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  ~ Like a Brother ~


  Part 1


  It was funny how different the Daily Planet building looked in total darkness, Lois thought, observing it from where she stood, shivering slightly, on the snow-packed pavement across the street. Normally, whatever time of day or night, there was some activity going on; staff were present, busily playing their part in getting the afternoon or morning editions out. Even at four in the morning, the night staff would be finishing off, the final morning edition having just rolled off the press. Some of the regular journalists might be there too, pulling an all-nighter or just coming in early to finish a big story before morning conference.


  



  Now, the building was empty; the printing presses weren't rolling, and nobody was there.


  



  Well, except for her; but then, she hadn't seemed to be able to think of anywhere else to go.


  



  Lois wasn't even sure why she was here. It was Christmas Eve, not long after 11 pm, and she should be out celebrating with friends, or getting ready for bed. That was what most other people were doing. And, truth be told, she had been invited to a couple of parties. But for some reason she really hadn't felt like going.


  



  So instead here she was, with less than an hour to go until Christmas Day, and she'd been wandering aimlessly about until she'd ended up in front of the Daily Planet. The place where she worked. Actually, the place where she spent most of her life. The place which held more meaning for her than her apartment, or her friends, or anything else.


  



  The Planet felt more like her home than the place where she lived.


  



  And wasn't that an indictment of her life? If Lucy was here, Lois could imagine exactly what her sister would say to her. She lived for her work. She had no social life. She had no *life*, full stop.


  



  <You don't have dates, you have interviews>


  



  <I just want you to meet a super guy!>


  



  Well, actually, Lois thought, she had met a super guy. The most Super of them all. And, weirdly, it had happened not long at all after that conversation with Lucy.


  



  Superman.


  



  He'd flown into her life, and literally swept her off her feet. He'd even kissed her once - and what a kiss! Lois had been kissed before, but never had anything affected her so deeply. Her senses had swum, and every nerve ending had tingled; she'd felt totally consumed by the unleashed power of his passion. When he'd released her, she'd actually had to hold onto him for fear of losing her balance.


  



  But it had only been the result of the concentrated pheromone. Lois knew that under normal circumstances he'd never have kissed her at all, let alone like that. Admittedly, she'd kissed him too on another occasion, and he hadn't pushed her away; he'd kissed her back, but kindly rather than with passion. They'd both known that it was a kiss for luck - he'd been on his way to stop the Nightfall Asteroid. That couldn't in any sense be called a lover's kiss.


  



  Her Super man simply wasn't available, or was not interested in her. She had to accept that all he could be was a fantasy figure - or a friend. If she could stop throwing herself at him, he could be her friend.


  



  A friend...


  



  There was someone else in her life who could be her friend, if she let him - and if she hadn't completely frightened him away. And tonight as she stood alone in the snow, she realised something.


  



  She wanted Clark to be her friend. That was a pretty astonishing admission, considering the way she'd reacted to him when he'd first joined the Planet. A `hack from Nowheresville' and `Mr Greenjeans' were just two of the many offensive ways she'd described him when she'd been partnered with him on the Messenger story; she'd been condescending, patronising and at times downright rude. And yet, contrary to expectations, Clark had refused to be intimidated. He'd given as good as he got - without being rude, though. He'd sparred with her, capped her exit-lines with ease, and even taken a very clever revenge on her when she'd stolen his story. She'd had to admire him for that.


  



  And, gradually, he'd got under her skin. She'd found herself looking for him when she arrived in the newsroom first thing in the mornings - though the fact that he'd made a habit of bringing her coffee and snaffling her favourite doughnut from the box for her didn't hurt. She'd discovered that she looked forward to their verbal sparring, and found herself saving up lines to use against him - not to wound, but for the sheer enjoyment of fencing with someone who was equally as skilled as she was, but in different ways.


  



  She'd only realised just how much she'd come to like him and enjoy his company when he'd almost been shot that time in Smallville. And then, barely a couple of weeks later, when he'd quit his job, she'd felt as if she'd lost her best friend. That goodbye kiss had almost made her cry; she'd sat in silence in the near-darkness of the newsroom after Clark's departure, just thinking about life without him. Being without a partner again. Being without the one person in her daily life - Perry aside - who seemed to be her intellectual and professional equal.


  



  Being without her friend.


  



  Because Clark was the nearest thing she had to a friend. He'd worked hard to get her to accept him in that capacity, she knew, and she thought he was still trying; but he'd already more than succeeded, as far as she was concerned. She couldn't imagine her life without him now.


  



  And he cared about her. For Clark, it clearly wasn't just a question of enjoying her company. He'd saved her life a couple of times in the last few days; three times, if she believed him about that noise which had sounded like a car backfiring, but which he'd said were gunshots. He'd practically risked his own life by dragging Sebastian Finn, disguised as Mr Trezewski, off her. And he'd actually been about to chase the would-be murderer, uncaring at the risk to himself, until she'd begged him to stay with her. And he had. He'd got right down on the kitchen floor, ignoring any thought of his good suit, and held her in his arms.


  



  And she'd felt safe.


  



  That was something else about Clark. She always felt safe when she was with him. Protected. Cared for.


  



  ...loved...?


  



  Now there was a question she'd avoided facing for some time. Somewhere, in the dark recesses of her mind, she suspected that Clark was in love with her. Or, at least, she thought he might *believe* that he was in love with her. Though a crush was very different from love, she reflected soberly. After all, she had strong feelings for Superman - but was that love? Or was it merely a crush, as her family tended to assert and as she was very sure that Clark believed?


  



  She didn't know. And it wasn't very likely that she'd get a chance to find out.


  



  But Clark didn't have to be in love with her to love her, she supposed. Friends sometimes loved each other, and from what she knew of Clark he was a pretty affectionate, warm guy. But then, he did come from a loving home - unlike her. His parents were openly demonstrative towards each other, and all members of his family told each other, on a daily basis, that they were loved.


