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Back to Square One

    by rosensilence

      Summary

      When Superman is caught leaving Clark Kent’s apartment in the early hours of the morning, there is only one way for Clark to protect his secret identity—he has to pretend to be dating himself. Clark can cope with the ensuing stares, comments, and increased attention that follows but when Batman starts to take an interest in Clark Kent, he starts to think that maybe, he should have just revealed his identity.
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Chapter 1








  The Daily Planet bullpen was always a hive of noise and activity. Whether it was printers whirring, journalists chasing leads on phone calls, or Perry White barking edits at whichever junior reporter was nearest, it was never quiet. It was hard to hear yourself think sometimes but Clark liked it that way. It was the sound of a room of people trying to make a difference and trying to find the truth. How could Superman not like it?
When Clark stepped off the elevator onto the bullpen floor—fashionably late but not too late at 9:03 am—and everything immediately fell silent, his mouth went dry. He had a roomful of silent journalists all staring at him and nothing good came from being the sole focus of attention of the Daily Planet’s entire writer's pool. Clark scanned the faces of his colleagues and found a mix of raised eyebrows, surprised expressions, and an enthusiastic thumbs-up from Steve Lombard.
It was the thumbs-up that was the most concerning.
"All right, all right, back to work everyone."
Clark had never been so glad to see and hear Lois Lane. She made her way through the cluttered desks towards him with a look on her face that dared anyone to either challenge her or try to stop her. It said that Lois was going to deal with Clark, and everyone else was going to stay out of it. When Lombard tried to say something to her, she simply clipped him around the head with the papers in her hand.
"Lois, what's going on?"
Lois grabbed him by the arm and steered him away from the sharks in the bullpen to the stairwell. "You haven't looked at GMZ today?"
"I never look at GMZ."
Lois opened the door to the stairs and pushed Clark through, gesturing to head up the roof. "Maybe you should start."
The roof of the Daily Planet had been the setting for many private discussions between Clark and Lois since she had discovered he was Superman. From the stern look in her eyes and the rapid beat of her heart, Clark could tell that this was Superman business as well but he couldn't figure out how GMZ—Gotham's best and therefore most intrusive and scandalous gossip site—figured into the equation.
GMZ ran the occasional story about Batman and considered him to be their local pet cryptid, much to Batman's irritation and amusement, but largely stayed away from wider superhero news. Superman especially was not their usual topic of discussion. Clark worked hard to keep Superman above reproach and in the eyes of people like GMZ who only cared about scandal and rumor, too boring and bland to write about it.
Lois unfolded the pieces of paper in her hand so that Clark could see the headline. They still bore a dent shaped like Steve Lombard's head but that didn’t detract from what was printed on them. Clark stared at the pages and read the text. Then he focused his super senses and quickly read every single individual pixel just to make sure he wasn't mistaken.

  SUPERMAN

EXITS METROPOLIS APARTMENT IN THE DEAD OF NIGHT

…VISITING HIS SECRET LOVER!!!

Underneath the obnoxiously large headline was a photo. It was a little blurry and unfocused but was still clear enough to show Superman leaving through an apartment window in the night. Clark looked again. It showed Superman leaving his apartment window.
Clark guarded his civilian identity closely. Being Superman was everything to him but so was being Clark Kent. It was dealing with the mundane issues of Clark Kent's life that gave him the strength to deal with the world-ending issues of being Superman. Superman was an ideal, an impossible standard that not even Superman himself could live up to, Having a life as Clark, where nobody cared if he screwed up and the stakes were lower, made being Superman easier to bear. Without Clark Kent, he didn’t think he could be Superman.
And now he'd been caught exiting Clark's apartment as Superman and his identity had been discovered and--
Wait. Secret lover?
Lois saw Clark's confused expression and took pity on him. "Trust GMZ to get the scoop of the millennium and completely blow it."
"They have photos of Superman leaving an apartment at night and jumped to lovers?" Clark laughed, relieved that his identity was still safe. Then he remembered the reaction of everyone in the bullpen. "They identified the apartment as being mine, didn't they?"
Lois's mouth twisted into an expression Clark had never seen before. He couldn't tell if she was grimacing in sympathy or trying not to laugh at him. Maybe it was both. "They did."
Clark sighed. "GMZ has printed a story saying that Clark Kent is Superman's secret lover."
"Congratulations?" Lois said, shrugging her shoulders. "It's your own fault, you know."
"How is it my fault?"
"One, you left your window slow enough to be noticed and photographed, and two, you left your window while still getting dressed. Next time, do everything quicker."
Clark took a closer look at the photo and felt like kicking himself. He had been woken up by the sounds of an apartment fire and in his half-asleep state, hadn't quite been able to pinpoint where the fire was. Instead of waiting in his apartment for a couple of seconds to find the burning apartment, he'd headed out of the window before pulling the top of his suit on straight and had only rushed off when he was certain of where he was going. The photo must have been taken in that second or two when he was hanging in the air next to his apartment window, figuring out the direction of the sound, and straightening his suit.
Clark had to admit that a photo of Superman climbing out of an apartment window with his suit barely on his shoulders did suggest a lover's tryst, especially to a site that specialized in salacious gossip like GMZ. The reality that he'd been sleeping—alone—in his worn-out University of Metropolis sweats moments before and was still half asleep was nowhere near as interesting.
"The way I see it," Lois began, pacing slightly as she spoke. Clark knew better than to interrupt Lois Lane when she was pacing, "is that you have two options. You either deny that Clark Kent is Superman's lover, or you let the story play out."
"Lois! I can't let the story play out!" Clark said, incredulous that she'd even suggest it. "It's insane."
"Is it?"
"Um, yes? Superman can't be seen having late-night calls with someone! And I can't compromise my journalistic integrity by being seen with Superman."
"Don't worry about your integrity, Clark. Perry has already taken you off the superhero beat for the foreseeable future. It's the thrilling world of local government reporting for you. Try not to get too excited.
“I wouldn't worry about Superman's good reputation too much either,” Lois said, barely pausing for breath. “Clark Kent is a good Midwestern boy with a respectable job, he sends money home to his momma every month and has a squeaky clean background. Superman could do a lot worse than you.”
Despite the panic rising inside him, Clark couldn’t prevent the blush that spread across his face at Lois’ kind words. It hadn’t worked out between them but that didn’t matter. He knew Lois would always have his back and he’d move heaven and Earth to keep her safe.
“I can’t pretend to be dating myself, Lois.”
“Then you’ll have to deny it. But you’ll have to come up with another explanation for why a half-naked Superman left your apartment at 3 am.”
Clark pointed to the photo. “I’m not half-naked, just a little—disheveled. And there are plenty of reasons why Superman could leave Clark Kent’s apartment at 3 am that don’t involve us being lovers or the same person.”
“Really? Name one.” Lois folded her arms across her chest and raised her chin. She was challenging him.
“I had information for Superman. Time-sensitive information that couldn’t wait until the morning.”
“Not bad,” Lois replied. “Doesn’t explain why Superman wasn’t dressed properly though. Try again.”
“Um,” Clark paused. His mind worked quicker than a human’s did but not even Superman could create a plausible explanation that quickly. “Superman got covered in some alien goo and used my shower because it was nearest.”
“Shame there weren’t any alien invasions yesterday because that one might have worked. Of course, Superman could have used his superspeed to go to the Hall of Justice and shower there in the same amount of time, but I suppose we could have ignored that. Got another one?”
Clark placed his hands on his hips and sighed in defeat. “No.”
“My advice is that you firmly ‘No comment’ your way through the next few weeks. Don’t deny it and don’t confirm it as Clark Kent—just carry on and ignore it. If you’re asked as Superman, give a noncommittal answer and try to change the subject. That should be easy as you’ll probably be in the middle of rescuing someone.
“Eventually, people will get bored of asking and it will become yesterday’s news. Then you can either let it fade away or end the speculation firmly by saying you’re just friends. People will presume that your change from not answering to saying you’re friends is because of a breakup and you don’t need to correct that.”
Clark looked away from Lois and cast his eyes over the horizon as he thought about what she had said. He hadn’t realized at first, but his natural instinct had been to look over to Gotham. He idly wondered what Batman would be doing at 9:30 am on a Tuesday and then decided to add that to the long list of things he wished he knew about Batman.
But he couldn’t get distracted by thoughts of Batman. Not now. Those were thoughts for lonely evenings when he didn’t have a crisis to work through and an impatient Lois Lane waiting for a response.
“Okay. You’re right, Lois. I guess I don’t have a choice but to go with the—,” Clark paused and shuddered, “the secret lovers story. Somehow, it’s the least worst option.”
“Say that again, Clark.”
“Say what? Oh—,” Clark blushed again. “You’re right, Lois.”
Lois reached out and gently patted Clark on the arm. “I’m always right. Now come on, let’s get back to work. You can practice how to say ‘No comment’ to Lombard and Cat Grant. If you can cope with those two, you can cope with anyone.”
Clark took one last long look at Gotham before following Lois back to the stairwell and into the viper pit that was the Daily Planet bullpen.

Over the following days, Clark thought he became very skilled at saying “no comment.”
He said “no comment” to his colleagues at the Daily Planet. He said it to the barista who made his caffe latte every morning. He said it to his nosy neighbor and her two young boys who started knocking on his door at random times of the day, hoping to find Superman. He also said it to the supermarket cashier, three interview subjects, two security guards, fifteen random people on the street, and half the journalists in the contiguous United States.
He’d even started to answer his phone with a straight “no comment” which was fine when another journalist found his number, but a little embarrassing when it was his mother. Thankfully, his parents saw the funny side of it all and were happy to play along with the ruse if it meant protecting Clark’s identity.
The constant questions, stares, and whispers that followed him wherever he went were annoying, but Clark could cope with them. Most of the time, at least.
Superman may be a public figure but Clark Kent had spent most of his life trying not to be noticed. Clark purposely underperformed in school, both in academics and sports, aimed for an average college GPA, and passed on the higher profile news stories. He dressed to be forgotten and to blend into a crowd and aimed to never leave a strong impression on anyone.
Whenever the attention started to become too much for Clark, he took a few moments to spread out his senses and check in with those he cared about the most. The questions didn’t annoy him as much when he had one ear on Smallville and could hear his Ma and Pa talking about the upcoming harvest. He could ignore the stares when a quick glance showed him Lois grimacing at the spelling mistakes in her latest headline-grabbing article.
And he couldn’t hear the whispers when he had Batman’s solid and strong heartbeat echoing in his ears.
Clark couldn’t remember when he’d first started listening out for Batman’s heartbeat or exactly when he’d memorized it to the point that he could identify it amongst the seven billion other heartbeats on the planet. Batman didn’t know that Clark had his heartbeat memorized and he didn’t need to know either. Telling Batman would mean explaining why Clark could recognize the steady thump-thump of his heart and that was a conversation that Clark wasn’t ready for. Clark knew the reason, but he wasn’t willing to admit it, not even to himself.
All in all, the first few days of Clark Kent’s life as Superman’s public lover were stressful, but were nothing that Clark couldn’t cope with.
The first few days of Superman’s life as Clark Kent’s public lover were, thankfully, much easier. It helped that those first days were some of the quietest since Clark had first put on the red cape and taken to the skies. The Justice League wasn’t called into action once and Clark only had a factory collapse, a sinking cargo ship, and a landslide to deal with. Superman flew in, rescued a few people, and flew back out again without the need for too many questions to be asked. Only the captain of the cargo ship dared to ask Superman about Clark and that question was easily sidestepped by diving back into the water to fish out another container of Pop-Tarts.
Maybe it was the ease of those first few days that made Superman approach the monthly Justice League meeting with his guard down. He arrived at the Hall of Justice early and headed to the break area for his customary cup of coffee. Caffeine didn’t affect him physically but the placebo effect was real, and if Clark was to stay as alert as Superman was expected to be throughout the meeting, then he needed his caffeine fix.
The Flash and Green Lantern were already there, bickering like an old married couple over the contents of the snack cupboard. Superman greeted them both with a smile and grabbed a candy bar from under their noses. Clark didn’t even like peanut butter cups that much, but it was worth taking them just to hear the protests from The Flash, who thought that every single snack was rightfully his.
“Hey, Big Blue! I didn’t expect to see you at today’s meeting,” said Green Lantern.
Clark frowned in confusion. Since the formation of the Justice League, he hadn’t missed a single meeting unless he was off-world. “Why’s that?”
“I thought you might be too busy with your new boyfriend.”
Flash groaned and threw a bag of salsa chips at Lantern’s head. “Ignore him, Superman. He hasn’t had a date in nine months and is making it everybody else’s problem.”
“I’m taking some time for myself,” Lantern protested. “I just think it’s great that one of our leaders has found love.”
“Thanks?” Clark said, wishing he was anywhere but stood in the front of the Hall of Justice snack cupboard. Even Lex Luthor’s kryptonite trap of the week was starting to look appealing.
“How did you two meet?” Flash asked. “Did you rescue him or did your eyes meet during an interview and you couldn’t deny the chemistry?”
Lantern scowled. “Flash, my man, you have to stop reading those romance novels.”
Flash ignored the interruption. “Batman doesn’t think that superhero and civilian relationships can work but I disagree. Diana does too, and she knows more about love than Batman does.”
Clark tried not to react at the mention of Batman. He had heard Batman’s thoughts about superheroes and relationships before and vehemently disagreed. Batman thought it was impossible to balance being a superhero with having a fulfilling relationship. He thought it caused weakness and distractions and Clark wanted nothing more than the opportunity to personally prove him wrong.
Green Lantern opened the bag of salsa chips and popped a couple in his mouth. “Spooky needs to find someone whose apartment he can sneak out of at 3 am. Maybe if he got laid more it’d dislodge the stick he has up his ass.”
“Lantern.”
Lantern closed his eyes and sighed at the sound of Batman’s unmistakable voice coming from behind him. Clark almost felt sorry for him—but only almost. He hadn’t noticed Batman's approach either, but the Bat did have an uncanny skill for appearing out of thin air. Unless Clark was specifically listening and on his guard, Batman could even surprise him.
Batman and Green Lantern had been oil and water ever since the Justice League had begun and neither man seemed interested in building a relationship. They worked together well in the field and their petty disagreements had yet to cause any issues during a mission but they both appeared to enjoy riling the other man up. Clark thought the two of them would get along well if they both pulled their heads out of their asses.
Lantern pushed his opened bag of chips into the waiting and welcoming arms of the Flash and turned around to face Batman. “Hey, Bats, I didn’t see you there. I didn’t think it was Halloween for another couple of months.”
“C’mon guys, let’s be nice,” Flash said. He turned to Batman and held out the bag of chips. “Do you want one?”
Batman didn’t look at the chips and sidestepped Green Lantern as if he didn’t exist. His focus was on Superman and Superman alone, much to Green Lantern’s obvious annoyance. “Superman, we need to speak in private.”
Clark nodded in agreement at Batman and was just glad for an excuse to leave the irritated Lantern and nervous Flash behind. “Sure, B. Lead the way.”
Batman quickly turned on his heels and walked away without sparing a single glance to either Green Lantern or The Flash. Clark smiled, mumbled an apology, handed his peanut butter cups to the Flash, and followed Batman into the deserted meeting room.
Once the door had closed and they had some privacy, Clark spoke. “You don’t need to be such an ass to Green Lantern.”
Batman didn’t smile—Batman rarely smiled at all—but there was a layer of amusement in his voice. “I didn’t say anything to him.”
“No, you never do, because you know it drives him crazy when you don’t respond to his teasing.”
“He’ll get over it,” Batman said. “I didn’t call you into this meeting to speak about that annoying glow stick.”
Clark briefly considered defending Green Lantern but decided against it as there was no real heat in Batman’s words. Contrary to what the other Justice League members thought, Batman did have a sense of humor—it was just a little dark and enjoyed poking at Green Lantern occasionally. Clark knew that Batman respected Lantern’s abilities in the field and his contribution to the Justice League and that was all that mattered.
Besides, Clark liked being the only one who saw this side of Batman. Around the others, the Bat still remained distant and aloof. Around Clark, he allowed himself to seem a little more human.
“How can I help?” Clark asked. “Do you need my help with a mission?”
“No. Stay out of Gotham,” Batman said, as he always did. “I wanted to talk to you about Clark Kent.”
Clark felt like someone had just pelted him in the stomach with a chunk of kryptonite the size of a bowling ball. It really had been too good to be true, hadn’t it? Superman had faced one easily avoided question about his relationship with Clark Kent and he had stupidly presumed that was as bad as it was about to get. Now he’d been teased about it by Green Lantern and was about to get questioned about his fake boyfriend by his very real crush.
If Clark had been thinking straight, he would have realized that if there was only one person on the planet who would have questions, it would be Batman. Batman didn’t trust easily and despite his often prickly exterior, he cared deeply about the Justice League and keeping the members safe.
Batman had also taken Superman’s safety as his own personal pet project. Clark was under no illusions there—although Batman did care for him as a colleague, it was mainly a tactical decision on Batman’s behalf. A compromised Superman was dangerous and Batman was one of the few people that had the skills, knowledge, and kryptonite to take Superman down if it was necessary.
Clark didn’t mind. He trusted Batman to do what was right.
Clark tried to keep his expression neutral. “What about Clark?”
“Exactly how well do you know him?” Clark couldn’t help but blush at Batman’s phrasing. Batman decided to try again. “What do you know about him?”
Clark didn’t know how to answer. He considered being honest with Batman and explaining that he wasn’t dating Clark Kent because he was Clark Kent but quickly dismissed the idea. He trusted Batman implicitly but other than Wonder Woman—who was a special case in every possible sense—nobody in the Justice League had revealed their identity yet.
Batman didn’t even know that Superman had a civilian identity. Like everyone else on the planet, Batman had simply assumed that Superman was Superman and Clark had allowed that assumption to continue. Did Batman even care if Superman had a civilian identity? Clark couldn’t help but worry that if Batman did meet Clark Kent, he would find him lacking somehow.
So no, revealing his identity wasn’t a possibility. He had to continue to be dating himself.
He could answer Batman’s question by giving him Clark Kent’s entire life story in great detail. Even the edited version without any reference to space shuttles crashing in Kansas cornfields, heat vision, and a deadly allergy to a glowing green rock would still be lengthy and complete.
But if Superman and Clark Kent were two entirely different people who were in a relationship, how much would Superman know about Clark Kent at this stage? Knowing everything was unlikely, but not knowing enough would only spark Batman’s suspicions and paranoia. Did Superman know Clark’s favorite movie? Had Superman met the parents yet? How much of Superman’s life did Clark know? Had Clark met Krypto?
Superman would never wish for a disaster that needed his help to happen, but needing an excuse to immediately leave and not answer Batman’s question would have been welcomed.
“Well, the relationship is still new,” Clark said, neglecting to add that the relationship only started a few days earlier when Lois convinced him it was the best explanation, “but I know a lot about Clark.”
It was impossible to tell with Batman’s glowing white lenses in place, but Clark was certain Batman just narrowed his eyes in suspicion at him. “Do you.”
“If you have a specific concern, Batman, just say it.”
As soon as the words left his mouth, Clark instantly regretted them. Batman was full of specific concerns and although Clark would normally enjoy hearing Batman list them in great detail, it wasn’t as much fun when the concerns were directed at you.
“He’s a journalist. Are you certain he isn’t using you so he has a source on the Justice League? Have you taken him to the Fortress? He lives in Metropolis. Most of the city is owned by Lex Luthor—can you be certain he isn’t on Luthor’s payroll? If an incident occurs that threatens Metropolis, you’ll be distracted because you’ll be worried about him. Do you—”
“Okay, okay,” Clark said, holding his hands up in both a gesture of peace and a plea for Batman to stop. “You have several concerns. I understand.”
“I’m not hearing answers, Superman.”
“Firstly, Clark has been taken off all superhero stories so even if he had information—which he doesn’t—he couldn’t use it. The Daily Planet isn’t GMZ and takes ethical concerns seriously, as does Clark. I would never put the Justice League or any of its members at risk. You have to know that.”
Batman bowed his head slightly in acknowledgment. “I trust that you would never knowingly put us at risk. You’re too honorable and reliable for that.”
Clark couldn’t help but smile a little at Batman’s words. Clark knew how frightening his alienness made him. He was endlessly strong, virtually impossible to hurt, and could shoot lasers from his eyes—what human wouldn’t be frightened by him? Clark worked hard to make Superman someone humanity could trust and he was proud that the majority did trust him. Humanity’s trust was a heavy burden to carry but it was one he promised to never drop.
But hearing Batman say that he trusted Superman always made Clark feel like it was all worth it. Batman’s trust was Clark’s most treasured possession and he would do anything to keep it.
“And the only person I have ever taken to the Fortress is you,” Clark said, hoping he didn’t reveal too much of himself with that answer. “It’s called the Fortress of Solitude for a reason.”
Batman nodded but remained silent.
“Okay. Let’s move on. Clark does live in Metropolis, but he’s no fan of Luthor,” Clark said in the understatement of the year. “He’s written several articles exposing poor working conditions at Lexcorp over the years. Luthor has attempted to sue the Daily Planet for libel four times and has attempted several hostile takeovers.”
“Five times,” said Batman. “He’s sued the Daily Planet five times. And I’ve read Kent’s articles about Luthor.”
“Then why did you ask if Clark was working for Luthor? You should have known he wasn’t.”
“Yes, I did know. I didn’t know if you knew.”
Clark sighed. As much as he enjoyed working with Batman, respected his intellect, and just generally wanted to spend as much time with the Bat as possible for completely selfish reasons, the man could be very infuriating at times. “What?”
Batman shifted his weight from one foot to another. In Batspeak—which Clark was fluent in—that meant he was uncomfortable and realized he may have overstepped. “I didn’t know how much research you had done on Kent. And you haven’t addressed my third point yet.”
Batman was irritating, frustrating, stubborn, and impossible to deal with. Clark fully understood why Green Lantern constantly poked at him and the rest of the Justice League didn’t socialize with him. And Rao, Clark loved him through all of it.
“There are many people on this planet I care about. Some of them are in Metropolis and some of them aren’t,” Clark said softly. Some of them live in Gotham, he didn’t say. “Their existence doesn’t distract me—it motivates me. If I protect the city and save everyone, I save them, too.”
Batman didn’t reply immediately and Clark refused to break the silence. Instead, he took the opportunity to look at Batman, to truly look at him, and catalog everything he saw. Here was an ordinary human who had used his wits and skills to transform himself into a hero who could stand beside demigods, aliens, and metas. Clark had seen him battered, bruised, and bloody yet refusing to back down.
Nobody motivated Clark more than Batman.
“For the record, I still think this relationship is a bad idea. But,” Batman paused, the white lenses that covered his eyes seemingly fixed onto Clark’s unearthly blue ones, “I can’t stop you from seeing Kent. It’s your choice.”
“Yes, it is,” Clark agreed.
Batman grunted. Clark was also fluent in Batman’s grunts and knew that the pitch, tone, and length meant that Batman was done with the conversation and ready to disappear again. Clark didn’t want Batman to leave—he never wanted Batman to leave—but he was beginning to tire of talking about himself in the third person. Who knew that pretending to date yourself would be so complicated?
“We have a meeting in thirty minutes. Don’t be late, Superman.”
Clark smiled in relief. The relationship talk was over and the conversation had turned to more familiar topics. “When am I ever late?”
Batman turned and opened the meeting room door but he didn’t exit immediately. Instead, he waited for Clark to join him and they walked into the hallway, side by side. “You were late last month.”
“That was extenuating circumstances. I was a little busy preventing a bridge from collapsing.”
“Excuses. Next, you’ll tell me that your dog ate your mission report.” Batman’s mouth looked as firm as ever but the teasing tone in his voice was unmistakable.
“One time! That happened once and you’ll never let me forget it. Why do you hate the dog so much?”
As they walked down the hallway together, continuing to argue about Krypto, mission reports, and which city had the best pizza parlors—Metropolis, obviously—Clark felt like the world was back in sync. No evil schemes from Luthor or salacious headlines about Superman and his cornfed lover could drag the smile from Clark’s lips, not when he had a Bat to banter with.

