into the heart of the world instead. “I wanted to see you.”

The man walked closer, gaining height and losing light until he was the streetlight silhouette burned into a child’s memory. “You’ve seen me.” Anything else?

Suit action to intention. “I hoped we could be more direct with each other.”

A woman’s hands rested on his shoulders from behind, then pulled his cowl away from his face as easily as a sweatshirt hood. Her perfect manicure brushed his cheeks and scalp. He smelled her hand lotion. The man pressed a pistol to his naked forehead.

“As direct as it gets,” Matches said. Anything else?

The words closed up his throat. “I. I want you.”

The gun dragged down the bridge of his nose to brush his lips. He opened his mouth; the muzzle slid between his teeth with a cold tang and the aftertaste of gun oil. “Now we’re talking.”

Sweat prickled on his neck. The bullets might not be literal, but Gotham would never use blanks or bluff with an empty gun. He opened his mouth wider to let it rest heavy on his tongue. It pressed up against his teeth, tilting his head back to show his throat.

In his mind’s eye, the shadow hand shook and tightened on the trigger. He squeezed his eyes closed. Gotham wouldn’t. Not like this.

His father’s voice from behind him, clumsy and gruff with emotion. “You know you’ve always been my favorite son.”

Matches added, “And you know what I do to things I love.”

He nodded slightly. The muzzle seemed larger in his mouth. Gotham loved him back. He wasn’t making it up. Tears leaked down his face.

“But you’re smarter than this. You wouldn’t throw it all away, thinking with your dick. So what’s the game?”

The gun felt like it was halfway down his throat. Hard metal pressed against the soft parts of his mouth. He would speak when given leave. He would be given leave when he’d earned it. He tightened his lips around the muzzle and sucked.

Slowly, slowly, it withdrew to caress his lips again. “I asked you a question.”

“I’ve been lucky,” Batman said. “Too lucky. For all my planning and effort, with the risks I take and caliber of enemies I attract, I should be unmasked or dead or both. I have the impression.” He swallowed. “I have the impression that you might be helping. Protecting me.”

Spit-slicked metal brushed his jaw, his cheekbone. The shadow blotted out everything around him. He heard traffic on the busy streets to either end of the alley. People going about their business, unaware of the psychodrama playing out mere paces away.

“I thought we might.” He breathed out. “Formalize the arrangement. I give you everything I have. You give me and mine whatever help you can when it counts.”

The voice stopped sounding like anyone. Gotham spoke through the roar of traffic and the creak of sagging infrastructure. “And if I’m not interested?”

The arm moved. Despite the perfect darkness, he could track the movement as it swung up and over in slow motion. He didn’t move, didn’t block, didn’t even try to stay upright as Gotham pistol-whipped his face, snapping his head to the side and knocking him to the ground.

“Then I give it to you anyway,” he whispered. His cheekbone throbbed with a hot bruise. Wet gravel dug against his face. His ear ached. “Always.”

Faint light returned. Someone crouched over him. Detective Gordon, face blurring between youthful empathy and cynical age. “Good boy.”

  



3. Diamond


    
    A warm, soft hand pulled him to his feet. “Come on,” Gotham said. She sounded giddy. “Let’s go somewhere nice.”

His feet reported dress shoes on tile, not boots on asphalt. She dragged him from the cloakroom into the grand entrance of the Empire Ballroom. He staggered, gaping at his glittering surroundings for a moment. This was not the restoration job he had paid for, which had accumulated new decor up through the 1950s and made several modifications for modern building codes. This was the ballroom in its youth, blazing with electric lights in every chandelier to prove that it could.

Gotham wore blood red, a backless gown that decorated her throat and almost trailed on the floor. Her lipstick matched the dress in a bloody slash, and her earrings matched the diamond teardrop he had offered her. Her upswept dark hair was pinned with rubies.

She tsked. “You’re a mess. I can’t show you off like this.” She wiped the tears and mud from his face with her handkerchief, then put it back in her clutch. His cheek still ached. “Better. Let me do the talking. You just stand there and look pretty, you’re good at that.”

She took his arm; he let her lead.

The chatter and the ignorable string quartet were familiar. The faces were not, and the variety of races and formal dress codes did not hail from a segregated 1920s ballroom. He was wearing his own favorite tux, which helped. He put on his smoothest smile and accepted the champagne flute she pushed into his hand.

“Met is going to die of envy. She makes so much of her flyboy, calls him her champion, but he’s barely friends with benefits, you know? Mm.” She leaned in close. He bent his head so she could speak in his ear. “What do you think? Champion? Or consort?”

He bent further to reply, letting his lips touch the side of her neck, just behind the ear. She smelled like expensive perfume, cheap sex, concrete, rust, and car exhaust. “Madam, I will answer to whatever the fuck you want.”

She looked at him, biting her lower lip with sharp white teeth. Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Later. People to meet.” They swept into the crowd.

“Well, my dear, let’s see him,” said a middle-aged man, conservative suit, French accent. Something about his face was familiar, but it slipped away in a moment. He seemed coolly bemused by Gotham’s enthusiasm.

Bruce shook hands with several people, smiled, and tried to focus on Gotham’s voice as she extolled his virtues. That had to be what she was doing, but he couldn’t follow the words.

The harder he focused, the worse it got. There were too many voices in the room. Thousands, millions. His head pounded. He cast his eyes across the crowd, seeking any landmark, a face he could navigate.

There, someone he knew for certain. His eyes locked on a woman’s. Blonde, about the same age as Gotham, wearing a truly garish blue dress with silver accents flashing in his eyes. “Do I know you?” he whispered, not expecting an answer.

She looked him up and down, then marched over. “Gee-Cee, look at him, his brain’ll melt out his ears if you don’t shield him better. He’s only human.”

Gotham looked ready to retort, then clapped her hands over Bruce’s ears and pulled him down to touch foreheads. “Close your eyes, baby. Focus on me. You’re with me. Is it too loud in here for you? Lemme turn down the volume.”

He relaxed in the quiet. “Thank you,” he said. “Sorry I made a scene.”

“You didn’t, sweetie. My fault. You’re good.” She let him up. The room seemed flatter, less detailed. “He’s just so smart, and he’s met so many of us already.”

“Mine could have done it.” The woman in blue smirked. Bruce realized her single dangling earring was a golden globe. When he focused on it, the frame of reference spun and he looked out from the roof of the Daily Planet over the landscape of Metropolis. He stopped focusing on it as quickly as possible.

“If yours were actually yours, you’d have brought him.”

“And if upstarts would refrain from bringing their purse-dogs to formal occasions,” said Paris in the conservative suit, “fantasizing that they’re the next Uruk and Gilgamesh, then they couldn’t accidentally shit on the rug.”

Gotham made a fist. Bruce braced himself for a truly inadvisable brawl.

“Enough,” boomed a man in a kimono. “Your place here is decreed, children, but we will have order and decorum.”

Tokyo. The map of streets was etched across his face, when Bruce looked at him right. His kimono was dense brocade, a seething tapestry of culture. He went back to his conversation with Delhi.

Gotham flexed her hands. “My purse-dog has saved all of your asses four times over.”

“He has indeed, dear,” said an expansive older Italian woman. “Sit and have a drink with me, tell me all about him.”

“Nana, they’re such snobs.” Gotham let herself be dragged off to a table.

Bruce saw an opportunity to do his job. “Naples, I presume?” He bent his head over her hand, which had ostentatious rings on every finger.

“Charmer.” She grinned at him. “Yes, I’m afraid they are incorrigible snobs, and if they haven’t grown out of it in several millennia, then there’s no hope for them. But don’t let them spoil your fun. If they had any way of kicking you out, they’d have revoked my membership centuries ago.”

Bruce pulled a chair out for Gotham, then sat beside her. There was a truth he could give her. “When I save the world, it’s because you live there.” He pressed his lips to her knuckles.

“Oh, you!” She chucked his chin in an affectionate little punch, hard enough to bruise. She bit her lip again. “No way to get disinvited?” she asked Naples.

“Hmm. If you start a war, it breaks the truce and you lose treaty protection for this one.” She barely lifted a finger to indicate Bruce. “Which would be a shame when he travels so much. Otherwise, no.”

Gotham’s eyes slid to Bruce. “Baby, they hurt my feelings. Get down and eat me out until I feel better.”

All conversation stopped, then started again with a deliberately casual air. Bruce stopped breathing. His face went hot. The combined attention of a billion minds rested on him.

He could brazen through this. He was Gotham’s. Dignity wasn’t in the job description. “Yes, ma’am.” He crawled under the gauzy tablecloth and knelt between the legs of his brash little scandal of a city.

He pushed up her dress, which had become conveniently slit up to the thigh on both sides. He tried to drape it over his head to give her body a little more privacy, but she held it aside and put her hand in his hair. “Don’t be shy,” she murmured. “Everyone knows you’re my bitch. Show them how lucky I am.”

Her labia were waxed, silky smooth. She had a gold clit piercing with a diamond stud on either side. When he hiked the dress up a little further, he found himself nose to pubis with the bat symbol, decoratively shaved onto her mons. His cock stiffened in his slacks; he realized she hadn’t given him underwear. He buried his face in her cunt lips and set to work.

Motels and trysts in alleys filled his nose, sex in apartments and penthouse suites. He gave her a broad swipe with his tongue, rubbing his face in as deep as possible, then sucked her clit, working the piercing carefully.

“He really is world class,” Naples remarked. “And homegrown, not a transplant.”

“Mm-hm. All the way back to my colonization. And he spends a fortune on me. Anything I ask for, and renovations just because. Wayne?” She tugged his hair. “I want a new waterfront. Walkable, maybe a sculpture park? Ooh, and a public aquarium, a big one.”

He nodded, rubbing his nose against her clit as he tongued into her cunt. Within a year, the walkable waterfront would be a hotbed of streetwalking and drug deals, with accompanying violence. The prestigious sculptures would be covered with graffiti or outright stolen. The whole mess would distort local property values, so he’d need to balance it with more subsidized housing, and the aquarium would attract a villain with water powers, for which he could not call in Aquaman’s help without offending his mistress.

