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A Tiny Reed Against a Raging Storm

A Christmas tale from Earth-S

By Don Walsh







Kull, King of the Beastmen, roared in excitement as he watched the
the strange collection of crystal rods and pulsing gemstones excite
silver and gold filigree, shimmering energy pooling at the center,
across a black basalt sphere. “On this night of nights, when time
stands still, and plays its tricks on the minds of mortals, I
beseech thee, step forth!” Kull's voice thundered in the misty
cavern. He gesticulated wildly with his muscular, hairy arms, the
soft glow of the odd contraption reflecting against his bare, broad
chest covered in brown curls. Slowly the cavern filled with shades
of figures, appearing through the mist all around the hate-filled
relic of prehistory. “Step forth!” he repeated the command, and the
figures did just that, for him to review.



“Frau Perchta,” Kull said as he caught sight of the first, the
withered, frost-laden hag staring at him with fierce storm-gray
eyes. Behind her were howling, vicious spirits of winter eager to
lash out. “Grýla,” he continued as he watched the horrific ogress
materialized from the chill fog. Her withered yellowish hand
stroked lovingly the vicious, snarling black-furred Yule Cat at her
side, as tall as a pony, while capering behind her were her Yule
Lads, thirteen in all, each with wickedness in their eyes, and
licking their lips eagerly to begin.



“Krampus, Zwarte Piet,” Kull said as the next figures stepped
forward, one demonic, furred and horned and eyes like burning
coals; the other hunched and black as obsidian, with a wicked
switch in one hand and icicles for irises. A red-skinned creature
with almond eyes of bright blue and dark curved fangs adorned in
bamboo appeared after that and Kull grinned more wickedly.
“Namahage, a true delightful surprise.” The oni merely bellowed and
thumped his chest.



“And now, with the barriers of time at low ebb while the foolish
elf of the north does his good deeds, we will slip back into the
world,” Kull explained to his gathered forces of ancient, hateful
entities of winter and darkest nights. “Slip back into the world
that denied us, and cast us aside, and tried to wipe us from
memory, and take it all back!”



The army of ancient beings roared, shrieked, screeched, all in
approval of the plan, all ready to step forward. “And we start
where I can get a more immediate revenge!” Kull snarled as he
opened the shimmery, glittering portal from this hidden cavern and
revealed the Earth. “Against the World's Mightiest Mortal!”



The fearsome horde poured through the portal to step onto the world
they had not trod in so many years and decades and more. Before
them lay Beckstone, the quiet suburb of Fawcett City just beyond
the low hills on the horizon. Stars glittered above, and shone on
the streets below. A thin layer of snow had fallen and the white
lit the night up. There was no one in sight at first as Kull
prepared to lead his forces on the Fawcett. The Wild Hunt and the
Yule Lads started to spread wide across the town, prepared to start
their run, to roar unopposed over the townsfolk.



“Merry Christmas.” The voice was shy, and nervous, as the masters
of cold and snow turned to face it. There stood a girl of thirteen,
with chestnut hair peeking out from under her hat. Bright eyes
looked up at the attackers, but she stood resolute, a plate covered
in foil in her hands.



“Keep your Christmas greetings, and prepare for death, girl!” Kull
roared as he stalked up through his army and raised a massive fist
high above his head.



“Mary. Mary Bromfield, actually. Not 'girl'.” She held the plate
up. “If you're all going to trash everything, at least have a
brownie. They're for the party at the rec center, but… well, it's
Christmas. So here. Enjoy.” She smiled, weakly but sincerely as she
offered the platter.



Frau Perchta reached out and took the food. She took one treat and
bit, and the plate was passed around quickly, greedily. Finally,
the empty plate was passed back to Mary.



“And now—” Kull was cut off as Grýla caught his wrist and shook her
head. “What?”



Namahage stepped in front of him, as the Yule Lads bowed their
heads and kicked the snow miserably. The Cat let out a low meow and
turned away, to pace back to the portal.



“You brought us under Christmas rules, Kull,” the Frau explained as
her mean, withered face melted into a lovely young woman of pale
skin and bright flowing ice-blue hair. “This young lady has
Christmas spirit in her heart. It is time for us to go.”



One by one, the fearsome monsters hung their heads and stooped
their shoulders. Kull stood stock still, eager to bring Mary her
death blow. Instead, the Wild Hunt lashed him with ropes and
dragged him back, kicking and screaming. Mary waved at Berchta, as
the deity now stood revealed. “Were they good?”



“Delicious, child. Merry Christmas.” She turned, trailed after the
spirits and laughed a soft little laugh.



“Lori and Billy are never gonna believe this,” Mary said, looked at
the empty plate, and shrugged her slim shoulders, then continued on
her way to the community Christmas party.

 

 











A Season for Second
Chances

An Elseworlds Holiday Tale

by Batkid









It wasn't real. Batman kept repeating the phrase to himself even as
he felt dozens of tiny feet and small soft bodies crawling over
him, walking on his face, worming their way under his cowl, the
neckline of the bat-suit, the edges of his gloves. It wasn't real.
"Real" was hanging upside-down, hands bound behind his back, a
badly-wrenched shoulder, at least one cracked rib, and a deep cut
on his left arm. "Real" was Scarecrow gloating over capturing him
so easily and boasting about spending the rest of the night
"unwrapping" him.



But he could see the tiny spiders climbing; see the fine hairs on
their legs at the very periphery of his vision. Something tickled
the back of his neck. It wasn't real. The ropes felt tighter than
they had before. The spiders-they weren't real-seemed to be adding
their own webbing to his restraints.



He could feel them swarming downward now, toward his unprotected
head, and he couldn't help himself. It didn't matter that he knew
he was hallucinating and that the spiders weren't real. It didn't
even matter that he wasn't arachnophobic - or at least he hadn't
been when the evening had started; he shuddered. He squeezed his
eyes shut, but he could still feel them scampering, clawing,
preparing to feed. Only the thought that several of them might
crawl into his mouth should he open it to scream kept his teeth
clenched. It wasn't real. It wasn't real. It was…



It was over. The crawling and tickling sensations vanished as
though they had never been. His forehead was sticky with sweat, not
with webbing. The hallucination had ended.



The nightmare, however, was just beginning. Dimly, he could hear a
woman's angry tones. It sounded like… Vicki? What was she doing
here?



"You're crazy!" She was snapping. "Why don't you leave him
alone?"



Scarecrow laughed then. "Crazy? Me?" His reedy voice drew closer as
he continued speaking. "You say that in defense of a man who
dresses like a bat?"



Batman opened bleary eyes to see Scarecrow standing right next to
him, a corked Erlenmeyer flask in one gloved hand. Helplessly, he
watched as the lanky man removed the cork and set the flask down on
the ground so that he would have no choice but to breathe in its
rising vapors.



"I'm not mad," Scarecrow sounded miffed. "I just like fear." His
voice dropped to a friendly whisper. "This is essence de trauma, by
the way." He retreated a few steps away to watch his handiwork take
effect. "Anything in your childhood you'd rather not remember…
?"



Between his earlier injuries and his recent ordeal, Batman was too
spent to put up more than a token resistance this time. His blood
was pounding in his ears; his head was throbbing as he caught the
first faint whiff of something metallic.



"Fight it all you want, Batman," Scarecrow cackled. "It won't
matter in the end! By morning, I'll have peeled away everything you
are," he rubbed his hands together gleefully, "and then I'll find
out what demonic thoughts you've spent your miserable life
repressing!"



Batman tried to fight the effects of the vapor, but it was a futile
effort. His body forced him to inhale, and he smelled something
that reminded him stale beer and of refuse, of the night air and of
old cigarettes, of Vetiver Guerlain after shave and of L'Air du
Temps parfum, of cordite and of powder… and of blood on
pavement… His eyes flew open even as he stifled a scream. Not
this! Dear Lord, NOT THIS!



He was back in the alley, eight years old, seeing a decades-old
memory as clearly as though it were happening again before his
eyes. It was happening before his eyes. He bent down toward the
bodies and suddenly, the ground fell away. He was leaning over the
edge of a rooftop as the rain beat down upon him. The wind whipped
his cape around him. And below, a figure in red, green, and yellow
plummeted, a stream of blood trailing from his arm. He flung his
grapnel as Joker's laughter lanced through him like the needles of
wind and rain. He'd been fast enough. He had him. He'd saved Robin…
this time.



Around him, the scene shifted again to the Ethiopian desert, to
another Robin, and to a time when he hadn't been fast enough.
Jason…



Why? Why had he gone against his original inclination and taken on
another partner? Dick had been right. The boy had been too young,
too careless, and now he'd paid the ultimate price. And whose fault
had that been?



Don't you DARE blame me for Jason's death! DON'T YOU
DARE! … I don't need a partner. I never should have had one,
and I never will again! Was that his voice screaming that…
bile? He tried to suppress the memories, but the hallucinogen kept
finding new breaches in his defenses. Scarecrow was winning. He
strained against his bonds. He had to get out of this. If he did,
he swore that he would…



Something was happening outside of these visions. He fought to
shake free, to find the source of the banging and the screams
and…



"My puppy! You ran over my puppy..!"



"I'm not afraid! I'm not! I'm not! I'm not!"



"Ahh… Fear! Its essence is almost palpable..! Merry Christmas,
Jonathan!"