  



  Lois shivered again, and a light flurry of snowflakes fluttered down around her. She stamped her feet in an effort to warm them up, telling herself that she needed to get home before she froze.


  



  When was the last time someone had told Lois that they loved her?


  



  <The last time someone was trying to get me into bed> she answered herself sardonically.


  



  Then, thinking of Clark again, she frowned as she remembered an interlude, two brief conversations during that horrible time when they all thought the world was going to end. The Nightfall asteroid was still on collision course with the Earth, and Superman was nowhere to be found. Clark, suffering from amnesia, had been completely disoriented by it all.


  



  Clark had asked her, "Are we more than friends?"


  



  She'd avoided the question, not even wanting to confront what he meant by it, much less answer it; she'd simply reminded him that they were partners, not even having the decency to admit that they were friends.


  



  Then later, the conversation which still haunted her. She'd encountered Clark outside his apartment, and she supposed that what they'd been doing was saying goodbye. And he'd looked at her in a way which had disturbed her... His words had affected her deeply, too.


  



  <Lois, thank you... For whatever it is you've done for me that makes me feel so good about you>


  



  When had she last done anything to make anyone feel good about her? At work, she was known as Mad Dog Lane, and she was well aware that most of her colleagues disliked her or thought her arrogant. Clark was the feelgood one of the two of them; he was the one who always chatted to everyone, remembered to ask about their families and to wish them well on special days in their lives. She was the one who always wanted to get straight to the point, dismissing polite chit-chat as a waste of time.


  



  Clark's words had scared her. Embarrassed, she'd told him that he was pretty terrific too. And then she'd added, awkwardly, "I mean, I love you . . . like a brother."


  



  A brother.


  



  She'd never had a brother, and she'd never felt the need of one. In some ways, not having brothers had pleased her, in that as a result her father hadn't got his dearest wish, a son. She'd felt that he didn't deserve it; not the way he'd always made her somehow feel to blame for not having been a boy.


  



  But sometimes, now that Clark was in her life, she wondered what it would have been like to grow up with an older brother; someone who would have protected her, walked her home from school, vetted her dates, threatened to beat up kids who threatened her, and generally taken responsibility off her shoulders. Of course, she reminded herself that she didn't need protection; but then, when protection came in the shape of Clark Kent, it was difficult to remember that.


  



  She'd told Clark that she loved him like a brother.


  



  And she still remembered the way he'd looked at her. Wounded. As if she'd struck him. As if she'd... rejected him.


  



  And, of course, that was exactly what she'd done. The end of the world was approaching. For all either of them knew, that was it; they had a few precious hours left of their lives. If she had, just for once, forgot her customary caution, her fear of letting a man get too close to her emotionally, who knew what could have happened?


  



  She knew what could have happened. If she'd had the courage to admit that her feelings for Clark ran deeper than mere friendship -


  



  "Lois! What on earth are you doing here all alone?"


  



  She whirled, astounded to see Clark walking swiftly through the snow towards her. Embarrassed at the direction her thoughts had taken just before his arrival, she just hoped that he didn't notice her flushed cheeks in the dark - or, at least, that he put it down to the cold.


  



  "Uh... I was just... ummm... What are you doing here, Clark?" Grateful for the opportunity to deflect his question, she added, "Aren't you supposed to be in Smallville? With your folks?"


  



  He nodded. "I'm flying down tomorrow, early."


  



  "On Christmas Day?" She stared at him incredulously. "There are flights?"


  



  "Uhh..." Now he looked a little discomfited. Then, awkwardly, he explained. "Superman offered to fly me there and back. As a kind of a Christmas present, I guess."


  



  "Oh." Now it was Lois's turn to be taken aback, again. Obviously Clark was closer to Superman than she'd realised, if the Super-hero was giving him Christmas presents! Why couldn't he... Well, she supposed that she didn't have family living hundreds of miles away, she reasoned with herself. Although Lucy was in California...


  



  "I... uh, I guess flights are kind of expensive at this time of year," she added, more as a means of filling the sudden silence. Then she shivered.


  



  Immediately, Clark looked concerned. He stripped off his heavy wool overcoat and, ignoring her protests, wrapped it around her shoulders. "You'll get cold," she warned him, though she was grateful for the additional warmth, and even more for his caring gesture.


  



  "I'll be fine. I'm used to cold winters, remember? I'm from Smallville." He grinned at her.


  



  "Metropolis has its share of cold winters," Lois pointed out.


  



  "Yeah, but you don't have to go out to a freezing barn to milk the cows at five or six in the morning in Metropolis," he countered, his smile wider.


  



  "Ugh." She pulled a face. "I'm sorry, I know your parents' place is nice, but farms really aren't my thing."


  



  "I know." He smiled again, clearly teasing. "You're a city girl through and through. I'm well aware of that." He gestured up the street. "You know, you should really get home. Is your car around here somewhere?"


  



  Lois shook her head. "I walked."


  



  "From your apartment?" He sounded incredulous.


  



  "It's only about five miles," she said defensively. "I can walk that far unaided!"


  



  "Lois, it's freezing. It's starting to snow again, and it's late. It's not safe to be out alone!"


  



  "Even the night before Christmas?" she challenged him softly. "That's one heck of an indictment of our society."


  



  "It is," he agreed. "Even the night before Christmas, Lois." He paused, then added quietly, "Let's get you home. Want me to call a cab?"


  



  "What, now?" She stared at him in disbelief. "Clark, it's almost midnight on Christmas Eve. Every cab in the city is probably booked up for hours ahead!"


  



  "Then we walk," he said firmly. "Ready to go?"


  



  "You don't have to come with me."


  



  "I want to. And anyway, I'm not going to let you wander the streets on your own. If you think I could sleep tonight without making sure you got home safely, then you don't know me, Lois."


  



  "I know you," she told him softly, reaching out to touch his arm. "You're a boy scout, Clark. And I kind of love that about you."