He’d start making calls in the morning. Ribbon cutting by April. His cock strained against his trousers, digging painfully into the zipper. He tightened his grip on her thighs and moved his face in her increasing arousal, making wet noises the whole room would hear.

She sighed, slouched further in her seat, and put her legs over his shoulders. “Good boy. Hands behind your back.”

He did as he was told. The back of his neck was probably blushing. Not even that would be hidden by the wisp of an excuse of a tablecloth. He had to visit these cities.

“Honestly,” Naples said. “You’d think none of them had a slum or a red light district.”

“Mm. Mm-hm?” Gotham had stopped even pretending to carry her half of the conversation. Her thighs trembled against his ears. He felt the scrape of a stiletto heel snag his coat.

A chair moved. “May I join you?” asked a voice he almost recognized. “He did me a great favor last year, saved some irreplaceable buildings. Nice to see you’ve made things official.” Hong Kong. The bombing attempt in Hong Kong.

“He’s never visited me,” Naples said a little wistfully.

“Not, ah, built up enough,” Gotham managed. “No offense. He likes them tall. Mm!”

“He certainly does.” Bruce felt Hong Kong’s hand on his shoulder. Gotham slapped it away.

“Don’t you, ah! Dare.”

“He’s always welcome, that’s all I’m saying. I’ll extend him more than the necessary courtesy, send him home safe if I can.”

Bruce came up for a breath, then redoubled his efforts. He’d make her come or pass out trying. Her juices ran down his chin and stung his eyes. He kept his wrists crossed behind his back.

“Thanks, that’s very —” She cut off with a squeak. Her nails dug into Bruce’s scalp. She came noisily, drowning out the surrounding conversations and drenching his face.

Naples slipped a linen napkin into his shaking hand. He wiped up as much as he could, but if this setting wasn’t completely allegorical, he’d have a chemical spill to help remediate later.

“— very kind,” Gotham finished. She sat up, clearing her throat. “Well! It’s been lovely, but I should really get him back to his realm.”

Bruce let himself be dragged stumbling from under the table and through the crowd. He avoided meeting anyone’s eyes, but the attention he couldn’t help feeling was interest, not disdain. Tokyo’s shadow of a smile itched at his back until they vanished out the Art Nouveau double doors and into the night.

  



4. Rain


    
    He gasped a breath of clean, wet air. The ballroom had been stuffier than he’d realized.

“So much better,” howled the wind in his ears. “You won’t mind if I stretch out.”

He stared at the dark city spreading below him in grubby jeweled splendor. “Not at all.”

Rain whipped at his naked body, but he wasn’t cold. The windchill on Wayne Tower should rip the heat from him, and he should be tossed from the spire without safety lines. A low, dismissive thrum in his mind suggested he should stop picking at exactly how and where he was anchored.

“Personifying takes effort,” the traffic hummed.

“You’re beautiful just like this.” He leaned out to admire the view. “I could look at you forever.”

“You could do more than look.” A couple of blocks flickered dark with a minor power outage that felt like a wink. “Did you think I haven’t seen you?”

“I assumed it was beneath your notice,” he admitted. Apparently when he hung from the architecture, jerking off to the beauty of the city, the city gazed back. He wasn’t ashamed, but it felt . . . naked.

A burst of pattering rain sounded like laughter. “Nothing you do is beneath my notice. Lie down with me.”

He hesitated. He could tell that he would descend from the tower in a single step, but had no idea what he’d crush.

“You won’t hurt anything.” Freight trains added a basso profundo rumble to Gotham’s words. “Lie down with me.”

He stepped down, placing his foot gently. Gotham First National Bank dug sharply at his instep. “May I have my armor?”

“No.”

He lay down with/on/in his city. The ground creaked under his weight as rooflines bruised him; he tried to aim for residential zones. The fabric of the city sank to cradle him.

“Touch me,” whispered a song broadcasting to ten thousand car stereos on WGTU.

He trailed his fingers along Gotham’s thoroughfares, brushing lightly over the texture of cars and trucks. He traced commuter routes and scenic curves. He ruffled the trees in Robinson Park and the rides on Amusement Mile.

The rain poured down harder, making buildings shine and lights twinkle. He reached to run his hands over his favorite works of overwrought architecture: the opera house, the train station, the cathedral. Stroking the length of Wayne Tower seemed juvenile, and possibly egotistical. He did it anyway. The viaduct shivered in response.

The tower seemed to swell in his hand, so he pumped it, letting his skin slide over wet steel and glass. It kept increasing, until he could barely wrap his hand around it. He realized the city was growing or he was shrinking. The buildings under him expanded from sharp gravel to hard-edged bricks, scraping painfully across his skin as the world telescoped around him.

“Don’t stop,” the manufacturing district snarled.

He used both hands, then wrapped his arms and legs around the tower and clung as the city bent and twisted in an Escheresque feat of perspective. No sky, no bay, just city above and below and in all directions. He closed his eyes, dizzy.

Lightning struck his shoulder. “Look at me,” cracked the thunder, making his ears ring.

He looked. Rain spat in his eyes. He felt the sting of open abrasions where the city had scratched his skin.

The tower expanded suddenly, flinging him off. He flailed and twisted, trying to find up from down without success, until he landed on his back in the darkened football stadium, lying across the muddy field as a bed. They hadn’t repaired the turf since Poison Ivy’s latest stunt. He stared up at the city lights.

Shadowy animal shapes perched on the stadium walls and blocked the light. He knew them, even in profile. Gotham’s gargoyles. All of them.

He took a breath. He spread his arms and legs, bracing himself against the stands. He welcomed his city in.

The gargoyles swarmed.

Stones thumped against his body. They weren’t violent, which was a relief, but they were still concrete and marble, and proportionally the size of small kittens or rats. He tried to focus on kittens.

The gargoyles scuttled all over him, exploring his skin and pinning him with their weight. When he was thoroughly flattened, he heard a faint zzzt zzzt zzzt like his grapnel gun. Cobweb-thin lines crisscrossed him. Flexing his arms revealed that the lines cut like piano wire if he fought. He lay still.

His automatic attempts to calculate an escape were meaningless. It was a new experience. There were times when he had chosen not to escape bondage for various reasons, and finding all options blocked was a temporary but frequent occurrence. This was more absolute. Escaping Gotham City was simply not in his future.

He watched the city. He felt the tremor of the monorail passing the stadium. He waited. He wanted.

The gargoyles squabbled quietly over what were apparently more important perching spots on his body; only the occasional grinding rasp or click of stone against stone could tell him what the shifts in weight meant, as several of his attendants were holding him by the hair. He felt a tug on his ear and tilted his head carefully to look.

His favorite gargoyle from the opera house, the one he would sit with when he wanted taciturn company, sat beside him. “Oh, hey,” he said. His voice sounded woozy. “Hi. Come on up.”

It scrambled up via his hair and crouched on the center of his forehead, between his eyebrows. He could feel its pride.

Everyone settled down, motionless. They could sit like this until erosion took its course. The lights twinkled. He lay in his bonds, impersonating an edifice. Gotham seemed content.

Above him, the constellations of Cherry Hill and Crown Point rotated around the bright cluster of the theater district. The rain poured down. The gargoyles guarded their posts. The boundaries between him and his city blurred.

“What happens now?” he asked, as faint as the wind.

“What do you want to happen now?” the city replied in a murmur of his own voice.

“I want . . . to touch us.”

The lines binding his right arm fell away. He shook off a few stubborn gargoyles and lifted more of them out of the way so he could relax his arm across his hip and reach his cock. They crept over him again immediately, weighing him down.

His cock felt warm and solid in his hand, and his palm and fingers reassuringly familiar; he’d been drifting away from his sense of self as a being with a body, in the blur of symbolic spaces. He had nerves, flesh and blood, and deepening bruises where fist-sized boulders had hunkered down all over him.

He worked himself slowly as he stiffened up. He enjoyed the challenge of remaining still enough in his sharp restraints. He rode the increasing endorphin response. He watched and was watched in return.

He found himself wishing for the particular view from the top of the downtown precinct. The city angled and zoomed to show it to him, all the way out to his peripheral vision, only slightly impeded by gargoyles. Sounds rushed in: the particular tenor of midnight traffic, a siren screaming out of the station, cops gossiping in the designated smoking zone. He smelled pigeons and stale coffee.

He worked his hand faster. He’d never masturbated at the precinct. Aside from the negligible but unacceptable risk of discovery, it hadn’t seemed respectful of Gordon’s space. Not an issue here.

He looked out from the clock tower with equal ease, then the top of WGHC’s main broadcast antenna. The window of a commercial flight on final approach to the airport. Full aerial view, hanging from a football field that he looked down on at the same time. He wheeled through the rainy night, appreciating his city from every angle.

He kept his attention fixed on the downtown business district and let the edges blur again, rubbing his thumb across the head of his cock and remembering the sensation of Wayne Tower until he could feel them both with the same motion. The ridges of the tower caught at his hand. He worked it carefully, moving with the grain, finding the ways that worked for his cock at the same time.

Gotham started paging through views for him, one per breath as he panted, yanking at his cock, ignoring the way his bonds cut at him as he flexed, moving the bruising weight of stone on his arm with every stroke.

“Show me. Show me everything. Please.”

“Your head would explode,” a muddle of sirens sang to him. “But here. Hold very still.”

He held his breath and isolated all the motion he could to his wrist and below. His awareness expanded to look out through the eyes of every gargoyle in Gotham City, in their proper places. He was the great buildings, and they were him, and the rain poured down on them all, and he was squeezing his cock so hard that Wayne Tower groaned with the strain, and —

Gotham City set off an impromptu fireworks show over the bay. He came, laughing helplessly and choking on rainwater.

The gargoyles did their stony best to massage the stripes where he’d hurt himself on grapnel lines. Gotham bent to let him place them carefully back in their sconces and cornices, one by one. He kissed each one on its head and did not feel foolish for it.