Clark was very relieved when he landed back in Metropolis. The Justice League meeting had been relatively straightforward as there had been no major incidents lately and no intel about any looming threats. Batman hadn’t presented any of his far too long and far too in-depth PowerPoints about tactics, poisons, cybersecurity, or whatever other topic he was fixated on that week. The actual discussion part of the meeting had been over and done within fifteen minutes—a new record.
With the business part of the meeting out of the way, the members of the Justice League moved on to more general chatter and it had taken around thirty seconds before Green Lantern had mentioned Clark Kent. The meeting had then descended into Lantern and Flash entertaining themselves with as many journalism puns as they could think of, Wonder Woman explaining how important it was for warriors to have a good support system, and Green Arrow criticizing the mainstream media for not holding the establishment to account enough.
Batman remained silent throughout the entire ordeal instead of cutting the conversation off as Clark would have expected and he didn’t know how to feel about that. Was that the Bat’s way of showing support for his fake relationship? Or was Batman washing his hands of the entire situation and choosing to ignore it?
Either way, Clark had been the first one out of the door when the meeting was adjourned and he was fifty feet in the air before Batman had even finished standing from his seat. He needed to put as much distance between himself and the Hall of Justice as he could manage.
Clark hated sitting there and lying to his Justice League colleagues. Sure, they could be a little irritating at times, and with their civilian identities remaining secret there was an impossible distance between them, but he still felt guilty. They were his comrades in arms. He regularly put his life in their hands and held theirs in his. He shouldn’t lie to them about something like this, even if it was unrelated to their work as the Justice League.
As Clark was contemplating the ethics of lying to the League about dating himself, the sounds of a factory fire in Chile reached his ears and he headed south, eager to help. There was no room for second-guessing himself when he had lives to rescue.
Clark arrived back in Metropolis two hours later. Nobody had been injured in the fire and he hadn’t thought about his moral quandary once, so he considered it a successful two hours. However, as soon as he crossed the border back into Metropolis and saw the skyscrapers of the city he called home all of those thoughts came racing back.
The photos of Superman leaving Clark Kent’s apartment made Clark more cautious than before so instead of heading straight home, he landed on the roof of a nearby building and changed into his civilian clothes there. Clark had a few places around the city that he considered safe zones—places where the Metropolis architecture meant that they couldn’t be spied on from any angle but directly above. Billboards, maintenance sheds, and high walls could provide ample cover when Superman was injured or simply needed to rest and didn’t want the public to know. Now, they were Clark Kent’s personal changing rooms and he had clothes stashed at them all.
Clark changed into a flannel shirt and jeans, put his glasses on, and shoved his Supersuit into his bag. He gave himself a couple of seconds to breathe deeply and collect his thoughts before he headed down the fire escape to the street below.
His apartment was only a couple of blocks away and Clark made the journey without really thinking about anything. When his supersenses had first developed as a kid he had worked hard to learn how to clear his mind and block everything out and he did this now. He didn’t notice the buildings he walked past or the people on the street. He climbed the stairs to his apartment on auto-pilot and thought only of the repetitive action of putting one foot in front of the other.
As soon as Clark entered his apartment, however, the world came rushing back. He couldn’t pinpoint it at first, but there was something distinctly wrong and out of place. At first glance, everything looked correct but Clark could sense in the air that something was different.
And then he heard it.
A heartbeat.
A very familiar heartbeat.
Clark placed his bag down by the door, toed off his shoes, and walked further into the open-plan living room and kitchen. No human would have sensed that heartbeat so Clark pretended he didn’t and simply waited for his guest to make himself known.
“Clark Kent.”
Clark jumped in surprise and it was only partially faked. Batman stepped out of the shadows like they were a part of him and walked forward a few steps until he stood in the center of Clark’s very small apartment. The only lights in the apartment came from the streetlights outside and in that dull lighting, Batman looked terrifying. His cowl was all harsh angles and the cape concealed his body, making him look like something out of a horror movie. Clark had never appreciated how truly frightening Batman could be before.
It was surreal seeing Batman here. Clark very successfully kept his lives as Clark Kent and Superman separate—or at least he had until he was forced to date himself—and seeing Batman here, in Clark’s apartment, with photos of his family on his wall, his favorite books on the shelves, and his dirty laundry in the hamper, felt like a strange dream.
Clark had occasionally dreamed of allowing Batman into this part of his life but he hadn’t dreamed it would happen like this. He couldn’t help but wonder yet again if Batman looked at the life of ordinary human Clark Kent and found it lacking.
“Batman!” Clark said. He tried to inject a hint of fear into his voice as he guessed that would be the usual reaction to finding Batman in your living room. “What are you– Why are you here?”
“Clark Kent,” Batman repeated. “Aged 32 years old, born February 29th, 1992. Adopted son of Jonathon and Martha Kent, residents of Smallville, Kansas. Birth parents unknown. Attended Smallville Elementary, Smallville Junior High, and Smallville High School. Grades were slightly above average. Played football until the age of twelve and began writing for the school newspaper at the age of thirteen. Studied journalism at the University of Metropolis, where you interned at the Daily Planet.”
Clark simply stared at Batman in stunned silence. Batman had no notes in his hand and there was no stern English voice speaking through Batman’s comm, either. He reeled all of this information off from memory. Clark knew that Batman could be very thorough when he was chasing a lead or investigating a person of interest. He had never expected that thoroughness to be focused on him.
“Batman, what are you—”
Batman cut him off. “Dated Lana Lang throughout high school. Only short-term relationships since then including one with fellow journalist Lois Lane. You send $300 home to your parents every month, owe $37,853 in student debt, and have only $1,726.39 in your bank accounts.”
Clark was stunned into silence once more. Trust Batman to know more about his finances than he did himself.
“You’ve done your research,” Clark said, laughing uneasily. “Why?”
Batman took another couple of steps forward. He was close enough now that even a human would have been able to see the textures of his mask, despite the poor lighting. “Superman.”
Clark might have considered banging his head against the wall if it would have done anything other than demolish the wall. Of course, this was about Superman. The decision to pretend to date himself was beginning to make him consider leaving town until the story had blown over. He’d always fancied spending a few weeks flying around the rings of Saturn.
“You needed to know about my student loans because of my—,” Clark sighed and then continued speaking, “because of my relationship with Superman?”
Batman didn’t reply.
Clark thought back to the conversation he’d had with Batman as Superman a few hours before. “You checked my finances to make sure I wasn’t on the payroll of someone who wanted to hurt him. Someone like Luthor?”
Again, silence.
“Well, I hope you’re satisfied that there was nothing to find. I suppose you still don’t trust me, though.”
“I don’t trust many people.”
That was the understatement of the century, Clark thought. “You trust Superman though, don’t you? He trusts you.”
Batman’s head jerked slightly. That was a clean hit. “I do trust Superman. And he trusts you. If you betray that trust, just remember that I know every single thing about you.”
Not quite everything. “I understand.”
Batman stepped back and somehow managed to navigate his way to Clark’s open window without bumping into any furniture. “I can destroy you in many different ways, Kent. Don’t give me a reason to.”
Batman slipped out of the window with a speed and grace that even Superman was impressed with. Clark didn’t move until he heard the familiar sound of Batman’s grapple gun deploying and his boots running across the roof of the apartment building next to Clark’s.
With Batman safely moving away from the apartment and apparently heading to the Batmobile parked three blocks away, Clark face-planted onto his couch and began to wonder exactly how his life had come to this point. One simple, careless mistake had led to that photograph being taken and now he had Lantern and Flash mocking him at every opportunity and Batman giving him a very threatening shovel talk.
Clark groaned into his couch cushions and wondered what he was going to do. His first instinct was to come clean and explain that Superman and Clark Kent were not dating and never had. But now that Batman had done his research—and how exactly had he found out about Lana Lang?—he would need a very good reason for why Superman had lied about it. Batman was used to meeting sources at all times of the day and in all kinds of weird places so that argument wouldn’t wash with him. There was no reason for Clark to lie about that.
So that left—what? Admitting his secret identity? Clark didn’t think he was ready for that. He didn’t think Batman was, either.
Clark lifted his head and reluctantly pulled himself back into a seated position. He needed to think about it some more. For now, he’d stick with the current plan—be as evasive as possible and hope that it all blows over.
But maybe Superman needed to speak to Batman first to make sure that he didn’t threaten Clark Kent again.

Two days later, Clark headed to the Hall of Justice. He knew Batman would be there, because short of a major planetary disaster or crisis in Gotham, Batman was always at the Hall of Justice on a Thursday evening. Batman said it was because he wanted to use the workshop facilities and Thursday evenings were the only day that worked for him, but Clark suspected it was a way for Batman to make himself available to the other Justice League members for guidance without explicitly saying his door was open. Of course, the Bat would never do anything as clear as actually telling everyone they could come and see him because he was as opaque as a plank of wood.
It wasn’t that unusual for Clark to drop by the workshop on Thursday evenings to see Batman. It was difficult to keep up with the Bat—especially as Superman was effectively banned from Gotham—so Thursday evenings became a way to shoot the breeze, catch up, and argue about whatever topic was on Batman’s mind that day. It was often the highlight of Clark’s week.
Considering the reason why he was coming to see Batman this time, Clark didn’t think it would be the highlight of the week for either him or Batman.
Batman was in the workshop as expected and had his grapple gun laid out across the workbench in a million pieces. Clark knew that Batman made his own gear so it wasn’t unexpected to find him making upgrades or repairs on a Thursday evening. Clark didn’t know—but did suspect strongly—that Batman had a workshop of his own somewhere that was just as well equipped as the one at the Hall of Justice and that his work here was just so he would look busy if anyone came to talk to him.
“Superman,” Batman said as a greeting when Clark entered the workshop.
Although Batman didn’t take his eyes off the cogs in his hand, Clark wasn’t surprised that Batman recognized who had just walked through his workshop door. Batman told him once that he had a very distinct way of walking but Clark wondered if Batman was expecting him.
“What have you been up to the last few days?” Clark asked. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”
Batman still didn’t look at Clark but he did stop what he was doing and fell still. “Kent talked to you?”
Clark decided to sidestep that question as he didn’t think talking to himself counted. “I don’t appreciate you digging into Clark’s past. I told you, I trust him.”
“You trust everyone.”  
“And your approach of expecting the worst at all times is better?” Clark sighed and took a moment before speaking again. Nobody could make him frustrated as quickly as Batman but he refused to allow it to happen. Not in this conversation. “I presume you didn’t find anything.”
“That doesn’t mean there’s nothing to find.”
“C’mon, Batman. You’re the best at finding dirt on people. Do you really think that Clark could have hidden anything from one of your background checks?”
Batman didn’t respond.
“And this isn’t an excuse to keep looking, either. Leave him alone.”
Batman placed the cogs down on the work desk and finally turned to look at Superman. In the stark lighting of the workshop, he looked very different from how he had appeared in Clark’s apartment two days earlier. The Bat really was created to operate in the dark and shadows because, in the light, it was obvious how human he was.
“Don’t tell me what to do, Superman.”
“No, I think I will,” Clark said, feeling his frustration rise again only this time, he didn’t attempt to push it back down. “You’re not going to break into Clark’s apartment again and you’re not going to go digging into his past, either. You found out how much student loan debt he has! How does that matter?”
“People with debt can be manipulated and he has a lot of debt.”
“It’s student loan debt, Batman. It’s not the kind of debt you need to take bribes for to pay off. Anyone who attended college and didn’t have rich parents to pay for it has student loan debt.”
Batman’s lips tightened. For reasons unknown to Clark, he didn’t seem happy with that response. “It’s still a risk.”
“You can’t live your life governed by non-existent risks, Batman. Clark hasn’t done a single thing to justify having Batman on his case.”
“Not yet.”
Clark felt like screaming. “I understand that this is your weird Bat way of showing concern for my safety but it isn’t unnecessary or wanted. Stay away from Clark. No more background checks. No randomly appearing at his apartment. If you have a question about Clark, you ask me.”
Batman was not happy with everything Clark had just said if the way his hands tightened into fists was any indication, but he did incline his head in agreement. Clark supposed that was the best he was going to get.
“Okay. Good. Thank you,” Clark said. “So, what are you doing here with all of these parts anyway?”
Clark remained in the workshop with Batman for another hour and if the atmosphere was a little frostier than normal, he did his best to ignore it. Batman didn’t appreciate being told what he could and couldn’t do but Clark really didn’t want to have Batman following his every move, either.
Batman’s single-mindedness was just one of the many reasons why Clark liked him so much but he had to admit it was very unnerving when that focus was pointed at you. As much as he wanted Batman to know all about him, he didn’t want it to happen this way.
Hopefully, Batman would stay away and they could go back to their usual relationship where they challenged and teased each other while Clark hid a crush the size of the Arctic Circle.






      

  











Chapter 2


    Chapter Summary

    Clark already thought his life was too complicated and things are about to get a hundred times worse.
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  The next few days were some of the strangest of Clark’s life. The requests for interviews began to slow down because even the most tenacious journalist could only hear “no comment” so many times before they started to get the hint. Even the requests Clark did get seemed half-hearted and Clark suspected they came from junior journalists who were only asking to appease their stubborn editors.
He still received more attention from the public than he was comfortable with. His barista still served him with a knowing smile, his neighbor’s kids still knocked on his door several times a day, and he couldn’t walk down the street without someone either photographing him or making a comment about Superman.
His colleagues at the Daily Planet no longer asked him questions about Superman and were largely treating him the same as ever; with kindness, mild indifference, or requests for him to make the coffee, depending on who it was. Someone in the office had even begun leaving a new piece of Superman merchandise on his desk whenever his back was turned. Clark suspected either Lombard, Lois, or a collaborative effort.
Clark didn’t mind the merchandise. Sure, some of the action figures had faces that looked like they’d melted in the heat but some of the figures were well-made. He also had an impressive collection of other items; plushies, mugs, keychains, and a set of cookie cutters. He left them on his desk because he was certain that removing them would cause even more to appear but thought that when this was all over, he’d keep the best and send them to his Ma. There was an ever-growing collection of Superman merchandise in the basement of the Kent family farm and Clark knew his parents would welcome even more.
Clark had just made himself comfortable in his squeaky chair, opened his laptop, and discovered the new merchandise of the morning—a very round plush bird with a red cape, Superman insignia on the breast, and a spit curl—when the peace of the morning was shattered.
“Kent! My office! Now!”
Clark dropped the bird and kicked it underneath Lois’s desk in his hurry to get to his feet. Hearing Perry White scream his name across the bullpen at a few minutes past nine was never a good start to the day.
“Coming!”
He picked up the bird, grabbed a notepad and pen, and headed to Perry’s office.
“Come in, shut the door, and sit down.”
Clark did as he was told. Perry could be a tough and exacting editor but behind the barked orders and demands was a kindness that Clark was very grateful for. Perry constantly yelled at him for leaving the office and skirting close to deadlines but never questioned or punished him for his absences.
Perry had also been remarkably understanding of the Superman story and was the sole reason why there had been no journalists, news crews, and social media influencers camped outside the Daily Planet building. Clark knew that any other editor would have demanded, or at least pressured, him into giving an exclusive interview about the situation but Perry hadn’t. All he’d asked was that if Clark chose to give an interview, he would give it to the Daily Planet.
As soon as Clark was seated, Perry began to talk. “You’re going to Gotham this afternoon.”
“Gotham? Why?”
“You have an interview.”
Clark opened his notepad with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. Batman was very firm about not wanting Superman or any other Justice League member in Gotham and although he would be there as Clark Kent, he still felt unease at going against Batman’s wishes. It didn’t matter that Batman didn’t know his civilian identity or that he would leave the cape at home, Clark still feared that next time he met Batman, the Bat would know.
“I’m working on that article about the discrepancies in the latest Metropolis city budget—”
“That can wait,” Perry said.
Clark decided not to point out that Perry had been on his case about the article for the last few days and had said only yesterday that it could not. “Who am I interviewing?”
“Bruce Wayne.”
Clark frowned. He’d met Bruce Wayne once before, but only briefly. He had attended a Lexcorp gala with Lois shortly after starting at the Planet and the entire conversation had consisted of a handshake, Wayne blatantly checking him out, and then saying that Clark’s awful suit would look better on the floor of Wayne’s hotel room. Lois assured him later that Bruce Wayne flirting with you was a rite of passage for every journalist and to not be too concerned about it.
That was two years ago and Clark hadn’t seen the man in person since. He highly doubted that Wayne even remembered the encounter.
“Why me? I don’t work the celebrity beat.” Clark paused, then added, “Or the finance pages. If this is related to something Wayne Enterprises is doing, I don’t know anything.”
“You don’t need to know anything. Wayne Enterprises is the main sponsor of a new initiative to clean up Gotham Bay. As both Gotham and Metropolis City Halls are involved, we’ll be running the story. Wayne asked for you, specifically.”
Clark was confused. Wayne asked for him instead of a more well-known, and honestly, better journalist than him like Lois? “Why did he ask for me? I’m surprised he knows who I am.”
“Kent, after the last week, I think most of the world knows who you are.”
Clark felt the spine of the notepad in his hand stand to crack and quickly released his grip. It all came back to that damn photo and his own complacency. If only he had exited his apartment at superspeed. If only he’d ensured his super-suit was on correctly.
If only, if only.
“Wayne sells papers and this is a good project,” Perry explained. “Let Wayne make a few crass comments in your direction and use them as an opening to get some good quotes. Hell, get his opinion on Superman, too. We could get a headline out of that.”
“I’m not getting out of this, am I?”
“Absolutely not.” Perry paused. When he spoke again, his tone was a little softer. “Wayne can be a lot to handle at times but he’s ultimately harmless. This is a softball assignment Kent—I wouldn’t send you if I didn’t think you could handle it.”
“I know, Chief. This Superman story is just starting to—” Clark wasn’t sure how to end that sentence without potentially giving something away. “It’s been a tough few days.”
“I know. And don’t call me Chief,” Perry pressed a few keys on his computer and removed the softness from his voice. It was back to business. “I’ve just sent over your train tickets. The interview is this afternoon and your train leaves in thirty minutes. You better get moving.”
Clark nodded and quickly left Perry’s office. Although he was glad to get an afternoon away from researching possible corruption in the Metropolis waste disposal contracts, he wasn’t eager to spend that afternoon in Gotham with Bruce Wayne. Especially not if Wayne was just going to ask him questions about Superman. He practiced a couple of ‘No Comments’ under his breath and headed back to his desk.
“What did Perry want?”
Clark smiled at Lois and then leaned over her shoulder to point at a word on her screen. “There are two m’s in accommodate, not one. And Perry has a new assignment for me.”
Lois didn’t take her eyes off her screen as she corrected her spelling. “Anything interesting?”
“He wants me to interview Bruce Wayne.”
“Is this about that scheme to clean up the bay? Why is he sending you? Aren’t you working on that budget story?”
“That’s on hold because apparently, Wayne asked for me.”
Lois spun around in her chair to face him. “Why would he ask for you? It’s usually me or Cat— Wait. Is this because of the Superman thing?”
“I don’t know for sure, but probably. Why else would he know who I am?”
“If he asks you for a threesome, make sure you say no.”
Clark’s eyes widened in shock and he could feel a blush spread across his cheeks. “Lois! He wouldn’t ask that.”
Lois raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow. “It wouldn’t be his first ménage à trois if his interviews are to be believed. Which, they probably aren’t. Either way, be careful with him.”
“Perry said he’s harmless.”
Lois considered this. “Ultimately, I think he is. But don’t forget you’re dating Superman, so you need to be on your best behavior and not encourage him.”
Clark understood the warning in Lois’ words. The world thought he was dating Superman so for the time being at least, he needed to act the part of the faithful boyfriend. The last thing he needed was to encourage Wayne and start a round of “Superman’s Lover Cheats with Bruce Wayne!” stories. Plus, Superman had a pretty dedicated group of fans who would make his life hell if they thought he’d cheated.
Not for the first time, Clark thought that denying the story and revealing his identity might have been the easier option.
“I’ll keep everything strictly professional. My train is leaving soon so I have to run.”
“Aw, now who’s going to check the spelling in my article and make my afternoon coffee?”
“Spellcheck for the first, Jimmy for the second.”
“He doesn’t make it as well as you do, Smallville.” Lois spun back around in her chair and returned her attention to her screen. “Have fun in Gotham. Say hi to Batman if you see him.”
“Hopefully, I won’t. See you later, Lois.”

Clark used his time on the train between Metropolis and Gotham to do as much research as possible. The project to clean Gotham Bay had only recently been announced so thankfully, there wasn’t much background to read and he quickly plowed through the press releases and data.
With that information all neatly filed away in his mind, Clark turned to research Bruce Wayne and Wayne Enterprises. He already knew the highlights—the billions in the bank, the tragic murder of Wayne’s parents, and his playboy reputation.
Clark didn’t know, however, that the Wayne family had practically raised Gotham from the swamp it was built on. The origins of Wayne Enterprises could be traced back to the early 19th century and it was now the largest employer in Gotham. Gotham simply wouldn’t exist without the Waynes and as Clark read more, he came to realize that the Waynes probably wouldn’t still exist without Gotham, either.
As the train crossed the bay and entered the City of Gotham, Clark became distracted from his reading by the sound of his name. Clark could hear disasters happening from thousands of miles away but that had led to him becoming very skilled at blocking out background noise. He’d once explained it to his Ma as similar to being in a busy restaurant or at a party—the conversations around you became a steady noise that you blocked out, but if someone dropped a plate, it would break through.
Hearing a disaster or several voices screaming in terror always broke through for Superman. Hearing his name randomly uttered also broke through for Clark. He looked around and saw a group of Gotham University students sitting around a table a few seats down from him. He listened to their conversation for a few seconds and instantly regretted every life choice that had brought him to this moment.
They had recognized him as Clark Kent. They had read the stories that he was dating Superman. They were now discussing in explicit detail how they thought Clark Kent and Superman would have sex.
Clark tried his best to block every word out and hoped the train ride wouldn’t be much longer.
Thankfully, the taxi driver who took him from Gotham Station to Wayne Enterprises didn’t seem to recognize or care who he was as long as he tipped well. The stern receptionist didn’t seem impressed with him either but Clark had a hunch that she wasn’t impressed by many people at all.
Clark was escorted to the top floor of the building and asked to wait in a reception area next to Bruce Wayne’s office. The couches were possibly the most uncomfortable couches Clark had ever had the misfortune to sit on and he could only assume they were picked for their aesthetics. Wayne’s assistant was kind enough to bring him a cup of coffee and a pile of press releases he’d already read while he waited. At fifteen minutes past his allotted interview time, the assistant came back and ushered him into the office of the CEO of Wayne Enterprises.
Much like the couches, Clark suspected the entire office had been picked for its aesthetics instead of either its practicality or comfort. Every surface was so shiny and reflective and Clark wondered how many hours the cleaning staff wasted on removing fingerprints and grease marks. There was no way Wayne did any actual work in here as there wasn’t a paper, pen, or book out of place. Wayne’s computer wasn’t even switched on.
Clark was surprised when the assistant backed out of the room, leaving him alone with Wayne. It was his experience that people like Bruce Wayne usually had assistants or PR officers present for interviews, just waiting to jump in and prevent their clients from saying anything of interest. Wayne gained a couple of points with Clark for being willing to go it alone.
Bruce stood up from his desk and walked across the office. “Ah, Clark Kent! You’re even better looking in the flesh than in photos.”
Wayne instantly lost those points and was in minus figures.
Clark took a deep breath and plastered on a smile. Wayne was all shiny hair, bright white teeth, and perfectly manicured nails. He looked like he’d just spent a week in the spa and a lifetime lounging in an exclusive country club but the smile on his face was false and the sparkle in his eyes was forced. He was a very attractive man, but in a way that reminded Clark of a priceless piece of art. Bruce Wayne was made to be appreciated from behind a pane of glass—not to be touched.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Wayne.”
Wayne held out his hand for a handshake and Clark accepted. His handshake was as bland as the rest of him. “Please, call me Bruce. And do take a seat.”
Wayne gestured to the two couches near the door and Clark was glad to discover that they were more comfortable than the ones in the waiting room. He quickly arranged his notepad, voice recorder, and press releases and glanced around the office once more. There was a false panel on the wall furthest from him but Clark supposed that was common in offices such as this one. There was always paperwork and valuables that needed to be hidden in a safe.
“So, what is this interview about again?”
Clark tried not to act surprised when instead of taking a seat on the couch opposite him, Bruce chose to sit on the same one as him. He was only partially successful. “It’s about the project to clean up Gotham Bay.”
“That is a very important project,” Wayne said, “but, it’s also a very boring one. Are you sure you don’t want to hear about my skiing trip to Aspen?”
“No, Mr. Wayne.”
“Shame. So, Gotham Bay is full of water, and sometimes water gets dirty—”
For the next fifteen minutes, Clark tried his best to pull anything of substance out of Bruce Wayne. Half of what Wayne said was vague and vapid nonsense while the other half was taken verbatim from the press release in Clark’s hand. Every time Clark thought he had a new angle to try and prise a worthwhile quote from the man, Wayne managed to turn it into something bland and boring.
Clark had thought that an interview with Bruce Wayne would be worthy of a few lines on the front page. Not the headline of course, but the article tucked away at the bottom corner that started on the front page and carried over to page two. After listening to fifteen minutes of fluff, Clark thought he’d be lucky if his article made page twelve.
Maybe he should take Perry’s advice and get that quote about Superman after all.
Eventually, Clark had enough of hearing Wayne talk about nothing at all and decided to bring the interview to a close. Maybe, if he got creative, he’d be able to cut together different quotes to get a paragraph that was worth including in his article. He thanked Bruce for his time and began to gather his notes.
“I must admit,’ Bruce said, “I did have an ulterior motive for requesting you specifically.”
Clark stopped rearranging his notes and sat up straight. If Wayne really was about to suggest a ménage à trois he was going to superspeed out of there, secret identity be damned. “And what was that, Mr. Wayne?”
“Please, call me, Bruce. We really don’t need to keep things this formal. I think we’ve gotten to know each other well enough over the last fifteen minutes, don’t you?”
Clark shuffled in his seat and moved a little to his right, putting more space between himself and Wayne. He was still in touching distance of Wayne, but at least now Wayne would have to move from his current position of lazily slouching against the corner of the couch if he wanted to touch him. “I’d rather keep things professional, Mr. Wayne.”
Bruce laughed. There was something forced about that laugh and it put Clark on edge. “I’m not going to hit on you, Clark! I must admit you are a very attractive man but I know a losing battle when I see one. If I were you, I’d pick Superman over me, too. So no, that’s not why I requested you for this interview.”
“Then why did you request me?”
“This is off the record?”
Clark put down his notepad and turned off his recorder. “Yes.”
Bruce stood and walked over to his desk, his hands on his hips, and his head hanging low. He looked deeply troubled and Clark was beginning to feel concerned for him. Clark thought that Perry and Lois’ assessment of Wayne was correct and that despite the flirting and vapidness, the man was harmless. Wayne Enterprises seemed to be free of the rumors of corruption and dangerous practices that followed other billion-dollar companies around as well.
But that didn’t mean Bruce wasn’t in trouble. If anything, being a relatively clean billionaire and CEO could lead to more trouble as it left him exposed to being taken advantage of and manipulated by those who weren’t as clean.
“Are you in trouble, Mr. Wayne? Is that why you called me here? So I can ask Superman to help you?”
Wayne’s head snapped up. There wasn’t fear or worry in those ice-blue eyes like Clark expected and instead, he just looked very confused. “Superman? No, this doesn’t concern him.” He paused and then added, “Well, not directly. I mean, he is why I called you here but it wasn’t for him.”
“You’re not making much sense, Mr. Wayne.”
“No, I don’t suppose I am. This isn’t very easy for me to say as I’ve never told anyone this before. I don’t think I should be telling you, either, but I need to tell someone and I think you will be the only one who understands.”
Clark could feel a headache beginning to form but as he couldn’t get headaches without being exposed to kryptonite and there was none present, he figured it was just psychosomatic. Listening to Bruce Wayne was enough to give anyone—even Superman—a headache.
Bruce took a deep breath. “Does it scare you, Clark? Do you get worried whenever Superman flies into a dangerous situation to rescue people or he faces enemies that want to hurt him?”
Clark was momentarily stunned by the question and didn’t know how to answer. As Superman, he never stopped to think about the risks he faced because he couldn’t afford to second guess anything. He was Superman. He had to help, regardless of the dangers to himself.
But that wasn’t a good answer for Superman’s human lover to give. So instead Clark thought about how he felt whenever Batman faced danger and used that as his answer. “I do get worried. I get scared that he will get injured or won’t come back. But that’s the risk of being a hero. He wouldn’t be him if he didn’t run into danger to save others and I would never ask him to stop, no matter how much I want him to.”
“Eloquently stated. I knew you’d understand how I feel.”
“I’m sorry, I really don’t understand—”
“I’m in a relationship with Batman,” Bruce blurted out.
Clark opened his mouth to reply but no sound came out. He was aware that his mouth was hanging open like he was a fish out of water, but he couldn’t manage to close it. Did Bruce Wayne just say that he was in a relationship with Batman? Did that happen or had Clark’s super-hearing unexpectedly kicked in and he’d mixed up three different conversations?
“Excuse me, Mr Wayne?”
“Please, do call me Bruce. We’re brothers in arms, after all.”
Clark didn’t know what was happening anymore. His brain was broken and couldn’t move past what Bruce had just said. “You’re in a relationship with Batman? With the Gotham Bat? The Justice League member with the cape, the ears, and the cool car?”
“Ah, you don’t believe me.”
“It’s not that I don’t believe you,” Clark lied, “it’s just a surprise.”
“If someone had told me that Superman was dating a journalist from the Daily Planet I wouldn’t have believed that without seeing the photographic evidence so I do understand your reservations. I should have something though— I think it’s in my bottom drawer.”
Bruce opened the bottom drawer of his desk and began to rummage through what sounded like several small metal objects. Clark didn’t like using his superpowers when he was Clark Kent but he was tempted to use his X-ray vision to check the contents of the drawer, just in case there was something in there that he really didn’t want to see.
After a few seconds, Bruce pulled two things out of the drawer and held them up for Clark to look at. Clark instantly recognized them as a batarang and a flashbang. Clark knew that the Bat had several batarangs but he wasn’t in the habit of leaving them lying around. Although flashbangs were more common and were even used by some of the criminal gangs in Gotham, there was no mistaking the Bat emblem stamped on the one in Bruce’s hand.
Maybe Bruce could have gotten lucky one day and found a batarang Batman had missed. Maybe he could have found an unexploded flashbang. But finding both of them, when Batman was so careful about his gear, seemed an impossibility. If Bruce had them both, he must have received them directly from Batman.
“He gave me these for protection. I refuse to carry a gun because of, well—” Bruce trailed off but that was fine. Clark didn’t need him to finish the sentence; he knew all about the tragedy that had robbed a young Bruce of his parents.
“Batman gave me a few lessons and I’ve been practicing with the batarang. There’s a trick to how you throw them, you see. It’s something to do with how they’re balanced. He did explain it to me but I didn’t quite understand. Look.”
Bruce pressed a concealed button on his desk and the panel on the wall that Clark had noticed earlier slid open. Instead of there being a safe behind it as Clark had expected, there was a dartboard.
“I can get a bullseye most of the time now,” Bruce said.
Clark watched in amazement as Bruce threw the batarang across the room and it hit, cleanly and firmly, the bullseye in the middle of the dartboard. Clark had seen Batman throw enough batarangs to recognize that Bruce’s throwing technique was exactly the same. There were subtle differences of course—Bruce’s stance was a little stiffer, his wrist a little looser—but the curve of the throw, the speed, and the accuracy were all Batman.
“That’s very impressive, Bruce,” Clark choked out.
Bruce strolled over to the dartboard and pulled out the batarang. “I’m not as precise as Batman of course, but if anyone tries to attack me in my office they’ll get a nasty surprise!”
Clark thought that Batman probably had more effective weapons in his Bat Belt for an attack than a batarang and a flashbang, but he knew better than to question Batman’s choices. Bruce seemed comfortable and skilled with the batarang and that made it effective in its own right.
As Bruce walked back to his desk to hide away the weapons and the dart board once more, Clark took a good look at him. He had to admit that Bruce was a very attractive man and he didn’t need to use his X-ray vision to realize there was a fit and muscled body hiding underneath the fine Italian tailoring of his suit. But no matter how he approached it, he couldn’t see Bruce’s personality as being appealing to Batman at all.
What did they have to talk about? Superman and Batman had shared many conversations about all kinds of topics, from politics to psychology and travel to Tolkien. Sometimes their opinions were the same and sometimes they were different but either way, Batman enjoyed conversing with someone who could challenge his way of thinking. Bruce seemed like a surprisingly nice guy who had a kind heart, but could he really challenge Batman?
Clark internally kicked himself for being so judgemental and mean to Bruce. Maybe Bruce would never score highly on intelligence quizzes and the only college degrees in his future would be ones he paid for but that didn’t make him an unsuitable partner. If all Batman wanted was a challenge, he’d be dating Green Lantern.
No, maybe Bruce brought something different to the table. He was a son of Gotham as well and he had first-hand knowledge of Gotham’s suffering. If anyone could understand why Batman devoted himself to the city so fiercely, it would be the man whose name featured on half of the buildings and signposts and who lost his parents to the city’s violence.
“I don’t think Batman would mind if you told Superman about us,” Bruce said, interrupting the small crisis happening in Clark’s mind. “But only him. Batman considers Superman to be his closest friend and trusts him completely.”
“He does?” Clark couldn’t prevent a tone of surprise from entering his voice. He knew that Batman trusted him—Batman had told him as much—but considered him his closest friend? “Superman will be very happy to hear that. He feels the same.”
Bruce smiled. Clark was pretty certain it was the first genuine smile he’d ever seen out of Bruce. It was a beautiful smile and he hoped that Batman saw it frequently.
“Batman says it’s difficult to tell how Superman feels sometimes because he’s so kind and warm with everyone in the Justice League.”
Clark was stunned into silence once more. Yes, he was kind to everyone in the League because they were his colleagues and it was polite. But he thought it was obvious that he was closer to Batman better than everyone else. Wonder Woman often commented on how strong their bond was and Clark knew she wasn’t the only one who had noticed. Lantern and Flash had often joked about them being the parents of the Justice League, although, not in any situation where they thought either Batman or Superman could hear them.
“Superman says that Batman often has trouble recognizing when people care about him and misunderstands it as pity.”
Bruce paused and seemed to consider Clark’s words. “I suppose there might be some truth to that.” The solemn look on his face suddenly disappeared to be replaced by a bright and utterly fake smile. “See? This is why I wanted you to interview me. You’re the only one I can talk to like this.”
If you’d asked Clark yesterday whether he wanted to talk about his fake lover with the boyfriend of his very real crush, he would have said no. But he had to grudgingly admit that there was something therapeutic about it. It wasn’t often that he could talk about Batman to anyone who understood, but it seemed that Bruce did.
“We should stay in contact.” Bruce took a business card out of the holder in his pocket and scribbled a number on the back. “Here you go. On the front are all of my official contact details that I never answer, but I’ve written my personal number on the back.”
Clark knew that ethically, he was walking a dangerous line. Bruce was looking for a confidant—someone who could understand his unique situation because they were in the same position. Clark was lying to him in the same manner he was lying to everyone else but somehow, it felt worse with Bruce.
And then there were the potential issues surrounding his feelings toward Batman. Bruce thought he was talking to someone who didn’t know Batman, had never met him, and didn’t have any particularly strong feelings about him at all. Bruce didn’t know that he was speaking with Batman’s “closest friend” and someone who was half in love with the Bat himself.
Clark shouldn’t accept Bruce’s number. It was immoral and dishonorable for him to do so under these pretenses.
Clark accepted it anyway.
“Thank you,” he said. Clark hastily ripped a page from his notepad, scribbled down his own number, and handed it to Bruce. “I can’t promise I’ll always reply immediately, but I will reply.”
Bruce neatly folded the scrap of paper and placed it in his jacket pocket. “I hate to usher you out but I do have another meeting starting in five minutes.”
Clark looked at his watch and was surprised to see how much time had passed. “That’s okay Mr. Way— Bruce. I have a train to catch and some notes to type up.”
“Have a safe journey, Clark. And you have my number so don’t be afraid to use it if you wish to talk.”
“Same.” Clark gathered his things and headed for the door. He placed his hand on the door handle and paused. “I’m glad that Batman has someone there for him. Superman thinks he needs it.”
As Clark left Bruce’s office and walked down the highly polished hallway to the elevator, his thoughts were stuck on the last expression he saw on Bruce’s face. He’d almost looked guilty, but what did Bruce Wayne have to feel guilty about?