  



  In the glow from the nearby streetlight, she saw him blush.


  



  *********


  Part 2


  



  At first they walked in silence through the darkened streets. To her surprise, Lois felt no awkwardness; no burning desire to fill the quietness with words, any words. It was a friendly, companionable silence, which reminded Lois once again just how much she enjoyed Clark's company these days.


  



  Clark was a good companion, keeping pace with her and catching her arm a couple of times when it looked as if she might slip on an icy patch. After the second time, she looped her arm through his and held onto him firmly.


  



  "Might as well save you the trouble of grabbing for me again," she told him with a teasing grin.


  



  "I see. You thought you'd just pull me down with you next time you slip?" he questioned, his mouth turning up at the corners in that half-grin she knew so well now.


  



  "Naah. I'd make sure you went down first, so I'd have a cushioned landing," she quipped in return.


  



  That made him laugh aloud, which warmed her from the inside in a way she hadn't expected. Clark had a lovely laugh, joyous and warming and contagious; again tonight she was reminded of yet more of her partner's good features. She should have made the effort to get to know Clark right from the beginning, Lois told herself sadly. If she had, who knew what could have happened by now? Instead, she'd pushed him away and treated him like dirt. And, while he'd responded in a better way than she'd deserved, he'd also distanced himself. He'd never again asked her out, nor looked at her in *that* way, the way which made her feel that he could see right into her soul, and that he loved everything he saw.


  



  But he did seem to be her friend, in a way or, at least, the closest thing to a friend that a workaholic like Lois Lane had. And she should be thankful for that.


  



  A noisy group of revellers passed them then, knocking into Lois as they ran through the snow. She almost stumbled, but Clark's arm came around her shoulders, holding her securely against him.


  



  "Okay?" he asked, his voice concerned. His dark eyes were gazing into hers, his expression anxious.


  



  "I'm fine," she assured him immediately. "Not even shaken. Idiots!" she added tersely, aimed at the now-vanished partygoers.


  



  "Come on, let's get you home," he urged again. His arm shifted, loosening its grip, and she realised that he was about to remove it from around her shoulders. In a pre-emptive move, she edged just a little closer to him, sliding her own arm around his waist.


  



  "You're just the right height for this," she commented teasingly.


  



  He laughed again and, to her relief - a feeling which surprised her very much - he tucked her more securely under his arm.


  



  "So, you're off to Smallville tomorrow," Lois said lightly. "A real family Christmas, huh?"


  



  She saw him smile; a flash of white teeth in the semi-darkness. "Yeah, you bet. Course, my parents are up early anyway to milk the cows and do the chores, and then we go to church - I should be there by then. And Mom cooks a huge dinner - turkey and all the trimmings - and we open presents by the fire afterwards. Sometimes we have neighbours in for an hour or so in the afternoon - I make great mulled wine. And in the evening maybe we'll watch an old black-and-white movie on TV. It's a great day. But what makes it best of all is that we're together, the three of us, as a family."


  



  Lois had been prepared to feel scorn for the rustic celebrations Clark described, but instead found herself feeling serious pangs of envy. This was what having a close, loving family was all about; and this was what she'd missed growing up in *her* dysfunctional family.


  



  Clark was so fortunate.


  



  But, after all, it was only a day. She'd be perfectly happy at home with her laptop, and the TV and the supply of old movies she'd rented, wouldn't she? And, since there wasn't any point in cooking a large meal just for one, she'd laid in a stock of junk food and TV dinners. And then the day after, civilisation would return. She could even go back to work if she wanted, despite the fact that Perry had given her two days off instead of one.


  



  And anyway, why should she do something special? It was just a day, after all. A day like any other, except that it was irritatingly unlike other holidays, because absolutely *nothing* happened all day long. And yet people were made to feel like some sort of freaks if they weren't spending the time with their families - even if their families were totally dysfunctional and couldn't spend five minutes together without yelling at each other. It was as if there was some sort of nationwide conspiracy telling everyone that they had to be happy at Christmas, even if they had to pretend.


  



  It stank. Christmas was a waste of time, and Lois didn't see why she should have to pretend to enjoy it.


  



  Not that she really wanted to tell Clark that; he seemed to have such a good time with his folks, and it was clear that he was really looking forward to it. He'd only want to convince her that she should feel the same, and she really didn't want to ruin the friendly atmosphere between them right now.


  



  "So, what will you be doing tomorrow?" Clark asked the question Lois had hoped he wouldn't.


  



  Thinking quickly to make up something which sounded reasonably acceptable behaviour for Christmas Day, she began to answer, but the sound of bells pealing interrupted her.


  



  "It's Christmas," Clark murmured, and there was a note of wonderment in his voice. Surprised, she shot him a swift look. He really did like this time of year. It was obvious that, for Clark, there was still something magical about Christmas. For Lois, that magic had worn off even before she was old enough to understand that there wasn't really a Santa Claus.


  



  "Happy Christmas, Clark," Lois said softly, realising that for the first time in years she actually meant that benediction.


  



  "Merry Christmas, Lois," Clark replied, loosening his arm around her and turning to face her. For a long moment they simply looked at each other.


  



  Then Clark brought his hand up and placed one finger lightly under her chin, tipping her face upwards. There was a question in his eyes, which she understood; slowly, hesitantly, she nodded. It was Christmas, after all. It was just a kiss; everyone kissed each other at Christmas. Social kisses, and they meant nothing.


  



  Very gently, his mouth brushed over hers.


  



  Clark's lips were cool, unsurprising given the temperature was around about zero degrees centigrade, but strangely, she didn't feel cold. Instead, she felt as if she was enfolded in a cocoon of warmth, genuine affection and protectiveness... and all from one fleeting kiss which was over as soon as it started.


  



  To her shame and embarrassment, she felt tears pricking at her eyes.


