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A dinner with Wayne

    by cloverreath

      Summary

      Bruce Wayne knows, as the vigilante Batman, that the superhero Superman is also the kryptonian Kal-El. But now he knows, as the billionaire Bruce Wayne, that Superman, the superhero, might also be the journalist Clark Kent. And the journalist Clark Kent knows the billionaire Bruce Wayne, but he doesn't know that he is the vigilante, Batman.
Or does he?
And is Bruce even sure that his inkling that the bumbling Kansas reporter moonlights as Superman, or vice versa, is right?
It's all very confusing. And the sleep-deprivation really isn't helping.
But surely, a little private dinner just to figure things out can't hurt right?
He's just trying to get to know Clark Kent a little better, that's it.
Just a little bit.
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A dinner with Wayne

    
      11 dollars for a glass of sparkling water with lemon, what a goddamn joke. So what that the lemon was a meyer and the carbonation was natural and came from some springs somewhere that sounded nice and looked pretty on the tiny photo on the back of the bottle and you would actually really much rather like to vacation to. Rich people really would pay for the dumbest things, wouldn’t they.
Bruce lifted the glass to his face and felt some of the muscles in his back ease up at the gentle sound of the sizzling water.
“And I’ll have the… uhm.” The interviewer looked at the card again. “A cappuccino?” he said like it was a question, and the server nodded amiably.
“Good choice.” Bruce said, like it mattered, and held up a vague hand to the server as he collected the menu. “Put it on my card. Thank you.”
“Oh,-“ his guest began. “Normally the newspaper pays for the expenses,” but Bruce cut him off.
“Don’t worry about it.” He smiled and pushed his Yves Saint Laurent sunglasses further up the bridge of his nose, hiding his tired eyes.
The journalist smiled sheepishly and mumbled a ‘thank you’ as the server left to get his order.
“Well, thank you so much for taking the time, Mister Wayne.” He then said, his big body moving in the frail café-chair, while placing a notebook and some papers on the table. Around them the pulsating street of Gotham continued on, it was late morning, and Bruce had just finished up a press meeting as Bruce Wayne and before that he had just finished up 18 hours as Batman, and he felt like he wanted to die.
“You’ll have to excuse me if I’m not on my best behaviour today. I’ve had a long night.” Bruce said, turning the glass on the table lazily, watching it leave a circle of condensation on the marble table top.
“Oh, I can imagine,” the interviewer said, bringing out a pen and securing it to his notebook by the clip. “Out partying?”
Bruce smiled.
“… Yeah, something like that.”
“Well, I wont hold it against you, Mister Wayne,” He said with a smile, and looked down at his papers, undid the pen and made a note. “A pre-amble for your birthday celebrations?”
Bruce raised his eyebrow.
“You’re turning 35 in a couple of weeks?”
“Right.” Bruce nodded and shifted slightly in his chair. His back was killing him, and a sleep-deprivation induced headache was introducing itself to his battered brain.
“Well, as my email described, that is actually what I wanted to talk to you about,” the journalist started, but Bruce cut him off.
“Is it?” he said, and the man looked up at him.
“What you want to talk to me about, Kent?” he added. It was Kent, wasn’t it?
The journalist blinked, and an ‘Uhm’ or a ‘Well’, started to form on his lips, but Bruce continued. “Or have all the gossip journalists at the Daily Planet been shipped off to Europe to cover the royal wedding there, so in lieu of them your editor has stuck you here with me, to write a soft, feel-goody piece on the single billionaire ‘finally growing up’, making a portrait that leaves the sweet, hopeful reader to believe that they, too, could maybe someday marry a real life prince, or at least someone with the same kind of financial means, and now they can read all about him and what his dog is called and what his favourite chick-flick is, because he’s still single at 35, so therefor a variable option to fantasize about, while you would much rather be across town, doing what you’re probably actually here for, grilling that senator who passed a bill neglecting clean water rights after explicably having promised to fight against big business back when he was running for the position two years ago?”
Kent blinked.
Bruce closed his eyes. Too smart, Bruce thought, too goddamn observant, Bruce Wayne didn’t talk like that. Not in public at least. He brought a hand to his throbbing temple and squeezed his tired eyes shut.
“Well…” Kent began, pursing his lips, watching him whilst holding his notebook and the loose papers between his big, square hands.
“…What is your dog called?”
Bruce opened his eyes, and looked at him in disbelief.  
Kent grinned broadly back.
“Ace.” He mumbled with a smile. Kent nodded and made a note.
 
The sun miraculously made its way down in-between the towering sky scrapers of downtown Gotham, and a reflection of it caught in a window somewhere ricocheted down on the street and lazily slid over the marble top of the café table.
He was unfocused and he knew it. They had had a long mission in the League, all-important and dangerous like always, of course.
They had nearly lost Kal-El, and Bruce could feel the leftover stress hang on him, like a heavy, draping cloth.   
Only hours earlier he had sat with Kal’s face in his hands and thought for sure that this time it was it.  
As he had made his way to where he had hit the ground, the mist of the preceding explosion had enveloped them both quickly. Hacking and coughing he had finally found him, blue suit covered in fine, white dust, his body limp and still between the rubble, his face and chest burned and charred.
He had quickly pulled off his glove with his teeth, letting his bare hand slide down Kal’s neck, fumbling, fearing the worst.
But there it was, of course.
His pulse, faint, but insistent.
Just knocked temporarily unconscious. Bruce quickly started to meticulously wipe down Kal’s face and neck, removing the white dust and the black soot covering his skin, clinging to his hair. The dust settled around them.
His breathing seemed steady. He now, already, seemed physically completely unharmed, of course. Even unconscious he looked handsome, almost peaceful.
He held his head between his hands.
“Kal.” He said, his voice low.
And then, Kal opened his eyes, and a sky-blue stare met Bruce’s cold grey.
He sat up swiftly.
“Was I out?” he asked.
“Only briefly.”
Kal got up in a swift motion, turned only shortly to offer him a nod, and then took off in an effortless swoop and joined the others to help.
He looked like he had just been done up ready for a commercial, not like he had been buried alive in rubbish, Bruce thought, seeing the bold blue and red silhouette drift across the dark night sky.
He looked down and unconsciously wiped away some soot clinging to his armour and cape, white as confectionary sugar against the deep black of his suit.
 