He found himself shrinking, until he was a muddy man in a dark, muddy field. “Wash off,” the wind whistled. He did as he was told, letting the rain carry everything away, then walked naked toward the open, lit door that led to the stadium parking lot.

  



5. Beer

Summary for the Chapter:
            [ Chapter advisory: violent consensual rape roleplay, many bodily fluids. ]

Just to set expectations, this is the last smut chapter.

          


    
    Halfway along the tiled expanse of the stadium exit, a man’s hat lay on the floor. The hat smelled like hair gel, obnoxious cologne, cigarettes, and old sweat. It belonged to Matches Malone.

He placed it on his head, and the rest of his outfit unfurled around him, itchy spirit-gum mustache and all. He got into character as he kept moving. Cock-of-the-walk swagger, undercurrent of cowardice. Smarter than he looked, not half as smart as he thought he was. Big tipper, praying the next score would settle his debts.

The stadium thoroughfare blurred into 127th Street, just past the viaduct, in front of Miller’s Pub, his most reliable gossip fountain for a certain flavor of low-level organized crime. He decided to play it tired, not spending energy on flash until he was sure he wanted the room’s attention. Given his new accumulation of scrapes and bruises, it wasn’t hard to act the part.

Matches slouched in and glanced around, casing out the regulars, looking for new faces. The usual crowd for one in the morning. A big man at the bar met his eyes and lifted a hand a few inches. Over here.

Cal, his mind supplied. With dreamlike certainty, he knew the man was Calvin McKinley. He was an enforcer for hire, he had a girlfriend and two kids that he did not talk about, and they’d traded tip-offs and favors before. Gotham looked out through his eyes.

Underwhelming beer in hand, Matches chatted with Cal about nothing much. Then, casually, Cal said, “Heard you’re looking for an in with Sharkey.” Cal was on Sharkey Peterson’s payroll, at a higher level than he made known.

“He’s on his way up,” Matches said. “I know a good bet when I see one.”

“He doesn’t like you.” Cal drummed his thick fingers on the bar. “You’re hard to pin down. He likes to be sure of people’s motivations.”

Matches gave an easy grin. “I’m an open book.”

“That keeps flipping pages. If you say you’ll do a job, I know you’re good for it. He doesn’t know that yet. I think we could help each other out. We both need to convince people we’re serious. Won’t be pretty, but I know you don’t mind getting dirty.”

“How dirty are we talking?” Matches sipped his beer. “You know wetwork’s above my paygrade.”

“Naw, nothing like that. Your pride’ll take a hit, but that’s nothing new, is it.” Cal watched him over the rim of his glass, assessing. “We put on a little melodrama out back, then you call this number.” He pulled out a ballpoint and scribbled on his coaster. “He’ll have no question of your motivations.” He set his beer back down.

“Hmm.” In the real world, Matches would have a lot more questions, and he’d do a lot more groundwork to understand the terrain first.

Gotham grinned at him. “You trust me?”

“No.”

“Sensible. Wait five minutes, then follow. Whatever happens, play along.” Cal put money on the counter and headed off toward the bathrooms at the rear. He brushed a hand along Matches’ leg as he passed by.

Well. That confirmed the nature of the melodrama he had in mind. Matches lifted the coaster, nursed his beer for another few minutes, and followed. Having checked his pockets, he tried the bathroom vending machine for condoms. No luck. He wasn’t going to catch anything, not here, but it was the principle of the thing. He pushed open the fire exit door, incorrectly labeled ‘Alarm Will Sound.’

Cal leaned against the opposite wall of the alley, thumbs hooked in his belt like a rough trade pinup. Someone truly focused on getting lucky might have missed the movement to either side of the door. Matches let them catch his arms, and he tightened his gut to protect against the three quick punches that followed.

Three men, plus Cal. Though they might not all — Cal’s grin broadened. They would definitely all take a piece.

“What the hell?” He struggled ineffectively and looked around. The faces were a patchwork, but a comprehensible one. Two heavies and a narrow little man from further up the food chain. They weren’t Sharkey’s. They were Black Mask’s.

“Matches.” The narrow one was Jack Fisher, one of several people Roman Sionis employed to alarm people into cooperating when a simple beating wouldn’t do the job. “Our new friend says you’re doing jobs for Sharkey Pete.”

“No! I, I mean, I asked, but I haven’t —”

“I don’t give a shit. You’re all talk, Matches. I don’t give one single shit who you’re failing to do any real work for. I just need you to deliver a message for me.”

Matches swallowed. His collar felt tight, and the sweat on his face was real. “Yeah?”

“If he tries to branch out into heroin, Sionis’ll fuck him like we’re about to fuck you.”

“Hey, now.” He jerked his arms against convincingly human grips. “There’s no need to be animals about this. He can figure it out without the object lesson, don’t you think?” He kicked when Fisher moved to touch him. “Hell, I’ll tell him you did it if you want.”

Fisher took a quick step back and flicked open a switchblade. Matches held stone-still as the blade rested below his eye. He was acutely aware of his city all around him, hands on his wrists, eyes on his. Fisher put a hand on his crotch. “You done saying stupid shit?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m done.”

Fisher put away the knife and patted his cheek, rubbing the stubble possessively. “Good boy. You try to bite, you’ll be looking for your teeth, okay?”

“Okay.”

They threw him forward, so he caught himself on his hands to spare his knees. A puddle of recent rain soaked into his slacks. He sat back on his heels and waited. Fisher lifted the hat from his head, tossed it into the puddle, and stepped on it. Matches winced.

Fisher unzipped his fly. “I hate to tell you this, but your entire wardrobe should probably be burned anyway. Maybe Sharkey can buy you something pretty.” He got his cock out and stroked it up, then rested the tip against Matches’ nose. “Go on.”

Matches sucked. Gotham’s cock fit beautifully in his mouth. After an initial display of hesitation, he went for it, bobbing his head and sucking at full force, trying to get an orgasm out of Fisher as quickly as possible.

Fisher caught him by the hair. “Easy there. Jesus.” He relaxed his grip when Matches slowed down. “I guess your mouth’s good for something other than snitching after all. You suck like a pro.”

“You ever go pro, Matches?” one of the heavies, Dobie, asked. Dobie was new, an unknown variable, but someone who picked a name implying ‘attack dog’ couldn’t be counted on for restraint.

Any definite answer would bring more trouble. Matches just shrugged. With his head down and his nose full of Gotham’s melange of sex smells, his job felt simple for a moment, which made a nice change.

“He doesn’t need paying,” said the other. Ty, who claimed it was short for titanium but his wallet said Tyrone, pushing 50, had stayed in the game for longer than most frontline muscle because he liked the work. “He’ll take any excuse to eat cock. Sucked me off once for a name.”

That was technically true. That had happened. In fairness, it had been an important name, and Batman had been young and impulsive and didn’t have his full network of investigation options yet. But he’d done it, in an alley like this one, and he’d enjoyed the rush of getting dirty, of going to extremes for a case.

He’d told himself at the time that he was doing it for Gotham. Gotham had believed him.

Fisher took him firmly by the hair and the jaw to hold his mouth open and fuck his throat, ramming his soft palate. Matches didn’t choke, but he let his body twist and pull back, hands opening and closing in the air. With his eyes closed, he could see the whole alley, the audience, Fisher’s face tight and internally focused, thinking about someone he actually liked so he could get himself off in this sleazeball’s mouth.

Fisher came in his throat, still holding his mouth open so he couldn’t swallow right. He did choke then, and got semen up his sinuses. He doubled over, snorting pathetically, trying to get it out. Everyone laughed.

“Matches?”

He looked up. A stream of piss hit him in the face, only missing his eyes because he was still wearing his tinted glasses. Fisher really needed to drink more water. Matches wrinkled his nose and took it in silence.

Dobie made a noise of disgust. “Seriously, man? I thought that was last. We all still have to fuck that.”

Fisher laughed. “You’re standing next to a dumpster, princess.” His stream was still going, dripping down Matches’ chin and shirt. “And I hope you already meant to wash off after fucking this human Petri dish.” He finished, shook off his cock, and put it away. “Cal. You want the next turn?”

“I’ll wait,” Cal said.

“You’re not getting second thoughts?” Aha. That was Cal’s half of the game, proving he was cruel enough for this crew. Proving he would burn his bridges with Sharkey. And then when Matches went to Sharkey, asking for any job he could do to spite Sionis, that would tell Sharkey that his man had gotten in.

“Hell, no. I just want him messy. Let the princess go next.”

“You don’t have to make a big thing out of it.” Dobie sounded angry, which would fall out on Matches in a minute. “It’s gross, that’s all. I want his ass.”

“Hey.” He had to taste the piss when he opened his mouth. He felt a stirring of honest fear at how far Gotham might go. “Give a guy some lube, huh?”

Dobie laughed. “You bring any?”

“No, I didn’t fucking bring any. I didn’t go out tonight planning to get ganged in an alley. I’m asking nicely. Please.”

“I brought some,” Cal said. Three plastic packets landed in front of Matches. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

“Thank you,” Matches said with utter sincerity. He got his belt undone and his pants down in a couple of quick motions and started working himself open.

“Ass up,” Ty said. “I want to watch.” Ty swung all the ways and had a secure enough place in the hierarchy that he didn’t care who knew it.

Matches did as he was told, cheek to the wet tarmac. He stretched himself as quickly as he could manage, scissoring his fingers and using a second packet to get deeper. He reserved the third packet for later.

“Definitely pro.” Dobie thought that was an insult. “Up against the wall, slut, I don’t want to get my knees wet.”

Matches stood and shuffled with his pants around his ankles. He bent at the waist, with his hobbled legs as far apart as they would go, and braced his forearms against the wall. His glasses fell off when he bowed his head. He didn’t try to retrieve them.

“Oh, yeah.” Dobie flipped up his shirttails and squeezed his ass appreciatively. That was all the foreplay on offer. He got himself lined up against Matches’ ass and pushed in all the way.

Dobie’s cock was as big as anything Bruce put up his ass recreationally; he let his body make an honest high yelping noise and try to jerk away.