  



  She pulled away from his loose embrace, ducking her head and recommencing the walk back to her apartment. But she hadn't got more than two steps before Clark's hand on her arm halted her.


  



  "Lois? Lois! Did I... did I offend you? I'm sorry... I thought - I just meant - "


  



  He sounded worried, and unhappy; Lois couldn't bear to hurt her partner's feelings, tonight of all nights. She half-turned back to him. "It's not your fault, Clark. I... I wasn't offended. It was a beautiful thought." She deliberately shivered then, not wanting to allow him to see how moved she was by what he'd done, or that she was close to tears. "Can we keep moving?"


  



  He didn't move; instead, he lifted his hand from her arm and caught her jaw in a light, but firm, grip. "Lois, look at me."


  



  Reluctantly, she did. She knew that in spite of her best efforts one tear was sliding its way down her cheek; she was tempted to brush it away, but she accepted that doing that would only call Clark's attention to it even more obviously.


  



  He surprised her by gently smoothing it away with his index finger, then raising his hand to stroke her hair in a light caress.


  



  "Lois?" His voice was gentle, concerned. "What's wrong?"


  



  She shook her head wildly. "Nothing. It's... I just hate Christmas, that's all."


  



  Had she really told him that? Grimacing, she quickly looked away, angry with herself now. It was bad enough that she'd let Clark catch her crying - well, almost crying. But that he'd somehow managed to get her to make that admission, too... She started walking again, quickly this time, hoping he'd understand that she didn't want to pursue the conversation.


  



  No-one had ever believed that she meant it when she said how much she hated this time of year. In fact, most people acted as if she'd committed some sort of sacrilege; so instead she'd developed a habit of saying nothing and looking non- committal whenever Christmas activities were under discussion.


  



  Clark fell into step beside her; he didn't say anything, but the arm which he wrapped loosely around her shoulders spoke volumes for his concern. He hugged her lightly and kept pace with her as they trudged through the snow towards...


  



  ...no, *away* from the part of town where her apartment was.


  



  "Clark? We're going the wrong way!" she objected.


  



  He hesitated, then suggested, "I thought maybe you'd like to come back to my place instead. I don't think I'm going to get much sleep tonight anyway, with Superman coming to get me early tomorrow morning. So maybe I could make us some hot chocolate, and we could just hang out for a while - have you ever tried my hot chocolate?" he enquired.


  



  "Um... no," she said awkwardly, unsure how to respond. Suddenly, she knew she didn't want to be alone right now, and she suspected that was why she'd ended up outside the Planet. Even if there hadn't been anyone there, it was still a place she associated with people, and with an activity she enjoyed. Going home alone to her apartment held no appeal; spending more time with Clark...


  



  Right now, spending time with Clark appealed very much indeed.


  



  "So, will you come?" he asked; his tone sounded casual, but something about it made her cautious.


  



  "I don't need you to feel sorry for me, Clark!" she muttered, knowing that she sounded sulky, but she didn't really care. She *hated* the thought of being pitied, especially by Clark - she wanted him to be her friend because he liked her, not because he felt sorry for her.


  



  Twisting away from him, she shoved her hands in the pockets of his overcoat and marched back the way they'd come, her head bowed.


  



  Briefly, she wondered what he'd do this time; would he give up and let her go home on her own? She wouldn't blame him if he did. All he'd tried to do was to help, to be kind to her, and all she'd done in return was be prickly and downright unfriendly. But then, she thought uncomfortably, didn't that just sum up the nature of her relationship with Clark to date? Hadn't she just been castigating herself about that before he'd suddenly appeared out of nowhere?


  



  Yes, it would serve her right if he shrugged his shoulders and left her to her own devices. Any sane person would if they'd been treated the way she'd just treated Clark - and, of course, in turning around she'd even more forcefully rejected his offer of company back at his apartment, which was effectively a slap in the face for him. Lois blinked back another tear as she accepted that she was her own worst enemy right at the moment.


  



  But it didn't matter, and even if Clark had stayed to walk her home it wouldn't have changed anything. She was still going to be spending the following day on her own, and the day after, once she was back at work, she'd be lying to colleagues once more about what a great Christmas she'd had.


  



  Though why she should even care about that, when she knew that Christmas was such an irrelevance these days anyway, she had no idea. Why was she letting herself get maudlin once again about what was no more than a massive consumer con, the commercialisation of what should be such a lovely time of year? Why did she even pay any attention to the mindless, endless repetition of such mantras as `Christmas is for families'? And that was so thoughtless anyway, given the vast numbers of people who didn't have a family. Someone should start a campaign to raise awareness about -


  



  Then, she became aware of someone walking alongside her. A swift, somewhat anxious glance to one side showed her that it was Clark. He'd caught her up and was walking close, but making no attempt to touch her.


  



  He was probably just being a gentleman. That was Clark all over. He'd be determined to see her home safely, no matter how rude she'd been.


  



  She stole another glance in his direction. He was looking up at the sky; probably concerned that the current light snowfall might get heavier before he could walk her to her apartment and then get home himself.


  



  "I'm sorry, Clark," she said jerkily, before the small bout of courage which had allowed her to form the words disappeared.


  



  To her relief, he didn't pretend not to know why she'd apologised. Softly, he said, "I've never felt sorry for you, Lois. Sometimes, sure, I feel concern for you, but never pity. You're far too... too vibrant a person for anyone to feel that way about you!" he added, and she could tell that he was smiling.


  



  Vibrant? She'd never thought of herself as vibrant. Focused, certainly; obsessed, sometimes. And ambitious, definitely.


  



  Clark thought she was vibrant? That sounded like a compliment, she realised. Clark did compliment her occasionally, that was true; but he also had a habit of taking her down a peg or two whenever he thought she was getting a little too full of herself. But his compliments tended to be reserved for her *work*. This was personal.