The small patch of sun had slid halfway off the café-table.
Kent took a sip of his coffee and made a face and Bruce smiled discreetly.
He decided he liked Kent.
He wasn’t as snivelling or as self-boastingly intellectual as other journalists he had had to endure.
Bruce Wayne almost never gave interviews, but every now and then he dutifully sat down and gave the public what they wanted.
He had done it when he had turned 18, 21, 25 and 30. And now, Alfred had unfailingly reminded him that with his 35th year just around the corner, it would be wise to do it again, better sooner than later.  
The longer he stayed off the public radar, the more he invited some innovative journalist to go ‘Hey, what ever happened to that rich kid, Wayne?’ and possible start snooping around and deploy paparazzies in new and exciting places in hopes of some unexpected scoop.
He didn’t need that.
And it was so easily avoided if he just now and then did the little dance they all wanted, answered their stupid questions with as much airheadedness and feigned humility as they expected of him. Answering questions like ‘what advice would you give people in their own life?’ Like the words of a 30 something bumbling billionaire boy would have any relevancy to anyone living out in the real world.
But Kent seemed alright. A little distracted maybe, but obviously as exasperated as Bruce by the dumb questions he had been saddled with, obviously as interested in getting through it as briefly and pleasantly as possible.
He remembered Kent. Only vaguely, he had been at some Wayne Enterprises press meeting at one point. So of course he had done his research on him before turning up.
Snubbed for the Pulitzer twice, despite extraordinary work done for the Daily Planet, originally from Kansas, but gone to the big city of Metropolis to become the journalist he had apparently always wanted to be, but still, evidently from the country, unmistakably so.
Explained the handshake, probably, Bruce noted while sipping his drink. Firm.
But the farming background didn’t explain the look.
As Kent had clasped his hand firmly and introduced himself, he had looked him straight in the eye and as he did, Bruce had felt…
Well, seen.
An unsettling feeling, it had woken him from his sleep-deprived daze and shot a spike of adrenalin down his poor, paranoia-ridden spine. Then the sensation had gone just as quickly as it came, Kent had fumbled with his glasses and tried to unlock his phone. He had rubbed the screen against his shirt to see if that helped, but no luck, and made a sheepish joke about modern technology.  
Bruce had blinked.
It had to be a trick of the trade, probably a useful skill as a journalist, to make your subject feel centred, important. Nevertheless, remarkable.
Back in the now, Kent looked down at his notes and fell silent for a bit.
What had they been talking about? Oh yeah, plans for the future.
He was going to buy a boat. That had been his answer. A smaller one than his yacht, made him seem faux-humble, he thought. Sail around the world. The billionaire boy growing up, right?
Kent looked through his notes, and if Bruce had been any more tired, maybe he wouldn’t have noticed what happened next.
Kent tensed up.
Shortly, abruptly, but definitely a change in his posture. His big, square hands grabbed his notebook hard, and he was silent for a second.
To anyone else it would have been unnoticeable. To anyone else it would have looked like Kent was simply consulting his notes again.
But Bruce wasn’t anyone else.
What was that? It looked like he had reacted to something.
… Who cares, Bruce reminded himself. He had probably forgotten something, the stove on at home, to call his mother. The sudden realization making him tense up as he mulled over the implications of his slip up.
Bruce sipped his drink and looked casually out at the traffic.
It couldn’t be good for the hardware of his brain, this side effect of his night-time job, constantly reviewing and over-analysing his surroundings, no matter how miniscule or indifferent the details he took note of. It had to be wearing him down. But nevertheless, he found himself unable to let go of the habit. A part of him insisted that you never knew when a noticed detail might come in handy. No matter how miniscule.
Kent seemed to have moved on, and drummed the pencil against his paper.
“Right.” He looked up. “Favorite chick-flick.” He said, and smiled innocently at Bruce.
“…You’re kidding right.” Bruce said, raising his brows over the rim of his dark sunglasses.
“The people need to know, Mister Wayne.” Kent said pleasantly and sipped his cappuccino, hiding what Bruce could swear was a shit-eating grin behind the tiny cup that seemed doll-like in his big hands.
Bruce licked his lips.
“I uh…” He looked out at the traffic again, frowning. Chick flick. He had watched those right? What would Bruce Wayne answer…
He tensed up.
Someone was running on the other side of the street.
Two people, in fact. One fleeing, another chasing.
He blinked and squinted.
Then the second got a hold of the first, someone yelled out loudly and a car honked as the two only narrowly missed a passing car as they stumbled over the edge of the sidewalk, and then clambered back onto it, the first swinging a… it looked like they swung a punch at the second, who only narrowly dodged it.
His jaw squared. Someone yelled loudly again, either one of the fighting, or an onlooker, and Bruce desperately tried to make out the words, but to no avail.
Kent looked at him, then he followed his line of sight to the opposite side of the street.
“Sorry.” Bruce mumbled, not taking his eyes of the situation. “Someone is… fighting.” He said.
Kent looked. Then he straightened up, trying to get a better look over the passing cars.
“Oh yeah.” He said.
A third person joined and for a second Bruce thought they were going to intervene, but instead he saw them plant a square kick in the side of the first person, now lying on the ground. His hand closed hard around the armrest of his chair.
The fight was clumsy, clearly not professionals, if someone was to get seriously hurt it would be more luck or accident than by design. They were civilians in a heated argument that was turning physical.
He heard sirens approaching.
Snap out of it, he suddenly heard a voice in his brain tell him. Snap out of it, focus. You’re being Bruce Wayne right now.  
He leaned back forcibly in his chair, took his eyes of the scene and instead took a sip of his drink, looking back at Kent.
“Well.” He made an awkward grimace.
Kent looked at him and mirrored it, but apparently his curiosity got the better of him, as he shifted in his chair and leaned over to get a better look. Bruce noticed some soot at his temple.
He must had missed it earlier.
 
Wait.
 
What?
Bruce blinked and looked again.
But he was right, it was right there; three little dots of soot caught in otherwise almost airbrushed pores.
Unnoticeable to anyone but the person who had hours later held that face in their hands and wondered what a man like that was made of.
The face of Kal-El.
Bruce blinked and his tired brain buzzed.
He felt like he was watching an old video, two movies taped over each other, completely unrelated images with no shared subject matter, simply coinciding in the same visual frame.
He had slept too little, that was it. Alfred was right, it would ruin his sanity.
“Oh yeah, they’re really going at it, huh?” Kent said, thick Kansas-dialect enveloping his words as he delivered them with the naiveté of a country boy in the big city.
Bruce blinked. His head throbbed.
But… No, he wasn’t making it up, when he leaned in closer just slightly, there it was, that burned smell of rubber and steel. So subtle, in the hustle and bustle of the city it would have been unnoticeable to anyone. To anyone but Bruce.
It was there. It must have been caught in his hair.
“So, I guess that sort of thing happens all the time here though, right?” Kent said, and turned around again, the flimsy café chair creaking under him as he did. Bruce quickly leaned back and smiled tight-lipped and shrugged. He brought his drink to his face and closed his lips around the rim, but just stared at Kent through his darkened lenses, who again consulted his notes.
Surely, he was going crazy.
…Same build though, he noted.  
Or, not exactly the same build. But standing? He had already noticed that Kent was a tall man. No, not a tall man, that wasn’t what you thought upon seeing him. A… a big lad. That was what you thought when you saw Kent. A big, friendly lad. You could picture him help out on the farm. Having lots of friends in what little no-where town he grew up in, but maybe not being the first pick for the dances, being so big and clumsy.
But Bruce had already thought that was a persona that Kent played up, though. He was a well-renowned journalist after all, obviously he couldn’t be as humpty-dumpty as he made himself out to be.
Kent looked up briefly from his notes, looking over at the kerfuffle where relative calmness again reigned, it seemed the one part of the fight had left. Then he looked back at Bruce, his sky-bright eyes gleamed questioning. Bruce cleared his throat.
“Yeah, sure, this is a big city, Kent, I guess that sorta thing is unfortunately part of life here.” He said, lifting his glass and taking a sip of the sparkling water.
Kent looked down and nodded. Then he looked his notes over.
They were the same build, Bruce realized now. The tatty clothes had fooled even him, the ill-fitting pants, the shirt that was too hideous to be stylish but trying too hard to be stylish to actually be hip, and at least 3-4 sizes too big. It was common, Bruce had noticed, again both as Wayne and as Batman, for especially bigger men to wear clothes too large for them. They didn’t know about a good fit, Wayne thought, it did tell you loads about their background, self-image and, in some cases, possibility for concealing a weapon, Batman thought.
“Well, where were we...” Kent said, flipping through his notebook and again fingering his glasses.
Bruce smiled.
“Take your time.” He said, his voice smooth and pleasant. Kent looked up at him and smiled appreciatively.
But that terrible outfit did hide a well-built body, Bruce thought. Obviously the well-built body of an earnest boy from the country-side, but it could, quite possibly, just as well hide the kind of body that was currently beaming from newspaper covers and evening news, clad in blue spandex, the kind of body that you looked at and thought ‘So that is what the Greek gods would have looked like.’
Bruce looked attentively at Kent through the tinted lenses of his sunglasses and the carbonation of his over-priced drink pricked softly at his face as he held it to his lips in contemplation.
So what was he thinking here, exactly?
It didn’t make sense, was what he was thinking.
Superman lived in an ice-fortress in the arctic. Bruce, that is to say, Batman, had been there. Superman had a whole lair, a whole apartment he lived in there. The place was huge and too much and just where you would imagine Superman lived. Superman was an alien from Krypton, with the power of the sun, he could cleave buildings in two and fly to outer space, he had x-ray vision, heat-sight and muscles of steel, goddammit.  
Why would he moonlight as well meaning, talented, but through and through… normal Clark Kent?
Bruce blinked, and pinched the bridge of his nose. His head was throbbing, and even though it was only the mild sun of early April shining down at him, he felt feverish and dizzy from exhaustion.
“I’m sorry, are you alright?” Kent asked, looking up from his notes.
“Yeah.” Bruce groaned, and then let his hand fall back down to the table. “Hung over, remember?” he said, with a lop-sided smile.
“Oh yeah, of course.” Kent laughed. “Well, what I wanted to ask you was, uhm…” 
“Legally Blonde.” Bruce said.
Kent looked up at him with a furrowed brow.
“Favorite chick-flick, right?” Bruce said.
“Oh. Yeah.” Kent said, looking down and making a note. He smiled faintly.
“Great. So, uhm… ‘what do you look for in a partner, looks, or–“
“Look, Kent.” Bruce began, cutting Kent off in his painful rendition of a question that belonged in a teenage magazine and that had clearly been forced upon him.
“I don’t mean to be rude, but…” This was fine, he had done his time. Quick in, be the hung-over, charming but slightly rude billionaire, then get out and get home and catch some goddamn sleep before he suffered from a heart-attack.
“It’s not that I don’t want to answer your questions, but is there any possibility we could continue this later?”

  Interesting. 