“Take it. Whiny little whore.” Dobie kept talking dirty to himself, pounding without any particular skill. Matches let himself be loud, let the deep shocks spill into his voice. Dobie slapped his ass. “I said, shut up, slut, you wanna bring the whole neighborhood in to watch? I’ll give you something to cry about.”

The fire door opened. Ty explained that people should mind their own business and closed it again. Matches stuck his cleanish hand in his mouth and groaned.

More slaps on his ass. “Tighten up. Come on. Come on. Yeah.” Dobie switched to little jackrabbit thrusts and actually managed a pleasant angle. “Ask for it, bitch.”

“Fuck you,” Matches said through gritted teeth.

Dobie grunted a continuous string of profanity and slurs for a couple more breaths. Then his fingernails dug into Matches’ hips, and he came with a sharp upward thrust and a guttural noise. He panted. He pulled out with a wet sound. A hot drip slid down Matches’ leg.

A moment’s quiet. Ty said, “You just stay right there.”

He stayed. He felt Gotham’s callused hands on his waist, demanding and familiar, digging into two of the gargoyle bruises. A cock head pressed against him. He tried to let it in, but it just kept getting wider. And wider. It burned. “Fuck,” he said under his breath. “Fuck. Jesus.”

“People do tend to start praying when they see it,” Ty said. “You know how to ride a cock, Matches?”

“Y-yeah. Yeah.”

“Then you just back on up and make it good, and I’ll hold real still for you.” Gotham’s voice was honey and whiskey and the enjoyment of liberties taken by force.

“Yeah. Thanks.” Matches tore open the last lube packet and reached behind himself to wrap his hand around a penis that wanted to be a soda can when it grew up. He breathed hard and leaned into the stretch. It was doable. He wouldn’t split down the middle, even if initial data suggested otherwise. He panted with the effort.

The ridge of the head finally popped in and he whimpered. Ty twitched his hips once, then chuckled at the piteous sound that provoked. “You can do it for me, can’t you, Matches?”

“Uh. Uh-huh.” He could do anything Gotham asked him to do, and Gotham was asking so nicely, too. He inched backward, letting the hot pressure fill him up, letting the burn transform into something manageable. His ass settled against Ty’s legs. Every slight movement reverberated through his nervous system.

“There you go.” Ty reached around and took Matches’ soft cock in his hand. “Since you saddled up all by yourself, you can come.”

“Th-that’s okay. I’m good. Really.”

“Let me rephrase.” Ty squeezed. “I’m not coming until you do. Now, I’m pretty patient. But the others might be in a bad mood if you make them wait around too long. Might even find a second wind. What do you think, Jack?”

From somewhere far behind, Fisher said, “If he takes an hour, I’ll find some way to bill him for our time. Another round’s the nice option.”

Ty squeezed his cock again. “Your call, Matches. Think you can figure it out?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I can — Yeah.” Sweat and piss stung in his eyes. He’d had a fireworks show of an orgasm within the last hour, and his body knew it. Relaxing for this kind of stretch wasn’t particularly compatible with an erection. This would not be easy.

He focused on the texture of the brick under his hands, the authentic sounds of a late night in the Narrows, the reek of the alley, his 360-degree awareness of their little tableau, the shadows of men ranged around him, his glasses broken on the ground. Every speck of graffiti and faint scuttle of rat was Gotham enfolding him, holding him tight and filling him up.

He’d been granted audience. Favor. Official recognition. Gotham loved him, and Gotham had strong opinions on territory. Gotham also knew exactly what kinds of adversity fed his adrenaline addiction, what would exhaust his need to know that he’d worked for it. God, but he was about to work for it.

He started moving, slowly, carefully. Ty was broad but not too long, landing the head right where it needed to be. All he had to do for a prostate massage was contract his muscles. He paid attention to the sensations: the hand around his cock, the low, pleased noise in Gotham’s throat when he flexed, his own ragged breaths.

Fraction by fraction, he managed more real motion. Flesh dragged against barely-lubricated flesh, and his cock swelled and stiffened. Ty didn’t move, letting him work. It was not going to get him there. “You could, uh.” Matches made a vaguely masturbatory motion with his hand against the wall.

“Hm? Could what, peaches? I’d hate to misunderstand.”

They had absolute privacy, just him and Gotham. He’d eaten his city out in front of the entire world. This shouldn’t be difficult. “Please move your hand. On my cock.”

“Sure thing.” Ty’s hand moved gently, softly, completely useless.

“You could, uh. Go tighter. More pressure.”

“Would you like that?” He still sounded lazy, almost friendly.

“I. Yes. Please jerk me off.” Of all the things to balk about . . .

“Why?” The handjob slowed down, worse than nothing. Matches tried to compensate with more motion, but Ty moved with him, preventing any change in depth.

“So I. So I can come for you. So I can.” Something was wrong with his breathing. Irregular, halfway to panic. “So I c-can do what you want. Please lemme do it for you.”

“There we go.” Gotham’s fingers tightened and gave him a nice long twisting rub, as familiar as his own hand. “Was that so hard?” When Matches didn’t answer, the motion stopped. “Was it?”

Matches’ voice broke. “No.” He rested his forehead against the back of his hand on the wall and tried to move again, despite the growing pressure shaking through his respiratory system. “No, ’s not.”

“That’s right.” Ty’s hips held still again, letting Matches get some motion, and his hand started a nice steady stroke. “Just gotta ask for what you need, precious. I’ll help you out any way I can.”

“Uh-huh.” Matches started crying. He wasn’t method-acting, he was just crying, working himself on a hallucination of a cock in a hallucination of his city, covered in a hallucination of rank urine. He kept at it, building up the pressure, focusing on what he needed to do. The noises of the city quieted; all he could hear was his own snuffling and the wet sounds of sex.

“See,” Ty said quietly. “This is how you do it. Force isn’t how you get ’em there. Gotta make ’em stay, make ’em work for it.”

Dobie snorted. “Sure, a cock the size of a rocket launcher’s got nothing to do with it.”

“Kid, if I was having an off night and had to get creative, I could break him with my pinky finger. How you doing, Matches?”

“Good, I’m good, I —” He cut off, choking on his own sobs. Snot dripped from his nose in long trails.

Gotham smoothed a hand across his back. “I’m not going anywhere.” Somewhere, the subway rumbled an echo.

Matches tried. He tried to focus. He’d loosened enough that he could get a few centimeters of in-and-out, and he used them in time with the strokes on his cock, but he wasn’t getting there. It was too static. Too controlled. He knew what he had to ask for.

He drew a breath. The world went so silent that his ears rang with it.

“Please fuck the come outta me. Y-you know what I need, you can — You can — Give it to me. Use your judgment. Make me what you need. Make me what you need.”

“Way ahead of you, sweetheart.” The pride in Gotham’s voice warmed him all the way through.

Ty barely got three strokes before Matches was groaning loud enough to alert the bar again. He found himself dragged back by one stumbling pace from the wall. Cal stuffed Matches’ own fouled tie in his mouth and put a hand over it to muffle him.

Every stroke felt like an earthquake, or maybe it was an earthquake. He had no way to know, given his headrush and how badly his legs were shaking. Cal’s big hand across his face kept him steady. He gasped half-breaths around the tie. Ty’s hips rolled against his, rocking him. His eyes rolled back in his head. He relaxed in their arms.

Ty slapped his thigh. “This ain’t a charity, Matches, and I got no use for a pillow princess. You’re servicing me. Do. Your. Job.”

“Nnnnh. Nn-hn.” He pulled himself together. Tightened up, such as it was. Got steady on his feet, as far as he could still tell which way was up. Everything got more intense, more jarring. Ty was pulling almost all the way out, the ridge of his cock straining at Matches’ asshole over and over.

“You remember your job?”

He was supposed to come first. He wrapped his fingers around Ty’s and worked their hands over his cock, quick and brutally efficient. Euphoria and hypoxia narrowed his world to the head of his cock, the head of Gotham’s cock driving in right behind it, and the hot line of nerves between them.

He bit down on the tie, pulled together every fiber of muscle control he could find, grabbed Cal’s coat with both hands, and came. He screamed Gotham’s name with his stuffed mouth. His balls pulsed, and Ty’s hand got slippery with his come. He’d have fallen over, his blood pressure deregulating with his orgasm, but Cal held him up through his gray-out.

“That’s right.” Ty put a sticky hand against his abs and the other at the base of his spine. “Now you can’t say I haven’t been a gentleman about it.” He levered Matches’ body into a higher angle.

Matches couldn’t say that because he was drooling around his own tie, and because Gotham was pounding his oversensitive prostate with all the subtlety of a jackhammer. He hyperventilated. He only avoided passing out because another slap on his thigh reminded him that if he had the choice of staying conscious, he had better do whatever was in his power to keep himself useful.

Ty pulled all the way out and breached him again. Again. Again. Matches screamed and struggled. He knew that was all right. They needed to see him reduced to this, to prove the job was done, and he wasn’t in a position to do anyone much harm.

Cal grabbed his wrists. Ty stayed in and pulled him close, speaking in Matches’ ear as he went for an unstoppable finishing rhythm. “You’ll remember this, precious, you’ll remember till the day you die that no one has ever, ever fucked you like I have.”

Ty shook against him silently, then everything got hotter, wetter, more slippery. Ty pulled out. Matches heard an actual splash.

He didn’t have enough coordination or situational awareness to reach for his pants when they pushed him down. Bare knees on the ground. Ty’s softening cock touched his lips, waiting for him to lick the taste of his own ass off of it.

“Before or after?” Ty asked while Matches’ mouth was full.

“Go for it,” Cal said. “You too, go on, get it done.”

Matches figured it out and got a good breath in time before Ty flooded his mouth and Dobie doused him. Hot piss made a momentary contrast from his cold, damp state. His coat was drenched, and his hair. When he was sure they were done, he coughed and spat and wiped his face, trying to reduce the acidity in his eyes.