Clark filed the article on Bruce Wayne the next day and wasn’t surprised to see it languishing on page eight. Maybe if Perry had sent Jimmy along to snap a couple of photos of Bruce it could have been bumped up a page or two but instead, all the article had was a stock photo and boring quotes about drainage and water quality.
Despite the article not being the hit Clark wanted, he was glad to have it finished and out of his hair. Working on the article had made him think of Bruce, and thinking of Bruce had made him think of Bruce and Batman. No matter which angle Clark approached that relationship from, he couldn’t quite manage to make it fit. He’d heard all of the cliches—opposites attract, can’t judge a book by its cover, love is blind—and still couldn’t understand it.
It didn’t help that he hadn’t heard from Batman since their discussion at the Hall of Justice a few days prior. They had been cordial with each other by the time he left, but it was pretty obvious that telling Batman to stay away from Clark had driven a rift between them.
Clark knew he could have handled the conversation with Batman at the Hall of Justice better than he had and he spent several hours each day kicking himself for not clearing the air properly before he’d left. Clark could count the number of people who got under his bulletproof skin the way Batman did on one finger and he felt disappointed with himself every time he let it happen.
Every time he picked up his Justice League communicator to send a message to Batman, he quickly put it back down again. He didn’t know whether he wanted to explain, apologize, or yell at Batman for being so infuriating. Maybe all three?
Maybe the most annoying part was that despite his irritation at Batman, it didn’t make him love him any less. And it was love—Clark was sure of that now. Any notion of it being just a crush had blown away on the Metropolis breeze when Clark had finally realized exactly why he was so disappointed by the idea of Batman dating Bruce Wayne.
It was fine when Clark thought that Batman was single through choice. He could understand if Batman prioritized the Mission and had no room in his Bat heart for a lover. Clark knew from personal experiences that relationships were difficult to manage while you were wearing a cape.
But now he knew that Batman did have room in his heart, he just didn’t have room for Clark, it had brought his feelings into the light and thrown them under a microscope to be studied and cataloged. Clark loved Batman but Batman didn’t love him back. That was a hard truth to accept.
Clark had never been blessed with good coping skills so he tried to ignore his heartache and frustration by throwing himself into his journalism. Wearing the cape made him think of Batman so unless there was an incident that needed Superman’s help, he kept his feet on the ground and his Supersuit stashed away.
Instead, he focused on the budget story he’d been working on since before he’d been asked to interview Bruce Wayne. The story had seemed pretty straightforward to begin with—the City of Metropolis had published its spending budget for the last tax year and all of the figures had added up. There were increases in education and policing and decreases in social services, just as Mayor Rawlings had promised during her re-election campaign.
All seemed fine.
But, buried deep within the appendices of the 120-page report were a few figures related to the waste disposal service that didn’t add up. Several million had been received from a company called Heaney Ltd. and no matter how much research Clark did, he couldn’t find what the money was for.
Clark—with a not inconsiderate amount of help from Lois—managed to track the company back to a subsidiary of a subsidiary of a shell company that was owned by Lexcorp. As Lexcorp had just won a substantial contract from the City of Metropolis to redevelop some land, Clark was instantly suspicious.
Why hide the money? Why not admit it was from Lexcorp? The City of Metropolis was already doing business with Lexcorp for the land redevelopment so why hide these millions in the waste disposal sector?
Superman had faced Lex Luthor and his neverending supply of kryptonite enough times to know that the man couldn’t be trusted. Luthor had his own goals and he wasn’t afraid to bribe people and break several federal laws to achieve them. Luthor wouldn’t hide money paid to the City of Metropolis unless he had a good reason.
And that was why Clark was skulking around the outside of an empty office building on the outskirts of Metropolis at midnight. The paper trail for the subsidiary company had led him here and chasing this lead, even if it was a dead end, was more productive than sitting in his apartment and brooding over Batman.
Clark might hate Lex Luthor but he had to admit that the man’s schemes were always good for a distraction.
He used his X-ray vision to scan the building and found several empty rooms that looked long deserted. They were littered with broken furniture, piles of trash, and signs of a rat infestation. The building had three underground levels though and the middle of these floors was impossible for Clark to see; it simply appeared as a black hole of nothingness when he tried to look at it.
Now why would an apparently deserted office building that was owned by Lex Luthor have an underground lead-lined floor?
Clark was busy pondering both that question and what he was going to do next when he heard the sound of heavy boots. The wearer of the boots was very quiet and no human would have heard them, but Clark was no human and he could hear the footsteps loud and clear. He was surprised to discover that the footsteps were on the roof of the building and immediately looked for cover. The last thing he needed was one of Luthor’s henchmen to shoot him and wonder why the bullets bounced off.
He didn’t know if the person on the roof had seen him but he kept low and tried to keep himself concealed by hiding behind the overgrown bushes that surrounded the building. If they hadn’t seen him, nothing short of infra-red goggles would make him visible now. If they had seen him and knew where he was, then he was in trouble.
There was a quiet thud behind him and just as Clark was considering whether he should superspeed out of there, a strong arm grabbed him around the waist and his feet left the ground.
Clark was used to being in the air and was used to traveling at far greater speeds than this, but there was something about flying at someone else’s speed and discretion that made him nervous. It wasn’t the same graceful flight that Superman was capable of as Clark could feel gravity pulling at him, but it felt controlled in its own unique way.
A few seconds later, Clark’s feet touched down on the roof of the abandoned building he was staking out. The strong arm pulled away from his waist and the person took a step back, but not before a familiar smell hit Clark’s nose. Leather, engine oil, and a slight hint of woodsy cologne could mean only one person.
“Batman.”
Batman made sure to reattach his grapple gun to his belt before he answered. “What are you doing here, Kent?”
“I could ask you the same question! I thought Superman told you to leave me alone?”
“Keep your voice down!” Batman said sharply, but quietly. “I’m not here because of you.”
Clark lowered his voice to an irritated whisper. “So you were just randomly at an abandoned building on the outskirts of Metropolis? We’re a little far from Gotham here.”
Batman pulled out a device from another pocket on his belt. It looked like a phone but judging by the schematics and dots on the screen, it was some type of scanner. “We both know this isn’t an abandoned building.”
“You’re investigating Luthor?”
“All of the recorded plans for this building show that it only has one underground level. Currently, it has at least two. I suspect there are three.”
Clark knew it had three but decided against telling Batman. That would only lead to questions of how he knew about the underground levels and those were questions he didn’t want to answer.
“Shipments have gone missing in Gotham,” Batman continued. “I think they’re on those underground levels.”
Clark really didn’t like the sound of that. “What kind of shipments?”
“The kind that according to my imaging equipment, need to be kept in lead-lined rooms so that Superman can’t find them until he’s supposed to.”
“Kryptonite,” Clark said, suddenly feeling a little faint.
“What led you here?”
“Unaccounted payments in the City of Metropolis budget. They were funneled from a shell company of Lexcorp and that trail led here.”
“Luthor is buying off city hall officials so he can get the first pick of contracts and buildings like this one,” Batman summarized.
“No planning permission required if you have the planning committee in your back pocket. No paper trail to find at all,” Clark added. “No ground surveys, applications for use, or anything else.”
Batman nodded and Clark nearly fell off the roof in shock. A nod was Batman’s way of not only agreeing with you but also being impressed with what you said. Superman received The Nod sometimes—as did Diana—but they were as rare as a sunny day in Gotham for everyone else. Clark never expected to receive one as Clark Kent.
“So, you knew this building was linked to Luthor,” Batman said. It wasn’t a question but a leading statement and Clark didn’t like where this was heading.
“Yes. As I said, I found the discrepancies in the budget and—”
“You knew this building was linked to Luthor and you came here anyway.”
“Um, yes?”
“Do you know why I pulled you onto this rooftop?”
“I thought it was so we could compare notes on our investigation but I guess that’s not the right answer,” Clark said.
Batman showed Clark the device in his hand. It was a scanner and Clark could see a dot moving around the exterior of the building. “Every twenty minutes a security guard—who is really one of Luthor’s hired thugs—walks the perimeter of the building. You’re lucky I was on the roof and saw you. What do you think would have happened if he’d found you?”
Clark knew he would have clocked a security guard—thug—way before they would have found him. The only reason he hadn’t fled as soon as he’d recognized there was a figure on the roof was because he hadn’t finished his reconnaissance and thought he’d probably gone unnoticed. An armed guard walking around the building would have instantly forced him to retreat and reconsider his options.
When Clark didn’t answer, Batman continued. “Luthor is ruthless when he thinks someone is onto one of his schemes. But you need to be even more careful. Luthor hates Superman more than anyone—he would love to get his hands on you.”
Oh. Clark hadn’t thought of that. Luthor followed Superman’s activities far too closely to have missed the news that Superman was dating ordinary human Clark Kent so that did put Clark in a danger that he hadn’t even realized. Luthor wouldn’t do anything overt like snatch him from the street or lay traps in his apartment, but he would absolutely take advantage of Clark snooping around one of his bases late at night.
“I don’t want to waste my time rescuing you because you’re too naive to realize the danger you’re in. I have better things to do than babysit you, Kent.”
“I didn’t ask you to help me.”
“And next time I won’t,” Batman snapped.
"I get the impression that you don't like me very much."
"Whether I like you or not is irrelevant. You're reckless and that makes you a liability, both to Superman and the Justice League in general. You put yourself in danger tonight, your apartment is too easy to break into—"
"No, that was just you—"
"And you're arguing with me when you should be listening."
Clark remained silent. If he was wearing red and blue he would have argued back but meek journalist Clark Kent was already pushing his luck.
"As soon as the patrol is over, you're leaving."
"I haven't finished—"
"You're leaving," Batman reiterated, his voice firm and leaving no room for argument. Even Superman would think twice before arguing against that tone of voice. "I'll take you back to ground level and then escort you home."
"There's a metro station three blocks away. I can make my own way home."
Batman thought about this for a few seconds before acquiescing. "If I see you back here tonight, Luthor will be the least of your worries."
Clark knew the threat was empty. Batman wasn't in the business of hurting civilians—even if he hated them—but he might occasionally tranquilize them if they were an annoyance or in his way. Clark didn't feel like explaining why even Bat-strength needles couldn't penetrate his skin. Besides, the likelihood of him finding more information here was slim. Batman had confirmed the building was in use by Luthor and was important enough to be guarded and the lead lining meant that Clark wouldn't be able to investigate the underground floor any further from outside. He could try and sneak in, but if there really was kryptonite in the building, that would only prove Batman's 'reckless' assessment right.
And he really didn't want to prove Batman right on anything right now.
"I have other leads to follow," Clark said. "Safer leads, that I can do from my computer."
Batman merely grunted. He checked his scanner and saw the dot representing the guard entering the building, heading downstairs, and then disappearing from view as soon as it hit the lead-lined floor. There must be some signal-jamming software down there as well, Clark thought. It also explained why he hadn't found anyone when he'd first scanned the building—everyone was hidden by the lead. Batman slipped the scanner back into his belt and readied his grapple gun.
Batman put an arm around Clark’s waist and pulled him in tightly. Clark could feel the harsh edges of the Batsuit pressing against him and briefly closed his eyes. Superman often picked up Batman and flew him around when it was required in battle but he always held the Bat at a distance. The grapple gun didn’t make such distance possible and Clark tried to commit every feeling to memory.
He concentrated on the feel of Batman’s strong thighs against his and how the bulk of Batman’s armor pressed into his chest. Batman had a firm grip on his shirt and Clark wondered if his grip would be as firm in other circumstances. He wrapped his own arm around Batman’s shoulders and gripped his cape, his fingers becoming lost in the soft but strong material. And finally, Clark allowed his head to rest against Batman’s cowl and simply breathed him in. It was easy to forget that both of his alter-egos were currently on Batman’s shit list when Batman was clutching him tightly against his chest.
Batman swung them over to a neighboring building and then down to the ground. Clark wished the journey had been longer.
They walked in silence until the entrance to the Metro station was in view. Batman hung back in the shadows so that he wouldn’t be caught in the glare of the streetlights but he didn’t immediately leave as Clark had expected. Clark turned around and looked at Batman, certain that the Bat had something more to say.
He wasn’t wrong.
“You should warn Superman that Luthor has more kryptonite.”
Clark blinked. “I thought you would.”
Clark hadn’t once thought about telling Superman about the potential existence of more kryptonite because, of course, he was Superman and already knew about it. It wasn’t surprising that Batman had thought about it but Clark was surprised that Batman was trying to pass the buck to Clark. Surely the existence of kryptonite was something that should be dealt with by a member of the Justice League like Batman instead of a civilian like Clark Kent?
The shadows covered Batman well but they couldn’t hide him from Superman’s eyes. Batman shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the next, his movements more obvious because he thought he was cloaked by the darkness. “I’m not currently in communication with Superman.”
Clark frowned. Batman made it sound like Superman was five galaxies away and unreachable—not that they’d just had a small disagreement. Or at least, Clark had thought it was a small disagreement. It wasn’t the first disagreement they’d had and Clark knew it wouldn’t be the last either, but if Batman wasn’t even willing to contact him with intel about kryptonite, maybe the disagreement was larger and more serious than he thought.
“I really think you should be the one to tell him,” Clark said softly.
Batman ignored him. “Your train is due in two minutes, Kent. Make sure you’re on it and that I don’t see you ever again.”
Clark did as he was told and caught the train home. As he entered his apartment, a million thoughts raced around his head. He poured a glass of milk, set it on his kitchen counter, sat down, and stared at it for the next seven hours until it was time to go to work.
Batman was dating Bruce Wayne, Clark was dating himself, he was in love with Batman, Batman was pissed at Superman, and Batman hated Clark Kent. Plus, it appeared Lex Luthor had a basement full of kryptonite. How had his life suddenly become so complicated?
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    Clark and Bruce spend some quality time together.
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  Clark made it to the Daily Planet office the next day late, tired, and soaking wet thanks to a sudden downpour that no weather forecast had predicted. His plan for the day was to plow through more documents and Google Searches in the hope of finding more information that would tie Lex Luthor directly to the money missing from the City of Metropolis budget.
It was a good plan, Clark thought. He would not only get some necessary work done but could also bunker down in his too-small cubicle and pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist until at least lunchtime. Everyone in the bullpen understood the need to be left alone when chasing a story and other than an occasional cup of coffee appearing on his desk—thanks, Lois—Clark knew he wouldn’t be disturbed.
Or, at least, he wouldn’t have been disturbed if Lombard wasn’t sick with the flu. When Clark made it to his desk that morning with his shoes still squelching uncomfortably on the tiled floor, he saw a new Superman figure perched on his phone and a note on his keyboard. He was happy to see the figure but briefly considered blasting the note with his heat vision.
Lombard’s assignment for the day was now his so Clark—with his still dripping hair—headed straight back out into the Metropolis rain without even pausing to speak to anyone, just so that he could catch a training session of the Metropolis Meteors.
As far as ringer assignments went, Clark had to admit it wasn’t completely awful. He knew enough about baseball and the Meteors that he didn’t embarrass himself and some of the players even seemed happy to be interviewed. Okay, so the Meteors’ star batter was so arrogant he could barely look at Clark, three players made suggestive comments about Superman, and the fourth starter nearly accidentally pitched a ball at Clark’s head, but it could have been worse. It even stopped raining after a couple of hours.
It also worked as a pretty effective distraction from all of the worries that had kept Clark staring at a glass of milk all night. When the coach had mentioned the Meteors' fierce rivalry with the Gotham Knights, Clark’s thoughts had immediately turned to a different knight from Gotham, but then a fastball had come at his head and he had other things to worry about.
Clark finally made it back to the Daily Planet office in the mid-afternoon. He briefly contemplated just calling it a day and heading home but quickly reconsidered. He needed distractions, not solitude, and the noisy bullpen would be a better backdrop than his silent apartment.
Clark instantly regretted that decision when he arrived at his desk and found Bruce Wayne lounging in his uncomfortable desk chair. Bruce held the new Superman figure in his hands and was talking to Lois with the ease of someone who belonged in Clark’s cluttered and disorganized space. How Bruce managed to look comfortable in a threadbare and squeaky office chair while wearing a suit that probably cost more than Clark’s annual salary was almost impressive.
“Bruce! What are you doing here?”
Bruce twisted in the chair slightly to face Clark instead of Lois and smiled broadly. “Miss Lane was telling me some wonderful stories about the world of journalism. Has she told you about the time Oliver Queen fell into the pool at one of Luthor’s parties? I wish I could have seen that.”
Lois looked at Clark with an expression that he thought was supposed to be apologetic but instead looked entirely too amused. She wasn’t the type of person who would be easily amused by the Bruce Waynes of the world but Lois had a sixth sense for impending disasters. Clark didn’t know why Bruce was here, but he suspected the reason would satisfy the part of Lois that lived for chaos.
“I went to school with Ollie. He fell in the pool a few times there, too.” Bruce held up the Superman action figure in his hand. “Can I keep this? I’ve never met Superman but I think it looks more like me than him.”
Both Clark and Lois leaned closer to take a look at the face of the action figure. Clark had to admit that it did indeed look more like Bruce, thanks to the high cheekbones and more polished jawline.
“Are you trying to tell us you’re Superman?” Lois asked. Clark was certain that the question was purely to annoy him.
“If only, Miss Lane. I’d get a lot of use out of his X-ray vision.”
“You can keep it,” Clark said quickly, butting in before Bruce could expand on the completely unethical uses of X-ray vision.
“Great!” Bruce quickly placed it in the inside pocket of his jacket. “I think my son will enjoy how much this looks like me.”
Lois leaned forward in her chair. She looked like a predator about to strike only instead of smelling blood, she smelled a potential start of a story. “And how is Dick doing? You adopted him around six months ago, right?”
Bruce smiled at her but it wasn’t the same easy and relaxed smile as before. Instead, it was more guarded and forced. “I thought you knew that I don’t talk about Dick with reporters.”
“You just mentioned him,” Lois pointed out.
“I mentioned him to Clark,” Bruce explained. “Clark is more than just a reporter.”
Thankfully, Bruce had returned his entire attention to Clark otherwise he would have seen Lois Lane almost explode out of her chair with questions. Her eyes were wide, her mouth agape, and her hands moved so quickly that even Clark could barely keep up.
Clark did his best to ignore her. “Why are you here, Bruce?”
“I read the article you wrote about me. It was very—” Bruce paused as if he couldn’t figure out the right words.
Clark decided to help. “It was neutral and bland.”
“Yes! Exactly!” Bruce agreed. “That’s exactly how I like my news coverage so I wanted to take you to lunch as a thank you.” Bruce checked his watch. “Well, early dinner now, I guess.”
Bruce’s dinner request had not made Lois any calmer but she knew better than to interrupt. Sometimes, being an effective journalist meant not asking questions and instead allowing your interview subjects to incriminate themselves. Lois watched the conversation between Clark and Bruce with the intensity of someone who was one turn of a card away from winning the jackpot.
“That’s a very kind offer, Bruce,” Clark said politely. “But I can’t. It would be unethical to accept a dinner invitation from an interview subject.”
“Really?” Bruce asked. “Our interview is over and the article is published. We don’t have another interview scheduled, do we? How is buying you dinner any different than feeding you and plying you with champagne at one of my galas or charity events?”
Lois couldn’t resist adding her opinion. “He’s got you there, Smallville. Besides, small gifts and hospitality are allowed. Read your employee handbook.”
“I’m busy. I have articles to write and—”
“All the better reason to get something to eat!” Bruce exclaimed. “You can’t expect to write a good article on an empty stomach.”
Superman may have been used to facing impossible odds and finishing victorious but Clark Kent knew when he was beaten. Even if he could think of an excuse that Bruce would accept, there was no chance he could think of one that Lois would also accept. And it was pretty evident from the sparkle in her eyes that she wanted Clark to have dinner with Bruce, although the reason for that was completely unknown to Clark.
“Fine,” Clark said grudgingly. “Can you wait downstairs for me, Bruce? I just need five minutes to put away some notes.”
“Of course,” Bruce replied. He then turned to Lois. “If Clark takes longer than five minutes, can you push him into the elevator and send him to the lobby for me? I’m not a very patient man.”
Lois, the backstabber that she was, smiled. “You can trust me, Mr. Wayne.”
“It was a pleasure to meet you again, Miss Lane. See you soon, Clark!”
The entire bullpen stopped to stare as Bruce walked across the office to the elevator, his head held high and a fake smile plastered to his lips. He walked like he owned the building and everything in it and Clark supposed that if he wanted to own it, he probably could. No wonder Batman had so much custom-made, high-tech gear—Bruce probably paid for it all.
Clark briefly closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind of thoughts of Bruce, Batman, and their relationship. That train of thought only led to pain, heartache, and crushing the nearest inanimate object and Lois would never let him forget it if he crushed his desk.
Speaking of Lois. “You could have supported me there instead of forcing me to have dinner with Bruce.”
“I think having dinner with Bruce will do you some good, Smallville. You’ve been down ever since that story with Superman was printed.”
“You think having dinner with Bruce Wayne will improve my mood?”
“Sure it will,” Lois replied. “Who wouldn’t feel better after having dinner with a handsome billionaire? Make sure he takes you somewhere expensive and then order the most expensive dish on the menu.”
“I’m very surprised you’re encouraging this.”
“Usually I wouldn’t. Wayne is harmless enough but he’s not exactly riveting conversation and maybe that’s what you need. A simple distraction from everything that is going on with you right now.”
Lois lowered her voice and spoke so quietly that she knew only Clark and his superhearing would hear. “I know this whole pretending to date yourself thing has been draining. I also know that being on the outs with Batman—in both your personas—is wearing on you, too. Plus, there’s whatever Luthor has planned. Take the rest of the afternoon off and have a little fun, even if it is mainly at Wayne’s expense.”
He hadn’t told Lois that Bruce was dating Batman as that wasn’t his information to tell, but even taking that into account, Clark thought that Lois had a point. It did feel like life was pulling him in several different stressful directions. If they went somewhere public enough, Clark could completely avoid the whole subject of Bruce and Batman as Bruce wouldn’t want to talk about it where he could be overheard.
“You twisted my arm,” Clark agreed. “But if this is a disaster, I’m blaming you.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less, Smallville.”