What exactly was he planning here?
He looked at his watch.
“How long are you in the city for? What do you say we meet up again at 8? I have a penthouse not far from here. I’ll give you the address, you can meet me there.”
Okay. So he had invited Kent to the penthouse.
He was excited to see what he was going to do next.
Kent sat up.
“Really?” he asked. A private, long interview with the Bruce Wayne. Even if celebrity gossip was below Kent as a journalist, he could tell when a scoop presented itself right in front of him, in this case looking tired and wearing Armani, and clearly he wasn’t going to let it pass him by.
“Sure. I’ll do dinner, how does that sound?” Bruce asked, with a charming smile.
He needed more time, that was it. He needed to look at Kent again with a head that wasn’t swimming with exhaustion and threatening him with an aneurism. He needed to be sure whether he was making this up or not.
“Sounds great, Mister Wayne!” Kent said, beaming.
Bruce smiled pleasantly. “I’m looking forward to it.” He said, and made a small discreet wave with his hand. A motor sounded as his private chauffeur started his car at the signal.
 
 
He held in the ignition on the stove again, a click, click, click, but nothing happened. He looked displeased at the stove. This was the problem with fake homes, they were, well, fake. Annoying. He looked the produce over. Maybe he could fry the scallops and the egg-plant on the medium cooker instead of the large, which was the one struggling. Maybe that would be all right. Yeah, it would be just all right, but nothing more than that, he thought, disgruntled. He had promised he would cook, so he was going to cook. Bruce Wayne the billionaire might me a bumbling airhead, but Batman was a perfectionist, and when you cooked scallops on low heat they boiled instead of fried.
He should have just ordered something from a too fancy restaurant, that is what Bruce Wayne would have done. But Alfred had actually fixed him up with the produce to make scallops as a starter, a simple, but good salad with fried eggplant for the main course, and a nice goat cheese and a well-matured blue for dessert. Honey, pears and a good fig-confit to go with it.
He moved his jaw. He pressed in the switch again. Click, click, click, but nothing. Surely it was just something with the gas valve, if he just had the time to take it apart, surely he could...
Focus, Bruce, he thought, and opened the cupboard and got out the pan.
He was wearing an apron, the readers of the daily mail was going to eat that up he thought, how charming was that. Apron and cooking. He almost felt like he deserved the giant penthouse he was standing in, just for that bit of hard working reader-pleasing.
Almost. He didn’t like the penthouse, it was big and understated in a way supposed to show that you were so rich that you didn’t need taste or personality, you just needed someone to interior design your home in big, bold lines and unnecessarily expensive materials and self-contradicting minimalism, a maximalist show of wealth. He only kept it to be Bruce Wayne in, a function in which it had served him well often. He vastly preferred the old mansion, that was where he had grown up, where he had actually lived, where his parents had build a real, albeit also lavish, home.
But even the thought of bringing Kent there felt embarrassing, way too intimate, like bringing someone into your bedroom with the bed unmade, the open face of the linens showing where a soft, human body went to rest.
No, the penthouse was perfect for this. He had managed a shower and almost 6 hours of sleep, and was now feeling cocky, he was going to fry scallops, then get back to being Batman tonight, and in between the two figure out if Clark Kent spent his free time being Superman, or vice versa. Easily doable during a three-course meal.
He looked at the wristwatch. Plenty of time. Besides being a display of absurdly amounts of wealth, the watch would also let him know if any Batman-related responsibilities should arise during the evening, demanding his attention. It was wired to a closed frequency directly from the Batcave where Alfred kept watch on the police radios and etcetera, ready to let alert Bruce via a discreet alarm if anything came up. Everything was fine.
Scallops, then eggplant then cheeses. Three different wines for the meal, a white for the scallops, two red for the rest. Obviously he was himself mostly going to abstain from the wine, being hung over in the fiction, and having to be Batman later in real life. He looked at the bottles. Did Clark Kent even drink? Did Superman? The only image that came to his head was of Superman drinking a nice, big, refreshing glass of milk. That couldn’t be right. Had that been a commercial at some time, had Superman lent his image to teach the American youth the importance of avoiding calcium deficiency? He would have to do research on that. If it had been, no harm in sending a link of that to the Flash, what he did with that information would have to be up to him. That information, and then the Justice League group chat, and the printer at the Watchtower…
Bruce sliced up the eggplant and put it in the now sizzling pan.
By now, it had become clear to him that the tensing up he had noticed in Kent at the interview must had been his super-hearing noticing the brawl long before it was audible or visible to Bruce.
And before leaving the Batcave, he had time for some quick research.
And wouldn’t you know it, some 20-odd years ago there had actually been a few sightings of a meteor in, well, Kansas. Sparsely populated, back-water Kansas of all places. No crash site had ever been found, though, no debris. It had probably landed on private ground then. And just in the area that Clark Kent apparently stemmed from. Now wasn’t that interesting…
Eggplant first, it didn’t matter if that got a bit cold, colder was actually nicer for the salad, but the scallops needed to be fried immediately before eating. He had some sozu for the scallops, that would go great with it. …Maybe they could even have the scallops raw with the sozu, if their freshness allowed it, then the busted burner wouldn’t be an issue. He cut a paper-thin slice off one of the scallops for taste. Just as he put it in his mouth he heard the ding of the private elevator leading directly into the penthouse.
Kent was early. Of course.
The scallop was extremely fresh and tasted almost sweet.
 
 
 
 
 
The dinner went well, as far as Bruce could tell.
The different dishes came out good by his own standards, and Kent seemed to enjoy them. He also held off on the wine, not drinking more than the one glass per serving, Bruce noted. Could Superman even get drunk, though?
Kent kept a little notepad next to his plate the entire meal and Bruce answered all his questions as pleasantly and thoughtfully as he saw fit, while Kent took turns between taking in his meal and noting things in shorthand on his block. The same little recorder that he had brought to the café meeting was blinking continually between them on the table.
Bruce held out the last bottle of red suggestively, but Kent held up his hand politely, swallowing the mouthful he was chewing on.
“I’m good, thanks.” He said, wiping his mouth with the damask napkin he had folded over his lap.
Bruce nodded, placed the bottle back on the table and leaned back in his chair.
He had already finished his last dish, the cheese, and now brought his wineglass to his mouth, looking at Kent as he finished his.
Kent chewed, frowning while noting something down, pertaining to Bruce’s last answer. Then he flicked through his notebook and looked up at Bruce with a smile.
“Well… I think that just about covers what I had prepared, Mister Wayne.”
“I hope you actually got something useful.” Bruce said pleasantly. “That’s a lot of recording for you to go back through later.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it. This is great. I love having a lot of material to go through. Rather too much than too little, right?” Kent said enthusiastically, and reached over, clicking a button on the recorder, and the blinking light ceased.
“Thank you so much, once again. I really appreciate you taking the time.”
Bruce nodded amiably.
“Great food, too.” Kent added with a smile. “Who knew you were such a great chef.”
Bruce smiled back.
“I like to dabble.”
Kent looked at him over the rim of his glasses, bend over the plate as he was, taking in a mouthful, and again that flash of being seen hit Bruce like a bucket of ice water.
“A true renaissance man.” Kent said playfully.
Bruce shook it off and smiled.
Kent straightened up, while smoothing over the napkin draped over his thighs and looked over the table and sniffed.
“I’m glad you didn’t mind me going a little off script. It was great hearing your take on big business’ role in modern American politics.”
Bruce said nothing, but watched Kent with an amiable smile.
“Cooking and politics. The whole package, hm?” Kent said, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose with a smile.
Bruce still said nothing, but toyed with the wineglass in his hand, rested on the table.
“You know, you’re…” Kent paused, and visibly mulled over how to phrase what he was about to say most eloquently.
“You don’t seem as… uncomplicated as you come across in public.” He finally said.
Bruce smiled. He leaned back in his chair, glass in hand.
“You’re saying I’m not as dumb.”
Kent smiled. “Well, I mean…”
He trailed off kindly.
Bruce watched him for a moment in silence, a discreet smile on his face, rotating the stem of the glass lazily between his fingers.
“Well, mister Kent, I could say the same about you.”
Kent stopped in the middle of bringing a bite to his mouth and looked at him over his glasses.
“What do you mean?”
“Oh come on now,” Bruce said pleasantly, but with a small tilt of his head. “’I guess that sort of thing happens all the time here though, right?’” he said, mimicking Kent’s thick Kansas accent and statement from earlier in the day.
“You live in Metropolis, Kent. Have for a long while, as far as I understand. You’re not the simple, awestruck farmer’s boy to nearly the degree you let on.”
Kent watched him closely and chewed his mouthful.
“Don’t get me wrong though.” Bruce continued. “I respect it. It makes sense for you, I bet it gets you far in your job. People let down their guard, and before they know it, you have them on the cover of the Planet and they’re the fool, right?”
Kent looked at him in silence for a moment. He swallowed. Then he looked down, pushed a bit of cheese around in the honey on his plate for a second, and a small laugh escaped him.
“Well, I guess we can’t all be ‘big city slickers’ from Gotham who aren’t surprised by this world, can we?” he said as he looked up again, but Bruce felt the hairs of his neck stand up, as the voice that came from Kent wasn’t his, it was  Bruce’s . Relayed back to him in just almost perfect pitch, the corners broken off here and there as to not be too perfect, too unsettling, too much like a recording. The ‘big city slicker’ even sounded like Bruce impersonating Kent’s accent.
Bruce blinked, and his smile faded instantaneously.
Of course. Kal-El had total vocal replication.
He swallowed. Chet Baker still played pleasantly from the stereo in the silence of the penthouse, and Kent looked at him smugly, not breaking eye contact as he took another bite.
But the boldness, that he would bring that skill forward, here, as Clark Kent…
He licked his lips. 
“…That’s amazing. How did you do that?” he said innocuously, and Kent cast down his eyes bashfully now.
“I used to be a theatre kid.” He said, and wiped his plate clean with a bit of bread.
Bruce smiled.
The nerve.
“Oh, I bet you did.” He replied slowly, and Kent looked back up at him.
For a long moment none of them looked away. Outside and below them Gotham glittered like a million little shards of broken amber in the darkness, alive and shimmering down there, and in the dimness of the penthouse Bruce looked adamantly into Kent’s shining blue eyes without budging. Kent stared back just as confidently.
Something had shifted in the room, the air was different, and finally Bruce smiled discreetly and looked out the window.
He heard Kent place his cutlery against his plate and shift in his chair.
 