Cal held him up by the hair and brushed his hands away. Matches blinked up at him. If it were a matter of survival with human attackers, he could have pulled it together and fought his way out. He was sure of it. Almost sure of it. But it wasn’t, and they weren’t, and Gotham had fucked all but two brain cells out of his head, leaving just enough to blink at Cal in a daze.

“You look like you’ve found religion.” Cal grinned at him. “Glad you decided to meet me tonight?”

“Nn.” Matches nodded.

“And now you’re all marinated and tenderized, and I have been looking forward to this all night.”

“You gonna eat me?” Matches mumbled. He wouldn’t put it past him.

“Naw. I’ve just wanted to give you this personally, instead of watching you get it from everyone else.”

Cal got down to the same level and put an arm around Matches, under his armpits to hold him steady. Then he used that hold to pull Matches’ arms back and his chest open, and punched him in his unguarded solar plexus.

There were several strategies for avoiding a diaphragm spasm when punched in the solar plexus, but they all reduced to ‘do not actually get punched in the solar plexus.’ Having failed that step, there was nothing to do but wait it out, while his body heaved uselessly for air and Cal landed a few more jabs on his ribs. Matches kept his arms relaxed and let himself be a punching bag.

Cal’s meaty hand snapped his head to the side with a tooth-rattling slap. Matches was just starting to wheeze little sips of air again when Cal pushed him over and ground a boot tread into the muscles of his thigh.

A few more kicks, then Cal was in close again, mouthing against his ear. “You’re gonna wear this,” he said. “Hide it under whatever new bullshit suit you want, fake that flashy smile like you always do. You will be black and blue and purple for a month, you will be a piece of meat that got basted and pounded flat in an alley, and that’ll be me.”

More blows. Cal did not give any sign that he had a design in mind, or that he was building to a stopping point. Matches had blood in his mouth.

“Please fuck me,” Matches managed between impacts. “Please, use me, spitroast me, anything. I’ll do it good, I’ll do so good for you. Please lemme do it. Please.”

Cal squeezed his face and ran thumbs across his bruised cheekbones. “Pretty please?”

“Pretty. Pretty please.”

Without releasing his face or breaking eye contact, Cal said, “Boss, you mind getting his shirt and coat?”

Useless, irrelevant fear froze him up as he knelt pinned under Cal’s knowing stare. The light levels in the alley didn’t matter, misdirection didn’t matter. Gotham knew every line and dot and rough patch of scar tissue on his skin. There was no one here to learn anything they didn’t already know.

“With pleasure.”

A loud flick of a switchblade, then the collar of Matches’ coat and shirt parted effortlessly under Fisher’s knife. Cold metal tickled all the way down his spine, leaving a breeze in its wake. Cal released him and stood back. “On your feet.”

He stood. He didn’t move without another order.

“Everything off.”

He shed the remains of the cloth covering his arms and chest. He stepped out of his trousers.

“Shoes, too.”

He kicked off his shoes and socks and stood shivering, without any kind of layer between himself and the alley. He could feel the come drying sticky on his legs. His ass burned. Every bruise throbbed.

Cal gave a low whistle and ran fingers up from Matches’ thighs all the way to his chest, where he held him by the nipples and tugged gently. Goosebumps rose all over Matches’ body. “You have never, ever skipped leg day, have you?”

Matches felt small, dizzy from all the shocks to his system. No, more than that. The angles were wrong. Everything had shifted in scale. Bruce Wayne stood at 183 cm barefoot, 5 cm taller with the boots and cowl. When he was Matches, he projected, despite all evidence, that he was 173 cm and probably wearing lifts for his vanity.

Now it was true. His eyes were level with Cal’s chin. Cal was already a big man, but every dimension was subtly exaggerated. Matches shrank back, instinctively cowed by the change. Cal brushed his lips with a thick thumb. When Matches tamely opened his mouth, he got two fingers to suck.

Gotham smiled at him with the satisfaction of absolute dominion. “Down on your belly.”

Matches got down. His crumpled slacks and briefs were in range, so he aimed for those to spare himself road rash on his dick. He spread his legs without being told.

Cal pushed into him easily and settled his weight. Every breath took effort. Matches felt a surreal, floating detachment, sandwiched between the pavement and skin of his beloved. Nothing to fight. No resistance. Cal didn’t ask him to help, so he lay there, enjoying the hand on the back of his neck and the other pressing his shoulder to the ground.

Eventually, Cal grunted and bit his ear hard enough to leave marks that would need concealer. His weight settled more completely, then lifted. He splashed a Zorro-style Z onto Matches’ back. Zipper. Belt buckle. That was everyone.

Fisher spoke from above him. “You remember the message?”

“If Sharkey tries to get into heroin, Sionis will fuck him like Fisher and his guys just fucked me,” Matches mumbled obediently.

The sound of a manhole cover. This alley shouldn’t have one of those. He turned his head to look.

Cal had moved the cover aside. “Roll over.”

Matches rolled. Cal gathered up his trousers to go with the shoes and other clothes in his hands. The coaster was in one of those pockets; due to dream logic, Matches hadn’t memorized the phone number when he palmed it. “My wallet,” he rasped. “Phone.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” Cal dropped every stitch of clothing down the hole, then replaced the cover. “We done here?”

“We’re done,” Fisher said. “G’night, Matches.”

“Nn.”

The bar door opened. The bar door closed. A subtle click said the lock was actually engaged.

After a minute to catch his breath, he got up to a crouch. No cleansing rain, no friendly guiding light. He could hypothetically free-climb a wall or brave the open road at either end of the alley, but Gotham had made himself clear.

He sighed, opened the manhole cover, and started climbing down.

  



6. Flush


    
    The metal access ladder was slick under his bare feet. He tried not to think about all the pathogens he was trusting Gotham not to let him catch via the abrasions on his hands. At the first breath of sewer air, it took all his training not to indulge in a heaving fit. As soon as his head lowered below street level, the light from the alley vanished, leaving him in complete darkness.

He waited there on the ladder, testing his grip and his shaky balance, thinking. Gotham lurked below him. Finally, he said, “I’d like my gear back, please.”

A bubbling, glurping laugh.

“It’s been . . . intimate. I appreciate that.” He clenched and relaxed his left leg to control a tremor in his calf. “But I built my gear for a reason. Every piece of it is so I can keep moving forward. Focus on the work. So I can do, and be, what you need. If you want me to focus on anything other than not vomiting or falling on my ass, I need my tools. Please.”

A thoughtful silence. Finally, a drain gurgled, “Come and get them, then.”

“Thank you.” He thought, in full-body detail, about the tactile and kinetic experience of moving in the sewer gear he wanted. He crouched on the ladder, checked his footing one last time, then pushed off, up and over into a back dive. He found his center point and made himself a vertical line, gravity’s javelin, from his fingertips all the way up through his stacked vertebrae to his pointed toes.

There shouldn’t be room. But in perfect darkness, there was nothing to prove there wasn’t room, and Gotham liked nothing better than a dramatic entrance. Down he hurtled, his progress slowed by drag as his cape fluttered around him, cowl, gauntlets, boots, belt . . . Batman took a grateful breath in his full-face respirator before he hit the river of semi-solid waste.

Dark was fine, as long as he could breathe. Scale was probably meaningless; he’d figure out the terrain as he went. Finding the surface, identifying above and below, seemed prudent. He waited for his proprioception to tell him which way was up, then started swimming up through the slurry.

He hit pipe ceiling before he hit air. That was fine. He had a mostly liquid medium, enough room to swim, and a full oxygen tank. He could feel current. Forward.

His cape added substantial resistance, but it had too many features to discard unless absolutely necessary. His body ached. He listened for movement, animal or mechanical. He heard splashing. There must be open water soon, possibly a drop.

The pipe spat him out in what sounded like a lake with a high ceiling. He had to tread, but after heading forward for a while, his foot touched down on a soft surface. He decided to risk a red-spectrum light and looked around.

A round brick room, maybe eight meters across, with a maintenance walkway along the edge of the pool. Plenty of clearance for overflow; the waterline where Batman treaded was three meters below the walkway. A tunnel at the opposite end of the room drained away the output of multiple pipes like the one he’d fallen from; a soft heap of buildup had accumulated nearby that would make it possible to hike up a ramp instead of scaling the wall to reach the walkway. He saw movement from that direction, so he hiked.

On the walkway, a creature the size of a housecat waited for him. A pale hairless rodent, by the jaw structure. Long prehensile tail, webbed feet optimized for swimming and grasping. It sat up on its hind feet, watching him.

“Yes,” Batman asked. Most things couldn’t have heard him over the roar of pipe waterfalls, but that seemed unlikely to matter.

“You wanted to focus on work,” it said. “I have work for you.”

He crouched to get closer to its level. “I’ll focus on whatever you want. But if there’s work, I’m glad to do it.”

“This will be . . . more accessible here. But exactly as dangerous.”

“I see. Do I have the right equipment.”

“Mostly.” It turned and scampered along the walkway. He followed.

The access tunnel it showed him gave an impression of scuttling movement. This emissary was not alone, just the only one choosing to be seen.

“You’ll need these.” It stood over a pipe wrench as long as his arm, an acetylene torch without tank or tubing, and a spheroid the size of a softball. The last had a leathery surface like a reptile egg, and it pulsed in his hand when he picked it up. “It’s guarded.”

“By.”

“Me. Put that somewhere safe.”

He improvised holster loops for the tools and stowed the egg in an expandable side pouch. The rodent flattened its ears in alarm when he put his hand on the control grip of the torch, so he treated it as live. He looked at his guide.

“If you don’t defend yourself, as you would outside, I’ll kill you,” it said.

“Understood. Thank you. What do I need to do.”

“Complicated.” It groomed its skin anxiously. “Your best.”

“Got it.”

“Turn out your light. The way won’t be subtle.”

He switched off the flashlight and waited in darkness for anything more.

“Go, champion.”

He bowed his head formally, followed his ears back to the pool, and swam out the main exit.