And then, a new-but-familiar voice rang out, its clarity somewhat
muffled as though coming from behind fabric. "I don't care if I am
afraid - I can STILL act!"



Another crash, another scream… but this time, it was Scarecrow. A
slight figure in a red ski mask was calling out to him. "Batman?
Batman?"



Through the remnants of a hallucinogenic fog, he saw the mask come
off and registered dark hair and blue eyes. Dick?
"Robin?"











No, it wasn't Robin, he realized almost immediately. It would be,
before the night was over, if Tim still wanted the job, but that
hadn't been who he'd thought it was. But then, the present came
flooding back to him, Dick wasn't Robin anymore.



Vicki was still in a bad way. Abruptly, Batman jerked himself out
of his own musings to kneel next to her. "It's okay, Vicki," he
murmured soothingly. "You'll be alright." He dimly registered
Scarecrow whimpering in a corner. It looked like someone had given
the villain a dose of his own medicine. Good work, Tim, he
thought.



He looked up to see a uniformed police officer standing in the
doorway, backed by several more. They advanced cautiously into the
room. Two went over to cuff Scarecrow.



He helped Vicki to her feet and nudged her toward the officers.
"Get Miss Vale to the hospital," he said. "Lock him up," he pointed
to Crane. "They'll both come back to normal as soon as the drug
wears off."



It wasn't until they were outside the building that one of the cops
turned to him and said nervously, "you don't look in great shape
yourself, Batman! You want to come… ?"



He was already moving off. "I've other business." He had to find
Tim. The boy had come against his express orders. He was probably
expecting to get his marching papers tonight. Batman couldn't blame
him for the expectation. That wasn't his only business, though. It
was sinking in: he could have died tonight-would have, if Tim
hadn't been there. And he would have left so much… unresolved. Or
at least, there was one thing in particular that he'd been putting
off for far too long. He knows. He understands. Besides, we've
worked together without incident since then. Why should I go over
there simply to bring up the past? It's just going to reopen old
wounds. Except that if those wounds haven't healed properly… maybe
that's what you need to do.



He rounded the corner of the chain-link fence, drawing closer to
where he'd parked the Batmobile. Tim was standing there shivering,
waiting for him. Batman nodded to himself. Between the residue of
Crane's concoctions and his all-too-real expectation that he'd just
scuttled any chance at the Robin costume, Batman had to give him
credit for sticking around. He walked up to the boy, took a deep
breath, and said, "They've gone… "









Bruce drove carefully, alert to any vestigial hallucinations that
might still be creeping about the edges of his consciousness.



Beside him, Tim sat with a stunned expression on his face. He was
still processing what had transpired earlier. He was Robin. He was
really Robin.



Bruce was grateful for the boy's silence on the way home. The last
thing he wanted to do was engage in conversation. He was doing some
processing of his own.



"It's not as bad as it looks, Alfred," he said wearily as he and
Tim got out of the car. "Scarecrow was just… lucky tonight."



"Indeed?" Alfred was already steering him toward the medical bay.
"It would seem that he was far from the only fortunate one."



Bruce didn't flinch as Alfred saw to his shoulder, but he was
unable to suppress a groan when the butler's hands probed at his
ribcage. "Two broken ribs, Master Bruce," Alfred remarked
reproachfully. "And so soon after the last ones healed, too."



"I'm going upstairs," Tim said softly. It was obvious that he
wasn't needed here.



"A moment, young sir," Alfred turned away from Bruce and, with a
speed and a strength that belied his age, grasped Tim's arm with
one hand and jabbed a needle into it with the other. "Fear toxin
antidote," he replied, cutting off the boy's protest before he
could say a word. "Just a precautionary measure. Now, off to bed
with you, Master Timothy." There was a definite twinkle in the
older man's eye.



After Tim had gone upstairs, Bruce dropped his stoic facade with a
groan.



"Putting on a brave face for the children, were we, sir?" Alfred
asked as he swabbed alcohol over one of the still-oozing wounds. "I
suppose it would be too much to hope that you would allow me to
apply a local to that," he prodded another long cut, eliciting a
hissing intake of breath, "before I stitch it up."



Bruce was about to demur, but he hesitated despite himself.



"I assure you, sir that your compatriots in the Justice League will
never hear of the lapse from me."



Bruce glowered. Alfred patted his cheek-which rather spoiled the
effect.



"Fine," he gritted through clenched teeth. Then, a moment later,
"thanks, Alfred."



Alfred smiled. "You are most welcome, sir."



Bruce hesitated. "Alfred… did… did I get Dick something for
Christmas, this year?"



"Most certainly," Alfred replied. "I'd telephoned him last month to
ensure that your gift to him would be something that he would fully
appreciate. "



"Ah." Bruce frowned. "So… what did he ask for? A car?"



Alfred shook his head. "This year, Master Dick requested that a
donation in his name be made to the Showmen's League of
America."



Bruce blinked. Certainly, the Showmen's League did good work
providing financial aid to those injured, disabled, or retired
performers who did not have funds of their own available, but
hadn't Dick wanted something for himself as well?



Alfred regarded Bruce with a gentle smile. "It was a most generous
contribution, sir. Master Dick was extremely grateful."



Bruce nodded. "Alfred, would you know where he is today?"



"Well, sir, he had mentioned to me that barring an alien invasion,
a H.I.V.E insurgency, or a natural disaster, the Teen Titans plan
to spend the morning at their Tower, and then disperse to bring
cheer to various children's charities through New York City. Of
course, given the Titans' usual activities, none of the
aforementioned conditions can be ruled out."



"Of course." Bruce thought for a moment. "Alfred, get me on the
first flight to New York-this morning, if possible." Seeing the
butler's expression, he continued, "I want to get there today, my
private jet isn't fueled, and I don't want to land the Bat-copter
on the roof of Titans' Tower."



Alfred eyed him searchingly for a moment. "Very good, Master Bruce.
I shall see to it directly, then. Just as soon as I finish patching
you up."









Alfred outdid himself. Not only was Bruce airborne as of 9:15 that
morning, but there was a Cadillac DTS awaiting him when his plane
landed at LaGuardia, 50 minutes later. As he made his way through
Manhattan, he noticed that the morning traffic was considerably
lighter than it had been on any of his other visits. Even the "city
that never sleeps" was evidently capable of a brief nap. The
streets were clear of snow, although there was a light dusting of
white covering the stoops and window sills as he drove past. It
didn't take him long to reach the pier.



Bruce considered his options. He could take one of the T-Barges
across. True, they required a Titans identity card to operate, but
he had his own ways to get around that. Still, he was coming to
visit Dick, not to invade his home-base-which was why he'd decided
against landing his own aircraft on the Titans' helicopter pad in
the first place. Looking around, he spied an intercom. "This is
Bruce Wayne requesting access," he said when the electronic voice
demanded his business.



There was a long pause. Then, a disbelieving, but familiar voice
came on. "Bruce? What are you doing here? Why didn't you call,
first?"



"I… " I wanted to surprise you. I thought there might be a
better chance of your being in if you didn't know that I was
coming. I thought that maybe if we spoke on the phone, I'd decide
that it was enough and not come. "It's Christmas," he said
simply.



It proved the right thing to say. There was a surprised chuckle on
the other end of the intercom. "So it is. Hang on. I'll take a boat
out to meet you." The intercom clicked off.









"So," Nightwing asked on the way back to the Tower, "You came all
the way out here just to wish me a Merry Christmas?"



Bruce hesitated. "No," he said carefully. "Not entirely."



Dick sighed, but there was no real rancor in it. "I figured. Okay,
is it something in Gotham that's leaking over into New York? Or did
you need me to come back to Gotham with you?"



"What?"



Dick blinked. "I knew you wouldn't be here if it wasn't for
business. So, what's up? Did you track some lead or other over my
way? Or is there a problem in Gotham that you need my help with? Or
our help? Or… " He glanced at the man sitting next to him. Then he
did a double-take as the realization hit: "Bruce? You… Where's your
costume?"



Bruce shifted position. "In Gotham. I wasn't expecting to need it
today."



Dick brought the T-Barge over to the island dock. "Are you
alright?"



He gave a slight nod. "I'm fine."



"Okay," Dick said dubiously. "We're here. I just need to moor the
boat."



Bruce waited for him to tie the craft down before he disembarked.
Dick followed. "You're sure you're okay?" He asked again.



Bruce hesitated.



"If it's not you… Is Tim… ?"



"He's doing well," Bruce said quickly. "Extremely well. He's
nowhere near your original skill level, of course. I… " It occurred
to him that, perhaps, it would be best not to wait until they were
both inside and surrounded by the rest of the Titans. He reached
into his coat pocket and brought out the small gift-wrapped box.
"This is for you."



Dick frowned. "I told Alfred I didn't need anything this year," he
said, even as his hand stretched out to accept the package. He
caught himself. "I mean… thanks. But, seriously, I've already got
everything I want."



Bruce nodded. "I can understand that. Still, maybe you should open
it anyway."



Dick gave an exaggerated sigh and began to work at the scotch tape
that was holding the wrapping paper together. "Sure," he said with
obviously-feigned nonchalance. "I guess I can see what was so
important you had to get all the way out here to give… " he got the
paper off in a single piece "… to me in pers… " his voice trailed
off as he lifted the lid. "Oh. My. G-"



"I wasn't sure if you still had one after all," Bruce ventured,
"but I couldn't think of another way to… to convey to… " He took a
deep breath. "I'm sorry," he said. "Sorry that I ordered you to
surrender it and… sorrier than you can possibly know about my…
actions prior to making that demand." As if for emphasis, he
brought his fingers to the corner of Dick's mouth and traced an
imaginary line to his chin.