 
Kent opened the dishwasher, which was empty.
“Why don’t you use this?” he said. Bruce looked over his shoulder.
“Oh. I don’t even really know how that works.” He said. Kent looked at him. “I don’t really live here. I have a place in the outskirts of town where I mostly stay.”
He looked back down at the task at hand and placed a plate on the dishtowel he had spread out on the countertop next to the sink where all the dishes now sat in warm soapy water. Kent nodded and looked around.
“Let me help.” He said, and Bruce suddenly felt him so close to his shoulder that it sent a short, sharp spike of adrenalin through him.
“No.” he said, without looking up, his arms stiff in the warm water.
“I was raised better than that.” He then continued smoothly, placing another plate on the towel.
He looked at Kent. “Go finish your wine in the living room. Relax.” He said with an encouraging nod, and Kent smiled, hands in his pockets. He obliged, and Bruce watched him through the corner of his eye flicking through the music collection and sparse shelves of books as he finished up the washing.
For a brief second he thought of a question that had pressed itself on since the moment he realized Clark’s possible double-identity earlier the same day.
If Bruce suspected Clark to be Superman, did Clark suspect or possibly already know that Bruce was Batman?
Bruce scrubbed a plate and stole a look as Clark read the backside of a record.
If that was the case, he was hiding it quite well.
And he, himself… was so careful. Always had been. He kept scanning back, any clue he could have given Kal or Clark through the years that could have given him away. But he found none.
None the less. He was mindful of the fact that even if Clark was unaware of Bruce’s true identity, or especially then, then spending this much time with him was kind of playing with fire.
He turned the tap off and dried his hands on the apron.
Well. Neither Bruce nor Batman had ever shied away from a little danger, right?


When he re-entered the living area, Kent had placed himself on the couch that stood with its back to the window, his broad arms outstretched comfortably over the backrest, his head turned to look out over the city, face in perfect profile against the backdrop of the city. Perfect sculpted nose, straight and smooth, leading down to the two swift curves of his lips, ending in the soft rounding of his firm, dimpled chin.
Bruce approached, wiping his hands against each other, getting rid of the last remaining bits of water.
“I’m making coffee, if you want some?” he said, and Kent looked up at him.
“That sounds great.” He said, and Bruce let himself sink down into the sofa next to him with a small sigh, far enough from Kent to respect each their personal space.  
“Tired?” Kent asked nicely, and Bruce smiled tight-lipped and nodded. He closed his eyes for a second and fell silent, his face contorting back into its usual bare expression of slight, stern concern at its own volition.
“…Yeah, it must be difficult, the life of a billionaire.” Kent said, and Bruce opened his eyes and looked back at Kent’s friendly, mocking smile.
He grimaced wryly.
“You have no idea.” He said, his voice dry and sleek. Kent laughed.
He ran his hands over his arms and looked at his watch. 10:16. He still had time to get back to the cave, get changed, and then hit the city again as Batman.
“So where do they have you staying tonight, Kent?” he asked politely. 
“Oh, they got me holed up in this tiny excuse of a hotel.” Kent replied with warmth in his voice. He shook his head. “There was no warm water when I tried it this morning, and I’m pretty sure I saw a cockroach in reception. The people who have to run it seems nice enough though, they don’t mean anything by it. Just trying to get by, like everyone else.” He smiled and looked at the city for a second. “You know how it is.” He said, and looked at Bruce.
Bruce looked back at him. Of course he didn’t.
“…Yeah.” He said.
Kent smiled.
He turned in his seat slightly, and they were now both looking out into the open room. The light over the table was still on, but by the couch it was dark, the only light came from the city and its light pollution, bounced back down at them from the over-clouded night sky.
“So, you don’t really live here?” Kent asked.
Bruce pursed his lips. “Not much.”
“You spend most of your time in your mansion?”
Bruce nodded.
“All alone?”
“I have a butler.” Bruce replied. Kent laughed.
“A butler?”
Bruce smiled. “Yes. Alfred. He raised me.” He fell silent, and he could hear Kent fall silent as well, in that special way that people did when they remembered.
They sat in that silence for a moment.  
“So…” Kent began again, braving the quietness. “Why are you single at 35?” he asked, and Bruce looked at him.
“Not many women in the market for a handsome, extremely wealthy bachelor who cooks well and insists on doing the dishes?” he said with a smile, and Bruce grinned.
He looked at him for a second, and there it was again, Kent’s sky-blue eyes refusing to look away.
“Well…” Bruce began. He turned his head and looked out into the dim room again. “I’ve never really minded it. Being alone… It seems to me to be the natural state. I’ve never really understood what the fuss was about. It’s essentially what we always are, alone. Other people are only a distraction from it, albeit a pleasant one, hopefully. … It’s like how we say it gets dark at night, while it really doesn’t. Darkness is the natural state of the universe. Light is the exception, not vice versa.”
As no response came, he turned his head to find Kent observing him silently, his head rested in his hand. A smile crept over his face.
“Well, maybe you’re still single because you’re such a ray of sunshine.”
Bruce looked at him, then he laughed a short snort of a laugh and looked away again, shaking his head softly. Kent laughed.
They were silent for a bit. A couple of sirens sounded from the city beneath. 4, Bruce could make out. 3 police, one ambulance. He felt himself tense up and willed his body to stay on the sofa and remain relaxed. His watch stayed silent. And next to him Clark Kent remained silent as well. If the sirens had caused a reaction in him, he didn’t let on. That soothed Bruce. If Alfred back in the cave didn’t react to it, and Kal-El found it fitting to still stay here and remain as Clark Kent, the situation couldn’t be significant enough to warrant Batman’s attention. Surely Kent could easily make up a hasty excuse and make an exit, but he was still here.
In fact, there was no reason at all he was still here. The interview was over, he had gotten what he came for. And yet, here he sat. 
Bruce could feel him watching him as he stared out into the open space.
The music still played, the soft fuss of the out-dated record medium enveloping the soft tunes of a piano in a lazy warmth.
He licked his lips and spoke again, surprising himself.
“Well… you know, the money, the wealth, it doesn’t actually really make that part easier. You end up feeling like the people you meet who could potentially be interested, they… they’re interested in Bruce Wayne, the billionaire. In this persona that you have created. They don’t really know you. But at the same time you still are Bruce Wayne the billionaire. It’s weirdly alienating. You end up feeling like no one really knows you at all.”
He looked at Kent, who stared back at him with a serious expression on his face, and before he could turn it into another joke, just met his gaze and said “Yes.” his voice solemn and soft.
Bruce looked at him for a second. Then he heard a low sizzling from the kitchen.
“The coffee.” He said, with a nod to Kent, and got up.
 
Bruce came back with the espresso pot and two cups.
“How do you take it?” he asked, placing them on the table. Kent moved in his seat, folding his hands in between his knees.
“If you have any milk, that would be neat.”

  Knew it. 