  



  And, surprisingly, she liked it, although normally that kind of compliment from men embarrassed or irritated her - mainly because they saw it as their entry fee to whatever it was they wanted from her. Clark, though, had never behaved like that; he tended to be utterly transparent, and very sincere. She was the one who sometimes tried to sweet-talk him into doing things she wanted, she realised - and most of the time, he made it clear that he'd have done it anyway if she'd just come straight out and asked him.


  



  Clark was honest and open and straightforward. That was something she really needed to remember and to respect about him. As he'd hinted to her not long after they'd met, not everyone had an angle.


  



  "You're a flatterer, Kent," she told him, ducking her head in an attempt to hide her pleasure at his description.


  



  "Me? No. That's just the Lois Lane I see every day. And vibrant describes you perfectly," he insisted. "Anyway," he added then, "since you know I wasn't feeling sorry for you, will you come back to my place for that hot chocolate? I'd enjoy the company."


  



  So would she. Even if he was only suggesting it out of sympathy because of what she'd let slip. Nodding, she said, "I'd like that."


  



  "Good." He turned to her, giving her one of his patented wide smiles. It was infectious; she smiled back at him. And when he crooked his arm towards her, she slid her hand through it.


  



  **********


  Part 3


  



  Lois was glad when they reached Clark's apartment; even though they'd been walking at a fairly brisk pace, it was very cold outside, and the slow eddy of snowflakes had gradually got harder. It was now snowing briskly. She privately had her doubts that any cab-driver would turn out to take her home, assuming that they weren't all still booked up for the Christmas revellers. Still, she'd worry about that later.


  



  His apartment was blissfully warm, and she immediately kicked off her wet shoes and ran to the radiator, pressing her cold hands against its warm surface. Clark grinned at her as he reclaimed his overcoat. "Do I take it that I need to get to work on the hot chocolate?"


  



  She smiled back at him. "Well, you lured me back here on the promise of it..."


  



  He laughed, a wonderfully husky sound which made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, and headed for the kitchen. Lois stayed where she was and simply watched him.


  



  Clark had been very considerate for the remainder of their journey. He'd held her arm and walked beside her, and he'd directed the conversation down innocuous paths. They'd discussed their last investigation, ideas for stories they might work on after the Christmas break, and they'd joked about Ralph's plans for the time off. Their colleague had tried to convince everyone that he'd got a hot date for the three days; Clark had confessed that he'd overheard Ralph on the phone to his mother, promising that, yes, he would be home for Christmas, and he'd be there to take her last-minute Christmas shopping that evening.


  



  Clark was a very considerate guy. And he was far nicer to her than she deserved.


  



  She observed him as he set about making the drinks; it transpired that when he'd offered to make hot chocolate, he'd meant it literally. No instant mix for her partner; he set milk to boil and assembled a range of ingredients. As she watched, he stirred in some chocolate powder, but supplemented it with pieces of real chocolate, then added something else - ground cinnamon, he told her, turning to smile in her direction - and a small amount of sugar.


  



  "Normally, I'd pour some whipped cream on top, but I don't have any fresh cream and I won't use the synthetic stuff," he explained, pouring the steaming and fragrant mixture into two mugs. She wandered over and was about to reach for one, but it seemed he wasn't finished yet. Reaching for a grater, he proceeded to grate some chocolate from the remainder of the block over both cups, and then produced two cinnamon sticks, dropping one into each cup. "You can use it as a stirrer," he explained, "and it'll add more flavour as you drink."


  



  "You're good at this," she told him admiringly, accepting a mug from him.


  



  He smiled again. "This is Mom's recipe - she taught me years ago. You can add a little chocolate or orange liqueur if you want a little extra kick, but I think it's good as it is."


  



  Lois took a careful sip, since it was hot; as the delicious taste of rich chocolate met her tastebuds, she closed her eyes blissfully. "This is *wonderful*, Clark!"


  



  "I'm glad you like it," he said, grinning. "Come and sit down?"


  



  Directing her to the sofa, he flicked a button on a remote control and the television flickered into life. Lois recognised the action on-screen as being the old Bing Crosby movie, White Christmas, and winced; but then she realised that Clark had already changed the channel. Was he being tactful? she wondered. Knowing her partner, she suspected that he was.


  



  He settled on LNN, turning the volume down sufficiently so that it wouldn't impede conversation. It was a slow news night, unsurprisingly, but Lois enjoyed criticising the reporters' presentation of their stories, and she and Clark soon fell into a lively discussion about how much better they'd do things if they were TV news reporters.


  



  "Not that I'd ever want to work on TV," she admitted after a while. "Newspaper reporting's in my blood. I love the smell of newsprint."


  



  "Not to mention that, writing for a newspaper, we actually get time to develop and analyse our stories properly," Clark commented dryly. "On LNN, if it doesn't fit into a two-minute soundbite, it's out."


  



  "Yeah," she agreed scornfully. "How can anyone explain a complex story in that kind of time? Oh, but I forgot - they don't do complex stories."


  



  "Dumbed down news," Clark agreed. "You know, I miss the McNeil/Lehrer NewsHour."


  



  "Me too," she agreed. "Now that was great journalism." And this was a great way to relax, she thought; spending time with someone who shared her interests and had a great sense of humour, and who, without being at all obvious about it, had made her feel welcome and at home in his apartment. It was late - well after midnight now - and yet her partner was giving off no hints that he'd like her to leave or that he needed to get to bed and sleep before his early start in the morning. He was the perfect host, and someone whose company she was realising she enjoyed very much.


  



  Shouldn't she have realised that before now? she asked herself. After all, they'd known each other for about six months, and had worked together closely for much of that time. She'd even been to Smallville with him and stayed at his parents' farm for a couple of days. And they'd stayed together for a night in the honeymoon suite of the Lexor, which had meant that they'd spent a lot of time alone together, talking, getting to know each other.