Bruce was speaking to a blushing and giggling receptionist when Clark finally made it down to the lobby. Clark had to admit that Bruce could be a very charming man and he supposed that the billions in the bank and the pretty face didn’t hurt either. He couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to walk through life with as many aces in your hand as Bruce Wayne held.
But that was unfair, Clark knew. Bruce Wayne was as much defined by tragedy as he was by privilege and Clark thought that given the opportunity, he wouldn’t swap his life with Bruce’s. Sure, his bank balance was always a little light and Clark was more likely to knock someone over than sweep them off their feet, but he had the distinct impression that underneath the charm and billionaire bluster was someone who was very lonely.
Why else would Bruce be taking Clark Kent out to dinner?
As soon as he saw Clark, Bruce stopped leaning against the reception counter and smiled goodbye to the receptionist. He met Clark in the middle of the lobby and they walked out the front doors together and onto the bustling streets of Metropolis. Clark tried to ignore how everyone in the lobby stared as they did so.
“I don’t know Metropolis very well so you’ll have to pick where we eat,” Bruce said.
Clark didn’t like the sound of that. His budget usually only ran to the kind of restaurants with sticky floors, faded decor, and dog-eared menus. The food was usually great, but he didn’t think the family-owned restaurant tucked away at the end of a dark alleyway was really Bruce’s style.
Clark thought Bruce would feel more at home at the restaurant on the top floor of the Metropolis Four Seasons, but Clark would need a substantial pay rise to afford anything more than a bread roll there. He didn’t want to assume that Bruce was going to pay, even though the conversation in the office had suggested he would.
“It depends on what kind of food you’re looking for,” Clark answered diplomatically.
Bruce thought for a few seconds. “Take me somewhere good; somewhere you like to go.”
Clark raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?”
“I eat at Michelin-starred restaurants all of the time. Show me somewhere different,” Bruce said. “Show me what the real Metropolis has to offer.”
Clark wasn’t sure that Bruce knew exactly what he was asking for but decided to take the man at his word. He led them down the street and passed a few points of interest that Bruce eagerly asked questions about. Clark didn’t have all of the answers but he answered as best as he could and Bruce seemed genuinely content with every answer he gave—even when they were obviously wrong. Bruce even laughed when Clark pointed out the statue that Lois had dubbed Mr. Stuffy because neither of them knew who the statue was, had never researched it, and Lois thought the statue’s face looked very pompous and condescending.
“Miss Lane is right; he looks like something crawled up his nose and died,” Bruce agreed. “Definitely stuffy. Reminds me of Alfred when he’s angry at me.”
“Who’s Alfred?”
“My butler.”
“You have a but—,” Clark decided not to finish that thought. Of course, the billionaire had a butler. “How about pizza?”
A couple of blocks away from the Daily Planet was—in Clark’s humble opinion—the best pizzeria on the entire East Coast. It was hidden down a flight of stairs, only seated twelve people, and Clark only knew about it because Jimmy Olsen once had a crush on one of the waiting staff and made Clark go with him as his wingman when he asked her out.
Jimmy hadn’t got his date, but they had eaten a lot of amazing pizza and garlic bread.
Clark paused at the top of the stairs that led down to the pizzeria. “It doesn’t look like much, but this is the best pizza in Metropolis.”
Bruce walked down the steps until he was able to peer through the windows. “It looks good, but I’m sure it’s not as good as Anthony’s Pizzeria in Gotham.”
“Spoken like a true Gothamite. Wait, isn’t that the pizzeria that the mob owns?”
“Yes and no.” At Clark’s confused look, Bruce explained. “It was mob-owned until the GCPD finally arrested everyone, thanks to some information from an anonymous source.”
“Did the source have bat ears?”
“I couldn’t possibly comment. Now it’s looked after by law-abiding members of the family. Well, they’re mainly law-abiding.”
Clark opened the door and allowed Bruce to enter first, much to Bruce’s amusement. “Only mainly?”
“The eldest son picked up a speeding ticket last week. And I’ve seen the daughter jaywalk.”
Clark couldn’t help but laugh. “Wow, Gotham is just full of hardened criminals.”
“It’s like the Wild West,” Bruce said seriously, before breaking out into a laugh of his own.
The pizzeria was empty as it was too late for the lunch crowd and too early for dinner, so Clark picked the table that was nearest the back. He knew from experience that there was an easy exit from the back of the pizzeria but he hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. Leaving dinners with Lois because of Superman was easy because she knew who he was, leaving a dinner with Bruce would be much harder.
Bruce picked up the laminated menu from the table and quickly scanned it. “Any recommendations?”
“You can’t go wrong with a Metropolis Mega Supreme and a side of garlic bread. That’s my usual order. Lois swears by the Vegetarian Hot and Jimmy loves the Meat Feast.”
“Well, I said I wanted to try what Metropolis has to offer so the Metropolis Mega Supreme it is.”
Clark waved down the waiter, gave their orders, and then began to wonder how awkward the thirty-minute wait for their pizzas was going to be. After all, what did he and Bruce Wayne have to talk about?

Two hours, two Metropolis Mega Supremes, and four plates of garlic bread later, Clark had to admit that maybe he was wrong about Bruce Wayne. He’d expected awkward silences filled with unrelatable stories from Bruce’s life as a billionaire CEO but that wasn’t what he got at all.
Bruce was surprisingly witty, engaging, and genuinely interested in everything Clark had to say. He asked questions about Clark’s work at the Daily Planet and even referenced a few articles Clark had written, including some that were over a year old. Clark was surprised—and a little charmed—that Bruce had taken the time to read his work and remembered it well enough to ask relevant questions.
Bruce also had many strong opinions about The Gray Ghost and Clark found himself sharing his own equally strong opinions. Clark usually only spoke about the show with Batman and Clark soon realized that Bruce’s views were very, very similar to the ones held by the Bat. A couple of the more spirited discussions he had with Bruce were almost carbon copies of ones he’d had with Batman in the past.
The more Clark thought about it, the less surprised he became. Was it really unusual for two lovers to share the same opinion? Did Batman and Bruce watch The Gray Ghost, curled up together in front of one of the elegant fireplaces that were probably in every room at Wayne Manor?
Clark really didn’t want to think about it.
Somewhere in between devouring his slices of Metropolis Mega Supreme, Clark realized that the Bruce Wayne sat opposite him was not the same Bruce Wayne he’d interviewed. It wasn’t the same Bruce Wayne that got drunk at galas or graced the headlines of celebrity and society pages either. That Bruce Wayne was dumb, obnoxious, and obscene in a way that Clark now understood was entirely too calculated to be real. He didn’t know why, but he had the impression that Bruce wanted people to underestimate and overlook him.
Maybe it was another way to keep the general public from linking Bruce to Batman but Clark didn’t think that was right. Bruce had acted this way ever since he’d returned from his lengthy stay abroad in his early twenties—there was no way he’d been dating Batman since then, was there? No, Bruce was hiding his intelligence and authenticity for an entirely other reason.
If Clark was as naturally suspicious as Batman was, he’d suspect the worst of Bruce’s motives. But Clark liked to believe the best of people—even if he was frequently disappointed—and wanted to trust that Bruce’s reasons for hiding the best of himself had less to do with him being a supervillain in training and more to do with an angle Clark hadn’t discovered yet.
There was another reason why Clark wanted to believe the best of Bruce and it was a very simple one; he liked him.
Clark didn’t have the best experience with billionaires and didn’t expect to like Bruce as a person, but then Bruce with his pretty smile, easy laugh, and incorrect opinions on The Gray Ghost came along and proved him wrong. Maybe he could see what Batman saw in Bruce after all.
Bruce dropped a greasy napkin onto his empty plate, leaned back in his chair, and sighed in contentment. “That was a very good pizza.”
“As good as Anthony’s?” Clark asked.
Bruce considered the question. “If Anthony’s is a ten out of ten, then that was a nine-point-nine out of ten.”
“Why not a perfect ten?”
“Because it’s not in Gotham.”
Clark laughed. “You’re very loyal to your city.”
“Someone has to be. Most people only come to Gotham so they can get away from it.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
Bruce raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “We’ll agree to disagree there. Do you come to Gotham often, Clark?"
Clark thought of all the times Batman had told him to stay out of his city and smiled sadly to himself. It was such a perfectly Batman response—partly true, but also partly concern wrapped up in dark humor. Gotham was a unique beast according to Batman and needed a different approach to other cities. Batman both didn't trust Superman to handle Gotham in the correct, Bat-way, but he also didn't trust Gotham to handle Superman correctly either. Gotham was dark and twisted by human hands and those were hands that Batman didn't want to sully Superman. Clark understood it, but he didn't agree with it.
"I don't get many opportunities," Clark responded.
"I should take you to Anthony's and show you some real pizza."
Before Clark could respond, the server returned to clear their plates and give them the check. Despite Clark's super senses, Bruce had the check in his hands before Clark had even realized the server was offering it. Bruce barely blinked as he placed a handful of bills on top of the check.
"That's far too much for two pizzas, Bruce."
Bruce stood up, stretched, and acted like he hadn't heard a word Clark had said. "Alfred will be waiting at the Daily Planet to take me back to Gotham."
"Alfred? Oh—the butler. I'll walk you back to the office."
Bruce grinned and Clark had the distinct impression that had been Bruce's plan all along.
They exited the pizzeria into blinding Metropolis sunshine and as Clark felt the sun hit his skin, he instantly felt invigorated. He loved the late afternoon sun and how low it hung in the sky, even if some of the Metropolis skyscrapers did occasionally block it from view. Bruce, on the other hand, instantly scowled and scrunched his nose as the strong sun hit his eyes.
"Gotham doesn't see much sun, does it?" Clark asked.
"It's unnatural," Bruce said. "Where's the haze of smog and whatever chemicals the latest villain of the week has released?"
"Take advantage of the clean air, Bruce. Take a deep breath and try to enjoy it."
Bruce looked doubtful but he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. With the sunlight beating down on him, Clark thought he looked beautiful.
"So that's what fresh air tastes like. I can see the attraction."
"Considering a move to Metropolis?"
"Gotham is in my blood. I couldn't leave her."
Bruce started walking and Clark soon fell into step with him. It struck Clark that although Bruce and Batman operated in different worlds, they spoke about Gotham in the same awed and reverent tones. Batman often referred to Gotham like it was a living, breathing entity, and from the few words Bruce had uttered about the city, it seemed he saw Gotham in the same light. They both saw Gotham not as a place, but as a person that needed help and Clark felt glad that Batman had found someone who understood him so well—even if it wasn't Clark.
They walked in silence for a couple of blocks but then Bruce stopped at a crosswalk and looked around. "Let's take a detour through the park."
Clark looked across the street at Centennial Park. It stretched through the center of Metropolis and was a popular place for the citizens of the city due to the lush green spaces, serene ponds, and amenities scattered around the park. Lois had dragged Clark to several events in the park since he'd moved to Metropolis, from sunrise yoga to Oktoberfest, from flea markets to pickleball tournaments. On a late afternoon weekday though, the park was likely to be quiet and a welcome change from the busy roads they were walking down. It wouldn't be too much of a detour from the Planet and as Clark had already written off the rest of the working day in his mind, he didn't think returning to the office a little later would matter at all.
He knew his way through the park well so Clark gestured for Bruce to follow the path heading west with a gentle touch of his hand to the small of Bruce's back. As soon as he pulled his hand away he realized when he'd done and feared he'd been too familiar with Bruce, but Bruce didn't seem to either notice or care and followed Clark's lead without any reaction.
Clark couldn't understand why, but everything just seemed so easy with Bruce. He knew that it shouldn't be, after all, they barely knew each other and Bruce probably earned more in a day than Clark, Clark's kids, and Clark's kids' kids could earn in their lifetimes, but still, it was easy. Now that Bruce had let some of his mask slip and he wasn't the same infuriatingly bland and blank billionaire he had been during their interview, he was fun to be around. Bruce had a dry and deprecating sense of humor, didn't take over the conversation, and seemed interested in Clark. He was everything Clark had never expected him to be.
Something about Bruce felt very familiar while also being exciting and new and it made Clark lower his own guard, just a little. Maybe it was because Bruce had the Bat-seal of approval and Clark trusted Batman more than he even trusted himself.
Or maybe it was because, in some strange ways, Bruce reminded him of Batman.
There were the obvious similarities, like the unwavering devotion to Gotham, but there were smaller things too. Contrary to popular belief in the Justice League, Batman did have a sense of humor, and it was very similar to Bruce's. Some of the off-hand comments Bruce made could have just as easily fallen from the Bat's lips. They both liked the Gray Ghost, both knew too much about Gotham pizzerias, and—if the soft expression on Bruce's face as he watched two elementary kids race to climb a tree was any indication—they had the same soft spot for children that they desperately tried to hide.
One thing Clark hadn't taken into account as he'd led Bruce through the park was that the quickest route back to the offices of the Daily Planet unfortunately took them past a statue he usually did his best to ignore.
"Oh, it's Superman." Clark wasn't surprised that Bruce stopped to look at the bronze monstrosity of a statue but he was still a little disappointed. Bruce stared up at the towering statue and frowned. "I don't think it looks like him."
Clark looked at the flowing bronze cape of the statue that was far too short, the misshapen family crest on its chest, and the crooked facial features and decided to keep his opinion to himself. After all, there were young children present.
Bruce put his hand in his pocket and pulled out the Superman action figure he had picked up from Clark's office desk. He held it up to the light so that he could quickly look between both the figure and the statue. "I've never had the honor of meeting Superman, but I think even I could draw a better likeness than these."
Clark couldn't help but chuckle. "You probably could."
"What does Superman think of the statue?"
"Superman thinks he should rip it out of the ground and dump it in the ocean but he doesn't want Aquaman to be angry at him."
Bruce laughed. "Maybe Superman should have an emergency landing and accidentally crash into it."
Clark hadn't thought of that and tucked the idea away for later consideration. "Maybe he should."
Bruce looked away from the statue and glanced around the rest of the park. The Superman statue was one of many focal points scattered around the park so there was plenty to see and Bruce's attention was soon grabbed by a couple of mobile food stands that always congregated in the busiest areas of the park. Lombard insisted that the best hot dogs in Metropolis outside of the ballpark could be found in Centennial Park and who was Clark to argue with such a connoisseur?
It wasn’t the hot dog stand that grabbed Bruce’s attention though. “You know, I’ve never had a churro. They look good.”
“Really? You haven’t lived. I’ll buy you one.”
Clark started to walk over to the churros stand, glad to put the Superman statue behind him. Bruce quickly followed and was equally as quick to try and change Clark’s mind. “You don’t have to. I can afford to buy a churro.”
“Bruce, I’m very aware that you could buy the entire churro stand franchise if you wanted to. But you bought the pizza, so let me spend a couple of bucks on some churros.”
From the expression on Bruce’s face, Clark had the impression that it wasn’t very often that people offered to spend money on Bruce Wayne. Bruce’s status as a billionaire was just as legendary as how happy he was to splash the cash on everyone around him and Clark wondered how long it had been since someone had treated Bruce like a person and not just a bank balance to take advantage of.
Bruce still looked a little uneasy when Clark offered him a churro but accepted it with grace. Clark had opted for plain churros covered in cinnamon sugar and tried not to laugh at the look of skepticism that soon washed over Bruce’s face.
Clark took a large bite of his churro. He knew he had cinnamon sugar stuck to his lips and probably had some all over his tie, but he found it hard to care when the churros tasted that good.
“Aren’t you going to try yours?” Clark asked. He licked his lips clean and it didn’t escape his notice that Bruce was watching carefully.
“You bought one for me so it’d be rude not to, I suppose.”
“Bruce, if you don’t want to eat it, it’s fine. I can happily eat two.”
This time, Clark couldn’t read the expression on Bruce’s face. “No, I’ll try it. I hope I don’t make as much mess as you did though.”
Clark smiled at Bruce’s teasing as he took another bite of his churro. “Part of the fun is making a mess.”
“I’ll take your word for it.”
Bruce took a tentative bite. He chewed slowly, as if he wasn’t certain what he was eating was edible and didn’t want to risk swallowing it. Just as Clark was expecting Bruce to throw the rest of the churro into the nearest trash can, Bruce’s eyes widened and he took a second, much larger bite.
Good?" Clark asked, a little smugness entering his tone.
Bruce swallowed his second mouthful and glared at Clark. It wasn't an angry glare though—it was the glare of someone who knew he was being teased and didn't mind at all. "It's passable." Bruce took another bite.
"I'm sure the churros in Gotham would be better," Clark paused and was glad to see Bruce smirk a little, just as he'd intended, "but these are pretty darn good as well."
Bruce started walking back toward the statue and sat down on one of the benches that surrounded it. They were arranged around the statue so that people could relax, talk, and stare at the awful bronze replica of Metropolis' favorite son. Bruce angled his body so that he was looking away from the statue and Clark did the same. Staring at that blank face would put Clark off his churro.
"Anthony’s Pizza and a churros place."
Clark blinked. "Er, what?"
Bruce smiled. "I was just making a mental note of the places I need to take you to when you're next in Gotham."
Not for the first time, Clark was hit with the realization that despite his billions, good looks, and the hundreds of people in his contacts list, Bruce Wayne was incredibly lonely.
Only this time, Clark realized that despite his parents, Lois, and his Justice League colleagues, so was he.
"I bet this isn't something you get to do often, is it?" At Bruce's look of confusion, Clark continued. "I mean, sitting on a park bench, eating something from a food cart, and talking about nothing."
"We're not talking about nothing," Bruce said. "But no, my days are usually spent in boring meetings eating boring food planned by my dietician."
"Churros aren't dietician-approved?"
"Maybe if I blended them and added some kale."
Bruce's comment caught Clark unaware and he laughed in the middle of a bite, causing cinnamon sugar to shoot up his nose. Thankfully, Bruce didn't seem to notice. "Sounds delicious."
"Nothing with kale in it is delicious."
"I'll take your word for it."
Clark didn't have much experience with foods such as kale. He didn't need to either fuel his body or watch his health the way that humans did so he had the luxury of not only eating purely for taste, but also for as cheaply as possible. Considering how much of his wages currently went to his Metropolis rent and the farm back home, he was very glad that food was a pleasure for him and not a necessity.
They fell into a comfortable silence for a few seconds as they both took another bite from their churro. Clark still had half of his left but he was pleased to see that Bruce was almost finished. Who knew that billionaires would like $1 Metropolis park churros?
"Maybe I should make a space in my schedule for sitting outside and eating pastries with charming company."
At first, Clark was fixated on Bruce's assertion that churros were a pastry as he had once had a very spirited discussion with Lois about that—he was pro pastry, she was not—but then he realized that Bruce had just called him "charming company." Clark couldn't quite decide if that was Bruce being genuine or whether Bruce had thrown some of his legendary playboy flattery into the mix. Either way, it made Clark's cheeks feel a little warm.
"I suppose you can't do this often either," Bruce continued. He looked up at the Superman statue and then, in a quieter tone, added, "Not with him, anyway."
Clark didn't know how to respond to that. Of course, Clark couldn't sit on a park bench and enjoy a churro with Superman like he currently was with Bruce because he was Superman and they were one and the same. But at the same time, wasn't Superman sharing a bench with him all of the time because he was Superman? Did it count if he was sharing a bench with himself?
Clark thought that the existential questions were best left for later.
Instead, he gave Bruce a sad smile. "I think we're in the same boat there."
The image of Batman sitting on a sunny park bench and eating churros in his full gear flashed through Clark's mind and threatened to break his brain. He knew that Batman kept a stash of lollipops in his belt for traumatized and crying kids but he'd never seen Batman eat any himself. He also knew that Batman had a habit of slipping a couple of spoons of sugar into his coffee when he thought nobody in the Justice League was looking, but he couldn't imagine Batman with a real sweet tooth. Maybe one day Clark would be able to fly into Gotham and give some churros to Batman during patrol and Batman would welcome both him and the fried doughy goodness.
It took Bruce a few seconds to respond. "I can't really imagine him relaxing on a park bench," Bruce replied.
"Have you ever—"
Clark stopped himself. There was a question on his tongue that had been there ever since Bruce had first confessed his relationship with Batman and Clark had done a great job of locking the question away to never be asked or even thought about. Now he was thinking about it and the thought grew and grew until it was the only one occupying his mind.
He didn’t want to ask Bruce the question.
At that moment, it was the only question in the world he wanted the answer to.
Unfortunately, Bruce noticed Clark’s indecision. "Have I ever, what?"
"Nothing."
"C'mon Clark, you were going to ask me something."
"It wasn't important."
"Then asking me shouldn't be an issue." Bruce awkwardly folded down the paper in his hand so that he could uncover more churro. "Whatever you want to ask me, I can guarantee it won't be the worst question I've ever been asked."
Clark hadn't read many of Bruce's interviews over the years but he'd seen enough headlines and heard enough gossip around the water cooler courtesy of Cat Grant to realize that was probably true. However, he doubted anyone had ever asked Bruce anything like the question he was about to ask.
"Have you ever seen— Has he—" Clark took a deep breath and hoped that the next few seconds wouldn't see both a budding friendship and a world-saving partnership go down in flames. "Have you ever seen him without the mask?"
Instead of answering, Bruce took another bite from his churro.
Clark wasn't sure if Bruce was angry at the question, ignoring the question, or simply considering the question and there was no hint of anything on his face other than that he was enjoying his churro.
He hoped Bruce wasn't angry with him. He hadn't realized how much he'd come to like Bruce as a person until he'd potentially screwed everything up. The last couple of hours spent walking through Metropolis and enjoying some of the finest dining available in Clark's wage bracket had been the most enjoyable couple of hours Clark had spent in a long time. He was starting to hope that Bruce could become a friend beyond their complicated dating situation and maybe they'd become the kind of guys who could go to dinner occasionally and chat just as easily as they had done today.
It was all based on the lie that he was dating Superman of course, but Clark tried to ignore that.
He was also trying to ignore that sometimes, when Bruce laughed or the sun caught his ice-blue eyes in just the right way, Clark was starting to get the same fluttery feeling in his stomach that he occasionally had around Batman.
Faced with the awkwardness of not knowing whether he'd crossed a line and not knowing what to do next, Clark's mouth kicked into gear and he tried to politely explain himself. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have asked that. I didn't ask it as a reporter to make a story out of it and I didn't want you to tell me his identity or anything, I just wondered and I really shouldn't have. I mean, you're dating so you should have seen him but I know how much he protects his identity so maybe you haven't. " Clark paused then added, "Superman has never seen him without the cowl."
"It's okay," Bruce said softly. "I wasn't offended and I didn't think you were asking for a story. And it really wasn't the worst question I've ever been asked either. I was once asked about my favorite type of underwear while I was at a funeral, so you’re not even remotely close to being inappropriate.”
Bruce was trying to make him feel better. The butterflies in Clark's stomach started doing backflips.
"To answer your question, yes. I've seen him without the mask. I know who he is." Bruce looked at the Superman statue again. "Does Superman even want to know who he is?"
Clark didn’t hesitate. "Yes."
Bruce looked surprised and it made Clark wonder what Batman had said about him. "I think he would be glad to hear that."
As much as Clark wanted to think that a word from Bruce would result in Batman pulling off his cowl and revealing his face the next time Superman saw him, he knew he should be realistic. Hopefully, Bruce would tell Batman that Superman wanted to see the man behind the Bat and that small idea would eventually blossom into them knowing each other without the capes. Clark would even take the awkwardness and embarrassment of Batman knowing he lied about dating himself if it meant he could know the Bat a little better.
Clark looked down at his churro and took a large bite. Bruce had finally managed to unwrap his paper enough to get to the last remaining inch of his churro and he popped it into his mouth in a shower of cinnamon sugar. They sat in a comfortable silence as they ate and the sun slowly began to set. Clark had to admit that despite how embarrassingly ugly the Superman statue in front of them was, this part of the park was stunningly beautiful at sunset.
Speaking of stunningly beautiful, Clark glanced at Bruce out of the corner of his eye and was surprised to see a smudge of cinnamon sugar next to Bruce's mouth. Clark had only met Bruce twice but both times there hadn't been a single hair out of place. Clark was the type of guy who always had a loose thread on his pants and a stain on his shirt but Bruce was the type of guy who could eat a whole Metropolis Mega Supreme without getting any grease on his fingers. Seeing a few granules of cinnamon sugar on Bruce's perfectly clear skin was an affront to nature.
"You have a bit of sugar, just here," Clark said as he pointed to the left side of his own mouth.
Bruce frowned slightly and rubbed the right side of his mouth.
Clark found that frown to be impossibly charming. "No, the other side."
Bruce frowned harder and rubbed the correct side of his mouth, but managed to completely miss the sugar.
"No, a little higher."
Bruce's fingers moved higher, but now they were too high.
Clark smiled without even realizing he was doing so. "Here, let me."
Later, Clark would keep himself awake all night wondering why his brain decided to take a short vacation right then but in the moment, he thought nothing of leaning over and delicately brushing the cinnamon sugar from Bruce's face with his fingertips. It all seemed so simple. Bruce had sugar on his face and it needed to be removed. Clark could see the sugar and he had the means to remove it. It all made perfect sense in Clark's currently brainless mind.
Clark only realized that something in his easy calculation was incorrect when he heard Bruce's sharp intake of breath. He still had his fingers against Bruce's—soft, soft, soft—skin but quickly snatched his hand back like he'd been burned. Clark had touched the burning sun with those fingers and had never been burned.
"You had sugar— I just— " It took effort, but Clark snapped his mouth shut. He didn't think that blabbering on with obvious excuses would help his situation this time.
Bruce looked stunned but quickly recovered. His wide eyes turned into something more flirty and his slack mouth into a confident smile and Clark had never been more convinced that so much of Bruce Wayne's persona was a perfectly calculated front. He'd never been more disappointed to see it.
"No problem at all. I'm glad you were here. Alfred would be angry if he caught me with sugar on my face. And speaking of Alfred," Bruce stood up from the bench and dropped his empty churro wrapper into the trash can next to it, "I should really be going. This detour was wonderful but took a little longer than expected."
Clark checked his watch and was surprised to see that they had been in Centennial Park for nearly an hour. It really had taken longer than expected. He tried not to think about how easy it was to spend time with Bruce as that train of thought only led to complications.
Clark stood up, looked at the half-eaten churro in his hands, and inhaled the rest in two large bites. He wasn't sure if the expression on Bruce's face was disgust, awe, or a mixture of both. It didn't matter though as when Clark shyly smiled, Bruce smiled back.
They walked through the rest of the park in another comfortable silence. Clark's thoughts drifted as he walked and as he saw a few couples walk past, hand in hand, his thoughts turned to the man walking next to him. Had Bruce ever walked through a park with Batman? He'd admitted that he knew the man behind the cowl and Clark wondered if the civilian Bat was a walking through a park with his lover kind of guy. Would he walk through a park with Clark?
Clark tried to push that thought out of his mind with every ounce of his super strength. Daydreaming about romantic dates with Batman had always been a pointless endeavor but it had never felt as wrong as it did at that moment, with Batman's very real lover walking by his side. Bruce had been nothing but kind to him—Clark owed him something better.
The Daily Planet was only a block away from the park's north exit. As they stepped out onto the streets of Metropolis once more it felt like a magic spell had been broken and the busy world rushed back in. Clark wanted nothing more than to step back into the park and spend another hour with Bruce, simply talking and bonding over churros. For a few moments, he wondered if Bruce had enjoyed their time together as much as he had before he tried to push that thought out of his mind as well.
Clark's mind alternated between images of his real walk through the park with Bruce and his fantasy walk with Batman. One second the man walking next to him, laughing at his jokes and smiling softly wore an expensive tailored suit, the next second he wore a cowl and cape. He was surprised to find that both images were equally appealing to him and wasn't that just the biggest surprise of the day?
His feelings for Batman were nothing new. Clark had held those in his heart for years and they were as comfortable to wear as the red cape that Superman wore around his shoulders. Superman could fly, he could see through buildings, and he was in love with Batman. Although the feelings were occasionally uncomfortable and difficult to deal with, Clark had made his peace with them and accepted them a long time ago. It simply was what it was.
But Bruce was something new and terrifying. It wasn't love—Clark didn't know the man well enough for that. But there was a spark threatening to catch fire and Clark didn't know whether he could stop it. Bruce was kind, funny, and a pleasure to spend time with. There was a tentative friendship developing between them that Clark didn't want to lose but he knew that pursuing it would set the fire blazing.
Clark had become an expert at hiding aspects of himself. Whether it was his alien nature or his love for Batman, he could cram parts of himself into secret corners that nobody else could ever see. But he didn't know if even he was strong enough to hide feelings for two different men. Could he listen to Bruce talk about Batman when he would be jealous of both of them? Could he use the latest Justice League tech when he knew it was designed and paid for by two lovers that he wished were his?
Clark sighed. He would be strong enough because he had to be. Superman couldn't falter and neither could Clark.
That didn't mean he couldn't mope and complain about it though.
They approached the Daily Planet building and Clark didn't need to ask if Alfred the Butler was waiting for Bruce as there was a very conspicuous Rolls Royce with Gotham license plates parked outside. Clark was pretty certain that Bruce hadn't contacted the butler to tell him he was ready to leave and hoped that Alfred hadn't just been sitting around, waiting for his employer to finish eating his churro.
Bruce walked towards the Rolls Royce but stopped a few feet away, just far enough that the waiting butler wouldn't be able to hear what he had to say. "Thank you for today, Clark. I enjoyed experiencing a part of Metropolis with you."
Clark felt his cheeks heat with embarrassment. At times it felt like Bruce was hiding behind a facade to keep his true feelings at bay, but there was no deception hidden in what he'd just said. It was honest and earnest and it made Clark's heart beat that little bit faster.
Bruce continued speaking. "I said I’d treat you next time you’re in Gotham so maybe I can return the favor on Monday."
"Monday?" Clark asked, confused.
"For the Gotham Bay clean-up press conference. It is on Monday, isn't it? I do sometimes get my events mixed up but I'm sure that's on Monday. I know the Daily Planet is on the guest list and I presumed you would be there—you were the first journalist to write about the project, after all."
Clark thought back to a couple of weeks ago when he walked into Bruce Wayne's office to conduct an interview about the joint Gotham and Metropolis project to clean up Gotham Bay. He’d expected a boring interview with Bruce Wayne about his sponsorship of the scheme and had instead been completely poleaxed by the knowledge that Bruce was dating Batman. Clark walked away from that interview with a dull and uninspiring article about Gotham Bay and a tentative friendship with the partner of his long-standing crush.
In normal circumstances, Clark would have attended the press conference. Bruce was right—Clark had been the first journalist in Metropolis to cover the project and he would usually be expected to continue writing about it as he had the knowledge and the connections. But this press conference wasn't going to be normal circumstances because Clark had made one stupid mistake and an even stupider decision and was continuing to pay for it.
"I won't be there," Clark answered. "Lois will be covering it."
"Oh, well I'm sure Miss Lane will do a great job, but why are you missing it?"
Clark sighed heavily. "Because Superman will be representing Metropolis as the guest of honor. It's a conflict of interests."
If Clark had found only one advantage from pretending to date himself, it was that he had a good excuse to never be seen in the same place as Superman. The Daily Planet prided itself on being ethical and unbiased so Clark had immediately been removed from any and all stories that covered either Superman or the Justice League. If Superman was to attend a press conference, then Clark Kent couldn't. If Superman stopped a supervillain or saved people, Clark couldn't write about it. Clark no longer had to think of excuses for disappearing whenever Superman was in action—his "relationship" with Superman had given him the perfect reason to never be there.
But given the choice, Clark would rather make a million excuses than be the reason why Bruce looked so disappointed.
"That's a shame, I was planning on taking you to Anthony’s for some real pizza after the press conference. Maybe another time?"
"I would like that," Clark replied softly.
Bruce nodded and smiled. He glanced over at his waiting Rolls Royce and when he turned back, his smile had grown from something shy and genuine to a smile made for magazine covers. "Does Superman like pizza? Maybe I can convert him to Gotham pizza and send him home with takeout for you."
"You can try but I think he's even more loyal to Metropolis than I am."
Bruce walked the few steps to his car. An older man—Alfred, Clark presumed—stepped out of the car and opened one of the back doors. Clark acknowledged him with a smile and greeting and received a stiff but not unfriendly greeting in return. Bruce paused at the open door and turned back to Clark. "I don't understand your love for this city. Sure, it's sunny, clean, and lacking in homicidal clowns, but where's the character?"
"Next time you come to Metropolis, let me know in advance and I'll make sure there are an appropriate number of gargoyles on the buildings."
Bruce laughed as he climbed into the car. Clark took a step back so that Alfred could close the door and watched as Bruce lowered his window, not quite ready to end the conversation just yet. "Thank you for the action figure," Bruce said, quickly pulling the awful Superman figure out of his jacket pocket again. "I wish you could be at the press conference but I am looking forward to meeting the real thing for the first time."
"I hope he's not a disappointment."
"How could he be—he's Superman. Take care, Clark, and come to Gotham again sometime soon. I’m not kidding about taking you for pizza."
Clark waved an awkward farewell as Bruce's window closed and the Rolls Royce smoothly pulled away from the curb. He watched the car as it drove away, his Kryptonian eyes tracking it for a distance far beyond what human eyes could.
The next time he saw Bruce Wayne it would be as Superman, not as Clark Kent. There would be no pizza dinner dates, no churros in the park, and no gently brushing sugar from his too-soft skin. Superman was friendly but distant and that was what Clark needed. This blossoming attraction he had for Bruce needed to be stifled and buried before it took hold and wearing the red and blue of his alien house gave him the perfect opportunity to smother it.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    This took longer to write than expected and was supposed to be more story than just Clark and Bruce's pizza date, but as this hit 9k that's all we get. Tune in next time (sometime) for the final side of the square to fit into place when Superman finally meets Bruce.
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    Chapter Summary