This was reckless. He didn’t know the rules, he didn’t have a map, and in the mundane world, he would survive by research and optimization, not following advice from a quest-giving mutant sewer rat. He did not entirely trust Gotham’s judgment for factoring that into risk assessments. He kept swimming.

He wondered if there was an actual colony of reasonably intelligent amphibious rodents in Gotham’s sewer system that he hadn’t spotted yet.

He prioritized silence over speed, keeping his eyes and ears above the surface. He hadn’t been given a ticking clock, but had been advised to run dark. No sound but the lapping of the tunnel walls, no light, and no cues of air movement thanks to his gear. He would just have to go on until something else happened.

The faint splashes broadened out, then were lost in a larger, silent space. He couldn’t tell how large without giving his position away. Forward.

The currents around him moved differently. Shallower, more disordered. He tested a few times until his boots brushed a surface, but kept his head at the same level, stalking forward with as little disturbance as possible as he found his footing.

A faint ambient glow finally resolved itself as more than retinal artifacts. It didn’t outline anything in particular, just streaks and sheens of dim multicolored light, probably fungal, at unknown distances. Large, though. Concert hall, minimum; more likely convention hall or warehouse.

Shallower yet. His boot found a metal pipe in the muck. He ran his foot along it. It seemed aligned with his direction. The fungus brightened enough to see he was scaling a broad heap, possibly one of the floating icebergs of kitchen fat and non-biodegradables that cluttered the sewers.

He heard movement, big scuffling movement, and froze. Something, more than one something, was sharing the heap with him. He would have to get either past or into the hill. His bet was that he’d have to dig.

His other bet was that the hill would spawn its own guards, an inexhaustible supply of alligators or Clayface clones. Circling by water might buy recon time, but anything generated in water would have a combat advantage, since he couldn’t use his leverage.

The stripes of light on the island began to cohere and intensify, rising into individual shapes. He watched the patterns, looking for a clue to his goal. The distant walls and ceiling began to suggest vertical stripes. The hill developed a patchwork of outlines and ridges like . . .

Like a reptile’s skin. Even before the thought had coalesced, as the ground shuddered under Batman’s feet, he had his grapnel gun out and fired at the ceiling. It struck, it caught, he hit retract and yanked himself up by one arm as the ground lifted its head and uncoiled.

Rookie mistake. He should have thought bigger. He watched the bioluminescent serpent unfurl. It did not move like a thing with a spine. His line shivered. He glanced up.

The ceiling opened its giant, luminous eyes.

Unless it developed a mouth or limbs, the dome was a less pressing threat than the blind, weaving head he rose past. The eyes crossed, trying to look at him. The fungus on the walls began to flicker like neon. Soon he would become a recognizable black profile against the backdrop in every direction.

He committed to his first strategy, grabbed a handheld crampon from his belt, and landed on the ceiling between the eyes. He latched the crampon to the brick, giving himself a second fixed point so he could cling with as little visible outline as possible.

No more immediate threats appeared. Situation. The light on the walls, a painted impression of Gotham’s skyline, was bright enough to see by. The two enormous eyes on the ceiling to either side of him were flat patches of fungus, glowing with the same light. They cast back and forth, looking for him. No more eyes developed.

The huge faceless serpent seemed to draw its mass from the central island. Glowing patterns on its skin kept shifting, and smaller anatomical features from a jumble of species extended from its skin and retracted to nothing, apparently at random. It waved and writhed, seeking the source of the disturbance.

The head paused. It might be sniffing. He couldn’t help the way his cape dangled below him, dripping. Actually, he could. He set another crampon and pulled the grapnel free. He removed his cape, hooked it to the head of the grapnel, and fired at a distant wall.

All attention snapped to the cape. The serpent developed a pseudopod that whipped out at it but fell short. It had a maximum speed, then. It tried again, flinging a dark glob that struck the wall with a resounding smack. Bricks shattered.

The cape reached its target and became a black shape against a bright patch of fungus. The serpent flowed over to it, more like a waveform than a fixed entity, with the island drifting slowly behind it. It sniffed the cape, hissed, opened a mouth, and belched a cloud of fumes that blistered and blackened a four-meter patch of wall.

That answered some questions.

He fired a sticky flare at the opposite wall, which drew its attention just as effectively. The flare showed that the guardian was opaque, even with intense backlight. It also showed him an approximate top speed.

When the serpent had passed him, he fired one more grapnel in a random direction, released it, stuck a flare directly between the eyes on a short fuse, and dropped to the pool below with as little splash as he could manage.

He went back to silent treading, being careful not to touch the floor. He sculled exactly enough to keep his head level and passively let the currents move him around. He watched carefully.

When the flare ignited, the room made a screeee noise like metal against metal. The eyes snapped closed. The serpent came back to center; Batman held his breath as he bumped against the island’s solid shoulder, but it didn’t seem to notice. Just another piece of garbage, drifting in its wake.

It reared up to full extension, dwindling almost to a point in its effort to reach the ceiling, and batted a tentacle at the flare. A sizzling sound. It retracted its limb with a squeak, but the phosphorus still burned.

It opened a narrow mouth and carefully, carefully spat a stream at the ceiling, trying a few times as it clearly preferred to undershoot. Drops of electric green splashed down on the surface near Batman; they bubbled, and little clouds rose. Strong acid.

It finally hit the flare, leaving a bullseye black spot between the eyes, and went off to deal with the first flare the same way, though with no hesitation and a single shot. The eyes blinked and squinted. The guardian circled the room, splashing angrily.

It could injure itself, and it felt pain. If phosphorus burned, the torch would be devastating. Fungus would regrow; he could blind the room without doing Gotham permanent damage.

The lights hadn’t woken until he walked on the ground. Faster when he disturbed the pipe. It preferred touch over sight or sound. He, on the other hand, should make the most of the lit patterns around him.

The serpent was a mix of everything, a neon dream of scales, ridges, fins, and ambiguous fluttering pseudopods, with an unsettling touch of anglerfish or piranha around the head. It was beautiful. The walls glowed with a biological mural of skyscrapers and heavy industrial zoning. Smokestacks and billboards pulsed with alarm. The ceiling around the eyes was a fainter tracery of city streets against dark.

He looked again. It was not an abstract dream of a map. It was a map, seen from below. The eyes distorted the central streets, but the bullseye where he’d left the flare had to be in Smog Row, with the smelters and the chemistry-intensive manufacturers.

Off-the-books experimental compounds, illegal dumping, alarming teratogen rates, birthplace and playground of an uncomfortable number of rogues. Nothing short of gutting the city’s economy could defuse it or enforce meaningful environmental regulations. Acid, heavy metals, and searing gases, and half of it quietly going down the drain. To here.

Gotham thought something down here was worse.

He stopped treading and emptied his lungs, making himself as dense as possible. Quietly, unremarkably, he sank to the bottom and settled flat like a starfish, with only his head lifted from the soft floor. He listened, breathing slowly. No light filtered down through the water.

He tried infrared. Nothing stood out yet. A bright X on the floor where the guardian had been napping would have been too much to hope for. Compost generated heat, so hopefully he’d get a better understanding of the serpent when it returned.

He drifted sideways, tugged by the current. A brighter line: the pipe he had stepped on, or another like it, as thick as his torso. He floated across it and felt heat. Higher than human body temperature, in an otherwise cold cave. He felt the weight of the wrench hanging from his hip, and the torch.

The ground under him rose, bringing both him and the pipe with it. The whole shape warmed, with more than one hot pipe threading through it. They shifted together, lumpy and irregular, and rose above the surface, dripping. He blinked in sequence to get infrared in one eye, visible spectrum in the other. Coordinating that into binocular vision had taken practice, but it was useful in specialized circumstances. This was a specialized circumstance.

The long neck and head of the serpent swayed above him, still on guard, bright with warning designs, mottled with the heat of buried pipes. It was sinking, though, and the mound that now included Batman was growing. It stopped halfway and relaxed no further. It knew he hadn’t left.

The answer could not be to slay the dragon. If the task was taking a cutting torch to Gotham’s veins, he would not have been chosen for the assignment. He watched the lights, and he waited to understand.

He thought about biology, the chimerical mess of patterns in the guardian’s morphology. Flagella flickering in and out of existence. The shimmering fungal impression of eyes in the sky, an optical illusion that should be no more functional than the protective coloration on moths’ wings, if only they would stop scanning the room for him. Neither fish, nor fowl, nor good red herring.

If such a thing had grown, if it were more than arbitrary, how would it fit together? It had an intuition to its shape. He followed the structures in his mind. Most of what mattered would be low in the center of mass to reduce risks. Under him, at the moment, and folded too tightly to understand.

His arms were concealed in the loose surface, visible only by heat. How much would Gotham take movement within its own form for granted, as long as it looked right? He let a hand flow across the body from a colder patch to warmer, where it would match better. Gotham’s hide twitched, but it didn’t raise the alarm.

He glanced over his shoulder. One of his legs was on the surface, the other buried except for a heel. He shimmied the visible leg to give it some cover. Gotham lengthened abruptly, patterns stretching and shifting as it cast its head around. Batman clung to the curves of it, meters above the waterline. Everything but his head had a protective layer of sludge, seamlessly patterned with the rest. Neon blue cilia waved on his back.

He craned his neck to inspect the newly revealed shapes. Nothing stood out yet, except the sheer wild beauty of Gotham’s improvised skin. Larger fins, an enormous ridge of spines, a few heavy tentacles and snapping mouths patrolling the island. And him, insinuating himself like a clever little parasite.

Parasite implied he was a foreign object. He was as much a part of Gotham as arsenic in the water table and choking fog that left grit on the statues. Every organelle should get a vote.

Gotham was territorial, paranoid, guarding things whose implications it couldn’t understand. He could work with that. He stretched his fingers, thinking about exploration. Self-curiosity. Whatever was wrong, it must be close. Somewhere down at the waterline. He leaned and arched, and Gotham leaned with him.

They reached up together, exposing more and more length to the air, looping and rolling to allow inspection by the great glowing eyes. Batman suggested a long, spinning check of the surrounding room again, which let him see more angles as the head swept around.