Dick shook his head. "I caught you off-guard. I was so sure you'd
want to talk about-"



"I did want to talk about him," Bruce cut him off. "But
not then. And that still doesn't excuse what I did." He paused.
"When I found you in the cave," he said quietly, "I'd been trying
to find Joker. He'd gone down in the Hudson, but they'd never
recovered his body. I'd been visiting his known haunts in Gotham,
trying to find someone who'd heard word of him, so I could make…
make him pay." He gripped Dick's shoulder firmly. "I know you
didn't come to Gotham to blame me for his death. I blamed
me. I tried to lose myself in hunting for Joker - it was easier to
have someone else to hold accountable, but… you didn't do anything
other than state what had been at the back of my mind all the
time."



"Bruce." Dick sighed. "If you thought I was blaming you, then
you're not the only person with something to apologize for." He
took a deep breath and let it out. "I didn't have the
facts and I didn't know the details. I got back from a deep-space
mission and basically got the news broken to me as 'Oh, by the way,
guess who kicked the bucket while you were gone?'"



Bruce stared at him. His hand tightened on Dick's shoulder. He
couldn't believe that anyone would have informed him that
callously.



"So, when I heard," Dick continued, "I didn't think it over, I
just… " His eyes widened. "I wanted to get the whole story, but the
way I asked… Sheesh! No wonder you thought -"



"None of which, in any way justifies the manner in which I
reacted." Bruce closed his eyes. "There was no excuse for my
hitting you. None. You can try to approach the incident from
various angles and you'll perhaps find various factors that can
explain my actions, but not one that would exonerate
them." He shook his head again. "I'm sorry."



There was a long pause. Then, Bruce felt a hand sink slowly onto
his own shoulder. "We were just sitting down to breakfast when you
buzzed," Dick said. "Or 'brunch', I guess. Did you eat, yet?"



Bruce opened his eyes.



Dick sighed mockingly. "You just flew in straight from patrol,
didn't you?"



"Alfred patched me up first."



"Hold it." Dick frowned. "You got hurt last night?"



Bruce started to shrug. Then he thought better of it. "I'll heal.
But there were a few moments when that was by no means certain. I…
It occurred to me that this matter should have been resolved before
and… " He looked away. Was he going to have to finish the
sentence?



"So, you haven't eaten," Dick said, mercifully removing the
necessity. "Fine. Let's see if there's anything left by this time.
If there isn't, there's got to be some place in Manhattan that'll
be open for breakfast, today." He winced. "Now, I'm sorry all I
sent you was a card."



Bruce shook his head. "Don't be. I've been told, on more than one
occasion, that I'm a difficult person to shop for. Alfred did tell
me that you already have plans for this afternoon?"



"Yeah. Nightwing's due to put in an appearance at Morgan Stanley
Children's Hospital." He looked apologetic. "If it was any other
appointment, I'd try to get out of it, but they've got the kids all
excited. I can't just… "



"Of course not." Bruce wouldn't have expected otherwise. "When
you're finished, though, I thought perhaps you'd come ho - come
back to Gotham? Christmas dinner won't be the same without
you."



Dick grinned. "Sure. I'll be there. Around six?"



"Yes, but we'll wait if it takes you longer." He grimaced. "I'm not
going to be up to patrolling tonight, in any case."



"You're sure you're alright?"



"Yes," Bruce nodded. "I just need a bit more time to heal." He
hesitated. "I wasn't sure if you'd be able to get away, so I had
Alfred book me on a return flight for two o'clock. I should be
heading back to the airport in about an hour or so," he said
apologetically. "I would have had him book a seat for you, too, but
I wasn't sure -"



"Don't worry about it," Dick interrupted with a grin. "Almost
nobody flies on Christmas Day. It won't be too hard for me to get
on a later flight, when I'm done. And if you and Alfred are out
doing something last minute," he took the house key out of the gift
box and held it up, "don't worry about it. I'll just use my gift to
let myself in and wait for you."

 

 











One Trail to
Another

A trip along The Christmas Trail

by Don Walsh

inspired by Christmas Eve and Other Stories from
Trans-Siberian Orchestra

 







Christmas Eve, 1974

Cyril “Speed” Saunders nursed the heavy glass in his hand, and
stared at the amber liquid within. He took a slow sip and just
continued to stare at nothing. There wasn't much to stare at within
the bar anyway; nothing that separated it from any other city bar
in any other city across the United States. Dim light, dark wood,
large mirror reflecting the few patrons scattered around, as lost
and lonely on this December 24th as Speed. So each sipped at their
liquor of choice and ignored the snow drifts that piled out on the
streets; ignored the scratchy, soft carols that played over the
radio; ignored the way the Christmas lights shone through like tiny
spheres under the accumulating snow.



“Now isn't that a pretty sight?” Speed looked up to see the man
with silver hair and mean eyes settle down next to him at the bar.
“Two more,” the newcomer indicated in front of himself and his
friend. “How's it going, Cyril?”



“I'm not so old that you can't still call me Speed, Faraday,” he
replied as he drained his Scotch and watched the bartender slide
two more single malts in front of them.



“You're getting there, old friend,” King Faraday assured him. He
raised his glass and then took a deep drink. “The crow's feet give
you that kind of fatherly look, but tell me it's not all that great
at picking up the ladies anymore?”



“Gee, thanks. Always able to count on you,” Speed shot back as he
sipped more slowly, then rolled the glass in his hands. “The
government enjoying their immortal secret agent? I've lost track
which agency they've shunted you to now.”



“Kind of 'at-large' at the moment, but that's beside the
point.”



“She sent you, didn't she?”



“Of course she did, Speed. She worries about you. Always will,
she's that kind of girl.” Faraday drained his glass and looked at
Cyril Saunders, at the gray that started to fleck his hair, at the
worn look in his face. “We all worry about you. Walking away from
the Trail, walking away from everything you worked so hard to
achieve.” He wasn't sure what to say next.



“I think the women's movement doesn't really like you calling a
fifty-plus year old a girl,” Speed taunted the agent, to shift the
focus of the conversation, to try and beat the painful tug in his
heart. “I'm tired. There's nothing wrong with being tired after
everything I've—we've been through, King.”



“True. You're beginning to look your age,” Faraday added awkwardly
and then winced.



“Not hardly.” Speed snorted derisively, and glanced up into the
mirror. Youthful twenty-something had left him behind. “Weathered,
late Thirties, that's a good look for me. Considering when we first
started walking the Danger Trail, I say that it's treated us pretty
well.” He sighed heavily, and added, “All things considered.”



“Yeah. We're good.” King gestured to the bartender again, and their
glasses were soon filled. He raised it up and held it toward Speed.
“To those we miss.”



Speed turned to face Faraday, clinked glasses and echoed the words.
Over his friend's broad shoulder, through the frosted window in the
bar's door, he glimpsed something. He blinked hard and saw the
tall, proud German, in his WWI-era aviator's cap and his blood-red
scarf fluttering in the breeze. The Hammer from Hell gestured for
Speed before a blast of wind kicked up a squall that blocked sight
of the old ally. “Think I'm seeing things,” Speed muttered softly.
“I thought I saw… someone out there, having trouble.”



“Maybe. Nasty weather for anyone to be out stuck in.” Faraday drank
the Scotch, and didn't even glance over his shoulder at the sight
that grabbed Speed's attention.



Cyril Saunders, however, stood up slowly and inched toward the
door. He stepped out into the frigid cold air, quickly covered in a
layer of white flakes, but didn't see any sign of his long-lost
friend. He did see a young girl: ten years of age, with wide eyes,
frozen cheeks and hair stiff from melted and refrozen snow, she
stared at the sign of the bar, the neon piercing the dark white
night blizzard. “What are you doing out here?” Speed knelt down and
put a hand on her shoulder, and looked into those pale eyes. “Why
are you out here, in this weather, on Christmas Eve? Little girls
are supposed to be home asleep waiting for Santa?”



“I wanted to see the doll once more,” she said softly, and
sniffled. “And got lost. And I can't find anything, and I'm not
sure where I am.” She shivered and shuddered, so tiny in the large
city and uncaring storm.



“How did you get here?” Speed asked even as he realized what a
pointless question that was. “My friends call me Speed. Who are
you?” He held her hand and escorted her into the bar, where she
could warm up, and they could escape the storm.



“Kendra,” she murmured softly as she stood close to Speed, huddled
against bar that loomed large around her. “I… I could see the star,
and stars are s'posed to help travelers. And 'specially on
Christmas Eve, right?”



Faraday walked over to the pair, after being summoned by Speed's
cough. He shook his head and chuckled as he gave the little girl a
wave. “You and your strays, buddy.”



“This is different. I don't know how, or why, but it is,” Speed
insisted. “My friend here, he's a very special police man, and he's
going to help us. Aren't you, very special policeman.”