    Time to close the square and have Superman meet Bruce Wayne
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  Clark had been in Gotham for all of 15 minutes and he was already regretting every choice in his life that had led him there. The Mayor of Gotham had been speaking for approximately 14 and a half minutes of those 15, barely pausing for breath as she told Clark how pleased she was to see Superman and how Gotham really wasn't that bad once you ignored the air pollution, constant traffic jams, and the frightening number of illegal weapons on every street corner. Clark fixed his best Superman smile on his face, nodded along, and tried his hardest to make it look like he was paying attention and wasn't instead disassociating and listening to soothing waves crashing against a shore in the Caribbean.
They stood in a hastily erected and barely hanging-on marquee on the edge of Gotham Bay. Inside the marquee were dozens of bored dignitaries and stressed officials, all waiting for the Gotham Bay Clean Up Program press conference to officially start. Outside the marquee was a stage, a podium, a backdrop showing an artist’s impression of a cleaner Gotham Bay, and the impatiently waiting press. Clark looked past the Mayor and through the marquee itself to see Lois, sitting third-row center with an expression of bored frustration on her face. As Clark half-listened to the Mayor launch into another round of platitudes, he wished more than anything that he was outside and getting bored with Lois.
The press conference was running ten minutes late. In Clark's experience, that wasn't too unusual, but it was strange to be behind the scenes and aware of the reason for the delay instead of sitting with the rest of the press, constantly checking his watch and playing tic-tac-toe on his notepad with either Lois or Jimmy. If Clark was completely honest with himself he’d admit that the reason for the delay was not surprising at all.
They were waiting for Bruce Wayne.
As the project's main financial backer, the press conference could not start without him. Unfortunately, Bruce was living down to his reputation by arriving fashionably and annoyingly late. Clark wondered if the verbal assault that continued to drop from the Mayor's lips was her usual state of being—she was a politician after all and they all loved the sound of their own voices—or whether it was a sign that the Mayor was nervous and embarrassed by the delay.
Clark allowed the Mayor to continue droning on as his thoughts drifted back to Bruce. Since their pizza and churros outing a few days earlier they'd exchanged many friendly text messages and Clark tried not to think about how often he checked his phone, hoping to see a new message waiting from Bruce. He’d last received a message only one hour earlier and it had consisted of Bruce complaining that he had nothing to wear for the press conference and that he wished Clark could be there.
Clark thought that the first complaint was doubtful and desperately hoped that the second complaint was true.
The constant stream of texts from Bruce only served to highlight the continuing absence of messages from Batman. The Bat claimed only to message Superman when he had business to talk about, but Clark always found it easy to pull Batman off-topic and into lighter subjects. A discussion about monitor duty would soon turn into dozens of messages about the Gotham Knights' chances at making the World Series this season. Texts about dirty weapons crossing from Gotham into Metropolis would become wild tales of Batman’s training abroad that Clark could never tell if they were true or not. The chat would end when Batman abruptly chastised Superman for using official coms for personal conversations but next time, the same thing would happen again.
Clark missed those discussions. He missed how Batman wrote every message like he was submitting a thesis and refused to acknowledge the existence of the emojis, gifs, or anything else Clark sent purely because he knew Batman pretended not to like them. He missed waking up bright and early for another day at the Planet only to find a post-patrol message from Batman that was supposedly all business but was really just Batman sharing some funny, only-in-Gotham stories with one of the few people he could share them with.
In short, he missed Batman.
He still wasn’t sure exactly what had gone wrong with Batman. Sure, their last face-to-face meeting had started with Superman warning Batman to leave his mild-mannered alter ego alone and had ended with a stilted conversation as Batman busied himself with grapple gun repairs, but it wasn’t the first time their friendship had turned a bit frosty. Other than Diana, Clark was the only member of the Justice League willing to call Batman out on his bullshit without turning it into a points-scoring contest—Green Lantern, take note—so it wasn’t unusual for things to become a little tense between them for a short period.
Usually, they got over it and got over it quickly. Give it a day or two for Batman to get the brooding out of his system and for Clark to reach his own balance again by flying around the Earth a few dozen times and they would be back to normal. Co-founders, co-leaders, colleagues, and most importantly, friends.
But that hadn’t happened this time. It was nearly two weeks since their discussion at the Hall of Justice and things weren’t just frosty—they were iced over with a permanent frost that Mr. Freeze would have been proud of.
At first, Clark had been disappointed that he couldn’t attend the press conference as Clark Kent. Reporting on the news was far better than being the news, Clark thought, and he would have given anything to be the other side of the marquee with Lois and the other reporters.
Then Clark thought about the press conference from a different angle. Superman wasn’t the only guest of honor that was scheduled to attend and if Batman wasn’t willing to talk to him, then maybe the other guest of honor would. He didn’t expect Bruce Wayne to start spilling Batman’s deepest secrets to him, but Bruce’s feelings towards Superman might go some way to explain Batman’s feelings towards Superman.
In the few conversations Clark and Bruce had had about Batman, Bruce had appeared very loyal to his lover. If Bruce gave Superman the cold shoulder, Clark thought it would be a fair indicator that Batman still had serious issues with him. If Bruce was friendly, then maybe that was a sign that this freeze with Batman would soon thaw.
Clark heard the sound of a very expensive car engine pulling into the temporary parking lot next to the marquee. “I think Mr. Wayne has just arrived,” he said to the Mayor, cutting her off mid-sentence as she was listing the accomplishments of the Metropolis Scouts Association.
The Mayor checked her watch and muttered under her breath. “Only twenty minutes late, that’s practically on time for him.” She smiled a bright, but obviously strained smile, and looked at Clark. “Excuse me, Superman.”
Clark nodded and watched as the Mayor grabbed the nearest two aides she could find and dragged them over to the entrance ready for Bruce Wayne’s grand appearance. Clark decided to remain where he was, on the other side of the marquee from the gritted teeth greeting the Mayor was sure to lavish on Bruce.
Bruce’s eventual entrance was hard to ignore but Clark did his best, instead choosing to peek through the marquee canvas at Lois again as she absent-mindedly chewed on the end of her pen. That was a bad habit of hers and a sure sign that she was feeling frustrated and bored at the delay. Lois Lane did not like to be left waiting when there was a story about to unfold.
The Mayor soon rushed past him and onto the stage with a thin folder tucked under her arm. Clark used his x-ray vision to see that the folder contained her opening speech. It was a long speech. A long and boring speech. Clark wondered if he’d be able to get away from the press conference before dinner time and thought he probably wouldn’t, considering how long that speech was.
Clark was distracted by thoughts of dinner by a hand on his forearm and the sound of a throat being cleared. It was the hand on his arm that was the most surprising as there were only ever two extremes when it came to Superman. People either wanted to fling their arms around his neck and hug him tightly or they never wanted to touch him at all. He was either a savior to cling onto or an alien above being touched by mortal hands. A gentle forearm touch was both too normal and too human for a super-powered god-like Superman.
The hand on his arm was masculine, with lightly scarred knuckles and immaculately trimmed fingernails. It belonged to Bruce Wayne.
Bruce realized that Superman was looking at the hand on his forearm and pulled it away. His smile, however, never faltered. “Superman! I’m so pleased to finally meet you.”
Clark flashed his best, everything-is-going-to-be-okay smile while he internally screamed at how absurd his life was. He’d shared pizza and churros with this man a few days ago and was halfway to falling in love with him—and wasn’t that a problem all on its own—and now he had to act like he’d never met him before.
“Mr. Wayne, thank you for your support of this very important project.”
Bruce waved his hand in the air as if he was waving away Superman’s thanks. “Cleaning up Gotham Bay is very important. My yachts always become so filthy if I take them out on the Bay and it really harms their market value. Donating some money to get the Bay cleaned simply made sense and will save me a fortune on yacht repairs and cleaning.”
The two aides flanking Bruce with “Wayne Enterprises” stamped on their laminate passes chuckled nervously. They were used to Bruce Wayne and his obscene displays of wealth but Clark Kent—who had shared cheap Metropolis pizza and churros with Bruce—was not.
He kept the Superman smile fixed to his face and decided to deflect. “Whatever the reason, Mr. Wayne, I’m sure the money is appreciated.”
“Oh, I’m certain it is,” Bruce drawled. “A little charity always reflects well on the company, after all. I just wish I didn’t have to give up my afternoon for another boring press conference.”
“I’m glad you could find the time to attend,” Clark said. He was sure his smile was starting to slip.
“Between you and me,” Bruce said, stepping closer as if he was about to share a great secret. His voice, however, remained at the same loud volume it had been since he’d entered the marquee. “I nearly skipped this whole event. I told my butler this morning to make my excuses. Do you know why I changed my mind, Superman?”
“I’m sure I have no idea, Mr. Wayne.”
“It was because of you,” Bruce said. “Who could pass up the chance to meet the Man of Steel? I must say, the photos I’ve seen of you do not do you justice at all. That suit really is painted on, isn’t it?”
At the start of Bruce’s sentence, his eyes were firmly fixed on Clark’s face. As he continued talking, however, his gaze slid down Superman’s body—pausing for a fraction of a second around his belt line—before just as slowly crawling back up again. It was easily the most blatant appraisal Clark had ever received and it made him want to wrap his cape around his body to shield himself from Bruce’s loaded stare.
Clark wasn’t a stranger to being flirted with when he was wearing Superman’s cape, but most of the time it was people grateful for being rescued that propositioned him. He wasn’t used to playboy billionaires flirting with him thirty seconds after meeting him and he certainly wasn’t used to playboy billionaires that were dating Batman flirting with him.
“That suit of yours really doesn’t leave much to the imagination,” Bruce continued. “What material is it, anyway?” Bruce placed his hand back on Superman’s forearm and stroked his thumb along the crease of Clark’s left elbow. “It feels so soft.”
Clark’s brain ground to a halt. Superman was used to being hit by enemies and he was used to being gripped by those he rescued, but he wasn’t used to being stroked. Really, he wasn’t used to any gentle touches at all. Clark received gentle touches from his mother, Lois, or the scant few lovers he’d had, but nobody was gentle with Superman. The closest Superman ever felt to gentleness was a light squeeze on the shoulder from Batman after they’d won another tough battle.
While Clark was still cataloging the feel of Bruce’s gentle thumb on the inside of his elbow, one of Bruce’s publicists rode to the rescue. “Mr. Wayne, we should—”
Bruce pulled his hand away and turned to look at his publicists. Superman’s arm felt cold. “Stacy! Cole! Could you be dears and get me a bottle of water? I’m very thirsty and don’t think I can deliver the wonderful speech you wrote for me without any water. I think I saw some over there."
“Mr. Wayne I really think we should—"
“Oh, don’t worry Cole,” Bruce said, cutting off whatever the publicist was going to say, “I’ll be here with Superman. He’ll make sure nothing happens to me while the two of you get me some water. You will take good care of me, won’t you, Superman?”
Clark felt like a cornered animal. He couldn’t say he wouldn’t look after Bruce—that wouldn’t be very Superman of him after all—but he didn’t want to be left alone with the man, either. Bruce’s flirtations were already making him uncomfortable and that was with an audience. How far would Bruce take it if they were left alone?
Bruce had been nothing but kind and considerate to Clark in their meetings and text messages. He’d been respectful about Clark’s supposed relationship with Superman and had been mindful of Batman’s privacy whenever the conversation flowed the Bat’s way. The Bruce that was currently hanging onto his forearm and was slowly beginning to glide his hand up Superman’s bicep seemed like a completely different person to the Bruce that Clark thought he knew.
Clark didn’t like this Bruce at all.
When the two aides didn’t move quickly enough for his liking, Bruce sent them scampering away in the search of water with one, pointed glare. Although everyone else in the marquee had gathered around the entrance to listen to the Mayor’s speech, Clark had the sense that most of them had at least one ear trained on the train wreck that was the Bruce Wayne Show that was happening behind them. They would listen to Bruce flirting with Superman, but they wouldn’t step in.
Clark took a deep breath and gently pulled his arm out of Bruce’s hands. Thankfully, Bruce quickly let go and Clark didn’t have to apply any of his strength. “Mr. Wayne,” Clark began, “I really am glad that you’re supporting this project but—”
“I’m sorry,” Bruce said. His voice was barely a whisper and Clark doubted human ears would have heard him over the continuing drone of the Mayor’s voice as it came out of the loudspeakers outside the marquee.
“Excuse me?”
“People have expectations of me and I have to fulfill them. Bruce Wayne would not pass up an opportunity to flirt with Superman, after all. It wasn’t my intention to make you uncomfortable, but I did all the same and I apologize for that.”
Clark stared at Bruce and no longer saw the rich man who ordered around aides and hit on poor, unsuspecting superheroes. Instead, he saw the kind and genuine man who had wolfed down a Metropolis Mega Supreme in a cheap pizzeria while ranting about the season two finale of The Gray Ghost. He was the Bruce that Clark had come to care for again, instead of the one he was beginning to dislike.
“You were playing a role,” Clark stated.
“Yes,” Bruce said, still in that hushed whisper. “Nobody would expect a vapid idiot like Bruce Wayne to be associated with Batman. It’s best if people underestimate me.”
Clark thought back to the conversations he’d shared with Bruce last week over a grease-stained pizzeria table. He’d thought then that Bruce deliberately made people underestimate him and it was good to know that his deduction had been correct. He supposed that everyone, even regular civilian humans like Bruce, had to hide their true selves sometimes.
“Also, I’ve spent some time with Clark lately and I wouldn’t disrespect your relationship by genuinely flirting with you.” Bruce continued. He paused and then added, “Or disrespect my relationship with Batman, of course.”
“Clark told me about the time you’ve spent together. He— He finds you to be very good company, Mr. Wayne.”
“Clark said that?” Bruce’s previously sly and calculated grin turned into a shy and entirely sincere smile that made his ice-blue eyes sparkle. “I’m glad to hear that. I’ve enjoyed the time I’ve spent with him, too. He’s very—” Bruce paused, “different, to the people I usually spend time with. Very refreshing and genuine. There’s not much of that in boardrooms.”
“No, I don’t suppose there is.”
“Clark worries me though,” Bruce said. “And Batman. He worries Batman.”
Clark had wondered if the conversation would make its way to Batman and his thoughts about Clark Kent. Maybe this was his chance to find out if Batman was still angry with both of his alter-egos. “Worries you both how, Mr. Wayne?”
“Batman thinks he’s reckless. I presume you know that Batman found Clark poking around one of Luthor’s secret bases?” Superman nodded in acknowledgment and Bruce continued. “He can’t do that now he’s linked to you. It’s too dangerous. You will make sure he doesn’t do that again? I want him to be safe.”
Clark looked at the raw honesty on Bruce’s face and did not doubt that he genuinely cared about Clark’s safety. He still wasn’t sure exactly how Batman felt about everything, but he had no doubts about Bruce.
“Clark won’t put himself in danger again. If Luthor needs investigating, I’ll take care of it.”
And he would. Next time he needed to scope out one of the bases Luthor had purchased through shell companies and shady dealings with Metropolis City Hall, he would do so wearing his red cape instead of his glasses. He knew it had been naive to investigate as Clark but at the time it had seemed like a story of financial irregularities that the Daily Planet would cover, not a cause of concern for the Justice League.
Of course, Clark hadn’t expected the building to be on Batman’s radar or for it to possibly be hiding a stash of kryptonite.
“Good. I’ve been business rivals with Luthor for years and he’s always been ruthless, but over the last few years—since you arrived, actually—he’s become dangerous.”
Clark thought back to all of the times Superman had fought Luthor, both directly and indirectly, and had to agree. “I hope that you stay safe from Luthor as well.”
Bruce seemed momentarily surprised at Superman’s words but quickly recovered. “Don’t worry about me. Lexcorp has to maintain a front of being respectable so apart from some dirty dealings and your standard corporate espionage, he can’t do much against Wayne Enterprises.”
“And if he did, you have Batman.”