 
As Kent finished his coffee Bruce once again observed him, stolen.
He was beyond sure now.
Anytime Kent thought he wasn’t paying attention, he would… not exactly slip up, clearly he was better than that, but just… relax a little too much. Look out at the city a little too stoically and calmly than what Clark Kent would, just look a little too… well, handsome.
It would probably have been completely unnoticeably to anyone else. Anyone else than someone like Bruce, anyone from the League who had spend so much time in close proximity of Kal-El. And Batman and Superman had spent a lot of time together through the years.
So. Why, was the next question. Well, he had to have arrived somewhere on earth, originally. Bruce had just always assumed it had been the arctic, where the Fortress of Solitude was. But the meteor sightings in Kansas… And an elderly, doting couple, without any children of their own…
It made a weird kind of sense.
And beyond strictly logical sense, Bruce felt it was true.
This was the same man that he had saved, and who, maybe a bit more times, Bruce admitted begrudgingly, had saved him. Time and time again.
Same perfect silhouette.
The three dots of soot was even still at his temple.
He looked down at the way Kent held the espresso cup.
Pinky extended.
Kent looked up at him as he took the last sip.
“What?” he said, and Bruce had to swallow his broad grin. 
“Nothing.” He said.
Kent put the cup down with a frown.
“You have a little bit of…” Bruce gestured.
Kent looked at him, then clumsily touched at his upper lip.
“Oh.” He said, wiping away the milk foam residing there with the back of his hand, then fumbling with his napkin from the table and Bruce had to look away and bite his lip to stifle his smile.
If Kent was forgetting to put on the bumbling act when he thought Bruce wasn’t looking, he clearly made up for it the rest of the time.
“Better?”
Bruce turned his head back and looked at him.
Kent looked back at him with ingenuous, bright blue eyes as he sucked in his lips.
Bruce stared from blue eyes to soft lips.
Then he swallowed.
“Yeah.” He said, closing his hand slowly in a fist, where it rested on the sofa.
Kent didn’t look away, but just smiled. A small, but confident smile.
Oh, he had to know what he was doing.
“So…” Bruce began slowly, regaining his cool demeanour.
“I hope you feel like you got what you came for, Kent.” He began.
Kent smiled again.
“Yeah… I hope so too.” He said softly.
Bruce stared back at him.
‘This is where you get up’, a steely, cool voice inside of him guided. ‘This is where you get up and he thanks you for your time, and you say it was your pleasure and you show him to the elevator.’ The voice continued, the same voice that had guided all his carefully laid plans his whole life.
But Kent just stared back at him, refusing to look away or even say anything, and Bruce couldn’t tear himself away, couldn’t believe the nerve.
And he realized something else.
He didn’t want to be the one to back down.
“You know…” he continued. “I usually don’t give interviews this long.”
Kent nodded, tipping his head slightly.
“I am aware, Mister Wayne.” And the playfully submissive tone was not lost on Bruce. “I am very flattered that I’ve been given such leeway tonight.”
Bruce looked at him, then laughed, casting his eyes away, shaking his head softly.

  The. Nerve. 

He looked back up at Clark.
This was it.
‘Right now. Last chance.’ the voice said.
But instead, Bruce sat perfectly still and looked back at Clark, and he was, right then, missing his moment to gracefully stop what was coming.
Kent looked from his eyes to his lips and back and breathed softly.
“Am I about to find out why Bruce Wayne is still single?” Kent asked, his voice low.
Bruce smiled, still not taking his eyes away from Kent either. He felt alive with a subtle excitement, and even if he had wanted to, he felt unable to break away now.
“It wouldn’t even begin to cover half of it…” he said quietly. “…But you’re right if what you’re asking is whether I am…” his eyes trailed from Clark’s, down to his lips, and back up again. “…a ‘true renaissance man.’” He said, and Kent looked back at him, the tension tangible between them. Kent laughed. Bruce smiled and bit his lip, watching Kent watch him do it.
They looked at each other in silence for a long beat, and Bruce felt his pulse speed up.
Was he really going to do this?
He looked at the crumbled collar of Kent’s shirt, the off-brand glasses with faint scratches on the one lense.
Then the leather of the couch made a low sound as Kent shifted and leaned in gingerly and kissed him.
God, they smelled the same, of course they smelled the same, they were the same, this was Kal El, son of Krypton. He smelled strong and bold, like spices and weirdly metallic at the same time. Extremely not unpleasant, Bruce thought, as he first stiffened involuntarily at Kent so close to him, despite being prepared, at the intimacy of it. Then he let himself melt into the kiss and answered it.
How many times had he smelled that smell, when dragging his heavy, stupid, brave body, unconscious out of wreckage, or when Kal-El would gingerly lift him in his arms when they needed to fly to get somewhere.
Bruce furrowed his brow. God, he was really kissing Superman.
The song on the speakers softly faded out, a skip and a low crackle sounded, then the soft press of piano keys opened the next song, and smooth tones again filled the dim penthouse above the city.
He swallowed and breathed in slowly.
Soft lips, warmth, the soft brush of Kent’s breath against his own.
He felt a tightness in his chest.

  He should not be doing this. 

He had known all along, of course, that he shouldn’t be doing this.
Maybe he shouldn’t even have invited Clark Kent to the penthouse to begin with. But he hadn’t meant anything by that, had he? He had wanted to know whether his suspicions were correct or not, then send Kent on his merry way again. That was all. If that in itself was shady, it was a level of shady he was fine with as Batman.
But Kent staying past the interview, that weird tension that had then turned into that, to this, very palpable, tension. He had seen it coming and done nothing. Because no matter how far they had pushed it, they hadn’t done anything, he thought. Until just a minute ago, Kent could have left, and Bruce would have been able to go to the Watchtower the next time he had to go there as Batman, and would have been able to look Superman in the eyes and it would have all been okay. Sort of.
He leaned back slightly, breaking the kiss, and swallowed. Kent didn’t draw back, but instead followed and leaned his forehead against his, breathing a small grin. Then he simply leaned in and kissed him again.
Bruce felt his hand gently touch his knee and stay there.
Fuck it, another, determined voice in him suddenly, loudly jeered.
Fuck all of it. Batman, Superman, the Justice League. Why did it matter. Right now, right here, Clark Kent clearly wanted the billionaire Bruce Wayne. That wasn’t fake. Bruce hadn’t tricked him into that.
And he was the billionaire Bruce Wayne.
For once, he wanted from the pit of his stomach what Bruce Wayne did.
Besides, he never let Bruce Wayne have any fun.
Had he ever done a reckless thing as Bruce Wayne that hadn’t been a carefully calculated, acted out play in service of Batman? No.
Kent wanted the man in this penthouse, on this sofa, right now. What was wrong about a thing so simple?
Bruce furrowed his brow and breathed in sharply through his nose. Then he swiftly brought up his hand and cupped Kent’s head, felt the smooth hair under the nape of his neck and pulled him in close, slightly more forcefully than intended.
Kent made a small sigh of a sound and shifted, leaned his one hand against the backrest, the other glided up Bruce’s thigh further, partly because of Bruce pulling him in, partly on Kent’s own accord.
Bruce breathed in sharply and kissed Kent again, that handsome face against his, his big calm body so close. Jesus. 
He felt Kent’s thumb brush calmly over his thigh, back and fourth, slowly and deliberately.  
Bruce sighed and kissed him back, bringing up his hand to brush over Kent’s side.
Kent suddenly leaned back, and while looking down at Bruce with a soft smile, had slid a hand up under his sweater and started to pull it off.

  Okay… 

“Kent…” Bruce mumbled, leaning back.
Kent laughed softly.
“You don’t have to call me that.” He said.
Bruce frowned.
“…Clark?” he then said.
“Mhm.” He leaned in, kissing him, and then slid his sweater off him. Bruce let him, lifting his arms so he could.

  …Okay. 

Bruce leaned back in the sofa, looking down at Clark as he began sliding his black t-shirt up his torso. He leaned his head back on the backrest and closed his eyes, breathing in slowly.
“God…” he heard Clark breath out.
He cracked his eyes open slightly. Even in the dim evening light, it was visible, the scars and bruises numerously trailing across his body, layering over each other.
Like the traces and scarring from a moon rover on the battered and meteor-bruised dust on an alien planet.
 He breathed in, and Clark looked up at him expectantly.
“I uh…” he started. “I do a lot of extreme sports.” He said, and huffed out a laugh.
Clark looked back down at his torso, his face contorted in a look of almost innocent confusion and incomprehension. As if this gentle man could not understand how anyone would willingly put themself in pain and dangers way like that. As if he was one to talk, Bruce thought. He could tell that Clark all but shook his head at him as he traced the scars and injuries with his eyes. But then he lowered his head gently and kissed a particularly swollen stab wound just under Bruce’s ribcage, and Bruce breathed in sharply. He leaned his head back deliberately as Clark kissed lower, his lips brushing over a long, thin line of a scar right next to Bruce’s navel, and Bruce furrowed his brow and placed his hand hesitantly on Clark’s scalp, his fingers burrowing in his thick, soft, black hair. Clark shifted, kneeling on the floor in front of him.
Bruce noticed with a dull terror and interest that he was doing nothing to stop him. 

  Okay.

Clark’s breath ghosted over the trail of hairs going from below where Bruce’s belted black dress pants covered, up to gently reach his navel in a soft brush. He felt Clark’s hands brush over the hem of his pants, then he heard the clinking of the belt-buckle as his big, square hands started to undo it, and he breathed in hard and sucked in his lip.