“Of course,” King laughed a little louder, more warmly. “What's
your last name, little miss?” He nodded at her answer and pulled
out of his trenchcoat what will someday become a cell phone, but in
this day would be classified cutting edge technology only the best
of spies were equipped with. As Speed took Kendra to a table, and
the bartender brought her over a glass of soda with a bright red
cherry in it, and another patron walked by and pulled a hat over
her head “so you don't catch your death of cold, young lady” and
yet another patron joined the line to give her a silver dollar,
then another, and another, King Faraday mobilized the local police;
he brought information in from the Bureau, orchestrated responses
from all across the spectrum of the law.



Within an hour, Kendra was bundled into the back of a police car,
to be escorted back to her family, her home, piled with trinkets
and knick-knacks, cocoa and a cookie. “I got nothing for you
though, Speed. Mr. Faraday.” She looked up out of the back window.
Behind the two heroes of yore, a bar full of sad old men sang songs
in time to the radio, and smiled.



“One day, you're going to grow up and have a great family, and
you're going to tell them this story,” Speed said to her. “When you
do, you'll realize exactly what kind of gift you gave us. Now go
home, Kendra. Santa's coming.”



The car drove out of sight, blue lights fading into the snow. “Good
thing you saw that,” King said with a clap on Speed's
shoulder.



Speed felt very warm inside, smiled broadly, and looked ten years
younger. Felt revitalized for the first time in years. This night
of night, he felt triumphant. “Drinks are on me,” he told King
Faraday and they turned and walked back through the door, the door
that stood beneath the sign John Star's Bar,
with the five-pointed sign that pierced the dark white night
blizzard.

 

 











“Hey, what do you say we both be independent together,
huh?”



“You wouldn't mind my… red nose?”



“Not if you don't mind me being a dentist.”



“It's a deal.”



“Fascinating.” Brainiac chipped in from his perch on a couch
cushion, “My databases did not indicate that Earth’s rangifer
tarandus possessed phosphorescent olfactory qualities.”



Kara Zor-el snorted from where she was sprawled out across one of
Linda’s beanbags and wondered if she was going to regret finally
removing Brainiac from her ship and jury-rigging him into a
portable container so he could observe something other than the
inside of a barn.



“It’s a cartoon!” she chided him and rolled her eyes. “Now be
quiet! I’m trying to watch.”



Brainiacs lights flashed as he processed her reply. “I fail to see
how entertainment designed for juvenile humans will help you
understand Earth culture. If you are going to spend your time in
front of this… television, you should be viewing adult
material.”



Linda entered the room in enough time to catch the end of his
reply. “Not in my house she isn’t!”



Kara buried her face into the beanbag and moaned into the vinyl as
her skin flushed crimson.



“I was merely suggesting that Kara view age-appropriate programming
to help her better gain a understanding of your culture, Ms.
Danvers.” Brainiac replied.



“I think you know what you meant but I don’t think you know what
you said.” Linda smiled. “Even so remind me to show you daytime TV
sometime and let you rethink your statement. Besides, it’s
Christmas Eve. Nothing wrong with a little holiday
entertainment.”



Kara peeked over the indention in the bag. “Speaking of holidays,
you still haven’t explained what this “Christmas” is anyway. And
why don’t we have a lighted tree like everyplace else?”



“I’ve… never been one for decorating.” Linda said and her smile
weakened. “I figured it’d be easier to show you what Christmas is.
You want to go out?”



Kara deliberately tried to push the image of the dusty boxes in the
top of the hall closet marked “x-mas decorations” out of her mind
as she stood up. “Sure.”







DC3’s Ultimate Supergirl in:

“Home for the Holidays”

by James Stubbs







Linda managed to weave her jeep amongst the congested traffic and
find a parking spot in front of the Midnight Rooster coffeehouse.
The wind loudly rippled the plastic that substituted for windows on
the jeep in poor weather and, even though the bitter cold didn’t
phase her, she was grateful for the warmth from the heater that the
covering kept in.



“What are we doing here? This is the place we always go to,” Kara
asked. “Did you want a drink first?”



“Nope. I wanted to show you something,” Linda said, opening the
door as Kara hopped out her side. “Follow me around back.”



The two trudged around to the back of the trendy storefront to
encounter several cafeteria style tables set up around back with
large metal containers and a few of the store’s workers pouring out
steaming coffee into styrofoam cups for a large group of shabbily
dressed men and women.



“What is this?” Kara asked, puzzled.



“This is Christmas.” Linda replied.



“Coffee to the homeless?”



“Christmas is a time of giving,” Linda said.



“I thought Christmas was some sort of religious holiday?”



“To many it is,” Linda said, “but Christmas is a time of giving, no
matter what your beliefs are.”



“So what about getting presents and Santa Claus?”



“Ah,” Linda said with a smile, “the pleasure there is as much for
the giver as to the person receiving the gift. Take a look and see
for yourself.”



Linda motioned again towards the tables and Kara could see that,
despite the poor weather, none of the workers seemed unhappy and
many were smiling, shaking hands and talking with the small group
of people who had gathered.



“They’re doing good, Kara. Even if it is something as simple as a
few cups of coffee, it means a lot to others who find it hard to
stay warm or to even get something that we take for granted.”



Linda turned back and walked to the front of the store and took a
left down the sidewalk, deftly making her way through the crowds.
Kara followed although not without a few jostlings and hurried
apologies.



“But what about Santa Claus?” she asked again as she finally caught
up to Linda who was going into a department store.



“I’ll show you.”









The two entered the bustling store and Linda guided Kara towards
the large center area where a long line of children and parents
stood in line to see Santa sitting on a brightly colored throne as
a photographer offered to sell pictures to their parents.



Kara shrugged. “I don’t see it, Linda. There isn’t any giving here.
It’s just a bunch of children asking for things for
Christmas.”



“You’ve got super ears. Use them,” Linda said, leaning against a
garlanded railing. “We’ve got a few minutes to kill.”



Kara concentrated on filtering out the tinny carols coming through
the store’s intercom system and the random noise from the crowd.
After a few minutes of listening to requests for the newest video
games and toys, a faint scared whisper of “I want my mommy back”
reached her hearing.



Linda leaned in and said to Kara after observing her shocked
reaction, “I don’t know what you heard but sometimes the fondest
wish is nothing but selfless giving and wanting nothing more in the
whole world.”



“But Linda…” Kara said. “That wish can’t happen.”



“Maybe and maybe not, Kara, but they believe it can. Christmas is
also a time of hope. Where we believe the impossible can happen and
who knows? It just might.”



“Great Rao, Linda, that’s terrible!” Kara exclaimed and
drew a few stares before lowering her voice. “And what happens to
that child when their wish doesn’t come true?”



“They keep hoping. It might never happen but you have to have faith
that, if no other time of the year, Christmas is a magical time. If
you can’t put faith in Santa, who can you trust?”



“There is that religious thing.” Kara pointed out.



Linda cracked a smile. “Try telling that to a kid. He has more
trust in a guy in a red suit that comes down chimneys and leaves
gifts. In the end though, what does it matter? A messiah, a talking
snowman with a magic hat… as long as there is hope.”



“This is all very confusing” Kara mumbled.



“Buck up, girl. Christmas is best experienced than told.”



“Like a science experiment?”



“Kinda like that.”



They left the store and trudged down a few more blocks passing
another Santa ringing a bell in front of a little kettle. Linda
tossed in some coins from her coat pocket as did other
passers-by.



“More giving?” Kara asked.



“More giving.” Linda nodded.









They walked along in silence for a few more blocks, Linda admiring
the colorful decorations, the smells of the city’s food wafting out
of eateries and the hustle and bustle of the holidays. Kara was
deep in thought.



A woman’s shriek snapped both women out of their own thoughts.
“Stop thief!” rang out as a man in a bulky coat rudely shoved his
way past them, a box clutched to his chest. Kara’s arm
instinctively shot out to grab him but she misjudged and came away
with just air.



She was about ready to run after the man when a large fluorescent
day-glo green spring leapt from the crowd and enveloped the man’s
legs, sending him and the box sprawling. A small man in a brown
suit and a polka-dot bow tie snatched up the Mr. Miracle Perilous
Escapes Action Playset from the ground before it could be stepped
on.



An older woman ran up, breathing heavily in the cold air and smiled
in relief as the funny looking man offered her the toy back. “How
could you, sir?” he berated the thief. “Stealing a child’s toy for
Christmas? Have you no shame?”



The woman said, “This was for my grandson. Thank you so much,
mister…?”



“Schott, madam. Mister Schott” he bowed.



Everyone’s attention was drawn to the arrival of a police officer
who pushed his way through the crowd. “See here!” he said, “What’s
going on?”



The woman told everything to the policeman but, when she got to
explaining Mr. Schott’s intervention, the short man had disappeared
into the crowd.



Kara and Linda left once they saw that the law had everything under
control.



“That was really weird,” Kara observed. “Why’d you want to steal a
toy of all things and who the heck carries around a giant spring on
them?”



“Those Mr. Miracles are the hottest toy this year and they’re
really hard to get one. They’re selling online for three to four
times what they really cost… and I have no idea. We’ve been getting
some really strange folks about lately.”



“Outside of voodoo masters, robot duplicates and a homicidal
tree-man,” Kara smirked, “I don’t know what you mean.”



“Yeah,” Linda agreed. “Hard to believe it’s barely been a year.
Time flies when you’re terrified for your life.”



“Please,” Kara brushed her off with a michevious smile, “You’ve
saved my life more than I have yours.”



“Good thing for you I’m a crack shot with a flare gun.” Linda
laughed.