  
    “Yes,” Bruce agreed, drawing the word out as if it amused him, “I have Batman.”
  


  
    Before Clark could try to process what had amused Bruce so much, Bruce’s aides returned. One had his arms full of different brands of bottled water while the other held a thin black folder with ‘WE” embossed on the front. Clark didn’t need x-ray vision to know that the folder held the speech that these stressed publicists had painstakingly put together for Bruce.
  


  
    It was the water-carrying publicist who spoke. “The Mayor is wrapping up her speech and is about to introduce you, Mr. Wayne.”
  


Bruce took a bottle of water. He pointedly ignored the folder. “I’ve enjoyed speaking with Superman so much that I almost forgot why we were here. If only every press conference had such interesting people to speak to.”

  
    Now that Clark knew that Bruce’s flirtations were for appearance's sake, he found them almost amusing. Clark had first-hand experience of acting a part to cover a truth and he respected Bruce for taking steps to cover his relationship with Batman. Truly, nobody would suspect the airhead billionaire who flirted with everyone, including Superman, of being Batman’s lover.
  


  
    Clark wondered if Bruce’s honesty about his flirtations was a sign that the problems between Superman and Batman would soon be over, or if it was because of the respect and affection Bruce felt for Clark. Maybe it was both? Clark hoped it was both.
  


  
    The next few minutes passed in a whirlwind of applause and camera flashes as Bruce and Superman were called onto the stage. Clark awkwardly tried to figure out what to do with his hands while the Mayor of Gotham introduced her guests of honor to the waiting press. Standing on a stage in front of a group of people never got easier for Clark but he felt slightly more relaxed when he locked eyes with Lois and she gave him a reassuring smile. At least there was one person out there in the press pit that had his back.
  


Bruce, on the other hand, seemed to be in his element. He smiled graciously for the cameras, winked suggestively at a couple of Gotham Gazette interns in the front row, and completely ignored his publicist’s attempts to get their perfectly written speech into his hands. Instead, Bruce gave his own speech. Bruce’s speech might have lacked in details, substance, and anything approaching relevance, but Clark had to admit, it was entertaining.

  
    Twenty minutes ago Clark would not have found Bruce’s speech entertaining. He would have found it to be as pointless and disrespectful as Lois apparently did if the grimace on her face was any sign of her true feelings (and it usually was—Lois had a great poker face most of the time but she didn’t suffer fools easily.) But now that he knew that the public Bruce Wayne was a performance to protect his relationship with Batman, Clark could find amusement in the absurdity of it all.
  


  
    He also suspected that a crazy Bruce Wayne speech would garner more headlines and column inches than the perfect speech Bruce’s publicist still held. And wasn’t that was this press conference was for? To announce the project and raise awareness?
  


  
    Bruce had just launched into a story about Gotham Bay, a bachelor party on a luxury yacht, and an angry flock of chickens when Clark heard something coming from the water behind him that didn’t sound right. Throughout the press conference, there had been the soft noises of fish splashing in the water, ferries crossing between Gotham and Metropolis, and the unfortunate sounds of a couple of factories dumping waste into the Bay. All regular sounds you could expect to hear at any time when you were standing next to Gotham Bay and had superhearing.
  


But now, Clark could hear something else. Something bigger than the native fish of the Bay moving through the water and heading in the direction of the makeshift press conference stage. Something angry.

  
    A roar interrupted Bruce’s speech and Clark had just enough time to put himself between Bruce and the thing that erupted out of the Bay before something heavy and powerful crashed against his back. If he hadn’t rushed to get into position, it would have crashed into Bruce and no human could have withstood that force without serious injury.
  


  
    The combined momentum of his own movement, the force that pushed against his back, and the tilting of the stage as the struts holding it in place started to collapse sent Clark sprawling to the ground. Clark didn’t fall alone, however, and he managed to place one of his indestructible hands beneath Bruce’s head before Bruce fell onto a jagged piece of the broken stage.
  


  
    Screams erupted all around the press conference. The reporters in the audience seemed torn between running for safety and staying close enough to get the story. The thing, whatever it was, crashed into Clark again but he stayed firm, positioned on all fours and covering Bruce. He wouldn’t let Bruce get hurt. He owed Batman that.
  


  
    Bruce seemed surprised but not scared. There were no screams bursting from his mouth as he looked around and took stock of his position, lying flat on his back underneath Superman. Clark finally realized that Bruce’s hands were braced against his chest, covering the House of El crest on his suit and suddenly, Clark could feel everything. He could feel the shifting of the stage beneath them, the thundering footsteps of the beast causing the carnage, and the warmth radiating from Bruce as he lay sheltered in Clark’s protective embrace.
  


  
    Clark looked over his shoulder, judged that the creature was far enough away, and gently, but firmly, pushed Bruce into the space underneath the podium where he would have some cover. He had protected Bruce and would remember the feel of Bruce underneath him later. Now, he would stop the carnage.
  


  
    He glanced back around and saw a humanoid figure covered in lizard scales, with sharp teeth and even sharper claws. When it came at Clark again, he punched it in the face, sending it staggering for a few moments. Clark hadn’t hit with his full force but he had expected the creature to go down. That lizard skin was tougher than it looked.
  


  
    Clark was readying another punch when Bruce called his name. “Superman! Superman, that’s Killer Croc.”
  


  
    Clark nodded. He had heard Batman mention Killer Croc in the past.
  


  
    “You don’t need to hurt him,” Bruce continued. “Just subdue him. Fly him out into the Bay if you can and drop him a mile west. There’s a water pipe there that leads back into the sewers. He’ll leave peacefully and won’t come back.”
  


  
    Clark watched as Croc pulled up part of the wooden staging and threw it at some photographers who were still standing too close. Luckily, Clark caught it and safely dropped it to the floor. “Are you sure?” Clark asked.
  


  
    “It’s what Batman would recommend.”
  


  
    Clark quickly thought back to what Batman had said about Killer Croc in the past. Batman had always spoken of Croc with some sympathy in his voice and Clark thought that yes, Batman probably would show some leniency.
  


  
    And when in Gotham, do what Batman would do.
  


  
    Clark gave Bruce one last smile and then took to the air, circling Croc and confusing him with both his speed and erratic flight path. With Croc stumbling around and unsuccessfully trying to swipe at him, Clark timed his trajectory perfectly and rushed Croc off his feet with a shoulder tackle that would have injured a baseline human. Croc struggled in Superman’s grip but Clark was stronger and he soon had Croc’s arms pinned against his side as he flew him out into the Bay.
  


  
    It didn’t take long for Clark to spot the water pipe that Bruce had described. He could smell the water that flowed from the pipe and wondered if this was one of the pipes that the Gotham Bay Clean-Up Project would target. It would explain why Bruce knew about it, after all.
  


  
    Croc wasn’t struggling anymore. He wasn’t snarling or shouting and didn’t even look angry at the situation. If anything, he looked perfectly at peace. Clark hovered by the water pipe but didn’t loosen his grip. “If I let you go,” Clark said, “will you go back and cause more trouble?”
  


  
    “No.” Croc scrunched up his nose and flexed his jaw. “You hit very hard.”
  


  
    Clark couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled out of him. “I can hit harder than that if I need to.”
  


  
    “I’m sure you can. Maybe on a different day, we could have a friendly wrestling competition.” Croc looked down at the water wistfully. “Will you tell Batman about this?”
  


  
    “I won’t need to. I’m sure he already knows.”
  


  
    “The Bat and I have an understanding,” Croc explained. “If he asks you, tell him the truth about what happened and that I left peacefully.”
  


Clark flew lower until the toes of his boots skipped across the surface of the water. He released his grip on Croc and allowed him to safely fall into the water. “I’ll tell him,” Clark said. If he ever speaks to me again.

  
    Killer Croc trod water for a few seconds and nodded at Clark before diving under and heading for the pipe. Clark hung around long enough to watch Croc enter the pipe and disappear into the labyrinth of waterworks underneath Gotham before he headed back to the press conference.
  


  
    All in all, Clark was only gone for about fifteen minutes—just enough time for the situation to be under control, but not long enough for everything to be over. The Gotham Police Department had arrived and no doubt wanted to talk to Superman, but Clark ignored them and instead headed to a patch of ground that had once been the site of a marquee, but was now littered with metal poles and torn pieces of canvas.
  


  
    Stood in the middle of the marquee wreckage were Lois Lane and Bruce Wayne. They were in the middle of an interview and Clark didn’t need to listen in to know that Lois wasn’t getting any worthwhile quotes out of Bruce. The sour look on her face and the arms folded tightly across her chest was a sure sign that Lois was running the odds on whether she could tell Bruce to go fuck himself without Perry firing her. Clark thought that Bruce would probably find that amusing.
  


  
    He touched down next to them and they both immediately turned to greet him, both seemingly eager for any reason to cut short the sham of an interview they’d found themselves stuck in. It was Lois’ job to ask questions of the Bruce Waynes of the world and it was Bruce’s goal to avoid looking responsible or capable in any shape or form. It made for a frustrating interview on both sides.
  


  
    “Superman,” Lois said, scrambling to pull her phone out of her suit pocket so that she could record whatever he said. Clark noted that she hadn’t been recording her interview with Bruce—she must have expected it would be a waste of time. “What happened? Has Killer Croc been dealt with?”
  


  
    “I’m glad to see that you’re safe and well, Miss Lane,” Clark said. He turned to Bruce, “And you as well, Mr. Wayne. Killer Croc won’t cause any more problems today.”
  


  
    Lois looked around at the destroyed marquee, the scattered chairs of the audience, and the broken wooden planks that had once formed the stage. “I think he’s caused enough for one day.”
  


  
    “See, Lois? There is never a dull day in Gotham! You should make the trip across the Bay more often. I’d gladly be your personal tour guide,” Bruce said, his smile showing far too many brilliant white teeth.
  


  
    Lois gave him a withering look but Bruce didn’t seem to notice. “Don’t you have a company to run?”
  


  
    Bruce looked surprised as if he’d forgotten that he did in fact have a company to run. Now that Clark knew what to look for though, he could see how calculated and measured Bruce’s expressions were. Maybe it was only because of his super speed that he could catch that slight delay while Bruce decided how best to react. The man was truly a great actor, Clark thought.
  


  
    “I would clear my diary for you, Lois. Just say the word.”
  


  
    Lois turned to face Clark but looked past him, her eyes widening with a sudden eagerness. Clark knew that look—it meant that Lois was on the hunt for a story. “Superman, can I catch up with you in a few moments for an interview? It looks like the Mayor is finally free and I really need to get a few quotes from her.”
  


  
    Clark knew better than to stand between Lois Lane and an interview with a politician. “Unless there is an emergency and I’m needed elsewhere, I’ll stay here, Miss Lane.”
  


Lois gave him a look that meant that she was going to get a quote from him, even if she had to arrive at Clark’s apartment late that night with some chicken wings as a bribe, and then ran off to grab the Mayor.

  
    Clark was soon starkly aware that he had been left alone with Bruce again. Unlike earlier when they’d first met in the marquee, no publicists were hanging around Bruce, and no mayoral aides were eavesdropping on their conversation. Nobody was paying any attention to Superman and Bruce Wayne at all.
  


  
    He didn’t want to, but Clark couldn’t stop his mind from floating back to earlier when he shielded Bruce from Killer Croc’s rampage. Clark could remember the musky smell of Bruce’s cologne, the hints of sandalwood that clung to his hair, and an underlying scent that reminded him of—
  

Batman.

  
    Batman always smelled of leather, engine oil, and the grease paint he used to blacken his eyes, and underneath all of his more expensive scents, Bruce smelled of these too. As Clark identified the scents, he felt like he’d been punched in the gut by every piece of kryptonite that Lex Luthor had ever owned.
  


  
    He was Superman and he had been saving a civilian—it wasn’t a situation for him to take advantage of. Bruce wanted Superman to save him, not sniff his hair and get lost in how their bodies felt when they were pressed together. Just having those thoughts made a mockery of everything the crest on Superman’s chest stood for.
  

Clark knew he shouldn’t be having those thoughts about Bruce at all, regardless of the situation. Bruce had been nothing but kind to him—to both parts of him. Bruce had become a friend to Clark and had respected Superman enough to apologize for his bad behavior. Clark shouldn’t mock that friendship and trust by giving into his more primal thoughts. Bruce deserved better.

  
    And finally, Clark shouldn’t disrespect Batman by having such thoughts about Batman’s lover. Batman and Bruce had confided in both Superman and Clark about their relationship and how did Clark repay that trust? By being more concerned about how soft Bruce’s lips looked than protecting him from Killer Croc.
  


  
    As soon as he had a few hours to himself, Clark was going to throw himself onto the surface of the sun and would stay there until his cells overloaded and it started to hurt. Maybe a few solar flares to the face would burn some sense into him.
  


  
    One of the many advantages of being Superman was that Clark was able to have all of these thoughts and four hundred more in the two seconds it took Lois Lane to turn on her heels and walk away. If his internal crisis and guilt showed on his face during those two seconds, Bruce showed no sign of noticing it.
  


  
    “Did you find the water pipe?” Bruce asked, his voice pitched low just in case anyone was listening.
  


  
    It took Clark the briefest of moments to understand the question. “Yes. Killer Croc found his way without any further problems. When I left he was running through the sewers toward the sewage plant.”
  


  
    “That’s good. He has a base near there—” Bruce paused, “at least, I think that’s where Batman said his base was.”
  


  
    Clark glanced around the destroyed area once more and was pleased to see a group of bored medics standing around a parked—and empty—ambulance. Bored medics at a disaster or crime scene were usually a good sign that injuries were either non-existent or not that serious. “Will the press conference be rearranged?” Clark asked.
  


  
    “I hope not. Hopefully, the pumps to clean the Bay will be switched on later as planned and we can stick to the schedule. Besides, nobody wants to hear my speech again. I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to give yours, Superman.”
  


  
    Clark chuckled. “I’m not.”
  


  
    “Not a fan of press conferences?”
  


  
    “I appreciate the importance of them and the importance of my presence at some of them,” Clark explained, “but they’re not my strength.”
  

“No, but you’re handy to have around if something goes wrong. Thank you for saving me. I don’t think I’ve said that to you yet.” 
“You don’t need to thank me, Mr Wayne,” Clark said honestly. He wasn’t Superman to be thanked and after his earlier thoughts, he felt like he didn’t deserve any thanks at all.

  
    “No, I do. I wasn’t prepared for anything on this scale to happen. I don’t think anyone could have predicted that Killer Croc would attack and you were the only one who could have dealt with the situation so quickly and safely.”
  


  
    “Batman could have,” Clark said softly.
  


  
    When Bruce spoke, his voice was just as soft as Clark’s. “Batman wasn’t here.” Bruce put his hands into the pockets of his slacks and was the perfect picture of faked nonchalance. “But enough of that, I had been hoping I could convince you to get some pizza with me after the press conference had finished but it hardly seems appropriate now. Shame.”
  


  
    “Let me guess—Anthony’s Pizzeria with the master criminal jaywalkers?”
  


  
    Bruce blinked in surprise. “I know that Clark told you about us getting pizza in Metropolis last week but I didn’t realize he’d told you in such great detail.”
  

Clark ensured that the smile on his face didn’t falter but internally, he was screaming. Bruce had told Clark about Anthony’s Pizzeria and its previous ties to the Gotham mafia, but it was Superman who was now speaking to Bruce. He couldn’t slip up like this.
He couldn’t understand why he had slipped up. He’d spent years—decades—perfecting the art of separating Clark from Superman. He’d written hundreds of articles as Clark Kent where he’d had to carefully omit any information Superman knew but the average Daily Planet reporter wouldn’t. He’d fought Lex Luthor on a Monday night and then shook his hand with a pleasant smile on his face on Tuesday morning while he was still in pain from the kryptonite poisoning in his veins. He was a master at compartmentalizing information and thanks to the way his Kryptonian brain worked, it wasn’t even difficult.

  
    But it was difficult with Bruce. There was something about Bruce that made Clark feel comfortable and lowered his defenses, just a little. It was similar to how he felt around Batman and how Clark had occasionally found himself slipping a little fact about his civilian life into a conversation with the Bat without even realizing it. It wasn’t simply because he was physically attracted to both of them either—it was something deeper. That both Bruce and Batman had that unnamed ability to make the lines between Clark and Superman blur was worrying and unsurprising in equal measure.
  


  
    “He asked me about it,” Clark said quickly. “About the previous links to the mafia and whether there were any current links. He thought Batman might have told me.”
  


  
    Bruce nodded as if Clark’s disjointed and awkward explanation made perfect sense. “Well, maybe next time you’re in Gotham we can go.”
  


  
    Before Clark could answer, Bruce’s two aides from earlier came running over. The man had a shallow cut on his cheek and the woman had lost a high-heeled shoe somewhere and was now limping but they otherwise seemed in perfect health. Stressed and probably mentally constructing their letters of resignation in their minds, but healthy.
  


  
    “Mr. Wayne, there is a car waiting for you. You have a meeting with Mr. Fox in half an hour.”
  


  
    “Oh, Lucius won’t mind if I’m a little late, especially if I tell him it was because I was too busy speaking with Superman.”
  


  
    “I wouldn’t want to keep you from your meeting, Mr. Wayne,” Clark said.
  


  
    “Oh, please do,” Bruce replied, injecting his voice with as much sleaze and innuendo as could possibly be squeezed into three small words.
  


  
    “Mr. Wayne,” said the male aide, his patience seemingly starting to fray, “I must insist we leave right now.”
  


  
    “If you insist then I must go.” Bruce reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a business card. “For you, Superman. My private number is on the back.”
  


  
    Bruce winked and then allowed himself to be escorted to the waiting car. Clark slipped the business card into one of the hidden pockets of his cape and thought he’d put it next to the business card with a personal number that Clark had received a few weeks earlier. If he created some more alter egos, maybe he could collect even more Bruce Wayne business cards.
  


  
    With the card securely tucked away and Lois still deep in a one-sided conversation with the Mayor, Clark flew back to Metropolis. He’d had enough of Gotham for one day.


  
    Clark was about to bite into his sixth chicken wing—thanks, Lois—when his Justice League communicator vibrated. In the half a second it took for him to rush into his bedroom and dig the communicator out of the sock drawer he kept it hidden in, he opened up his hearing for signs of an emergency. When all he could hear was the average sounds of a Monday evening, he relaxed slightly.




  
    The screen of his communicator displayed a name that he wanted but didn’t expect to see. “Batman,” Clark said softly into the silence of his apartment.
  


  
    Clark hesitated before opening the message. He had the feeling that it wasn’t a coincidence that Batman had decided to message him on the same day that Superman had dealt with Killer Croc and had saved Bruce. It was possible Batman wanted to congratulate him on a job well done but far more likely that Batman wanted to list the things he’d done wrong. A Bat lecture could be constructive—something Clark always welcomed—or it could tear you to shreds and make you feel two inches tall.
  


  
    It had been so long since Clark had heard from Batman that he would be happy to be torn to shreds. Any kind of communication was better than no communication, he thought.
  


  
    He opened the message. It was neither congratulations nor reprimand—it was a summons.
  


  Roof of Wayne Tower. Midnight.


  
    From anyone else the abruptness of the message would hint at anger but it was pretty standard for Batman. Superman and Batman had exchanged many lighthearted messages over their Justice League communicators in the past but they never started that way. Batman was always business until he wasn’t.
  


  
    Clark looked at the clock. It was just past 10 p.m. so he had around two hours before the meeting. He had planned to spend the rest of his evening combing through a new batch of documents from Metropolis City Hall for more evidence of money laundering and bribes from Luthor’s shell companies, but he didn’t have the mind for it anymore. No, his mind was already drifting across the Bay to Gotham and the roof of Wayne Tower where he’d finally be able to have another conversation with Batman.
  


  
    It annoyed him greatly that Clark Kent had had more conversations with Batman over the last couple of weeks than Superman had but Clark knew he couldn’t fly into Gotham with that annoyance on his mind. He needed to remain calm until he discovered what Batman wanted. Hopefully, everything would go fine and this meeting would be the first step toward them returning to their normal partnership.
  


  
    But if Batman was going to be an asshole—as Batman could very often be—then Clark was willing to let his irritation show. It wasn’t in Clark’s nature to be an asshole to anyone, but he didn’t suffer disrespect either. He would let Batman take the lead and respond accordingly.
  


  
    Clark finished the remaining chicken wings, changed into his Superman suit, and flew out of his apartment window at a speed too fast for any human eye or camera to catch. He’d learned his lesson about leaving his apartment slowly.
  


  
    He had some time to kill but there was a lot of open sky he could fly through. It wasn’t very often that Clark took to the clouds just for the sake of it but he always found it relaxing. It was just him up here—just Clark and the clouds. It was a wonderful place to think and clear the mind.
  


  
    When Clark headed into Gotham just before midnight, he felt centered again. The annoyance that had been slowly bubbling to the surface earlier seemed like a distant memory and he felt well-equipped to deal with Batman, even if it was a Batman that was in full asshole mode.
  


  
    Wayne Tower was easy to find. Even if Clark hadn’t first met Bruce there a couple of weeks ago, Superman would have had no problem finding it. He wondered if Bruce knew that Batman sometimes used the roof of his building for private meetings. Clark couldn’t imagine Batman getting permission from anyone for anything when it came to Gotham, but maybe Bruce was the exception.
  


  
    Clark touched down on the roof and Batman was nowhere to be seen. Clark knew he was there though. Batman was sneaky, stealthy, and could appear from nowhere but when Clark’s senses were on full alert and looking for him, Batman didn’t stand a chance. It didn’t matter that Batman was barely breathing and hiding behind a lead-lined ventilation pipe—what was it with Gotham and all this lead?—Clark still knew he was there. He couldn’t see Batman and he couldn’t hear him, but Clark could smell that faint scent of leather, engine oil, and grease paint that seemed to emanate from Batman’s pores.
  


  
    And underneath those scents, was a hint of the cologne that Bruce Wayne had been wearing earlier.
  


  
    Clark choked down images of Batman and Bruce together and walked across the rooftop towards the pipe, ensuring that his footsteps could be heard. He paused a couple of feet away and waited for Batman to step out and finally show himself.
  


  
    “Superman,” Batman said lowly. “I wanted to talk about the incident today.”
  


  
    Clark hadn’t expected any small talk from the Bat but it still disappointed him. Clark had suspected that the summons was about Killer Croc and the press conference though and he felt like he was on solid ground. Batman would either be pleased with how Superman handled the situation or he wouldn’t be—either way, it would be straightforward.
  


  
    Or at least, it would have been straightforward if Clark’s mouth hadn’t engaged before his brain. “Is Bruce okay?”
  

Batman stiffened slightly, seemingly taken off guard by the question. One point to me, Clark thought. 
“He’s unharmed. Thanks to you, so I hear.”

  
    “Right place, right time,” Clark said. “I am glad that he is okay though.”
  


  
    Batman didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he looked away from Clark and towards the west, where the rest of Gotham City lay. Clark wondered what Batman saw when he looked out across the City. Did he see the inequality of expensive business districts and the crime-ridden neighborhoods to the south? Did he see the muggings, petty thefts, and drunken brawls happening throughout the streets? Or did he find the beauty hidden amongst it all?
  


  
    “I wanted to talk to you about Waylon,” Batman finally stated, his gaze still fixed on the city beneath them.
  


  
    “Waylon?”
  


  
    “Killer Croc. I wanted to explain what happened today and why you did the right thing.”
  


  
    “You don’t need to—”
  


  
    “No,” Batman stated firmly, finally turning to look at Clark again, “I do need to. You’ve always wondered why I don’t want interference in Gotham and this will help explain.”
  


  
    Clark nodded and waited for Batman to continue. It seemed that Batman wasn’t going to lecture him on what he did wrong and Clark was grateful for that, but he couldn’t understand anything else. Was calling him to the roof of his lover’s office building and offering an explanation Batman’s way of—not apologizing exactly, but offering a Bat-shaped olive branch?
  


  
    Clark thought it was and he was willing to grab it with both hands.
  


  
    “Waylon was born with a condition that made him who he is. You can imagine how difficult his childhood was and how limited his options have been as an adult. There aren’t many job opportunities for someone who looks like a seven-foot-tall crocodile. Maybe it was inevitable that he would fall into crime, especially in a city like Gotham. But, I’ve been working with him over the last six months. He wants a better life and is willing to work for it.”
  


  
    “Why did he attack the press conference?”
  


  
    “The installation of the water treatment pumps to clean the Bay has put him on edge the last few weeks. Too many people and too much noisy machinery near his base. The press conference was one noise too many. Maybe his actions today deserved to be dealt with by the police but they would have taken him to Arkham, and that is the worst place for him.”
  


  
    Clark glanced over to the island where the imposing structure of Arkham Asylum was housed. “Arkham seems like the worst place for anyone.”
  


  
    “It can serve a purpose,” Batman said in a tone of voice that clearly said he hated the place as well, “but it is not a good place for anyone who wants to break free of crime. Gotham is complicated—the systems put into place to prevent crime don’t work. Twenty-four hours in Arkham and six months of progress would have been lost. Thank you for keeping him out of there.”
  

Clark had expected many things from this meeting with Batman, but a genuine “thank you” had not been one of them. He felt it was misplaced as well. “He left quietly and with no resistance. And I only did what Bruce suggested. You should be thanking him.”

  
    “I did,” Batman replied, his head tilting in a way that usually meant he was amused by something. “But you didn’t have to listen to him. He’s only a civilian, after all.”
  