  



  But then, she hadn't really been interested in getting to know Clark better, had she? And that, she'd started to recognise tonight, had been a mistake. A big mistake - and a great missed opportunity. Because her partner was a genuinely nice guy, and someone who would make a great friend. And, of course, if she hadn't rejected him so completely in that first week, perhaps more than a friend - but she'd missed her chance there, hadn't she?


  



  Lois sipped more of the chocolate, studying her partner surreptitiously over the rim of the mug. Relaxed and on home territory, he was even more attractive than usual, dressed in a black cotton sweater and black jeans, and with his hair flopping loosely over his forehead. He seemed to become aware that she was looking at him, and he smiled at her; behind his glasses, his eyes softened and Lois thought that she could easily drown in their dark depths...


  



  This was crazy, she told herself. It had to be the time of year which was making her maudlin; why else was she feeling dreamy and romantic just from looking at her partner? She was usually better at controlling those kind of impulses; okay, Clark was extremely good-looking, but she knew that dating someone she worked with was a bad idea.


  



  No matter that the suspicion that he was attracted to her, too, was growing stronger by the minute; no matter that, as her gaze dropped to his lips, she longed to feel them on her own again...


  



  That brief kiss in the snow had been a shock; but once she'd got over the initial surprise she'd become aware that Clark's lips had felt very pleasant on hers. More than pleasant, in fact. And she'd wished she had the courage to pull his head down to her and kiss him back.


  



  What would he do if she reached across now and...


  



  "More chocolate, Lois?" he asked politely, and she realised that she'd just drained her mug.


  



  Shaking her head quickly, she placed the cup on the coffee-table, wondering whether this was her cue to say that it was time she left. Wasn't that one of the ways in which a well-mannered host would begin to hint at the question of a guest's departure? Maybe she should read it as such, and start to make the appropriate moves. "No, thanks. That was great, though, Clark!"


  



  "Good." He smiled warmly at her again.


  



  Lois was just opening her mouth to say, brightly, that she was going home; she was feeling very reluctant to leave, but she didn't want to outstay her welcome any further. But before she could, Clark shifted to turn towards her, frowned a little, and said, "So, are you going to tell me why you hate Christmas so much?"


  



  She froze. She'd hoped that he'd forgotten, or at least decided to ignore, her mini- fit of hysteria on the way home. But it seemed that he'd just been biding his time. Flushing, she looked away from his gaze.


  



  His hand caught her arm, gently but firmly. "Lois? If you don't want to talk about it, then that's okay. Forget I asked."


  



  The concern in his voice made her raise her head to look at him. "I just... well, you really sounded upset, Lois. And I'd like to help, if I can. Even just to listen, if you want to talk about it."


  



  Suddenly it was all too much: Clark's concern for her, the caring expression on his face, the gentle touch of his hand on her arm, and the fact that it was Christmas and, yet again, she would end up pretending that she'd had a great time when in reality...


  



  Trying to force back a lump which had suddenly appeared in her throat, Lois grimaced. "Okay. Okay, if you really want to know... I've always hated Christmas. It's just too commercialised, and it never lived up to its promise anyway," she muttered, not looking at Clark. It wasn't the full truth, but it might stop him pursuing the subject.


  



  "What do you mean, it never lived up to its promise?" He sounded puzzled, and when she risked a glance at him, he was frowning.


  



  Oh, so he wasn't going to let it drop. Lois sighed; she really didn't want to have this conversation. But then she let herself remember Clark's kindness to her over the past couple of hours, and the strong impression she was getting that he genuinely cared and wanted to be there for her.


  



  That, after all, was what friends did for each other, wasn't it? Except that Lois wouldn't know; she didn't really have any friends. Hadn't for years, not since she was at college.


  



  "Did anyone ever tell you that you're too darned persistent, Kent?" she challenged, but her tone was resigned. "Look, I know you had a great childhood - your parents are straight out of any kid's dreams. You probably never ever doubted for one minute that they loved you or that they wanted you around when you were growing up, did you?"


  



  "No, I didn't." His voice was soft. "And I know I was lucky, Lois - I had the best parents any kid could ask for. I can't tell you how fortunate I feel to have them as my family - even more than you know," he added. "I don't think I ever told you that I'm adopted?"


  



  Lois blinked. "No, you didn't!" That explained a lot, she thought. Particularly how he didn't exactly look like either Martha or Jonathan Kent, and also why he'd got so involved with that feature article on adoptive kids.


  



  Adoptive kids finding their real parents...


  



  "Do you know who your real parents are?" she asked, curious.


  



  Clark shook his head. "I'd like to know, just so I have an answer to that question, but it doesn't really bother me. Sure, I'm curious, and most of all I'd like to know why they... uh, gave me up, but Mom and Dad have been all that I ever needed or wanted as parents." He shrugged lightly, then added, "I was a foundling. My folks told people that I was the son of a cousin of Mom's, just so social services wouldn't try to take me away from them. They found me, and took me in, and brought me up as their own son. And I'll always be grateful to them for that."


  



  "You were lucky," Lois echoed.


  



  "And you weren't," he supplied. She gave him a startled look, and he explained, "You told me some of this yourself, remember? I met your father. You said he was never there when you were growing up, so I can guess - he wasn't there at Christmas either."


  



  "Oh, he'd usually turn up some time during the day - once we'd all given up on him and Mom had drunk herself into a stupor," Lois said bitterly. Then, realising that she'd again revealed more than she'd intended, she added, "Anyway, that's all ancient history now."


  



  "It still hurts," Clark said quietly. "I can tell." His hand slid up her arm to cup her shoulder, and he squeezed comfortingly.


  



  "Well, most of the time it doesn't. It's just Christmas... well, it's supposed to be such a family time, and that seems so ironic in the circumstances," she said flippantly.


  



  "Because you always felt alone?" Clark suggested; how did he get to be so insightful? she wondered, a little enviously.


  



  It also dawned on her that she was no longer bothered by Clark's inquisitiveness; something about her partner's quiet concern had removed any reluctance she had to confide in him. No wonder he was such a good reporter, she thought in admiration.