  What are you doing.



To his own surprise, he shifted slightly, raising his hips, allowing Clark to pull them halfway down to his knees and reveal his black briefs.
This was wrong. This was really, really wrong.  



He bit his lip hard and looked down through half-closed eyes as he felt Clark’s fingers brush over the hem of those too. He was hard underneath the black fabric. Because of course he was.
Oh god.

This was Kal-El. This was his colleague. His friend. And Clark didn't know. 

  He had to stop this. 

He looked frantically at his wristwatch, searching for any out.
“Clark.” He said, as Clark's fingers curled around the hem of his briefs, and Clark looked up at him and paused.
“I uh, I have to go.” He said quickly.
Clark sat back on his haunches on the floor and looked up at him.  
“... Right now?”
Bruce got up in a swift motion, quickly fumbling and pulling up his pants, buckling his belt.
“Yeah, I just, uh, something came up, I just remembered.”
He purposely didn’t look at him.



Coward.
“I’m sorry, stay as long as you like. The doorman will let you out, just press the button by the elevator.”
He grabbed his sweater from the couch. He had a jacket somewhere, but fuck the jacket. His feet found the way to the doors quickly, and in the few seconds the elevator surged to his top floor, he felt the silence weigh down painfully on his back, as Clark said nothing.
“I’m really sorry.” He said again, stepping into the elevator.
From the couch, in the dim light, Clark said nothing.
The doors closed behind Bruce with a whisper.
 
-
 
Days passed.
The journalist Clark Kent hadn’t published his interview with billionaire playboy Bruce Wayne. Maybe he was saving it for the birthday. Maybe he wasn’t ever going to publish it. Who knew.
In the League, Batman and Superman continued as they always had, and if anything had happened in Kal-El’s private life, he didn’t show it. And clearly, though Bruce had figured out the connection between Kal-El and Clark, Clark had not noticed the connection between Bruce and Batman.
Bruce would have rounded his 35-year birthday as many others before it, had the earth not been invaded by aliens a few days prior.
Very inconsiderate.
But not that unusual of a week for the League, after all.
Had it not been that this invasion was just big enough and enough of a threat that they in the heat of the moment had decided to ditch their secret identities, just towards each other, so they could go undercover out of costume.
What a timing, Bruce thought.
But not something that had kept him back from doing what was right when the moment came to it, after all.
 ‘Wally West, Bruce Wayne.’ he had proclaimed dispassionately, pointing from Flash and to himself. Flash's identity had been known to him for some time. He had considered pointing it out to Wally, lest anyone else figured out what Bruce had, but had up until now chosen to keep it to himself.
‘Clark Kent.’ He had then finished, pointing to Superman, and then the door of the Batplane had opened behind him with a soft hiss. ‘Come on. We need to go.’ He said, and Wally had looked at him in absolute shock. ‘Hey’! he had yelped, but Bruce had ignored him, they had taken off, and all the while, even as he gave up Clark’s identity he had pointedly kept his eyes off his face, looking straight ahead, not meeting his gaze even once. He never saw Clark’s reaction to the revelation.
And Clark had said nothing. They had moved on with the plan, they had fought, and they had won, which was all that mattered. Clark had been determined, he had been impersonal. He had been a hero.
Of course.
But now it was the day after. None of them had slept a wink of course, and the day after simply meant they had passed midnight. But they had won, and the dust had settled, and now Batman was off-duty.
But Bruce Wayne wasn’t.
Bruce gingerly slid off his glove, trying to not further damage what he suspected to be two at least sprained fingers.
The doors to his private quarters in the Watchtower slid open.
He heard the shuffling of feet. He didn't look up. He didn't have to.
“You knew.”
There in the doorway, stood Clark, big, bold and blue.
And angry, Bruce could tell.
He put his glove down on the table, next to the small collection of medical equipment on it, and righted himself, standing with his side to the door.  
He felt tired. People didn’t tell you that, about saving the earth. Even if you got through it without getting fatally injured, it just made you so damn tired. Ok, so he had been beaten up by an alien invasion, so maybe it wasn’t so weird he felt tired, but he had survived it, hadn’t he? A bit battered, some bruises, a split lip, but no fractures, it seemed at least.
It was all fine, really.
Clark’s sky-blue eyes flashed at him.
Except it wasn’t, of course.
“…You knew.” Clark repeated. “...That night,” he continued, and instead of the initial undercurrent of anger, the tone was now something else, something raw and quivering. “…in the penthouse. You already knew back then, didn’t you?”
He watched Bruce with an unrelenting stare, and Bruce looked back at him dispassionately behind the glowing white eyes of the mask.
He looked down at the glove on the table.
“Yes.” He said.  
He started to pull off his other glove.
“I hadn't known for long. I realized it only just a few hours earlier, during the interview.” He placed the second glove next to the first. “It’s a good alibi, Kal, I never would have guessed who you were, if it hadn’t been because you had some,” he lifted his hand hesitantly and pointed to his own head, still not looking at him “soot, on your temple.” He softly poked at his own, armoured temple. “The same I had seen earlier the same day on a mission. Practically minuscular, unnoticeable to anyone else, anyone who hadn’t been…” He paused. “Watching you so closely.”
Maybe not the best way to phrase that. Quite creepy sounding, especially considering the context of this conversation.
“You couldn’t know you would be meeting up with –”
“Stop it.” Clark’s voice sounded, and Bruce looked up at him. His eyes met his with a glow of fury. His fists were closed at his sides.
“Stop it.” Clark repeated, shaking his head, casting his gaze down to his side.
Bruce looked at him for a second, then he looked back down to the table.
There was silence for a moment, the million of stars and the eternal darkness of space stretching out outside the window of his quarters, below them the soft blue curve of the earth as they circled above it in orbit.  
 “Why?” Clark then said. Bruce looked up at him, and his handsome features were drawn in a look of disbelief, of outrage. Almost of disgust.
“Why would you do that?” he said, and his voice was low and his tone injured, injured and imploring, and Bruce quickly looked at him and then looked back down. He found himself unable to bear that stare.
He opened his mouth softly and his lips moved slightly as he stared down at the gloves, but no words formed.
“You knew. You knew, and yet you…” Clark began, but then trailed off, the end of the sentence seeming apparently too appalling for him to reach.
“I consider you my friend.” He said, and Bruce felt the sting in the pit of his stomach.
“All this time… I’ve known practically nothing about you, and yet…” He sucked in his lips. “Yet I’ve never suspected you to be anything but a good person.” He said, and Bruce had to breathe in slowly and stared fixedly down at the table before him.
‘Good’.

  ‘Friend’. 

Almost useless term in their broadness and naivety, and yet, when wielded by Clark they seemed to hold such… weight.
He heard Clark suddenly huff and saw him look up at the ceiling, shaking his head again. Then he looked back down at him with a jolt.
“Did you enjoy that? Knowing while I didn’t? Holding that power over me?”
Yes, a tiny, nasty voice in Bruce sounded.
“No!” he said, outraged, his face snapped back up and he stared at Clark.
Clark said nothing and simply looked at him.
“I...” Bruce began, finding his tone surprisingly angry and defiant. He licked his lips, and forced himself not to look away, meeting Clark’s piercing, blue stare.  
“Clark, I...”
“Don’t call me that.” Clark broke him off.
Bruce paused and looked at him. He exhaled slowly.
“Kal.” He tried instead, and this time Clark simply looked back at him in irate silence, apparently allowing him to use his kryptonian name.  
“Kal, I didn’t mean to…”, but again Clark interrupted him.
“Take that off.”
“What?” Bruce said.
Clark lifted his hand and pointed directly at his face.
“The mask. Take if off. Look at me.” He said severely.
Bruce blinked.
He was right, of course. He wasn’t really seeing eye to eye with anyone, ever, wearing the cowl. Just glowing, white hollows stared back. That was the point of it. To see but not to be seen.
He hesitated for a second, then he reached up and undid the safety measures at his neck, pressing down on hidden tabs in the correct order and finally internal clasps loosened, and he carefully pulled his entire headpiece off.
He stood with it in his hands for a second, the air cold against his skin compared to the safe embrace of the armor, deeply aware of his stupid, flattened hair and feeling extremely, unbelievably naked.
Clark stared at him unwaveringly and Bruce endured it. It was only fair, he thought. Then he reached over and gingerly placed the cowl next to the gloves on the table.
“Kal.” He began again, looking down at the floor.
“Look at me.” Clark snapped again, his voice angry.
Bruce swallowed hard, and then slowly turned his face, tightening his jaw as he met Clark's gaze.  