  
    “A civilian that’s in a relationship with you. I trusted him because I trust you. I might not like you sometimes, but I will always trust you.”
  


  
    For a moment it seemed that Batman didn’t know how to respond. It was difficult to judge his facial expressions when his face was largely covered by a featureless cowl, but the way he pressed his lips together into a tight and thin line suggested there was something about Clark’s statement that displeased him. It could have been Clark’s admission that he didn’t always like Batman but it wasn’t the Bat’s style to be offended by people occasionally not liking him. The last time Clark had said something similar, Batman had simply agreed with him. Batman might be an unlikeable asshole sometimes, but at least he was aware of that.
  


  
    “And I think I understand what you mean now,” Clark continued. “About why you have to deal with Gotham yourself. You know this city—its people and its structure. You know what works and what doesn’t. You know when to offer someone a second chance. Gotham is lucky to have you.”
  


  
    Batman seemed uncomfortable at the praise dripping from Clark’s words but Clark meant every word of it. Although he tried his best to hide it, Batman cared so much about so many people that the rest of Gotham had abandoned long ago. Nobody else would have worked to rehabilitate Killer Croc. Only Batman would.
  


  
    Clark was genuinely moved by how much Batman cared but he could also feel a small spark of irritation come to life under his skin. Batman showed so much grace and understanding to people. He helped to rehabilitate serious criminals like Killer Croc, he arranged employment—through Wayne Enterprises, how had Clark not noticed that?—for low-level criminals, and he supported trafficked sex workers to break free and build their own lives.
  


  
    Batman was there for everyone who needed him. So why hadn’t he been there for Superman recently? Batman knew about Luthor’s building on the outskirts of Metropolis and that it was highly likely there was kryptonite being stored there. Those were pieces of intel that he should have told Superman about immediately but instead, he’d left the task to ordinary civilian Clark Kent. Batman might think that Superman and Clark were two different people who were dating each other, but that didn’t excuse Batman’s actions. If anything, it made it worse because Batman was willing to drag a civilian into Justice League business.
  


  
    Batman had personally written rules against such actions and Batman should have been the one to tell him.
  


  
    “You care so much and give everyone as much grace as you can afford,” said Clark softly, “so why haven’t you done the same for me these past two weeks?”
  


  
    Most of the members of the Justice League thought that Batman was completely unflappable and that no amount of anger or hatred could crack the Bat’s stoic exterior. Superman knew different and the small step back that Batman took was all the evidence Clark needed to know he’d landed a direct hit. The spark of annoyance that still throbbed under his skin was glad to see it.
  


  
    “That was—” Batman stopped speaking, pressed his lips together, and set his jaw. Clark remained silent and gave Batman all the space he needed to respond. “I’m aware that I haven’t been very communicative lately.”
  


  
    “You haven’t spoken to me in nearly two weeks and you asked Clark to tell me about Luthor instead of telling me yourself.”
  


  
    “That was a mistake. I should have informed you myself and I shouldn’t have involved Kent.”
  


  
    “No, you shouldn’t have.”
  


  
    Batman sighed. “I’m sorry. For not telling you directly and for not communicating recently.”
  


  
    Clark’s spark of annoyance immediately dissipated. Apologies from Batman were so rare that Clark could count the previous apologies he’d received on one finger. That wasn’t because Batman was stubborn—although he was—but because it was unusual for Batman to have anything to apologize for, especially to Superman. Sure, they butted heads frequently, had different opinions on strategies, and Batman took matters into his own hands far too much, but Clark didn’t consider any of that worthy of an apology.
  


  
    It was nearly impossible to remain annoyed at an apology from a man who never apologizes, especially when it seemed to be entirely genuine.
  


  
    “Okay. Apology accepted,” Clark said. “Calling me here tonight can’t have been easy either so I do appreciate it.”
  


  
    Batman nodded. The way he held his shoulders screamed that he was uncomfortable with the conversation but he wasn’t going to back down from it and Clark respected that immensely. “I have information on Luthor as well.”
  


  
    “Don’t tell me,” Clark said, a small smile crossing his lips, “you confirmed that it is kryptonite that he’s storing in that building?”
  


  
    “I hacked into the security system. The camera resolution was low due to the jamming system Luthor has in place so I couldn’t confirm the quantity, but it’s enough to be worried about.”
  


  
    “I worry about all amounts of kryptonite.”
  


  
    Batman’s mouth twitched. In Bat-speak, that meant he was amused but didn’t want to show it. “I suppose you do. I think he’s moved some of it.”
  


  
    “To where?”
  


  
    “I don’t know yet. I haven’t been able to find the trail.”
  


  
    Clark thought back to the piles of documents sitting on his coffee table that he hadn’t had a chance to look through yet. The details of the base they knew about had been in those documents so maybe this unknown one would be too. “I have— Clark has some more financial documents to look through. We might be able to find something. Another shell company buying abandoned municipal buildings.”
  


  
    “That’s probably the best place to look. Luthor is good at covering his tracks but he does use the same tricks. If you find anything, don’t let—”
  


  
    “Don’t let Clark investigate it, yes. I had that lecture from Bruce earlier today as well. If we find anything, I’ll check it out.”
  


  
    “Good,” Batman replied. After a couple of seconds, he added, “If you want any company, just ask.”
  


  
    Clark smiled broadly. If there had been any doubts left in his mind about whether Batman was truly apologizing and trying to move forward from their recent icy spell, that offer completely dispelled them. Batman had volunteered to work with him again. All was right with the world.
  


  
    “I’ll make sure to ask.”
  


  
    Batman merely grunted in response but it was one of his happier grunts. “I’ll be at the Hall of Justice on Thursday. I need to make more adjustments to my grapple line. I think I can make it deploy faster.”
  


  
    Clark thought back over the hundreds of Thursday evenings he’d spent in the workroom at the Hall of Justice, watching as Batman made adjustments to his gear. It was during those Thursdays that their friendship had truly blossomed as they’d talked about anything and everything that came to mind. He understood Batman’s statement as the invitation it was.
  


  
    “I’ll drop by in case you need a moving target to shoot your grapples at.”
  


  
    “I’m not going to shoot at you,” Batman said. “You bend my grapple hooks all out of shape.”
  


  
    Clark laughed. “Maybe that should be your next project—design a grapple hook that doesn’t crumple when they hit me.”
  


  
    Batman seemed to ponder this for a few seconds. “It can’t be an Earth-based material as they all buckle against your thick head—”
  


  
    “Hey!” Clark exclaimed, still laughing.
  


  
    “—so maybe I’ll need to raid the archives and trophy room for something non-terrestrial.”
  


  
    “But Batman, I thought we weren’t supposed to repurpose alien technology for our own needs,” Clark joked.
  


  
    “Who created that dumb rule?”
  


  
    “You did.”
  


  
    “No, that can’t have been me.” Batman said, knowing with complete certainty that it had been him, “It sounds like a Lantern rule.”
  


  
    Clark felt warmth in his veins that he hadn’t felt in too long. This easy banter was how it should be between them and Clark had missed it so much. It amazed him how quickly they’d fallen back into their regular rhythm of combining work with his optimism and Batman’s deadpan sense of humor. It was almost as if the last two weeks of radio silence had never happened.
  


  
    Almost.
  


  
    He knew he could have stayed on that rooftop with Batman for hours, but he had a pile of financial records waiting for him. And Batman had Bruce waiting for him. Clark tried not to think about that.
  


  
    “I’ll let you get back to your patrol,” Clark said. “And Bruce,” he didn’t say. “I’m sure Gotham is missing you.”
  

“Gotham never stops.”
Clark rose from the rooftop until he was hanging a couple of feet above the concrete. “I’ll let you know if I find out anything more about Luthor.”
“Same. I have a few more avenues of investigation to pursue.”
Clark nodded, smiled, and waved, and then flew back to Metropolis feeling a lot lighter than he had thirty minutes ago. He had work in the morning but he didn’t need to sleep so he planned to spend the rest of the night with the financial files instead of his bed.

The sooner he had news on Luthor, the sooner he had an excuse to message Batman. He was pretty certain that they were back on track but he felt that things were still too fragile for them to remain silent for too long. He didn’t want to give Batman enough space to start thinking about things again.
Although Batman had apologized for his distance and had taken steps to rectify it, it hadn’t escaped Clark’s notice that Batman had offered no explanation for any of it. Why had Batman pulled away? Clark still didn’t know and that worried him. Until he understood, he couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t happen again.
But that was a worry for another time. For now, he would put all thoughts of Batman, Bruce, and his confusing feelings for both of them out of his mind and he would concentrate on the boring documents that were waiting for him.
Clark rode the lingering warm feelings from his conversation with Batman all the way back to Metropolis.
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    Clark has a bad night at the museum.
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  “Here are the notes from the press conference yesterday. You might have got out of attending on behalf of the Planet, but Perry says you’re still on the hook for the follow-up article.”
Clark looked up from his handwritten notes of shell companies and dirty Luthor money to see Lois standing beside his desk. She had a cup of coffee in one hand and a couple of pages of torn notebook paper in the other. “I thought you were writing about it?”
“I wrote about the Killer Croc attack. You are writing about the official start of the clean-up project.”
“So you get the fun story and I get the boring one?”
“I get the Superman story because you’re not allowed them anymore. Conflict of interest to write about your lover,” Lois corrected with a knowing wink. “And then you get the boring one. Sucks to be you, Smallville.”
Clark accepted the scribbled pages with only a minor frown. There wasn’t much of a press conference to report about thanks to Killer Croc and he would need to contact some people at City Hall to ensure the project was still on schedule, but he could make a nice informative and boring article out of it.
“Sucks to be me,” he sighed.
Lois moved a couple of new Superman figures out of her way and perched on the edge of his desk. “Now the business is out of the way, is there anything you want to tell me?”
The tone of Lois’ voice made it clear she had something specific in mind. Clark usually followed Lois’ thoughts very easily but he was at a loss this time. “No, I don’t think so?”
“You’re sure about that?”
“Yes?”
“I spoke to Bruce Wayne at the press conference yesterday.”
“I know you did.”
“He had a lot of things to say about you.” Lois paused and then leaned closer for dramatic effect. “About Clark.”
Clark felt his heart skip a beat. “He— he did?”
“Hm-mm. He was far more interested in talking about you than in answering my questions. I’ve never known him to stay on topic for so long. He usually bounces between subjects like The Flash on a sugar high. So, are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me?”
“Lo, if you’re trying to say something, just say it. Hinting isn’t your style.”
“Are you fucking Bruce Wayne?”
In his surprise, Clark sat up straight in his chair and banged his knee against the underside of his desk, causing a knee-shaped bump to appear in the metal surface. He quickly pressed the bump back down, leveling the desk and hoping Lois didn’t notice. “Excuse me—”
“First, you interview him and refuse to talk about it. Then he comes to the office and whisks you away for a cozy dinner together. And yesterday, I had to listen to him whine for ten minutes about how glad he was to see me but how he wished I was you.”
Clark took a deep breath. “I didn’t talk about the interview because—well just because. We didn’t have a cozy dinner together; we had pizza at Jimmy’s favorite pizza place. That’s hardly a place for romance. As for yesterday, well, I don’t know what to say about that. He really talked about me that much?”
“Yes, he did. It was equal parts cute and nauseating.” Lois paused. “And by how you’re blushing right now, I’m going to guess that you’re very pleased that he talked about you. Maybe you aren’t fucking him, but you wish you were.”
“Lo, there are many reasons why fu—” Clark lowered his voice, “why fucking Bruce Wayne is both not going to happen and a is very, very bad idea.”
“Tell me. I know I’ve been teasing you about this but I can see there’s something genuinely bothering you about the situation. Don’t deny it Clark—your face is transparent as your glasses.”
“There is,” Clark agreed. He pointed at his chest and at the rough area where his Superman crest sat and then pointed upstairs. “This is a roof conversation.”
Lois’ eyes widened. “Oh, is it now? Curiouser and curiouser. Well, lead the way and tell me all about it.”

Clark led Lois onto the roof. He closed the fire escape door and triple-checked nobody was within hearing distance before speaking. “I’m screwed.”
“Why?”
“You’re right—I am starting to develop feelings for Bruce.”
Lois smiled. “Clark honey, I’m always right. Why does that make you screwed though? Why is it such a bad idea? I know Bruce Wayne isn’t marriage material but there’s something else going on here, isn’t there?”
“Lois, what I’m about to tell you has to be held with the same level of secrecy as me being Superman. You cannot tell anyone about this.”
“Let me guess—he really is a supervillain in training.”
“No, Lois.”
“You’re not going to tell me Bruce Wayne is Batman, are you?”
Clark laughed at how ridiculous that idea was. “What? Of course not.”
“Well, whatever it is, I promise on my Pulitzer not to tell anyone. You can trust me, Clark.”
Clark knew he could. He’d tried to have a relationship with Lois once and when it fell apart Clark had expected that they would never be more than colleagues. Cordial and polite, but not close. Instead, he’d found a best friend—someone he could trust with every secret he held and someone he would tear the planet apart to protect. Clark had never been so glad to be wrong.
For the second time that morning, Clark took a deep and fortifying breath. “It’s never going to happen between me and Bruce because Bruce is dating— He’s dating Batman.”
For a few seconds, Lois didn’t react. She didn’t say anything and her facial expression didn’t change at all. I’ve broken Lois Lane, Clark thought.
Then, she turned away from him and screamed with a frustrated grunt that Clark had never heard from her before. He’d never seen her stamp her feet like that or screw her hands into tight fists, either. He took a step back because although he was Superman, Lois was beginning to scare him a little.
No longer screaming, Lois straightened up and turned to look at him. Her brown eyes were blazing and Clark took another step back. “I can’t believe you, Smallville.”
“Me?”
“First you tell me you’re Superman and now you tell me Bruce fucking Wayne is dating Batman? The two biggest scoops of the decade, no century, no millennium, and I can’t report them because I promised you I wouldn’t.”
“Well, really they’re my scoops so I’d be the one—”
“This is unbelievable,” Lois muttered. She started walking in tight circles and Clark stood back and watched in silence. He felt that was the safest course of action.
Eventually, Lois stood still and she seemed to have regained her balance again. She looked at Clark and instead of anger in her eyes, all he saw was sympathy. “Now I understand why you’re screwed. You’re in love with Batman—yes you are, don’t deny it—and you’re falling in love with Bruce Wayne—don’t deny that either—but they’re dating each other. I’m sorry, Clark.”
Lois placed a comforting hand on his arm and Clark covered it with his own. “It’s not the best situation,” he said softly.
“No, it’s not. What are you going to do?”
“What can I do? I haven’t seen them together but I’ve heard them speak about each other and it just fits, you know? They seem right for each other.”
Lois frowned. “There must be a whole other side to Bruce Wayne that I’ve never seen if he has both Batman and Superman interested in him.”
Clark thought of the conversations he’d had with Bruce, the text messages they’d exchanged, and how open and honest the man had been. “There is.”
Lois squeezed his arm and then stepped back. “I joked about Bruce wanting a threesome with you and Superman, but you could always—”
“Lois!”
She laughed. “You’re too easy to tease, Smallville. I am sorry, though. Batman and Bruce don’t know what they’re missing out on. Their loss will be someone else’s gain, someday. Now c’mon, let’s get back to work and you can treat me to sushi for lunch.”
“Wait—I’m treating you?”
“Consider it payment for the mental anguish of not being able to report that Bruce Wayne is dating Batman. We can go to the place on Fifth, with the cute waiter who always gives you the biggest California rolls.”
“He doesn’t.”
“He does,” Lois said. She walked over to the door that led to the stairway down and paused. “I know it’s tough right now, Clark, but you’ll get through this. You can’t really avoid Batman but maybe putting some space between you and Bruce would be a good idea.”
Clark felt his phone vibrate. He glanced through the pocket of his too-large pants and saw a notification from Bruce. “Maybe.” 

Seconds after Clark sat down, he heard his name being yelled across the bullpen.
“Kent! My office! Now!”
Clark jumped to his feet and rushed to Perry’s office but with every step closer, the sinking feeling in his gut grew larger. The last time Perry had bellowed for Clark to come into his office he’d been sent to interview Bruce Wayne about the Gotham Bay clean-up project and that had started the ball rolling on something that was quickly spiraling out of control. It was that interview where he had learned Bruce was dating Batman, and it was that interview that started his growing feelings towards Bruce.
He closed the door behind him and quickly took a seat in front of Perry’s desk. Perry didn’t look any more annoyed with him than usual so Clark took that as a sign that things couldn’t be that bad.
“Tomorrow night you’re attending an event at Metropolis History Museum. A new temporary exhibit is opening and they’re having a shindig to promote it.”
Clark relaxed a little. He pulled out a notepad and made a couple of notes. “What is the exhibit about?”
“Dinosaurs. Jimmy will be attending in the daytime to take some photos and you get to drink champagne at the evening opening ceremony. Get some good quotes from the museum staff and the other guests.”
“Who will be attending?”
“The usual,” Perry said, frowning as he sipped from a coffee cup that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in three years. “Minor celebrities, influencers, patrons of the museum. Luthor is bankrolling the exhibit and I think Bruce Wayne is on the guest list as well.”
The sinking feeling came back again. There were precisely two people that Clark wanted to keep some distance from right now and they were the two people Perry had just named. Luthor because of his hatred for Superman and Bruce because of Clark’s growing feelings for him. “Am I really the best option for this?”
“Why wouldn’t you be, Kent?”
“Well, Luthor isn’t exactly Superman’s biggest fan. I don’t know if he’ll be willing to speak with me.”
“If he cusses you out because of your relationship with Superman, record it and print it. That’ll make for a better story.”
“I don’t think—”
“And you’re the best option to get a decent quote out of Wayne. I never thought he’d like corn-fed country boys but he’s taken a shine to you.”
“But surely Cat Grant would be a better option if you just want some quotes? She knows how to work these events better than I do.”
“Cat is excellent at getting quotes,” Perry conceded, “but this article also needs some dinosaurs in them. Unless one of those dinosaurs is wearing an Armani suit, Cat won’t be interested.”
“Lois, then?”
“She’s busy. Besides, the last time she was in the same room as Luthor he nearly had her arrested for harassment.”
Harassment according to Lex Luthor. Asking awkward questions he didn’t want to answer according to Lois. Clark believed Lois.
“How about Lombard–” Clark paused, realized the stupidity of suggesting Steve Lombard, and accepted defeat. “Okay. Dinosaurs. Quotes. Great.”
“Don’t sound so sour, Kent. I’m sure you’ll have a great time! You’ll fit right in with all of the nerdy museum staff. Now get out of my office.”
Clark smiled weakly and stood. “Yes, Chief.”
Perry’s yell of “Don’t call me Chief!” rang in Clark’s ears as he walked back to his desk. The opening ceremony would be public so he didn’t think Luthor would do anything other than be his usual condescending self, but the stock of kryptonite he had—and the amount that had gone missing—lay heavily on his mind.
Luthor was planning something and as both Batman and Bruce Wayne had pointed out, it wasn’t safe for Clark Kent to wander into the middle of it. Batman and Bruce were concerned for Clark’s safety but Clark was concerned for his identity. They were worried that Luthor might drug or harm Clark to get to Superman but Clark was worried that Luthor’s attempts would fail because he was Superman.
And then there was Bruce. The last thing Clark needed was an evening with Bruce wearing his best suit, getting flirty on champagne, and looking at Clark with those beautiful eyes of his. Clark wanted space from the man so that he could try and control his growing feelings—not be forced to seek him out for a quote.
Clark picked up a Superman-shaped squeezy stress toy someone had left on his desk and squeezed it until he started to feel the fibers holding it together begin to break. If only they made Superman-shaped stress toys that were strong enough for Superman.