“I’ll just call you ‘Deadeye’ from now on.” Kara grinned and they
both shared a laugh.









They went a few more blocks and Kara began to wonder if Linda
really did have a plan or if she was just wandering about. As much
as she loved the city, she was really hoping to make it home in
time to catch White Christmas.



The cough of a loud diesel engine caught their attention and they
saw a camouflaged army truck turn the corner and inch forward along
with the bumper-to-bumper traffic in this section of town.



“Trouble?” Linda asked.



“Dunno. I haven’t heard any giant rampaging monsters. I’d be our
luck for Godzilla to show up on Christmas Eve wouldn’t it? I’ll
find out. Cover me.” Kara shot as she ducked into a darkened
alleyway only to fly out in her Supergirl outfit seconds
later.



She swooped up into the sky and then looped around to fly alongside
the cab. “Is there a problem?” she said over the traffic that was
now getting even slower as drivers stopped to stare at the arrival
of a genuine superhero.



“Toys for Tots, m’am.” The passenger, a young lieutenant, wearing a
Santa suit and a BDU cap did a double-take but managed to stammer
out. “We’re never going to make it to the orphanage in time with
this.” He motioned to the snarl of cars ahead of them.



“No problem,” Kara grinned and glanced quickly over at Linda who
got the message that she’d be gone for a little bit. “You guys are
getting the express route tonight.”



Kara planted her back against the front radiator, gripped the front
bumper and lifted the front of the two-ton truck off the road while
she slowly walked backwards shouldering the rest of the weight
until she had the vehicle’s weight balanced against her back.



They lifted slowly off into the air with Kara getting directions
from the driver who was leaning out of his window and yelling them
down to her, while trying to navigate by the unfamiliar aerial
route.



Lieutenant Finney gripped his door handle tight but grinned over at
his driver. “The Major’ll never believe this in a million
years.”



“Doubt it, sir, but you might want to put on your beard. We’ll be
coming in hot to a whole yard of kids and this is gonna make one
hell of a show.”



And his hapless driver wasn’t wrong. Children streamed from the
building after others spotted a truck coming down into their
yard.



“Make way for Santa!” Kara grinned and yelled down at them.



In the end it was a complete toss up as to who got the most
attention, Santa and his toys or the superhero who brought him.
Neither of the two really seemed to consider it a contest and Kara
had to beg the local reporter who was there to cover the story to
not take her picture for the paper. She wanted the focus to be on
what good was done for the children and not herself. Soon the
children were hustled off to bed and Kara and the two soldiers
left.



“Would you two mind doing me a favor?” she asked hesitantly.



“After tonight, you just have to ask,” Lt. Finney said
gratefully.









Linda took the time while Kara was going to window shop and to
secretly buy Kara a few CDs and a new pair of jeans she wanted. She
showed up a bit later than Linda expected but she did so with a
smile.



“I’m still not completely sure I understand but I’m getting there.
Let’s call it a night?” She asked.



Linda agreed and they drove home listening to the radio station
that had been playing Christmas music since Thanksgiving and both
of them singing badly to carols.



All of the lights in the house were blazing as they drove up.



They exchanged looks. They hadn’t left any lights on.



“You take the front and I’ll take the back,” Kara said. “Wait for
me first.”



Linda waited tersely, a heavy fallen branch from a tree gripped
like a club, until she heard the back door slam open and she
quickly rushed inside the front door.



And stopped dumbfounded.



Her artificial tree had somehow gotten out of the attic and the
decorations from the closet had come out as well. In fact, her
living room was now the epitome of Christmas. There was also four
National Guardsmen there waiting as “The Best Things Happen While
You’re Dancing” came from the TV.



Linda quickly shot a look at the back door to see Kara leaning
against the frame in her Supergirl outfit again with a mischievous
smile that sent the dread racing into Linda’s veins.



“Lieutenant Finney and his men here just couldn’t bear hearing that
a nice lonely and single woman had no time to decorate.”



Linda smiled weakly. So help me God I’m going to kill
her!



“Merry Christmas, Miss Danvers.” Kara smiled and flew off into the
night.

 

 











A (K)NIGHT BEFORE
CHRISTMAS

By Susan Hillwig











“Hello?”



“Davey boy! How’s life in the Mighty Met?”



“Oh, hey, Jack… it’s good. Life’s good. Still unpacking, still
getting to know my way around.”



“You mean Superman didn’t give you a guided tour?”



“You’re a real card, Jackie boy.”



“That’s why the women love me. But enough about my studliness… you
given any thought to the holidays yet?”



“What do you… oh, crap, it snuck up on me. I’ve been so busy with
the move and the new job… crap.”



“Watch your language, you’re a superhero now.”



“‘Crap’ isn’t swearing.”



“That’s not what Mom used to say.”



“Yeah, and Mom would faint if she heard the things they let
people get away with on TV these days.”



“True enough… now quit evading the question. Holidays. Specifically
Christmas. You coming home, or are you gonna hang out the Junior
JSA?”



“That’s the Young All-Stars… and yeah, I think I can make it
home.”



“You ‘think’?”



“Well, that’s a whole week from now, so you never know. We
could get invaded by giant Nazi robots. Again.”



“Riiiight… you think I’m gonna fall for that gag twice?”



“Damn, I already used that one?”



“Oh, yeah. Davey boy needs some new material… and you’re swearing
again!”



“Shut up. You gonna make tourtiere?”



“Of course. I’ll even buy an extra-large bottle of ketchup.”



“Okay, okay, twist my arm!”



“So you’ll be here?”



“Yeah, I will. Christmas Eve sound good? Say… four
o’clock?”



“Four o’clock, Christmas Eve. Perfect.”



“Great. Look, Jack, I’ve gotta let you go now. I’m on my way to
a meeting at STAR Labs. I’ll see you next week, okay?”



“Sure thing. You stay safe until then… no Nazi robots.”



“Heh… you bet. Bye.”



There’s a click on the line, and my brother is gone back to his
world, while I remain in mine. It’s strange to think that we have
separate worlds now, but then again, we’ve always had our own
things going. My mind on the past, and his on the future. Still, at
least then we were in the same city. Now he’s in Metropolis,
zipping around the skies as Starman, just like our father did in
Opal City before him. And me… I’ve got Opal all to myself
now.



I walk to the window of my flat and rub a clear spot on the frosty
pane to see the Oldtown section of the city covered in snow. It
collects in odd drifts in the Art Deco curves of the buildings and
cascades along the shoulders of statues like ermine wraps. Off in
the distance, I see the newer Opal, with its towers reaching upward
to hold aloft the pearly-gray winter sky. Oh, David, how could you
abandon a beauty such as this? Metropolis has its charms, yeah, but
I doubt it wears this season with as much grace and ease as my lady
Opal. I dabble in painting from time to time, and I recall once
starting a canvas of this particular view, after a snow not unlike
this one. Never finished it, though. You get busy, your job takes
precedence over your hobby. Of course, I’ve got the best of both
worlds in that respect.



I turn away from the window and grab my coat. I’ve got places to
be. Not like David, more informal. That’s my style. Give me a
system and I’ll buck it. But there are some traditions I
participate in. Christmas is one… but I have to do it in my own
fashion.



Down the stairs and into my shop. Knights Past. A little shrine to
kitsch and curio nestled in the heart of Oldtown. Dad called it a
“junk shop”. So does David. They never understood, but Mom did. She
was the one who taught me to love Opal and its echoes of times
past. She took my tendency to never get rid of any toy or book or
freebie Happy Meal plastic watch and tempered it into a real
collector’s eye. Everything means something to somebody, you just
have to match the right item up to the right person. I’m very good
at it. Right now, though, it’s early morning and the shop is still
closed. Best thing about owning your own business: you set the
hours. I’ve got a few hours before I officially unlock the doors,
so I hop into my car and angle towards the Rougeableu Bridge,
driving over to Opal proper. Cars zoom past on slushy streets, the
hustle and bustle of holiday shoppers crowding the sidewalk as
part-time Santas ring their bells next to little red kettles. After
grabbing the last open parking spot in town, I head into the local
Social Services office. I know a girl who works there. Beatrice.
She runs a program called Helping Hands, for folks that can’t pay
their bills due to job loss or illness or whatever. She’s the sort
of person who makes you believe the system works simply because
she’s a part of it. We dated for a while, and we’re still friends…
yes, she’s really that nice.



The warmth of the office washes over me as I open the door, and I
stomp my feet to knock off the snow before entering. “Hiya,
Bea.”



“Hi, Jack. Goodness, don’t you own a warmer coat for this
weather?”



“Not one this stylish.” I blow into my hands as I stand in front of
her desk.



“Some gloves might be prudent as well.” She opens a drawer and
pulls out a sheet of paper. “Got your target picked out for you,”
Beatrice says, passing it to me. “They’re new to the program, but
I’ve met with them a few times already.”



There’s an address printed at the top of the paper, with the name
of a woman and her child beneath, various notations made next to
each. “And they don’t know this is coming?”



“Of course not. You’ve always told me you like to keep it a
secret.” She smiles at me in a way that makes me wish we hadn’t
broken up. “You really don’t want people to know how sweet you can
be, do you?”



“Aw shucks,” I answer in my best Mortimer Snerd voice, then say,
“You have a Merry Christmas, Bea,” and depart.