As the Watchtower spun in the vaccum of space, it turned to face the sun again, and light burst in through the window, illuminating Bruce's quarters, lighting up Clark's radiating, stern blue eyes with a force.
Bruce felt resentment rise up through him.
They stared at each other in silence for a long moment.
The Watchtower kept turning on its axis, and the sun slid out of the room again.
Bruce broke the stare and looked out at the stars. He stood, staring at them for a minute, his jaw working, then he finally turned back and pointedly met Clark’s gaze straight on.
“I didn’t mean to deceive you, Kal. I wasn’t some power play, I didn’t have any hidden motivations. I didn’t even mean for it to happen. I didn’t mean any harm by it.”
Clark simply stared back at him.
Then finally, his voice sounded again.
“You shouldn’t have done that, you know that, right?” he said, and suddenly Bruce felt angry. Quite angry. He sucked his split lip in hard and inhaled sharply.
“I wasn’t the only one there that night, Kal. You were there too.”
Clark stared at him in disbelief.  
“You wanted to do what we did just as much as me. You wanted Bruce Wayne, and you got him.” He said, bitterly.
Suddenly Clark strode over the floor in two steps and Bruce inadvertently squared up. God, he was a big man, that Colgate smile and the absolutely infectious charisma could make you forget it, but he was. Instinctively, Bruce felt his feet grip the floor in a defensive stance and his hands clench into fists. For a second he felt sure that Clark was going to hit him.
But of course, he didn’t.
He just stopped an arm’s length short of him.
“Don’t you dare.” He said, his voice low and hard. “Don’t you dare try to act like you’re not in the wrong here.” He stared down at Bruce who had never felt their difference in height as much as he did now.
“You deceived me.”
He was right. Of course he was right.
Bruce looked down in shame and sucked his lips in hard.
“What would you…” Clark continued. “What would you even have done…”
Bruce stared fixedly down at the medical equipment and his gloves in front of him.
“What would you have done, if that… goddamn watch of yours hadn’t gone off? I presume it was one of your gadgets, calling you off to duty, right? What would have happened?” Clark said, and his voice was now so low, almost frail. As if he was scared of the answer. “Would you actually have continued?”
Bruce stared up at him, but Clark simply looked back down at him, so raw.
Then he clenched his jaw and shook his head, stepping angrily past him. He stopped in front of the window showcasing the stars and the earth below. He stood there, in silence, and Bruce watched his back, the soft slopes of the red cape cascading from his shoulders.
Then he looked down and opened a department in his utility belt.
“Kal.” He said, his voice low.
Clark turned to look at him.
In his hand, Bruce held the wristwatch he had worn on the night.
“Here.” He said, gesturing to him.
Clark frowned and stared from him to the watch.
Then he turned and stepped over, hesitantly reaching out and accepting the watch, looking at it, his arm outstretched, as if he didn’t really want to touch it.
Bruce reached over and clicked a button on the watch, while it still rested in Clark’s big, square hand.
A low, discreet beeping emitted from it.
Bruce looked from the watch to Clark’s face with the furrowed brow, staring down at the watch in his hand.
“That’s the noise it makes when the alarm goes off.” Bruce said, his voice low.
“Did you hear that, that evening?”
Clark’s clear, blue eyes darted up to his. Bruce made sure not to look away.
Clark narrowed his eyes.
“…I just assumed you used some frequency hidden even to me… Some signal clear just to you...” he began.
Bruce looked down at the dial.
“It never went off.” Clark finally said, staring at the watch.
“You weren’t called away.”
The watched beeped ceaselessly, quietly, between them.
“You just left.”
Bruce nodded, sucking in his sore lip, not meeting Clark’s gaze.
Clark pushed the watch slowly back into his hand. Then he let his arm fall down empty along his side.
Bruce just stared at the watch in his hands, then he clicked the button and the beeping seized.
He took a long, deep breath, furrowing his brow, still not looking up at Clark.
“I’m…” he began, but Clark just stared at the floor, his hands in his sides, mimicking his heroic stance, but clearly still agitated, then he turned to look out the window again.
Bruce looked at him in silence.
He flipped the compartment in the belt open and packed the watch away again with a sigh.  
He touched at his fingers. Sprained but not broken.
That was always something.
 “… I’m sorry I let it go on for as long as I did, Kal.” He finally began, swallowing hard, and he now felt grateful Clark had chosen not to look at him.
“I got… carried away, I guess.”
He closed his mouth hard, staring down at his discarded gloves.  
Then finally, he looked up, and found Clark’s sky-blue eyes staring solemnly back at him from the window. He made sure not to break the eye contact.
Finally, Clark breathed out, almost annoyed, and turned on his foot, again crossing the floor and coming to stand next to him.
For a moment they stared each other down, and Bruce clenched his jaw, determined not to look away.
Then Clark looked down at his hand, and Bruce tensed up as he reached out and gingerly grabbed it.
He stared down at it.
“They’re sprained, but not broken.” He said, then looking back up at Bruce.
Bruce sucked in his lip with a furrowed brow. The x-ray vision, of course.
“I know that.” He said, almost a little offended at Clark’s encroachment on his own medical assessment, despite everything, and drew his hand back.
Then he looked up at Clark, who was watching him closely, his sleek, perfect black eyebrows resting heavy just over his blue eyes. But even though his expression was serious, there was something softer about him now, and a certain draw around his mouth hinted at something, almost as if he was about to smile.
He straightened himself up and looked down at Bruce.
“You have a little something…” he then said, gesturing at his mouth, and Bruce involuntarily brought up a hand to his lips. Blood on his fingertips, his split lip had opened up again.  
He grunted, and quickly grabbed a paper towel from the table, pressing it to his lips. Frowning, he kept it there, staring at the table, waiting for the bleeding to cease.
Clark just stood next to him in silence.
He ran his eyes over all the medical equipment, the two gloves on the table like two dark, severed hands.
“I…” he began, sucking in his lip, trying not to drip blood as he spoke. “I am sorry, Kal.” He said. “I really am.”
There was silence for a bit, then he swallowed and finally ventured a glare to his side, looking at Clark.
He was calmly staring down at him, a sombre expression on his face.
Then he finally nodded.
“Yeah.” He began. “Well… It was a very stupid thing of you to do.” He finally said. Bruce nodded, looking down at the table again. He brought the paper towel away from his face. It seemed as if the bleeding had stopped.
“I know.” He conceded.
Clark tilted his head softly and looked at his lip.
“You shouldn’t have done that either.” He said, and Bruce almost jolted as he felt Clark’s thumb tenderly against his lip, his fingers cupping his chin.
He blinked and breathed in staring up at him.
“Well.” He then began, staring up at Clark’s calm face, his unrelenting gaze staying at his lip. 
“If I hadn’t, I think the ship might have exploded and we might not have gotten away.”
“…You’re awfully brave for a spoiled billionaire playboy.” Clark said with a wry smile, and Bruce huffed softly.
“You’re awfully bold for a hick from the prairie.” he retorted dryly, but his eyes were still tensely on Clarks.
Finally Clark’s gaze moved up from his lip to his eyes again, and they stared at each other for a second in silence. He felt the gentle friction as Clark brushed his thumb over his lip and the closed-up split, and a shiver ran down his spine.
Then Clark gently leaned in, and in the same second the sun came rushing in through the window again, bursting over the walls, the table, the floor, glittering in Clark’s dark eyelashes as he brought his face to Bruce’s, and incredibly gently kissed his bruised lips.
Bruce’s eyes fell closed and he let him.
Softly, he kissed him back, he felt the sun glide over them, he felt its warmth on his skin and he sensed that warm, metallic scent of Clark.
And then he felt his lip split open again, they swirled on in the thermosphere and he leaned back abruptly, to keep the blood off Clark, and the sun retreated from the room.
He brought the paper towel up and pressed it against the wound.
He didn’t say anything, but Clark looked down at him softly.
“It’s okay.” He said, unprompted, with that authority that radiated off him always.
Bruce looked up at him through the corner of his eye, and suddenly the buzzer of the door sounded.
“Come in.” he said, and Clark straightened up.
The door unlocked by the sound of his voice, and Wally appeared in the doorway, the cowl of his vibrant red suit pulled back, scrunched instead around his neck, and his red hair a lively mess on top of his bony face. A dark, blue ring underlined his one eye, accompanied by a split eyebrow and an impressive abrasion on his cheekbone.
He looked pale underneath the injuries and freckles. 
“Heyyy.” He said, his hand moving up in a fluent motion, greeting them and then falling back down heavy at his side. He looked to Bruce.
“Brucey, I was wondering, can you give me a lift back to earth? I’m tired as just…” his eyes quickly darted to Clark. “…Frick,” he said. “And I really want to get home. I need to make sure everything down in my normal life is in order, and I have work tomorrow.”
God, Bruce thought. Just the mere thought of having to do anything tomorrow made him feel even more tired than he already was.
He nodded.
“Of course. Give me 10 minutes, then I’ll be there.”
Wally nodded and shot him some finger guns. He fell back and the doors started to close behind him.
“And don’t call me that.” Bruce added.
“Okay Wayney.” Wally’s voice sounded from beyond the doors just before they closed.
Bruce looked after him with a frown. Then he looked up and saw Clark smiling widely in same direction.
Clark looked down and met his stare.
“What?” He said.
Bruce shook his head, and Clark grinned. Then they fell silent again, and they stood, side by side, not looking at each other for a long moment.
Then Bruce felt Clark turn and look down at him and he looked up and met his gaze.
For a moment they just watched each other in silence. Clark’s eyes drifted down to Bruce’s lips, where the split had closed up again. He softly bit down on his own bottom lip.
Bruce felt like reaching out, placing his hand against that soft nape again, as he had done in the penthouse, and kiss him. Feel the softness of that man underneath his hands and lips, that gentle firmness, that pleasant scent.
And suddenly he realized he couldn’t.
That had been Bruce Wayne and Clark Kent in the dark penthouse that night.
That had been good, it had been more than good. 
But that had been it.
The vigilante of Gotham and the last son of Krypton could not pick up where they had left off.
It was over.
Clark blinked softly and suddenly, without prompt, nodded gently.  
“Take care of yourself.” He said, his voice sincere and his eyes attentive.
Bruce looked up at him and nodded.
He turned around and grabbed the cowl from the table, and with a practiced movement pulled it calmly over his head. It clicked into place and he stretched his neck, from the one side to the other. It sat perfectly.
He looked up at Clark.
“The same to you.” He said evenly. Then he grabbed the gloves from the table.
He stopped, and looked up at Clark. Then he reached out his good hand.
“…Clark.” He added, and Clark smiled.
He extended his hand and grabbed his.
The broad, steady hand of a farmer.
He squeezed Clark’s hand back, and then they both let go. He smiled measuredly up at Clark.
Then he turned around, and with a few, steady steps excited the room.
Clark looked after him in silence.
The he looked down at where a faint stain from Bruce’s fingers had left a pale tint of blood on his palm.
 