  



  "Felt?" she murmured, almost to herself.


  



  "You still feel that way?" he asked quickly, frowning.


  



  Lois shrugged; there seemed little point in pretending now. "My family and I aren't... close. So we don't really get together at this time of year. Lucy's in California now anyway, my father's probably working, and Luce and I gave my mom a week's vacation in St Pete's for the holiday. We figured it was better than..." Better than having to spend Christmas with Ellen Lane herself, Lois finished silently; that was one thought she didn't intend to share with Clark.


  



  "But you have friends," he pointed out slowly. "You could spend Christmas with them, surely?"


  



  Lois looked away from him again, ashamed because tears were threatening once more. She felt the burning prickle of their presence at the corner of her eyes, and squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to prevent their eruption.


  



  "Friends?" she challenged him, her voice tight. "I don't have friends, Clark. I have colleagues, people I work with."


  



  The hand on her shoulder tightened.


  



  "Lois, *I* am your friend," he said, his voice little louder than a whisper.


  



  Her head shot up, and she stared at him, wide-eyed.


  



  "I am your friend," he repeated, in a more normal tone this time. "Lois, don't you know that? How could you not know?"


  



  She shook her head, as if to deny what he was telling her. "How could you want to be my friend, Clark? I've been horrible to you!"


  



  "No, you haven't," he said calmly. He released her shoulder, leaving her feeling somewhat bereft. But he simply moved his hand to cover hers, lifting it and enfolding it between his two palms.


  



  "Yeah, we had kind of a rocky start. But that didn't last long. And you've been a really great friend to me, Lois. I can't believe you don't know that."


  



  She stared at Clark, seemingly unable to drag her gaze away from his face. But all she could think of were times when she'd been rude to him, slapped him down, deliberately ignored him or been dismissive.


  



  "Remember when we went to Smallville?" His voice broke in on her reminiscences. "When I got sick - you were really concerned, and that meant a lot to me. And you saved my life, Lois. I'll never forget that."


  



  "All I did was yell out when I saw Trask had a gun!" she protested.


  



  Clark shook his head. "It wasn't just that, Lois. It was everything - the way you rounded up Rachel and got the cavalry there just in time, and then you were quick enough to save me, and..."


  



  He trailed off, but something in his expression told her that he was thinking of their hug. Those intense, desperate moments just after Rachel had fired the fatal shot, when they'd flung themselves into one another's arms and held on for dear life... right now, that time felt something like a half-remembered dream, and yet as she studied her partner she could remember how it had felt to be in his strong arms.


  



  "It was kind of an intense few minutes," she said with a shrug, feeling a little awkward under his steady gaze.


  



  "Anyway, there was that. And what about when I lost my memory? Lois, I couldn't have got through that without you."


  



  "I didn't do much! I tried to make you think that you were the junior partner," she reminded him guiltily. And, she remembered, she'd actively discouraged him from thinking that they were more than colleagues. He'd asked if they were close, and she'd told him that they worked together. She'd deliberately tried to reject any impression that they were any more than two colleagues who were partners. She'd rejected his assumption that they were more than that; that they were friends.


  



  It had never occurred to her before now to wonder what had made him assume that they were friends - or, even, why out of everyone else he came into contact with on a daily basis, he'd had some faint memory of her.


  



  She'd pushed him away - just as she'd always done where Clark was concerned, she admitted again.


  



  "You were there for me," he continued, squeezing her hands again. "You were my friend, when I really needed one. You helped me to adjust, you protected me from things which would've just disoriented me, you did everything you could to help me remember... and in the end, when I got my memory back, it was because of something you said."


  



  "It was?"


  



  "Yeah - remember when you came to my apartment looking for me? And we talked for a few minutes... I started to remember then. And that was because I remembered you, Lois."


  



  Yes, she remembered that brief conversation too, only too well; it was ironic that he was remembering that tonight as well. Despite everything she had always tried to tell herself about Clark, she'd known that he was special to her. And she'd gone looking for him, at least to say goodbye. If he hadn't had his parents with him, she was well aware that she'd have wanted to spend those last twelve hours or so with him - or at least, some of them. When it had looked as if the end of the world was coming, she'd wanted to be with Clark.


  



  And he'd said something very special to her in that short conversation; that same conversation she'd been remembering earlier, outside the Planet. As she'd been busy trying to pretend that she was okay and that maybe everything would be all right in the end, he'd cut through all that. And he'd thanked her.


  



  He'd thanked her... and yet she'd pushed him away and been dismissive of him every since they'd met.


  



  For what? she'd asked him.


  



  <For whatever it is you've done for me that makes me feel so good about you> His words returned to taunt her for the second time that night.


  



  What *had* she done for him? Bitterly, she conceded that the answer was not a lot. And yet Clark, for some reason, liked her. Wanted her to be his friend.


  



  At least she'd had the honesty to let her real feelings show when she'd replied, instead of hiding behind yet another sarcastic sideswipe. She'd told him she thought he was pretty terrific. Which he'd appreciated; she could remember that. And then - she must have been getting maudlin - she'd told him she loved him.


  



  Like a brother.


  



  Her earlier thoughts came flooding back to her, and again she found herself avoiding Clark's gaze. If she'd been honest with herself then, what might she have said? That her feelings went beyond friendship? That she didn't know how she felt about him, but that it was something very special and very important to her?


  



  That was a question she still found hard to answer. But one thing was very clear: Clark *was* special to her, in some undefined manner.


  



  "Lois?" he prompted, and she managed to look at him, knowing that she was blushing. He was smiling warmly at her. "Lois, we *are* friends. I know I've considered you a friend since the first week we knew each other, and even though I know you thought I was kind of a nuisance then, I don't think you still feel that way." "I don't," she admitted instantly. "I haven't for a long time, Clark. I've just... not been very good at letting you see what I feel - that I do think of you as a friend."