Two days pass, and business picks up around the shop as the
last-minute folk scramble to find that perfect something. Mainly
hipsters who want to out-cool their friends by giving them some
throwback like a vintage metal lunchbox or a Mad Scientist Kit with
all the parts intact, but occasionally you get someone searching
for a lost piece of their childhood that they want to bestow upon
their own children, or those same kids, now grown, who want to
restore that sense of Christmas wonder to their elderly parents by
finding some rare item that only seems to exist in a bent-up
black-and-white photo. I do my best with all of them, and while
some go away unsatisfied, others leave with perma-grins as they
clutch their newfound treasures.



When closing time comes, I pull the shade and begin my own little
scavenger hunt with the paper Beatrice gave me in hand. It’s her
nature to learn a lot about the people she helps in her social
work, and she makes sure to pass along to me anything that might be
pertinent when I do my little good deed for the season. First up is
the woman, Dorothy Redmond. Twenty-two years old. Wears same
navy-blue dress every visit, according to Bea’s notes.
Might be best thing she owns. Well, I’m not about to
insult a lady by guessing her dress size, so I’ll do the next best
thing. I walk over to a long glass case where I keep vintage
jewelry and pick out a faux-ivory necklace with gold accents, plus
a matching set of earrings, something that’ll look nice next to all
that blue. If she can’t afford a new dress, at least she can give
the old one a different look.



Now something for her child. Callie, age 4. Man, my heart always
breaks for the really young ones. The notation Bea made doesn’t
make me feel much better: Very quiet, doesn’t interact much.
Always heads straight for the dolls I keep in the office. Hmm…
maybe she needs something to draw her out? I head to the back room,
where I keep some items that aren’t totally shop-ready yet.
Incomplete board games, vintage suits with small tears or stains
that have to be taken care of by experts. On a shelf sits a lonely
Chatty Cathy doll. Voice box in perfect order, rooted hair in great
shape, but her original clothes are long gone, replaced by a
generic pink dress with white shoes and socks. Might have been worn
by an actual child at some time. A lot of collectors turn their
noses up at something that isn’t mint-in-box, but a four-year-old
girl simply sees a beautiful doll that smiles and speaks, and that
might make her do the same.



With the treasures chosen, I head upstairs. As I pass near the
window, I can see more snow falling outside, and it makes me think
of that painting again. I also think that I haven’t gotten a
present for David yet. It takes a couple of hours to locate the
canvas amongst all my other stuff, but I do unearth it, and it’s
soon next to the window, sitting on my easel. I have to touch up
some of the paint I already laid down, but once I start working, I
don’t stop until my growly stomach forces me to dig up some
leftover Chinese from the fridge.



Days drift by like snowflakes on the wind. The painting fleshes out
in spurts: the facade across the street takes shape around
breakfast-time, tiny dots representing the lights on the top of the
bridge appear on the canvas as I sip Irish coffee at twilight. In
between, I’m running around the shop. Then, suddenly, it’s the
evening of the twenty-third, and I realize I need to go to the
grocery store. I curse my stupidity as I go up and down the crowded
aisles. Answers on a postcard why so many people always forget that
Christmas comes on the same day every year. Luckily, the
ingredients for tourtiere aren’t exactly seasonal items.
There’s a lot of French influence all throughout Opal, and my Mom’s
old Christmas specialty is just one manifestation of that. Ground
beef and pork with diced potatoes and onions and various spices
mixed in, all baked in a flaky pie crust. Put a dollop of ketchup
on the plate next to a slice of that… ohhhh Lord, I’m drooling
already.



Once I’m back at home base with a full pantry, I get to work
wrapping the gifts. Cartoon elves and reindeer cavort across the
paper. Sticky-backed bows are applied to the finished product. For
fun, I slap one on the Hawaiian shirt I’m wearing like a garish
boutonniere. Only one more thing left to prepare, but that will
have to wait until morning.



And morning comes far too soon. The alarm goes off at eight, and I
roll out of bed and shuffle to the kitchen. Coffee, lots of it.
Shop’s closed today, but I’ve got a full schedule ahead of me.
After a long soak in the shower, it’s back to the kitchen where I
prepare for war. I’m not exactly a wizard at cooking, but after Mom
died, I taught myself how to make tourtiere, because I
couldn’t bear the thought of Christmas without it. The first few
attempts were godawful, even with Dad and David helping, but we’d
eat it anyways, drowning it in ketchup until it became edible. And
slowly, with great determination, I improved. I only make it at
Christmas, though. It just wouldn’t be as special if I made it on
any of the other 364 days.



A couple of hours after I start, two perfect pies emerge from the
oven. One is set aside for later, while the other is wrapped
securely in tinfoil. It’s just turned noon, more than enough time
to finish my appointed task. I carefully balance the wrapped pie on
top of a cardboard box containing the gifts and a few other food
staples I picked up, like macaroni noodles and soup and cereal,
then toss on my coat and lug the stuff downstairs to my car.



Traffic is awful, not surprisingly. The fact that I’ve never been
to where I’m going doesn’t help. I eventually reach my destination:
an apartment building in a less-than-glamorous section of Opal. The
architecture still reflects the city’s uniqueness, but it’s in
disrepair, with cracked cornices and dingy windows. I pass into a
dim lobby and walk up four flights of stairs, the heavenly smell of
the tourtiere tickling my nose. Midway down a hall with
threadbare carpet lies the door I seek. I set my burden down before
it, rap hard upon the door, then make like Jesse Owens back to the
stairwell. I can hear the door open just as I duck out of sight
upon the stairs. Boris Karloff’s voice, in all its Grinchy glory,
drifts out of the apartment. I peek my head up just enough to see a
woman in a sweatshirt and jeans kneeling down to pick up the pie. A
faint “Ohmigod” comes from her when she peels back some of the
foil, then she sets it aside to open the cardboard box, the
contents of which she greets with a much louder “Ohmigod!” I drop
back out of sight, grinning like an idiot as I make my way out of
the building.



I get back home in enough time to do some cleaning up around the
place. The table’s set, Burl Ives is playing, and around half-past
four the phone rings. “Hello?”



“Hey, Jack, it’s David.”



“Davey! What’s the matter, you get lost?”



“No… look, there’s some trouble here in Metropolis. Toyman’s
going nuts. I’ve barely got time to make this call.”



“Are you okay? Where’s Superman? Can’t he handle it?” I flick on
the TV and start scrolling to see if any of the news channels are
picking it up.



“He’s getting his butt whipped. I’m on my way over there right
now to back him up.”



“Geez, if Supes can’t handle freaking Toyman… ” I begin to say,
then I catch something red and green hanging in the sky not far
from my window, and it ain’t Santa. I walk over to the window and
wave my fist in mock fury. “David, get your butt in here!”



“Psyche!” My big brother’s voice cackles over the phone as
I watch him fly towards the roof of my building. I meet him up
there, giving him a good punch on the arm for fooling me, then we
head inside. David’s brought a set of civilian clothes with him,
and as he changes in the other room, I place his gift in plain
view. “What’s that?” he says when he comes out.



“Open it and find out.” I stand to the side as David rips away the
paper to reveal the newly-finished painting. “Now you and I can
still share the same view, even though we’re in different cities,”
I tell him.



“Oh wow… this is great, Jack. Thanks.” He lifts up the canvas for a
better look. “You really should do this for a living.”



“Nah. Doing it for money would take a lot of the fun out of
it.”



“Just saying. Okay, now it’s your turn.” He pulls out a tiny
gift-wrapped box. “Found this in a place like yours in Metropolis…
hope you don’t have it already.”



I open it to find a vintage Cracker Jack toy, specifically a
sheriff’s badge. Just a simple five-pointed star in a circle, but
it makes me smile. “Actually, I’ve never seen this one.
Very cool. This’ll look good with the rest of my
collection.”



“Yeah, they had a lot to choose from, but I figured ‘a star for a
Starman’, y’know?”



“I am not Starman.”



“No, but you could have been. After Dad died, you could
have just as easily picked up the rod as me. I’m surprised you
didn’t, after all the times you pretended when we were kids.”



“Yeah, but that was kid’s stuff. You’re a little more aware of the
consequences when you’re an adult. I like my life here. I like my
shop. And you… Dad would be proud of what you’re doing with the
name. I don’t think my take on it would impress him so much.” I pin
the badge to my shirt, saying, “This is as close as I’m ever going
to get to being Starman.”



David grins. “It looks good on you, Jackie boy.”



“Everything looks good on me, Davey boy,” I
reply. “You, however, have a bad case of ‘cowl-head’.” I
muss up his matted hair, then we adjourn to the kitchen to partake
of the promised tourtiere. In between mouthfuls of food
and squirting each other with ketchup, he tells me tales of his new
life out in the world. Living in Metropolis, fighting alongside the
JSA… it’s obvious how much he loves it. This eventually leads to
talk of Dad, and of Mom, and of Christmases long long ago, as the
song says. As for myself, I tell him about some recent finds and
deals I’ve made, and the general goings-on around Opal. I don’t
mention Dorothy Redmond and her daughter Callie, though I think of
them as we talk. I hope they enjoy the gifts I laid at their
doorstep. I know it won’t fix all their problems, but if it makes
things look a little brighter for at least one day out of the year,
then I’m glad I could give that to them.



I am not Starman, but I like to be a hero in my own
fashion.