 
A few days later, Bruce’s secretary relayed to him that the Daily Planet had inquired as to the possibility of taking some photographs to go along with the piece they planned to publish on yes, his birthday.
So the interview would be published after all.
They also sent it to him for his final approval before it going to print. It was nice. In general Bruce disliked fluff-pieces, but there was no denying that Clark Kent had done a good job with an assignment that both men involved had only barely pretended to truly be interested in doing.
Bruce had always disliked being photographed. He barely felt like a real person most of the time, having to act like one in front of the camera was almost unbearable to him.
He had gracefully accepted the shoot. It was, after all that had happened, literally the least he could do.
The late afternoon sun shone lazy in through the big panorama windows, struggling to maintain dominance over the towering skyscrapers of Gotham, yearning for the coming night sky.
He held up a pan and put it down again.
He looked at the photographer.
“Yeah, just like that! Perfect!” he chirped, the flash blaring. A freckled face appeared behind the monstrous device of a camera.
“Can you do that again, but look this way?” he asked, his red hair flowing upwards from his head, as if untouched by gravity.
How old was this kid exactly? He didn’t look a day over 16, Bruce thought.
He nodded, and lifted the pan, standing in the kitchen of the penthouse, mimicking cooking a meal he had cooked and eaten weeks prior.
He had accepted the shoot, but on the condition that it be over with as fast as possible, and as little crew and equipment was let in as possible.
Which meant only this guy, this kid, Jimmy, had shown up, with another guy wrangling some equipment, who, after having put up the minimum amount of lights required for a decent environment for shooting, had taken the elevator down again for a smoke. Leaving Bruce alone in the penthouse with what he strongly suspected was nothing more than a high-schooler.
“That’s great” Jimmy said enthusiastically, looking through the photos on his camera. “Now can you.. I don’t know, maybe set the table or something?”
Bruce looked at him.
“Well, if it’s alright?” Jimmy smiled nervously. “It’s supposed to be ‘A dinner with Wayne’ right?”
Bruce wet his lips slowly and stared into the wall in front of him.
“Yeah, sure.” He said, as pleasantly as he could wrangle his dry, cool voice to be.
He took some plates out of the cupboard above him and started setting the table.
“Nice!” Jimmy said encouragingly. “So, it looked just like this right? It has to match up with the text after all.”
Bruce didn’t remember Clark waxing on about the exact setting of the table in the text, but nodded nevertheless.
“I should think so.”
“It’s not really right.”
Bruce looked up. Over by the elevators, Clark was standing, leaning slightly against the gilded frame of the entryway, his jacket draped over his arms that were crossed over his broad chest.
“You were wearing an apron too.”
He smiled.
 
 
“Well thank you very much, Mister Wayne!” Jimmy said, packing one of his cameras away in one of his many bags.
“I’ll have them sent to you as quickly as possible so you can greenlight them before print!” he said, with a big smile, and Bruce nodded.
“Are you coming, Clark?” Jimmy said, placing a big camera bag under one arm and lifting two more with his free hands.
“You go ahead, Jimmy. I wanted to clear some edits to the interview with Mr. Wayne.”
“Well, no room for you in the car anyway!” Jimmy said with a grin. Over by the door the third Daily Planet employee pushed the button whilst carrying the remaining equipment. Bruce looked at Clark who said nothing and wandered over to the window. The elevator doors closed behind the photographers as they filed in with their equipment. A murmur behind the wall begun to describe the carts downwards journey.
Kent stood in silence, his back still turned, watching the sunset over the city.
“Is he even allowed to drive? He doesn’t look like he’s passed his test yet.” Bruce finally said.
Kent laughed and turned.
“You know, he’s won more awards than the rest of the office, currently.”
Bruce raised his brows.
“It’s true. Press photo of the year, only last year.”  
Bruce pursed his lips and nodded.
“I guess I should be flattered then. That he took the time to photograph me of all things.”  
Kent smiled and made his way over.
“You really should.”
He stopped in front him. Bruce sucked his teeth and said nothing.
“How’s the hand?” Clark asked, looking at Bruce’s empty hand hanging at his side. A split kept his two sprained fingers protected and in place.
“Better.” Bruce said. Before Clark could ask, Bruce continued, “…Extreme sports. Bouldering gone wrong.”
Clark laughed. Then he looked up at Bruce.
“You look nice.” He brought his hand up and flicked the strap that kept the apron secured over his neck, as it poked out loosely from the buckle at his chest.
Bruce huffed a laugh and reared back a little, but wilfully kept both feet nailed to the floor. Then he looked cautiously up at Clark. He suddenly felt very small. Just standing there in his stupid apron, having done a stupid thing in that same stupid apartment weeks earlier. He didn’t care for it.
Clark paused for a moment, and just stared at Bruce’s chest, not meeting his gaze.
“… Did you get anything good?” he finally said.
“I hope so. I don’t know. I’ve never been too fond of cameras.”
Clark met his eyes and nodded with a lopsided smile. 
“So,” He said, looking over Bruce’s shoulder, towards the kitchen. “Are you gonna ask me to stay for dinner?” he said.
Bruce frowned slightly.
“…You know I didn’t actually cook, this time around, right? I just posed with some produce in the background.”
Clark looked back down at him.
“That’s alright.” He said. “I’m not actually hungry either.”
Bruce looked at him and said nothing. Clark just looked back, but his smile softly faded. His eyes glided from Bruce’s eyes to his lips.
Then he reached down slowly and kissed him.
Bruce frowned, breathed in through his nose and let his eyes fall close.
Spices and metal. He felt Clark’s steady hand softly touch on the side of his face. His glasses bumped slightly against his cheek with his movement. 
Then Clark drew back a little.
Bruce breathed in slowly and wet his lips.
“Kal…” he said, his voice dark and deep as always. “…are you sure this is a good idea?”
Clark looked down at him. Then he furrowed his brows slightly.
“Who’s Kal?” he said, his voice low.
Bruce stared at him.
Outside, the sun was setting.
… He wasn’t really that much taller, after all, Bruce thought. He smiled a slow smile, his eyebrows still resting heavy over his steel eyes.  
Then he reached up and placed both hands on either side of Clarks face, and drew him back into a kiss.
He could feel Clark smile against it, and he slid his hands around his waist as Bruce leaned in against him. Bruce almost buckled at the sensation. It made him feel very small. It wasn’t often he felt small.
He buried his fingers in Clark’s dark hair, and felt Clark’s chest as a wall of heat up against him.
The warm light of the sun softened and disappeared; a Gotham skyscraper having eclipsed its path.
Night was coming.
Bruce didn’t mind.
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          End Notes

          August 10th 2022: Hey just wanted to say thank you to everyone who has commented on this short fic! 
I postponed answering on comments for way too long, but I've gotten around to it now. But the comments and kudos throughout this last year has really meant a lot to me, and always makes my day! (: 
Thank you all!
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