  



  "You've done a pretty good job as far as I'm concerned," he said softly.


  



  She smiled back at him, feeling warm inside at his words and the avowal of friendship which went with them. For once, she didn't feel alone. And even though she'd be on her own for Christmas again, she had the reassurance that she now had a friend, someone who genuinely cared about her.


  



  On impulse, Lois leaned forward and kissed Clark's cheek. "Thanks, Clark. I really appreciate what you did for me tonight," she told him. "But I guess I should get going now."


  



  He seemed surprised, and his grasp on her hands tightened. "Lois, it's after one in the morning, and I think it's still snowing heavily. Even if there were taxis available..." He broke off, then added, "I think you should stay here tonight. You can have my bed and I'll sleep out here."


  



  It was tempting; so tempting. But she couldn't ignore the fact that Clark had other plans for the morning, nice though it would be if she could hang around and see Superman too. She'd already imposed on her partner - her *friend* - too much. "No, Clark, I can't - I'd be in the way, I mean, you have Superman coming..."


  



  "Of course you wouldn't be in the way!" he exclaimed immediately. "And anyway, I just had a great idea - why don't you come to Smallville with me? You know my parents like you, and I'd love it if you came."


  



  Christmas Day in Smallville, in Clark's parents' home; the idyllic Christmas he'd painted for her earlier... Lois desperately wanted to say yes. But she knew that he was only offering to be kind...


  



  "Clark, I can't - your parents, they'll have their plans all made..."


  



  "Lois, trust me on this - my parents will be delighted to see you. And Mom always makes far too much food anyway, so that's not going to be a problem." He grinned. "You know what things are like in the country. We don't stand on ceremony, and people don't have to call in advance when they want to visit. If I want to bring a friend home, I know it's not a problem. So will you come?"


  



  She was definitely wavering... "I'd love to, Clark, but what about Superman? I mean, he's taking you. How do you know he won't mind flying me there too?"


  



  To her surprise, Clark laughed. He got to his feet, saying, "I really don't think that'll be a problem, Lois."


  



  "Why's that?"


  



  "Ah." He smiled again, and offered her his hand, to pull her to her feet. "Well, wait and see. I think, in the morning, things... might become clear." He winked at her, then gestured towards the arch leading to his bedroom. "Come on - I'll find you something to sleep in."


  



  *********


  



  Fifteen minutes later, Lois had lost the argument over who was going to sleep on the couch and she was in Clark's bed, wearing one of his T-shirts. He'd refused to elaborate on whatever it was he'd been hinting about, instead telling her that she'd simply have to wait until morning. Not that patience had ever been one of her strong points... but in this case he seemed pretty determined, so she'd ended up telling him that whatever it was had better be worth it. He'd grinned and assured her that he hoped so too.


  



  Just then, Clark's voice came from the doorway, asking if it was safe to come in.


  



  She laughed. "Well, I'm not going to attack you, so I guess it is."


  



  He strolled in, grinning, to bring her the glass of water she'd asked for. "Well, you know, you might have a hard time winning if you attacked me, Lois."


  



  "Hah! Remember, I know martial arts!" she pointed out.


  



  He placed the glass on the nightstand, and raised an eyebrow at her. "True. But you'd have to get close enough to use the moves, and I'm pretty fast, Lois."


  



  "We'll just have to try it some day," she challenged him.


  



  "Name your time and place," he teased, then added, "Goodnight, Lois. Sleep well."


  



  "Goodnight, Clark. And thanks."


  



  He was turning to leave, but then on impulse Lois reached out and grabbed at his hand. She'd been thinking this over and over all evening, and it was time to demonstrate some of the courage in her personal life that she used all the time at work. As Perry would say, it was time to fish or cut bait.


  



  He turned, giving her an enquiring look. "Lois?"


  



  "Clark, what if I hadn't said `like a brother'?" she asked him, her heart in her mouth.


  



  He blinked, looking puzzled; then his expression cleared and she knew he'd got the reference. That was typical of her partner; not many men she knew were that intelligent, or as able to follow the complex workings of her brain.


  



  Cautiously, he ventured, "You'd have said, `I love you'..."


  



  Then he hesitated, before saying, in a choked voice, "Lois... are you saying...?"


  



  "Clark." She gripped his hand more tightly, and he sat on the edge of the bed beside her, his expression taut. But the look in his eyes told her all she needed to know about his feelings for her. That gave her the courage to continue. "Clark, I love you. Not like a brother. Like a..." She couldn't quite bring herself to say `lover'; that was going further than she felt ready for right now.


  



  "Like the way I love you?" he finished for her. Lois swallowed, then nodded. "I think so."


  



  Slowly, almost reverently, Clark bent his head and brushed his lips against hers. This time, she wrapped her free arm around his neck, trapping him so that he couldn't withdraw from her. After a moment, he deepened the kiss, tracing the outline of her lips with his tongue and sighing softly against her mouth.


  



  She'd been wrong about something else, she realised; Clark's kisses had the power to move her like no-one else ever had. It wasn't just Superman. And it wasn't just a fluke. Now that she was letting herself remember those previous kisses she'd shared with Clark - on the plane, when he'd said goodbye to her at the Planet, and at the Lexor - she should have known what to expect, but she'd shut those memories, and the way she'd responded to him, out of her consciousness.


  



  After several long and very satisfying kisses, Clark drew back slightly, keeping his arm around her. He smiled dizzyingly at her, and whispered, "Happy Christmas, Lois."


  



  "You already wished me a happy Christmas," she pointed out, deliberately teasing.


  



  "But this is different. You've just given me the best Christmas present I could have asked for, Lois," he murmured, then kissed her again.


  



  And, she thought as she wrapped both arms around his neck, pulling him even closer to her, he'd done that and more for her.


  



  Christmas, she decided, was her favourite time of year. Because she'd found friendship and love, together, on this magical night.


  



  ~ the end ~


  



  Happy Christmas, everyone!
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