 

 











The Family
Tradition

A destination along The Christmas Trail

by Don Walsh











This very Christmas Eve

Kendra Saunders nursed the heavy glass mug of beer in her hand. She
slowly sipped at the golden liquid and just continued to stare at
nothing. That was hard to do with this bar: set in the center of
the Phantom Paradise Casino, lights glittered everywhere, rock
music filled the air from another room, chips rattled and coins
jingled. The raucous chorus of lights and sounds fought hard to
separate people from the reality of Christmas outside, and engage
the senses within, but none of it penetrated the athletic
woman.



So much changes in a year, she mused inwardly as she drank her
beer. She'd reconnected with her grandfather in a special way, just
a year ago this very night. The other day, she'd been reminded of
that so sharply when she learned she inherited the bulk of his
estate. When she sprained her ankle; when she'd broken her arm;
when she'd graduated high school after so many years of delinquent
behavior, and with grades enough to get into a good school, with
some minor scholarships. Speed had been there to help with the
rest. When he needed her, he died alone.



She swallowed the rest of the beer bitterly, then slapped the mug
onto the bar heavily. The girls had tried very hard to make
Christmas happen at the offices of the Thunder Detective Agency,
and the corner of Kendra's mouth twitched into the briefest of
smiles. Cindy, Halo and Amy were getting along famously already.
Kendra shook her head and gestured for another beer.



Dawn and Jonni planned a Christmas party for that night. They even
got an invite to her cousin Greg Saunders, but business with the
Seven Soldiers had kept him in Texas this year. She sighed at the
thought and in her heart, she knew better. It wasn't business, Greg
wasn't like that. He was all about family, she bitterly thought,
and chugged at the new beer.



“You got someone wants to talk with ya,” the bartender said as he
pointed over to the bar's street entrance. Only one of several
doors into this section of the Casino, this one emptied out onto a
side street, a little darker, less noticed, the perfect entrance
for Kendra when she sought out where to drown her self-pity.
“Good-looking blond guy too,” he added with a wink.



She glanced up to the reflective center post the bar wrapped
around, and she saw him: slim and athletic, blond hair and bright
eyes, friendly smile combined with a warm wave. She spun around to
look at the youthful version of her grandfather she'd known through
pictures and home movies, but living up to his name, he'd already
slipped back to the door.



“Grandpa!” Kendra called out urgently. She leaped off the stool,
and dashed through the door. She looked one way then the other,
then back, desperately seeking out Cyril Saunders, young or not.
He'd not be the first hero to return from the dead, and her heart
leaped into her throat. It was cold, overcast, gloomy; the
slate-gray clouds mixed with rust red reflected from the Nevada
district of Platinum Flats, and it made the scene more surreal.
Especially as she realized quite quickly that there was no one out
there.



Then she heard a crash from around the corner, followed by more
such noises, and instinct took over. She ran around to see into the
alley, where a rough-looking gang staggered over hastily-tossed
garbage cans and dislodged wooden pallets.



“C'mon, Ren, c'mere, we gonna get you anyway, and blondie here
ain't stoppin' us,” the lead punk sneered as he slapped a heavy
wooden bat in his hand, and she could make out a vicious spike
pounded through it.



The other three laughed with him, each with some nasty, makeshift
bludgeon in their hands, and Kendra looked past them to make out a
younger pair of teens. The girl hobbled, her other foot dragging as
a blond-haired youngster leaped up to grab a fire escape and swung
his feet into one gang member who'd strayed too close. “Blondie?
That's not my nickname, you morons!” he said with a laugh as he
dropped back down in front of the girl.



“Why do you keep calling me Ren? My name's Katie, and I didn't mean
to wander into the park, I just wanted to see the lights, and why
are you doing this?” Katie cried out as she pressed up against the
brick wall that ended the alleyway.



“Yer Ren 'cause it's Christmas time, and that's what Ren Boys do,
we catch a pretty bird and break her up for the new year,” the
leader said with a laugh.



“That's the most twisted up version of Christmas I've heard,” the
boy said as he clenched his fists, ready for the last stand, eyes
twinkling with mischief. Kendra knew that look, knew that even now,
his mind raced with ways to get out of this.



“It's true,” Kendra called out past the gang as she stepped closer.
She smiled now, a grimmer smile, as she felt something stirring in
her. “Old, old tradition, from England. My grandfather told me
about it. Wren boys, but that was about finding a little bird, a
wren. And it was treated with respect at the end. And yeah, it was
messed up, but nothing like this.”



“Listen, lady, just back off, or you'll get what's comin' to ya for
gettin' between us and our bird,” the punk with the spiked bat
grumbled, his weapon pointed at her.



Kendra rolled her eyes and shucked off her jacket, then dragged off
her shirt to reveal the top of her costume. The four punks stared
at the bizarre behavior, as the blond kid quietly helped Katie up
the fire escape thanks to the distraction. “It may not look like
it, but you're in big, big trouble. See, I don't have my wings, but
I'm Hawkgirl. I don't have my helmet, or my mace, or my cestus, but
I'm Hawkgirl. I kicked Starbreaker's ass. I knocked SPIDER out of
commission, and punched it out with Prometheus, among a bunch of
others. Look in my eyes.” She glared at them as she took a fighting
stance, her fists high and ready. “Do you believe me?”



The Ren Boys stared back at her, and tried to be all strong, and
tried to be all tough, swaggering as they looked at the woman. But
slowly, each of their weapons dropped to the alley floor; and each
Ren Boy shuffled quietly past Hawkgirl, and slipped out onto the
street, then ran off into the night. “I still got it,” she muttered
as she grabbed her jacket and shirt back.



“All clear,” she called up to the blond boy and Katie. She helped
the girl with the sprained ankle down to the ground and then
watched as the other one bounded off and landed with grace and a
grin.



“Thanks so much,” Katie said with a big hug. “Thank you thank
you!”



“No problem. It's what I do,” she assured Katie. “And you? Who are
you?”



“My name's Sidney, but my friends call me Speed, 'cause I'm the
fastest kid on the track team,” the blond boy said with a grin as
he shook her hand. “You have to teach me that whole staredown
thing, that was awesome!”



Kendra smiled at him, and shook her head at the impossibility. She
shivered as she slipped back into her jacket. “Speed, huh? Okay
then, well, you're welcome, and also… thank you.”



“Thanks? Me? I mean, I did my best for Katie, and happy to do it,
but you? You saved us,” Sidney said with a quizzical look.



Kendra felt the connection growing; her grandfather's trail, his
special time of year, that kept him young for decades, no matter
how old he was. She felt something cold touch her cheek and noticed
snowfall, and she smiled brighter. A year can make a lot of
changes; last year, she bonded with Speed Saunders in a way she
never thought she could. A year later, she bonded with him in a way
she never could have expected.



“We're going to get you two to a rocking Christmas party with my
family, and then we'll call your folks and tell them you're both
okay.” She put an arm around each of their shoulders and slowly
headed out to the street to find a cab. “And then maybe, if you
behave, 'Speed', I'll explain to you what you did
tonight.”

 

 











Harley
Claus

A DC3 Ultimate Gotham Girls Holiday Story

Written by Samantha Chapman







‘Twas three days before Christmas and any could see

Harley’s smile as bright as the best Christmas tree.

All her Scouts here had gathered with cookies and punch

For their Holiday party and parental brunch.

All the daycare was crowded with food, song and fun,

The year’s final festivities only begun….

 







Harley was nothing short of beaming, surrounded by shouting little
girls and as full of sugar as they were. The final day of Harley
Scouts before Christmas had come, and for a treat she threw them
the best party she knew how. Parents had pulled together for pizza
and cookies and drinks, and Harley sat in one corner of the room
watching her girls introduce each other to their mothers, fathers
and guardians.



“Harley, the tape’s started over again.” Ivy stepped up beside her.
When Harley first invited her to come along Ivy had hesitated.
She’d found a reason to go, but after a few hours she was starting
to get fed up. “We’ve heard this song three times now.”



“But it’s my favorite!” Harley flipped her head back to look up at
Ivy with her biggest eyes. The bells she had tied to each pigtail
jingled and jangled around her head. “Don’t you like it?”



“Well, I mean it’s a good – that’s not the point,” Ivy sighed, and
walked back away. “I’m gonna need a real drink.”



Someone was waiting in the entrance room when Ivy stomped her way
back in. Renee chuckled, her arms folded over her chest and a candy
cane sticking its neck out of her front pocket. “Too much fun for
one day?”



Ivy shrugged, but smiled and stood with Renee, back against the
wall and glancing in toward the boisterous festivities. “Let me
tell you, if I couldn’t retreat and talk to you…”



“Then I’m glad I came.” Renee had also had her reservations about a
day-care party, but something about the place was truly charming.
“I still can’t believe this is what she’s gotten up to.”



“Never would have guessed, right? I don’t know what kind of crazy
luck she’s got, but Harley got this idea in her head and now they
love her.”



Renee’s lip twitched into a smile when she saw a little black girl
tugging at Harley’s hand, babbling excitedly and leading her over
to try whatever treats her mother had brought. “When I first met
her I wouldn’t have ever thought she could go straight.”



“Oh? And what about me?”



“Lucky for me, you’re not,” Renee laughed, keeping her voice low as
her arm slipped toward Ivy’s waist.



Ivy tapped Renee’s arm with her finger and pointed up, her own
smile subdued. “Know what that means, don’t you?”



“Harley hung mistletoe in a day-care?” Renee asked.