There. A hot glow on the base mass. He tried looking with each eye separately. Dangerously hot in the infrared. Inky black in the visible range. The bioluminescence broke down nearby, tangling and dimming to nothing. He tried to steer them, to show it to the eyes, but they were out of sync. Maybe he’d tried too hard, or maybe it was avoiding looking. The serpent was getting restless.

Relax back down, he thought. If you can’t see it, watch and wait. He let himself slide down faster than the rest of the muck, slithering along below the skin. A pseudopod prodded him, then another, tendrils scrabbling at him. He’d been spotted.

Calm. Calm. A limb pinned him by the neck. A broad protrusion hovered above him, bristling with discarded hypodermics. The contents glowed. He had to stay calm. “It’s me,” he said out loud. “It’s just me. I’m working on it.”

It hesitated, brushing at the skin with its spines.

Calm. “We don’t need those right now. You’ll just sting yourself. I found something I want to check. If you cover routine patrol, keep off anything from outside, I can check.”

The limb pinning him folded over his head, enveloping him, squeezing, putting pressure on the top of the cowl. Extra pressure on the points of the helmet. It was feeling his ears, twanging them back and forth.

“Yeah. It’s just me. Keep watch.”

The limb patted his cowl once, then lifted completely. He was free to move.

He tried a faster slide, but Gotham twitched violently. It wasn’t that trusting. He had to move with the city. Blend in, be subtle, grease the right wheels.

A fin fluttered below him. He slid under it for cover. It flared at the stimulus, but didn’t seem to mind. He trailed a hand along where it would anchor to the body, if anything anchored to anything. It folded over him, relaxed.

“That’s right.” He followed a line of light, letting himself tilt sideways, curving along a long spiral until he was upside down and gravity could pull him headfirst toward the depths.

In the shelter of a crest borrowed from a chameleon, he rested. He touched each rigid spine as he passed. The more he interacted, the more Gotham seemed reassured of his location. He aimed toward features that looked sensitive, rather than avoiding them.

Gotham preened and nudged him from place to place. Neon threat displays settled into gently glowing whorls and stripes as he passed. Down, down, down.

As the serpent thickened, the structures seemed more complex. He weaved among beds of gripping suckers. He gave a respectful margin to wide mouths of needle-sharp teeth, gently opening and closing.

Nearly there. The body softened as it spread out into a heap. He’d managed to suggest that the hotspot stay on top. Clouds of steam rose from it, and several pipes outlined themselves in infrared, just below the surface. He did not have heat protection.

He smoothed the fraying edges of glowing fungus. None of the tools he’d been issued would be more effective at digging than his hands. Staying flat on his belly, he sank them into the surface, feeling his way. Rocks and rubble, he set gently aside. Soft muck, he heaped up. Everything lit up hotter. Gotham shifted uncomfortably.

If Gotham reacted to his tinkering like a painful insect bite, he would be dead. He switched back to full infrared. “Lie low,” he murmured. “Camouflage. Silent running.” He thought flat, concealed thoughts. Gotham sank down and the sludge poured over him, burying him completely.

Flexibility. Liquidity. Spreading out. Easy tunnels, bubbles of extra space. He moved carefully, part of his city, until he could roll and worm forward without being crushed. He circled the problem once completely. A marginally hotter pipe in from below, and a much hotter one feeding up into the serpent.

He drew his wrench, moving it slowly and without intention so Gotham could get used to it. He felt around. “Some rock or scrap metal, if you’ve got it handy.” He imagined it in his hands and reached, cautious of anything jagged.

After some rumbling and gurgling, a collection of heavy junk presented itself to him. He found thick wire, river-smoothed stones in a reasonable diameter, even a few chunks of sheet metal.

“You know how this part goes,” he said, stroking the intake pipe, finding a joint. “What I hurt, I mend. I’m here to help. But sometimes there’s a mess first. Trust me. This is for you. I just need room to work. We’ll all try not to break anything.”

He set his lenses to welding mode and worked by touch, unscrewing the joint as fast as he dared. Painfully hot liquid spilled over his gauntlets. He stuffed both sides with rocks and wrapped the healthy intake with wire to hold the makeshift plug. The toxic side, he clapped sheet metal over the plug, wired that and drew the torch.

“Hold on tight. Do not crush me.” He set the torch against the patch and tapped the control grip. Light flared through his blackout lenses. Gotham shuddered. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Just a little maintenance.” Just a little spot of welding in the mythical guts of his city. He focused on the technical movements.

With that side done, he dug through tightly packed mud toward the more dangerous half. He was breathing hard, and he didn’t know if his dive tank was abstract or on a clock. He relaxed consciously. He couldn’t force this.

“Remember the last subway dig,” he said. “Two years. Traffic was a mess. Shook loose all those old pipes that were barely holding together.” The mud shifted, listening. “Remember all that lead we found. Old munitions. The leaking battery cache. How long it took to clear. And I never stopped, did I.”

He rocked slowly in place. “I just kept working, gave you what you needed until the job was done. And now there’s the G Line. All those people, pouring through every day. We can do this.”

The muck practically liquified around him, clearing the way.

“Thank you.” It felt strange to speak so much in the suit. He did it anyway, a soft sing-song of public works projects as he found the correct pipe on the other side of the infected spot. With the flow cut off, it was cool enough not to burn his hands, barely, but the heat from the surrounding body had intensified.

“I’ll have to work faster on this one.” The pipe vibrated unsettlingly under his hand. It was not a steady thrum, but an animal scrabbling, something that did not belong. He kept the torch ready. As soon as he’d opened the joint, he shot flame down the mouth of it. A chittering shriek radiated through the mud. He capped the toxic end as fast as he could, welding it shut. “Get it out. Get it out. Up, up, up.”

The serpent rose, gouging at itself. Batman was almost ripped in half, but managed to tuck himself up on the safe side; he clung there long enough to wire together a rough bandage for the remaining pipe. He looked out, cycling through spectrums. The room blazed and flashed like the Las Vegas Strip, alarm, alarm, alarm. The serpent, and him on it, circled a dark, boiling patch of floor.

He adjusted the nozzle on the torch, switched his eyes to welding mode, and leaped, flaming sword in hand.

Gotham swept current through the room, trying to keep the temperature down for him so he wouldn’t cook. He stuck the torch flame directly through the temporary patch and blasted whatever was in the middle until it stopped moving. The room went still, except for the splash against the walls as the waves settled.

He felt around in the depths and found the thing, which had shriveled to a hard-shelled lump around a chunk of capped pipe that fit in one hand. He stirred the floor with his boots, looking for anything else. He surfaced and dug in his belt for specimen bags, triple bagging it with the most durable and least reactive options. When he went to put it in the expandable pouch, he remembered that he already had a passenger.

He brought out the pulsing egg and put the charred pipe in its place. He looked up at Gotham. “Okay. Let’s see the damage.”

The serpent coiled around him, showing the open, flickering area where he’d cut the pipe. Talking softly, he pulled the patched ends close to each other. If he could find one of the joints he’d tossed aside . . . One thing to try first. He held up the egg for inspection, then touched it to the injury.

A limb whipped around his throat and pulled him back. “Easy,” he gasped. “Easy. Where does this go.”

The egg was removed from his hand, and he was deposited firmly in the middle of the repair zone again. No joints presented themselves, so he used sheet metal for a temporary weld and hoped that routine maintenance processes would catch it soon. “That should do it.”

The surface closed up, traced with orderly green scales. A fin handed the egg back.

“Okay.” He looked up at the eyes. “Any hints.”

The eyes blinked at him once, slowly, then closed. The serpent sank. The room darkened. Gotham was a quiet island in a great dripping hall, as if it had never been disturbed. Batman sat on its hill, half-boiled, holding a phosphorescent egg.

He desperately needed a break anyway. He was supposed to keep it somewhere safe. He curled up around the egg, lay down with his ear to the ground, closed his eyes, and let himself sink to the heart of Gotham.

 . . .

He came back to awareness swimming in something cold and shallow, with his oxygen tank level pinging urgently. Flashlight. Situation. Storm runoff system, and an access ladder nearby. The air should be breathable here, but it was also twenty strokes and a single ladder to the surface. He eyed the manhole cover. “Will whatever’s up there kill me.”

“Not tonight,” splashed the river.

“Great.” He climbed the ladder, crawled onto the street, pulled off his breathing apparatus, and collapsed to his back on the pavement. “Ten minutes. Just. Give me ten minutes.”

Silence.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Did I just write high-fantasy municipal medical play? Uhhh, maybe. (It also may be that “Monsterfuckers? What about monsterlovers? Stop assuming all tentacles are tops” meme.)

        




7. Nut

Summary for the Chapter:
            [ Chapter advisory: references to child neglect and canonical character death. ]

          


    
    He hurt all over. He had too much experience with the sensation: a combination of muscle fatigue, bruises, abrasions, internal trauma, emotional overload, and sheer metabolic exhaustion that couldn’t be addressed by less than four hours of uninterrupted sleep. He would not get that sleep in the dubious shelter of a metaphorical alley, with the night rolling toward dawn and the end of his direct communication with Gotham.

When he felt like he could at least cope with moving his limbs, he opened his eyes. Apartment buildings on either side. Most of the windows were dark, as he would expect in the deepest hours of the night, but one on the fifth floor was lit.

He knew this block of Crime Alley. He knew this window. A shadow moved in the apartment. “No,” he said. He rolled to his knees and put his hands over his head, blocking out everything but the pavement. “No, no, no. Do not. Not here.”

On the ground under his nose was the hubcap nut he had offered, one of the set that Jason Todd had been industriously removing from the Batmobile when they first met. When Bruce had chosen elements for the circle, he hadn’t known how literally Gotham would walk through his offerings with him. Not that he could have held it back, if he had known.

“Do not. Do not use his face. Do not use my children’s faces. Please.”

“Well,” Gotham drawled from behind him. “I’ve got to use someone’s, don’t I, Bats?”