“Oh, of course not, corrupted youth, blah blah. I did,” Ivy
straightened out a long finger and the little bloom lengthened,
bobbing merrily over their heads. Her hand moved to Renee’s cheek,
holding it steady and they kissed.



Renee’s cheeks were dusted pink before they even went back outside.
“Come on. I’ll buy you a real drink.”







In the packed room, with the same music floating over their heads
once again and the food and drinks on the edge of demolished,
Harley hefted another one of her Scouts onto her lap. “Sorry your
mom couldn’t make it, Katie, but you’re having fun anyway, right?”
The little girl nodded. “You ask Santa for anything special?”



“Santa doesn’t come to my house,” Katie answered matter-of-factly.
“He’s not real.”



“Really, is that what you think?”



“Mommy told me all about it,” Katie grinned as she spoke, and
Harley wondered how often she’d given the speech and been made fun
of for it. “When other kids say Santa visited it just means their
mommy and daddy gave them something special only they can’t
appreciate it and it makes her sad.”



Harley combed a stray bit of cupcake frosting out of Katie’s bangs.
“Aw, Santa’s not supposed to make any one sad!” She leaned forward
and lowered her voice, letting Katie know she was about to hear
something secret, something special. “You’re right… Santa isn’t a
person who comes into peoples’ houses and leaves them stuff.”



“I know! But all the other kids – “



“But that doesn’t mean there’s not any Santa at all,” Harley
finished. Her blue eyes twinkled as Katie’s excited exclamation
fell flat. “Think about it like this… look outside,” she pointed to
the window, where a thin dusting of snow still sat on the sidewalk.
“It’s cold out there, right?”



“Right…”



“But it’s warm in here. With all of us in here together and
something hot to eat and drink. And pretty soon it’s gonna be dark
outside, right? But what about when you and your mom go
home?”



“We turn the lights on.”



“Exactly! And are you gonna visit anyone else for Christmas?”



Katie thought for a moment. “Uncle Joe and Cousin Charlie come over
to have cake with us.”



“So you’ve got family, you got warm, you have light, and cake,”
Harley ticked off on her fingers. “And all that means you’re not
thinking about how cold and dark it is, and you’re not sad but
you’re happy. And it doesn’t matter if there’s a tree or presents
or a guy in a red coat or not, that’s what Santa means.”
Harley grinned and shook her pigtails to hear the bells ring. “And
maybe Harley Claus can send you back with some of the leftover
cookies for your mom, that sound alright?”



Katie smiled slowly, and nodded. “Okay.”



Harley gently pushed the girl off of her lap and back out into the
room, and leaned back in her chair, looking out. The room buzzed
with conversation, with music and talk and laughter. A few of the
older girls were congregated across from the snacks, whispering to
each other and watching out for anyone who might try to overhear.
The parents were talking among themselves, venting holiday stress
and trading ideas for last-minute gifts. Harley just sat back, and
basked in the cheery glow. Her fake tree was standing up admirably
to the assaults of the hyenas at home, and Ivy was happier than she
had been in ages. She was free to relax and to be happy, and there
wasn’t any better present that Harley could ask for.
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	House of
Mystery #1 (2006)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of ten tales
featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters such as
Doctor Occult, The Phantom Stranger and many more!



	


Detective
Comics Annual #1 (2006)
The explosive second year of Bat-titles starts here with three
exciting tales written by the new creative teams on Batman &
Detective Comics:

"Wings on Fire"

With Gotham City barely recovered from the Crisis, Firefly arrives
to burn it down! Who is Firefly? And even more importantly, what is
his connection to up and coming crime boss Oswald Cobblepot?

"Gotham Nights"

Bruce Wayne and Dick Grayson are invited to the Gotham Hyde Civic
Center during it's grand reopening after the Apokolips War.

Bruce is hoping for a quiet evening and a chance to improve his
image but when new and old faces alike make an appearance and a
deadly threat is uncovered, you know it’s not going down without a
hitch!

"For Love and Money"

Get inside the heads of two very different members of the GCPD in
this back-up tale featuring James Gordon and Harvey Bullock.



	


DC2
Showcase Holiday Special (2006)
Seasons greetings from the DC2!

Take a peek at several tales that span across the DC2 universe
this holiday season. It's a time for celebrating with family &
friends, spreading good cheer, and maybe a few surprises along the
way!



	


Crisis: The
Apokolips Imperative (2006)
This is it! The collected first mega-event to rock the DC2
Universe as the eternal struggle between The New Gods and the
forces of Darkseid comes to Earth!



	


DC2
Showcase #1 (2006)
The classic anthology title that started the silver age makes
its DC2 debut. Showcase kicks off DC2’s second sensational year
with four brand new tales from every corner of the DC2
universe:

Mechanical Dreams: Part 1 (of 3)

Written by: Legacy:

A familiar character makes their DC2 debut with a tale that reveals
his traumatic origin. Find out who it is in part one of a
three-part tale.

Batman: Curfew

Written by: Kevin Hill:

When three young boys are caught out after dark, they discover that
their only hope of rescue from the horrors of Gotham City lie in
the hands of the modern myth, the Batman!

Blue Devil: Hollywood Nights: Part 1 (of 3)

Written by: John Elbe:

A soap star, a reality TV actress wannabe, and a script doctor, all
share a house in West Beverly Hills with Daniel Patrick Cassidy, a
special effects/stuntman who is about to accept the role that will
change his life forever on the new movie, Blue Devil.

Superman: Obituary: Part 1 (of 3)

Written by: Julian Balrup:

After the recent grueling battle that was Crisis, Superman begins
to evaluate his life and decides to take it upon himself to write
his own Obituary. Writing as Clark Kent, he chronicles key moments
in his life that shaped him to become the hero that we know him to
be.



	


DC2
Showcase #2 (2006)
The new DC2 anthology series continues…

Mechanical Dreams: Part 2 (of 3)

Written by: Robert Harding

The DC2 introduction of Victor Stone continues. His life has been
turned upside down as the mechanical dream turns into a
nightmare!

Rip Hunter Lives!

Written by: Charlie Wilkins

One man travels alone in the time stream, all but lost to the
world, until he's dragged into something that even he doesn't
understand on the outskirts of eternity itself! Meet the new Rip
Hunter as he meets the old Linear Men... Pulp action at it's
finest!

Blue Devil: Hollywood Nights: Part 2 (of 3)

Written by: John Elbe

Daniel Cassidy’s life appears to be looking up when he has two
beautiful women fighting over him and Blue Devil the movie is back
in production. But, a freak accident on the set reveals how far
someone is willing to go to get a movie made in Hollywood. Will
Cassidy pay for it with his soul?

Superman: Obituary: Part 2 (of 3)

Written by: Julian Balrup

Clark has had a trial by fire, now he has a brush with the skies.
Clark begins to decide how he wants to use his powers. He wonders
should he use them to be mankind's savior or its ruler...



	


House
of Mystery #2 (2007)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of nine
tales featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters
such as Doctor Occult, The Shade and many more!



	


DC2
Special #3: A Very DC2 Christmas (2007)
The staff of DC2 come together again to give you a little taste
of the holiday spirit in several stories that run the gamut of
emotions. Join us as we give you our Christmas present.



	


DC2
Showcase #3 (2007)
The conclusion to Showcase volume one is finally here!

Mechanical Dreams: Part 3 (of 3)

Written by: Robert Harding

His life has been turned upside down by those closest to him but
now he realizes what he has been made into and what will come next.
As a great terror spreads through Vic Stone's life, he must decide
what path to take and more critically, whose side will he join.
This is the end of the beginning. Welcome Vic Stone, to the
DC2.

Blue Devil: Hollywood Nights: Part 3 (of 3)

Written by: John Elbe

After being blasted with supernatural energy Dan Cassidy is trapped
in the Blue Devil suit. He is now in the battle of his life on the
movie set as the cameras film everything. When it’s over his life
will be changed forever. Will he be able to embrace his destiny
when he discovers the truth about why he has become Blue Devil?



	


House
of Mystery #3 (2008)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of six tales
featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters such as
Deadman, The Phantom Stranger and many more!



	


DC2
Special #4: DC2 Holiday Special (2008)
DC2 Special #4: DC2 Holiday Special.

Spend some time with the both writers and artists of the DC2
& DC3 as they celebrate Christmas with several heartwarming
tales... and one tale starring Ambush Bug.

If this doesn't put you in the holiday spirit, then your name
must be Scrooge!



	


House
of Mystery #4 (2009)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of four
tales featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters
such as Man-Bat, The Phantom Stranger and many more!



	


DC2
Special #5: Another DC2 Christmas Special (2009)
Join the staff of DC2 as we celebrate another year of holiday
cheer with several short stories and vignettes that will take you
from a certain farm house in Kansas all the way to the very halls
of the DC2 offices in New York City.



	


Weird
Western Spectacular #1 (2010)
To commemorate the new Jonah Hex film, a stable of the writers
for DC2 joined together to create not just a celebration of
everyone's favorite ugly as sin bounty hunter but a plethora of Old
West heroes and heroines as well.



	


DC2
Special #7: The Ghosts of Christmases Past (2011)
DC2 Special: The Ghosts of Christmases Past.

Join the writers and artists of the DC2 comics fanfiction
community in celebrating the holidays with this collection of
superhero tales that explore the joys of the season.
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