“No. No. Fuck you. No.” Bruce was too tired for this, too tired to deal with the specter of Joker, who he knew without looking would be covered in Jason’s blood, toying with a crowbar like a cheerleader’s baton.

“You are really broken up about this one. Even Mommy and Daddy don’t bring on the waterworks like your little birdie does.”

He stared blankly at the hexagonal lump of metal, and at the shadow of his cowl framed in the light of the apartment where Jason had been marginally parented at best, willing to brave Batman’s wrath to afford food. Three years of a better life, a life with choices. One year dead.

“Boo-hoo-hoo, this one didn’t last. It’s not like you’re in danger of running out.”

Bruce went cold. “Are you sending them.”

He heard Joker’s grin broaden. “Would I do that?”

“There’s another one already. I wasn’t going to. I wasn’t going to endanger anyone else. He practically beat down my door. He got into the cave. He shouldn’t have been able to do that. And he’s brought a friend.” Bruce clenched his fists. “If you sent them . . .”

A voice from the other end of the alley. “Would it change anything?” Harvey. Harvey’s real voice, not Two-Face’s strained rasp. He sounded amused, like they were arguing ethics over drinks at the club. “Would it change one fucking relationship decision you’ve made in your life, Bruce?”

He couldn’t think. He couldn’t deal with this. There was one thing he had to say, though. Something from his abandoned contractual negotiations. “They’re not mine.” The words tangled in his head. “They’re mine to protect. ‘Me and mine,’ when you protect me and mine, they’re under my cloak. But they are not mine to give. The only one I can put on the altar is me.”

“That’s an awfully fine distinction,” Harvey said. “Not sure that one would hold up in court.”

“You know how he is,” Selina purred from far above. She would be artfully silhouetted against the moon, with her clawed gloves wrapped over the rain gutter for effect. “He always thinks he can have it both ways. They’re only his as long as it suits him. Sound familiar?”

“Don’t!” Bruce slammed his fists down on the street. The pain helped him focus. “Don’t. They aren’t mine to give.”

“Soooo, something for nothing?” Joker chuckled. “That’s crazy talk.”

“No. If it comes to that, no.” Bruce took a breath. “Alfred knew what he signed up for, better than I did. The kids, they see me survive, they think they can do it too. They’re just kids. God. They’re just kids. I’ve let them — let them —” Another breath. “If you can’t extend your protection, I’ll work alone. Forever. No matter how many you put in front of me, no matter how much they want to help.”

“You won’t.” Victor Fries’ slightly mechanical voice, modulated by the cryosuit that kept him alive. “Your heart’s not hard enough. If you tried to freeze them out, you would be dead within a year, protection or not.”

“Then I’ll die.” His mind was clear, his grief a knife. “Call my bluff if you want. I’ll give you everything I have, for as long as I have it. Everything that’s mine to give. And no more.”

A long quiet. A warm hand on his back. He shouldn’t be able to feel it, through the armor and the drenched undersuit. Talia’s smoky voice, and the spice of her perfume winding around him. “I tried, beloved. Of course I tried, for you, and I’ll keep trying. We are all . . . constrained, in our choices.” Gotham sighed. “He wasn’t here, when he died. He wasn’t even in a city.”

“If he’d stayed in Gotham,” Bruce whispered.

“I don’t know the what-ifs,” she said. “But I did what I could. Thank you for bringing him home. I love him too.”

His eyes dripped. His mind was numb.

“I send ’em,” Two-Face said. “I don’t force ’em. There’s a difference. They get a choice.”

“Not everything is about you, you know,” Pamela Isley called from an apartment window in the weary cadence of someone who has been woken at four in the morning by people arguing in the alley. “It’s amazing how little is about you.”

Bruce was too tired to deal with any of this. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that everyone has their own agenda,” she said. “They have their own worlds to save. They don’t wake up every morning and think, ‘How will my life revolve around Batman?’”

Joker giggled.

Isley glared audibly. “Most of them don’t, anyway. But all my children love me,” she said. “The ones I send you, they love me, or they love you and that’s practically the same thing. They want to fight for me. Someone has to help them, or they’ll wither on the vine.”

Self-justification. He’d tried telling himself these things, before Jason’s death. After, he had no excuses left but compulsion.

“They’re our children, beloved.” Talia sounded rueful. “And no one has ever accused me of being a fit parent.”

Bruce tried to picture Talia al Ghul parenting, but failed. He picked up the nut and rolled it between his fingertips. “You drive your children mad.”

Joker cackled. “Exhibit A, ladies and germs. Physician, heal thyself.”

“Mad, but loyal.” Selina’s nearly silent footsteps got a running start, then she leaped to cross the alley and park herself on Isley’s fire escape. “Do you think the revolving door at the nuthouse would see so much action if they could stand to go anywhere else? There are lots of cities out there.”

“They stay,” Fries said, “because something here is too dear for them to leave. No matter the cost.”

“You,” Bruce said. “We stay for you, and then we tear each other apart.”

Talia pressed her hand to his shoulder. “And you, my love, are putting every breath into keeping them safe from each other. I don’t take it for granted.”

Bruce squeezed the nut hard enough that the metal left an imprint on his gauntlet. “Me and mine.”

“All your strays and baby birds,” Selina agreed.

“Then I’ll take them in. If it gives them protection, I’ll take them all.”

Harvey’s bark of a laugh echoed off the walls. “As if you could do anything else. Bleeding heart.”

“Cynic,” Bruce replied automatically.

He knelt there in the quiet. They’d said what needed saying.

Joker cleared his throat. “There’s a whole hour till dawn, Batsy. If you wanted to go another round?”

Bruce gritted his teeth. “No. Thank you for ruining the moment.”

“Any time at all, light of my life. Bat in my belfry. Spike in my punch? Hmmmm.”

“You know the way out,” Isley said firmly. “I’m going to bed.”

Bruce looked up at Jason’s window. The shadow had gone, but the light remained. He forced his muscles through the actions of climbing the creaking fire escape. He forced himself to look in.

The living room was as he remembered it: dingy, nicotine-stained walls, a third-hand sagging couch, and a fourth-hand coffee table covered in mug rings and cigarette burns. He knew where the caches were, inexpertly hiding drugs and money. He knew where Jason kept a careful hoard of books in a cardboard box. He knew all the titles, as they were enshrined in the manor in Jason’s untouched room.

He’d have done it again. He’d do it again.

The window was painted shut, all the way around the edge. He could take a hint. Some actions were not reversible.

He closed his fist around the nut and smashed it through the glass.

  



8. Glass


    
    He fell again, a long way. He’d have to catch himself this time. He flipped to his back and spread his arms and cape to slow himself and distribute the force.


  WHAM.


He blinked at the ceiling of the Batcave. He hurt. He was alive. Someone else was breathing nearby. He sat up.

Constantine nodded to him. He was reclined in the computer chair, which he’d dragged over to sit near the circle, with his feet up on an unspeakably delicate piece of chemical analysis equipment. “Welcome back.” His eyes flicked across Batman, assessing.

Batman just nodded.

“Circle’s gone cold. You can get out if you want.”

“Hn.” That would involve standing, or at least crawling. Maybe he could just sit there forever. “What did you see.”

“Nothing.”

“I just . . . lay there.”

“No, I mean absolutely nothing. Pillar of black, hole in the world, nothing. She’s a piece of work, your city.”

“Yes.”

His suit was dry, and one gauntlet was off, as it had been when he scratched himself for the sacrifice. His hand was bleeding from more than a scratch. Lacerations as if he’d punched that last window with bare knuckles. Scrapes on his palms. The tastes of Gotham in his mouth. It hadn’t been a dream. He opened his hand; the hubcap nut was still there, leaving a dent in his skin.

“You gave it back,” he said under his breath. He didn’t know what to make of that, but he was grateful. He looked up at Constantine. “You’ve been here. The whole time.”

“Had to keep watch, didn’t I? It was fine. Your butler brought me tea and sandwiches.” Constantine tapped the empty tray.

“My —” Bruce covered his face. “Damn it. How much did you see?”

“Nothing at all, mate.” Constantine grinned at him. “Do I look like I’ve memorized a list of butlers?”

“Okay. I.” He pulled a nitrile glove over the injured hand. He pushed to his feet. He swayed in place. “I . . . am not safe to drive.”

“No, you are not.”

“I need . . . a shower. Possibly stitches. Something to eat. Not necessarily in that order.” He walked to his suit station on autopilot and started unloading his gear.

Constantine drew a sharp breath. “What the bleeding fuck is that?”

“Hm?”

“On your belt. What the hell are you carrying?”

“Oh.” He detached the pouch from his belt, with the nightmarish sewer trophy inside. “I honestly have no idea. It was hurting Gotham. Do you want it?”

“I . . . Yeah, okay, I’ll take it off your hands. You wouldn’t have any lead around here?”

“I would. Two minutes.” Bruce finished with his gear, down to his undersuit and a soft mask tied around his head, and marched off to his containment supplies to find something the right size. He returned with a small latched chest, a key, and a padlock. “Here. Steel, lead-lined. Good enough?”

“Yeah, that’ll do.” Constantine’s shoulders relaxed once the chest was locked.

Bruce went to the med station and inspected his hand. It would only need a couple of stitches. He could do them himself. He cleaned the cuts. His hands were shaking. He . . . He closed his eyes.

“Look, mate. You have got boot prints all over your aura. She practically branded Property of Gotham City across your forehead. Do you understand that?”

“Yes.” Bruce thought he might cry again, from sheer relief and love. “That was the point.”

“Christ.” Constantine sat down again. “Right, then. Long as that’s clear.” His face had deep lines of exhaustion and concern. He’d been up all night too.

Bruce made a decision. “Stay for breakfast? Upstairs.”

Constantine hesitated.

Bruce pulled his mask from his head, gave him a long moment of eye contact, then reached for the sutures. “Since you effectively just officiated my wedding, it seems insulting to leave you sitting in the dark.”

“Bloody hell.” Constantine pulled another cigarette from his pocket and lit up.

“Don’t smoke in my cave.”

 


  ~ Fin ~
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