Clark had visited the Metropolis Museum of Natural Science twice since he had moved to Metropolis. The first time had been with his parents as he’d played the dutiful son and shown them all of the sights and sounds of the big city their boy now called home. The second time had been as Superman to stop a heist of authentic—and very valuable—Egyptian artifacts. They were two very different experiences and his third trip was proving to be just as unique.
It wasn’t every day you were invited to visit a world-class museum after hours with only 200 other privileged guests. And it certainly wasn’t every day that catering staff roamed the exhibits with plates of fancy food he didn’t know the names of so Clark was determined to make the most of it. Maybe if he hid behind some dinosaurs and stuffed his face full of small slices of bread covered in questionable gray sludge he could manage to avoid both Bruce Wayne and Lex Luthor as well.
Although Clark was fairly certain the man himself hadn’t arrived yet, it was impossible to ignore Luthor’s presence. Whatever money Luthor had donated to the museum to support the exhibit had been used well as Luthor’s name, company logo, and even his slimy smiling face were on plaques, banners, and posters everywhere you looked. Clark hoped his PR team was highly paid because they deserved every cent.
Bruce Wayne was also currently absent but Clark felt his presence everywhere just as strongly despite trying to put Bruce out of his mind as much as possible. He had focused his follow-up article about the Gotham Bay Clean-Up Project on the next steps and the people on the ground responsible for them more than the billionaire who had bankrolled it all. He hadn’t even asked Bruce for a quote. Bruce was relegated to a minor mention in the ninth paragraph of his ten-paragraph article.
He had messaged Bruce once since the press conference to say “thank you” after Bruce had complimented his article. He hadn’t read or replied to any of Bruce’s messages since then. Lois was under strict instructions not to mention Bruce, Wayne Enterprises, or the entire city of Gotham unless it was absolutely necessary and even then it should only be in code. Clark had effectively eliminated all references to Bruce Wayne from his life for the last 36 hours.
And maybe that was why he couldn’t stop thinking about him.
As a child, Clark’s superpowers had been both untested and unreliable. The Kents knew that Clark could do things other children couldn’t but they didn’t know his limitations and had been nervous to test them. Clark had learned at an early age that he was more resistant to heat, that boiling water didn’t hurt and wouldn’t blister his skin. His parents had strictly forbidden him from testing out his limitations by plunging his hand into the roaring fire in the living room and for the next three weeks, Clark’s every waking thought had been consumed with touching that fire and seeing what would happen.
Now Clark was 20 years older and he was fixated on a fire that was of an entirely different variety. Whether this one would burn him or not still remained to be seen.
Clark had never had much of an interest in dinosaurs as a child. He had always been too busy looking at the stars to care too much about the past, but adult Clark had to admit that the exhibit was very impressive. Not even the invasive Lexcorp banners placed next to every skeleton, fossil, and signpost could take away from the majesty of the exhibits on display. Clark looked at a replica Argentinosaurus skeleton and imagined how it would feel to stare down such an impressive beast. It was enough to make even Superman nervous.
He spent the next hour wandering around the exhibits, speaking to paleontologists and museum staff, and making sure to take notes on every fossil Jimmy had taken photos of. He ate his own weight in hors d'oeuvres as he walked and found himself thoroughly enjoying his assignment. He even stopped thinking about Bruce for a few minutes.
Of course, the moment he stopped thinking about Bruce was the exact moment that unique combined scent of leather, engine oil, and a slight hint of woodsy cologne hit his super senses.
“Clark! I didn’t know you would be here!”
Clark slowly turned away from the Allosaurus fossil he had been staring at to find Bruce walking his way, a broad smile on his handsome face and a half-empty glass of champagne in his hand. On an average day, Bruce Wayne was an unfairly attractive man but at a gala, dressed head to toe in bespoke Italian clothing and with perfectly styled hair, he was stunning. It wasn’t the clothes or the hair that grabbed Clark’s attention though, it was the genuine warmth and happiness in his eyes at the sight of Clark Kent.
“It was a last-minute assignment,” Clark replied, stretching the truth only slightly.
“I messaged you earlier to say I would be in Metropolis for this event. I was hoping to catch up with you for dinner but you never replied.”
Clark thought of the unread messages on his phone and felt guilty. Avoiding Bruce to help clear his mind had been a good idea, but he hadn’t considered how Bruce would feel about being ignored. He wanted to distance himself from Bruce until he was over the worst of his crush, but he didn’t want to hurt Bruce in the process. Maybe that was an impossibility.
“Oh, I— I lost my phone.” From stretching the truth to outright lying in only 30 seconds.
Bruce smiled and Clark felt even guiltier. “Easily done. I hope you find it and just in case you don’t, take this.”
Clark took the business card with Bruce’s personal number on the back and smiled through gritted teeth. He really was getting a collection of them. “Thanks.”
“I presume Lex Luthor hasn’t arrived yet?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I’m sure Lexy will get here soon. I’m late because it’s expected of an arrogant airhead like me. Luthor is late because it’s a power play. It’s his event and it can’t start formally until he gets here. You’re going to need a quote from him for your article, aren’t you?”
Clark nodded. “As you say, it’s his event.”
“Make sure there is a large group of people around you when you approach him. He might hate Superman and see you as an easy target, but he hates tarnishing his public image just as much. You’ll be safe from him if there is a crowd. I could come with you if you want.”
“You don’t need to—”
“No, I will. As much as I want to avoid him, I should speak with him too. He is a valued business partner, after all.”
Clark felt horrible. Here he was, trying to avoid Bruce so that he could get over his crush while Bruce was willing to accompany him to speak with Luthor, just to ensure that Clark would be safe. He wondered if the idea was truly Bruce’s or if it was something Batman had suggested and realized it didn’t matter. Either way, he didn’t feel like he deserved that amount of care and consideration from either of them.
Bruce turned to look at the exhibit they were standing by. “Oh, an Allosaurus! From the late Jurassic period, I believe. They were carnivorous dinosaurs that had serrated-edged teeth. The teeth were curved in a way that prevented prey from escaping once the Allosaurus had its teeth into them.”
Clark glanced around for an information plaque and found only a simple one, listing the dinosaur’s name, age, and the place where the skeleton was discovered. Wherever Bruce had learned that information, it wasn’t from the exhibit in front of him.
Bruce took a few steps to his left and Clark followed him to the next exhibit. “And this interesting fellow is an Ankylosaurus. A herbivore from the Middle Jurassic to late Cretaceous period that was built like a tank. It had a tail shaped like a club and one swipe could break bones. It couldn’t move very fast but it could do a lot of damage.”
“Are dinosaurs a special interest of yours?”
“Oh! No— It’s my ward, he likes—” Bruce’s voice trailed off as his cheeks flushed a very faint shade of red. “I find them interesting,” he muttered.
There were many adjectives that Clark had used in his head to describe Bruce Wayne—handsome, charming, strong, trustworthy, and deceptively smart to name just a few—but he had never expected “adorable” to be one of them. The combination of Bruce’s enthusiasm about dinosaurs and his obvious embarrassment at letting that slip could only be summed up in one word—adorable.
There was still a quiet voice in Clark’s head telling him to walk away from Bruce and go back to his original plan of eating all of the food and hiding. The voice sounded a lot like Lois so he knew it was the rational and sensible part of his brain that was speaking, but he didn’t want to listen to it. He wanted to stay here, listening to Bruce volunteer to protect him from Luthor and speak so passionately about something that interested him.
It was much easier to commit to ignoring Bruce when the man wasn’t standing next to you.
“They are interesting. The experts here have given me some information about the exhibits already but I’m happy to hear more if you want to tell me.”
“I would— I would like that.”
The red flush of embarrassment was still present on Bruce’s cheeks and his voice was quiet, but he sounded relieved. Clark presumed that there weren’t many people at galas and business meetings who were willing to listen to Bruce ramble about dinosaurs. Their loss, he thought.
For the next 45 minutes they walked around the exhibit, viewing displays that Clark had already seen but with Bruce by his side, every one seemed fresh and exciting. Bruce only paused from his running dinosaur commentary to greet the other guests that approached him and he made sure to brush them off as quickly as he could. Clark saw many confused expressions from businessmen and women, socialites, and journalists at how quickly and efficiently Bruce Wayne extracted himself from further conversation and felt a rush of warmth.
Galas were made for networking and ensuring you were seen. As many business deals began in ballrooms as they did in boardrooms but Bruce was ignoring them all in favor of spending time with Clark to talk about dinosaurs. Clark was sure that it was talking about dinosaurs that was the real draw for Bruce but he hoped that at least a small part of Bruce was choosing Clark as well.
They had just approached the centerpiece of the exhibit—the second-most complete Tyrannosaurus rex fossil ever discovered—when the sound of a heavy-duty lock being forced open reached Clark’s ears. It was the kind of lock that Clark knew was most closely associated with vaults and Clark also knew that underneath the Metropolis Museum of Natural Science was a collection of vaults that held all of the exhibits that were not currently on display.
He kept one ear on Bruce’s detailed retelling of how the T-rex skeleton was found and tuned the rest of his hearing onto the vault. He didn’t like what he heard. He could hear a small group of people—four or five at most—discussing cracking the rest of the security systems. As well as the physical locks on the vault, it appeared there were layers of electronic security to navigate through. From what Clark heard it appeared they had the software required but needed more time.
Time was good. Time meant that the situation wasn’t critical and there was no need for Superman to immediately make an appearance. Maybe Superman wasn’t needed at all and he could get other members of the Justice League involved. He had told the Justice League that he was unavailable for the evening unless it was a major event and breaking into the vaults of a museum didn’t fit that criteria.
Clark slipped his hand into his pants pocket and found his Justice League communicator. Thanks to the convenience of X-ray vision, he was able to peak through the material of his pants and press the right buttons to send a short message to the rest of the League.
That was one of the major strengths of the Justice League—everyone could take a night off once in a while and be confident that there were others to cover the workload. Even Batman took the occasional night off now, although Clark doubted he ever really took a night off from Gotham.
Now that he’d thought of Batman, Clark wondered if Batman would be the best option. It could be a coincidence that people were trying to break into the museum vaults on the exact same night that a Lex Luthor-sponsored gala was happening, but Clark found that unlikely. If the robbers in the vault were working for Luthor, then the item they wanted to steal could be connected to whatever Luthor was currently planning. Batman was investigating Luthor as well and would undoubtedly want to know every move that Luthor made.
Even if it wasn’t related to Luthor, Clark thought that he should probably tell Bruce. Competent robbers could empty a vault and be halfway to Central City before anyone in the museum had any idea what was happening. A swift and well-planned Justice League intervention could stop the robbery and have the perpetrators behind bars just as quietly.
But if the robbers were either incompetent or panicked, things could go very badly very quickly. Clark knew he couldn’t tell everyone in the building about the robbery as that would cause a completely different kind of panic, but he could warn Bruce. Bruce had been so calm when Killer Croc attacked the press conference—Clark was sure he could be calm this time as well.
And maybe Bruce could get a more detailed message to Batman than the one Clark had just sent to the League.
Clark pulled out his phone and pretended to check it. He lowered his voice. “Bruce, I just got a message from—”
“I thought you’d lost your phone.”
Clark stared blankly for a few seconds and then remembered the lie he’d told earlier that night. This is why he didn’t lie very often—he could never keep up with them. “Different phone.” Lies upon lies. “It’s Superman. He said there is a robbery attempt downstairs, in the vaults.”
“Oh, is he keeping an ear on the museum to ensure you’re safe? That’s— That’s very sweet of him,” Bruce said, his tone of voice not quite matching his words. “Will he be coming?”
“He’s busy. He’s notified the Justice League though, so someone will be here shortly. Maybe Batman?”
Bruce grimaced. “Busy as well. Maybe he could— No, I’m sure someone from the Justice League will handle it. The robbery has to be related to Luthor. He likes a good PR exercise but sponsoring museum exhibits isn’t his usual style. It struck me as odd from the beginning and I wondered if he had an ulterior motive.”
“That’s what I thought,” Clark agreed. “By working with the museum on this event, he probably had access to the building and may even have been able to get information about the vaults.”
“I wonder what he’s after.” Bruce looked past Clark to the entrance of the exhibit room. “And look who finally arrived at his own party. Speak of the devil and he’s sure to appear.”
Clark turned just enough that he could see the entrance to the exhibit out of the corner of his eye. Lex Luthor had now appeared, flanked by his assistant Mercy Graves, and was ensuring everyone in the room had noted his presence. Clark wouldn’t call Luthor’s entrance loud exactly, but Luthor had a way of walking into a room that sucked all of the energy out of the air and made everyone take notice.
Or was it just Clark who felt like he had no energy in his body anymore?
Clark blinked and blinked again but it didn’t stop everything he saw from being hazy around the edges. He could feel beads of sweat starting to accumulate at the back of his neck and his stomach began to feel like it was plunging 1000 feet in the air. His heart beat irregularly in his ears—ba thump, thump, thump—and his skin started to itch.
Clark had been in the presence of kryptonite enough times in his life to recognize the early stages of kryptonite exposure. He’d never experienced it while dressed as Clark Kent, however, and it was this that was starting to make the panic rise in his chest. The exposure wasn’t severe—he could cope with the level of symptoms he was experiencing and was virtually fully functional—but he couldn’t cope with it while he was supposed to be ordinary human Clark Kent.
Luckily, Luthor’s entrance had achieved his goal of stealing the attention of everyone in the room. Everyone apart from Bruce, that was.
“Are you feeling okay, Clark? You’re looking very flushed.”
“I’m fine,” Clark managed, his voice only wavering slightly. “I think I ate too much shrimp.”
Bruce didn’t seem convinced. “You’re sweating and your eyes are dilated. Are you even able to focus on me right now?”
“Yes?” Clark lied.
Clark stumbled slightly and Bruce was beside him immediately. He gripped Clark’s waist and shoved his shoulder under Clark’s arm, effectively taking half of Clark’s weight even though Clark was perfectly capable of standing on his own.
Probably.
“Do you have any illnesses? Take any medication?” Bruce asked.
Maybe in a different situation, Clark could have quickly thought of an illness that would explain his current condition. However, the combination of kryptonite slowing down his physiological systems and Bruce’s hand gripping his belt and the waistband of his pants meant that he was unable to think of anything remotely plausible.
“It was the shrimp,” Clark said feebly. “Don’t eat the shrimp, Bruce.”
Bruce looked at him with an expression Clark had never seen before. His icy-blue eyes were so sharp that Clark felt stripped to the bone. There was no hiding anything from those eyes as they seemed to see entirely too much. Those eyes danced across Clark, taking in his flushed face, unfocused gaze, and the slightly pained set of his mouth.
“This looks like— No— You have to be fucking kidding me,” Bruce muttered. He looked around the exhibition hall and Clark saw his eyes widen in surprise and annoyance when they landed on Lex Luthor. “We have to get you out of here before Luthor sees you.”
“No, I need a quote—”
“Fuck your quote, Clark,” Bruce whispered. Bruce raised his voice and continued to speak, “You’ve had far too much champagne, Mr. Kent. Let me take you home before you embarrass yourself.”
Bruce carefully led Clark out of the exhibit hall, only pausing briefly to make comments about lowly paid reporters and free champagne to any guests who noticed them. Luckily, their route out of the hall took them in the opposite direction from Luthor so Clark only had to worry about half of Metropolis’ elite thinking he was a drunk and not what Luthor might think. Clark was able to walk under his own power but Bruce didn’t release him and continued to half-carry him, with a firm hold on Clark’s waist and Clark’s arm around Bruce’s shoulders.
Once they left the exhibition hall, Bruce carefully led Clark down several hallways. He seemed to know exactly where he was going and whenever Clark attempted to speak, Bruce very firmly told him to stay quiet. Eventually, Bruce paused outside a plain wooden door, did something to the handle, and then shoved Clark inside the room.
It was a storage room full of cleaning supplies, velvet ropes, stanchions, and several ‘Do Not Touch the Exhibit’ signs. Bruce gently pushed Clark against the far wall and lowered him down until he was sitting upon a small mountain of industrial-sized toilet paper. Clark considered resisting as he could definitely manage to stand, but Bruce was handling him with such care—and strength—that Clark found himself allowing Bruce to move him around.
Clark felt better already but he could still feel the lingering effects of kryptonite exposure floating around his nervous system. The room still felt a little too hot, everything a little too loud, and Bruce a little too hazy around the edges but at least the sinking feeling in his stomach had disappeared. His skin still felt too sensitive but it didn’t feel like it was peeling off anymore so Clark considered that a step in the right direction. Wherever the kryptonite was, it was further away now than when Clark was in the exhibition hall.
The storage room was barely large enough to comfortably contain a plethora of cleaning supplies and two large men, but somehow Bruce was still managing to pace in a series of dizzying circles. Clark really wished he’d stop moving as all of that motion was giving him a headache.
Bruce paused his pacing, looked at Clark, opened his mouth to speak, and then promptly snapped it shut again. He resumed pacing. Clark closed his eyes so that he didn’t have to watch any longer and wondered exactly what was going on. He was not only confused by the sudden appearance of some kryptonite but also by Bruce’s reaction to everything.
Bruce had been concerned by Clark’s sudden illness and had acted quickly to ensure Clark was okay. Why did he now seem so frustrated and angry by everything?
“Bruce—”
“Clark,” Bruce interrupted, his voice eerily calm, “I’m going to ask you one more time. Why are you feeling so sick?”
“I don’t know. I did eat too much shrimp—”
“Bullshit. I know the signs of kryptonite poisoning when I see it.”
Clark had no response. It felt like the walls of the storage cupboard were closing in on him and he would soon be buried underneath the detergents, cleaning rags, and miscellaneous boxes that lined the shelves.
It wasn’t completely unfeasible that Bruce would know the symptoms of kryptonite poisoning as he was in a relationship with Batman, after all. Clark had learned at the press conference that the Bat told Bruce details about his life as a vigilante and superhero. Maybe kryptonite and its effects had been discussed at some point. Batman knew as much about the mineral as Clark did.
But kryptonite poisoning that was as low level as the poisoning Clark was currently suffering from really didn’t present much differently to other illnesses, such as food poisoning or a bad case of the flu. So why had Bruce jumped to kryptonite when so many other explanations made more sense? He was Clark Kent—journalist, pizza connoisseur, and as far as Bruce knew, as human as anyone else.
“I don’t know where you got kryptonite poisoning from,” Clark muttered. “It only affects Kryptonians and I’m—”
“You were fine until Luthor made his grand entrance,” Bruce interrupted. “I don’t think you spotted it, but Luthor wore a very large and very garish new ring this evening. It had a glowing green stone as its centerpiece.”
Bruce continued talking, but Clark had the suspicion that instead of talking to Clark, he was merely thinking out loud. “I don’t think that amount of kryptonite alone was enough to cause this level of reaction at that distance though. He might have had some more hidden, or maybe Mercy carried some.”
Bruce was right—Clark hadn’t noticed Luthor’s choice of jewelry. He thought it unlikely that Bruce was either lying to him or had mistaken an earthly green gemstone for kryptonite but that didn’t mean he had to admit Bruce was right. He did trust Bruce, but his identity had been secret for so long that admitting it to anyone was terrifying.
“I appreciate the concern but it really is just some food poisoning. I’ll be right as rain tomorrow.”
In one quick motion that Clark’s hazy eyes could barely track, Bruce stepped forward, leaned down, and removed Clark’s glasses from his face. Clark was stunned into inaction and could only watch as Bruce ran his empty hand through Clark’s sweaty hair and reshaped it from his messy Clark Kent style to a neater style more commonly seen on Superman.
Bruce’s fingers were so gentle. Clark couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran down his spine when Bruce’s fingernails softly scratched his scalp and tugged a lock free so that it would find its natural place, curling over Clark’s forehead.
Bruce squatted so that he was eye-to-eye with Clark. He still held Clark’s glasses in his hand. “I’m not stupid, Superman,” Bruce said softly. “Besides, they didn’t serve any shrimp this evening.”
“I didn’t know what half of the things I ate this evening were,” Clark laughed sadly. “And I do know you’re not stupid, Bruce. Please, don’t think my opinion of you is that low.”
Bruce looked at the glasses in his hand. “Well, maybe I’m a little stupid. How do these work as a disguise? They’re just a pair of cheap and ugly glasses.”
“Nobody expects Superman to be a journalist in cheap and ugly glasses.”
“I certainly didn’t.” Bruce handed the glasses back to Clark. “I’m going to need some time to process this but we have other matters to worry about first. What’s happening downstairs at the vault?”
Clark blinked. He’d almost forgotten about the vault robbery. “They’re still working on the security, I think. It’s too hazy—I can’t hear everything they’re saying.”  “Effects of the kryptonite poisoning?”
“Maybe,” Clark said doubtfully. “But I think it's more likely they have some kryptonite down there now and that’s what is blocking my senses.”
“In that case, it’s not safe for you to get involved. Someone from the Justice League will take care of it— No, Batman will take care of it. You should stay here until you’re fully recovered, Superman.”
“I’m fine. I’ve fought through worse.”
“I know,” Bruce replied. “But you don’t have to. This could all be a trap set by Luthor to catch you. There is a reason why there’s kryptonite in this museum tonight.”
Clark nodded. He might not have been fully recovered but he was certain he was close enough that anyone human wouldn’t notice the difference. He really had fought through much worse and emerged victorious.
However, he also saw the sense in what Bruce was saying. The Justice League had already been notified and should be on their way—they didn’t need a Superman weakened by kryptonite to stop the robbery. Bruce sounded certain that Batman would get involved and that reassured Clark even further. Batman had been investigating Luthor and was the best equipped to deduce Luthor’s goal. Yes, Clark was sure that Batman was—
Oh. Batman. Now that Bruce knew his identity, Clark supposed it was only a matter of time before Batman knew it as well. He wondered if Bruce would tell Batman who Clark Kent really was or whether he would leave that revelation to Clark himself. Would Bruce be willing to keep it secret from Batman? Did Clark even have the right to ask that of him?
Clark sighed. As Bruce had said earlier, he was also going to need some time to process this. Preferably when he didn’t have to contend with kryptonite poisoning.
“I won’t get involved,” Clark agreed. “But I want a full report from Batman later.”
“I’ll make sure you get it,” Bruce promised. “And we should talk, later, about Clark Kent and Superman. Meet me at Wayne Manor in two hours.”
That sounded like a horrible idea to Clark but he knew there were conversations to be had. “I’ll be there.”
Bruce stood, turned, and reached for the door handle. Clark closed his eyes and decided to rest for just a few moments. He needed to pause and calm his mind and then he would head into space to soak up some sun and shake off the last of the kryptonite. He would need a clear body and a clear mind for the conversation he was going to have with Bruce later.
Clark was lost in his thoughts of flying through the atmosphere when he felt a soft touch against his cheek. It was a barely-there brush of Bruce’s fingers and Clark didn’t dare to open his eyes just in case it proved the touch wasn’t real.
Then the touch was gone, and so was Bruce.
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  Clark had never been to Wayne Manor before but it wasn’t difficult to find. It was located on the outskirts of Gotham, across the water from the central districts, and was surrounded by lush woods. It was peaceful and secluded—the perfect location for a billionaire and his vigilante lover to conduct a secret relationship.
Bruce hadn’t given any specific information on what to do when he got there, so Clark thought that the front door was a good place to start. Luckily, the same seclusion that protected Bruce and Batman would also prevent anyone from noticing that Superman was making midnight visits to Bruce Wayne. The last thing Clark needed was more gossip about Superman’s visits to the homes of dark-haired men.
The effects of the kryptonite had long left his system but Clark kept his senses reined in as he knocked on the front door. It wasn’t polite to search through someone’s house, to listen for heartbeats, or to look for signs that Batman was there so Clark didn’t, despite how much he wanted to know what to expect from this visit. He didn’t know if Bruce had told Batman that he’d discovered Clark’s secret identity yet and the uncertainty was causing him more discomfort than the kryptonite had.
Batman was not a fan of Clark Kent. He considered Clark to be reckless and a liability and had been very clear about that during their two previous meetings. Would Batman reconsider his opinion now that he knew that Clark was Superman, or would he find Clark lacking in a completely different way?
The door silently swung open and Clark was surprised to find an older gentleman standing in the doorway. He wore a full three-piece suit with tails despite it being after midnight and looked equally surprised to find Superman standing on the doorstep. The man was remarkably quick at containing his surprise though and soon the only expression on his face was the same kind of welcoming smile Clark usually received from receptionists in office buildings.
“Superman, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, do come in and welcome to Wayne Manor.”
Clark nodded, smiled, and stepped over the threshold when the man waved him inside. The door closed behind him with a barely audible click but Clark’s attention was stolen by the grandeur of the entrance hall he had just walked into. He was pretty certain that his entire apartment could fit into the entrance hall at least two times over, despite the large staircase that dominated the center of the back wall.
“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Alfred Pennyworth, the Wayne family butler and caretaker of the Wayne estate. Master Bruce had informed me that he was expecting a guest this evening but he had not informed me it would be you, Superman, so please forgive me for not bidding you a warmer welcome.”
For a few moments, Clark was distracted by the knowledge that Bruce really hadn’t been joking when he said he had a butler. Then he caught up with everything else that had just been said. “No forgiveness needed, Mr. Pennyworth. I apologize for being here so late.”
“And there is no need for apologies from you. Wayne Manor is used to keeping strange hours, I assure you. Master Bruce instructed me to show you downstairs, so if you would be as kind as to follow me.”
Clark nodded again and followed Alfred across the entrance hall and to the corridor that led into the west wing of the Manor. He wasn’t used to being inside homes that were large enough to have west wings and east wings and not for the first time Clark wondered exactly what he’d been thinking when he took Bruce to a cheap Metropolis pizzeria instead of somewhere a little more fitting for someone with a family butler.
The sound of a sharp intake of breath hit Clark’s ears and he quickly traced it to its source, who was trying his best to be unnoticed from his hiding place at the top of the stairs. There was a young boy there, his eyes wide and sparkling despite the darkness in the hall, and Clark didn’t need telling to know the boy had to be Bruce’s young ward.
To Clark’s surprise, Alfred noticed the boy as well. “Master Grayson,” Alfred said firmly as he reached the end of the entrance hall, “go back to bed immediately. If you don’t, I shall have to inform Master Bruce and there will be no training for you tomorrow.”
A second later, soft footsteps could be heard running down one of the hallways upstairs. Clark smiled at the young boy’s antics while Alfred looked both fond and exasperated in equal measures.
They entered a hallway lined with heavy-looking oak doors and several pieces of art. Clark grabbed hold of his cape and held it close to his body so that it didn’t knock any of the undoubtedly expensive vases off their equally expensive tables as he walked.
Alfred paused in front of a door that was halfway down the hallway. “We don’t receive many guests late at night at Wayne Manor and Master Grayson is a light sleeper so I am not surprised that he decided to investigate. He may be an inquisitive child but he is also good at keeping secrets so I can assure you, nobody will know that Superman was here.”
Clark hadn’t even thought of that. “I am glad to hear it. What did you mean by ‘training’?”
Alfred’s polite smile slipped slightly as he opened the door. “Master Bruce is an expert in various disciplines of martial arts and is instructing Master Grayson. It’s a good bonding exercise for them.”
The room they walked into appeared to be a lounge. There were several plush armchairs, three of the four wall walls were covered in bookshelves, and a fireplace was the centerpiece of the fourth. What grabbed Clark’s attention the most, however, was the baby grand piano in the corner furthest from the door. The room should have been daunting thanks to the expensive piano and the sheer number of first editions that lined the bookshelves, but instead, it looked comfortable and relaxing. He wondered if Bruce and Batman ever spent a night here, curled up in front of the fireplace as Batman read and Bruce— Did Bruce read? Maybe he spent his nights looking at stock options or whatever it was that billionaires did to relax.
Clark watched with confusion as Alfred walked over to the piano and lifted the fallboard to reveal the keys underneath. He had been in the Manor for less than five minutes and had quickly concluded that life here was very different from his upbringing on a farm in Smallville, but the family butler playing piano after midnight when a guest was present seemed a little too different.
Alfred pressed just five keys on the piano. As far as Clark could tell from his limited knowledge of music there didn’t seem to be any discernible rhythm to them and they didn’t form any song Clark had ever heard. He was just about to write off the piano playing as being the eccentricities of rich people when he heard the grinding of gears that desperately needed oiling.
Then one of the bookcases moved.
“Please, make your way downstairs. I would accompany you but I should ensure Master Grayson has managed to find his bed.”
Alfred left the room with a polite bow and Clark headed to the bookcase. There was a barely-lit concrete staircase that led beneath the Manor to where, Clark presumed, Bruce was waiting. Before today Clark would have insisted that secret passages hidden behind bookshelves that were revealed by playing a piano could only exist in gothic literature or detective stories.
Clark thought—not for the first time in his life—that rich people were really, really weird.
If Clark wasn’t Superman he might have been daunted by walking down a dark staircase into the unknown, but as he was Superman and only a very limited number of things could harm him, he ventured into the darkness with only the slightest apprehension. The staircase was longer than he expected and it didn’t seem to lead to a regular basement level but to something much deeper underground. He took each step slowly and made no effort to dull the sound of his footsteps as they echoed off the concrete. If Bruce really was down here, he wanted Bruce to know he was coming.
When Clark finally reached the bottom of the staircase, he was amazed by the scope of the room that he walked into. But calling it a room wasn’t entirely correct. It was a cave, made from limestone and the erosion of time. There were stalactites, stalagmites, bats, and— Was that mood lighting?
Clark walked a little further and finally understood where he was. Here, a few dozen feet beneath Wayne Manor, was Batman’s base of operations. To Clark’s left stood the Batmobile, to his right a hanger that housed the Batwing. He could see various Batsuits in display cabinets along one of the walls and there were worktables covered in the same disassembled gadgets that Superman frequently saw on Thursday nights at the Hall of Justice.
And standing in front of a dozen computer monitors with his back to him was Batman. Of course, Batman’s base was under Wayne Manor.
For the briefest of moments, Clark wondered if the kryptonite poisoning had been more severe than he thought and he was still in that supply closet at the museum, hallucinating about weird Manors with weird butlers and batcaves. Then he heard that unique heartbeat loud and clear and knew that not even his hallucinations could be this vivid.
Batman turned around and stared at him. “Superman. I was expecting Clark Kent, although I suppose you are one and the same.”
Well, that answered that question. Bruce had told Batman that Superman was Clark Kent and by his tone of voice, Batman didn’t seem too pleased. Where was Bruce, anyway?
“I know I should explain—”
“Later,” Batman said. “Business first. I just returned from the Metropolis History Museum.”
“What happened?”
“It could never be proven in a court of law, but the robbers were working for Luthor. I stopped them and confiscated some kryptonite from them. Luthor pleaded ignorance to the authorities and threatened to sue the robbers and the City for ruining his night,” Batman said. Clark was pretty certain he was rolling his eyes behind his white lenses.
“While Luthor was preoccupied, I swiped the kryptonite ring. I think he had more on his person, but I didn’t think the Metropolis police would look favorably on me taking him to the roof, holding him upside down by his ankles, and shaking him to find it.”
Clark laughed despite himself. “No, that’s more of a Gotham technique.”
“Yet another reason why Gotham is the superior city. Thankfully, everything was resolved without any incident and most of the guests didn’t know anything had happened until the police arrived. I confiscated the item the robbers were after.”
Clark looked at the old and faded urn placed on the desk behind Batman. “Is that what they were trying to steal?”
“Yes. I don’t know its significance yet and neither did the curators at the museum so they allowed me to borrow it for further investigation.”
Clark picked up the vase and felt it vibrate gently in his hands. “I suggest contacting Doctor Fate or Zatanna.”
“Magic? I suspected as much but hadn’t run the tests to confirm it yet.”
“I think there’s something inside the vase. Diana might know more about the engravings on the seal.”
“I’ll take it to the Hall of Justice and continue my investigation there.” Batman turned back to the monitors behind him, pressed a couple of keys on the computer keyboard, and then turned back to Clark. “Now that the business is out of the way we can move on. What should I call you—Clark or Superman?”
At face value it was a simple question, but the acidic tone in Batman’s voice signified that it wasn’t a simple question at all. Batman sounded angry and Clark wasn’t sure exactly what part of the mess he found himself in Batman was angry about.
“Where’s Bruce? I was expecting to have this conversation with him. It might be best if the three of us talk together. It’ll save time.”
For what felt like the longest time—but was probably only five seconds—Batman was silent. He didn’t move and didn’t even seem to breathe, he merely kept his white lenses focused on Clark. Clark had seen Batman act in the same way before but it was usually reserved for Justice League meetings when Flash and Green Lantern started to suggest increasingly crazy ideas purely because they wanted to annoy Batman. It was Batman’s I-can’t-believe-I-have-to-listen-to-this-stupidty pose. It had never been aimed at Clark before and he was confused about why it was aimed at him now.
“Superman, I know that you are a highly intelligent man. And I’ve read several of Clark Kent’s articles, so I also know that you are skilled at making connections. If you weren’t, you would never have been able to follow Luthor’s tracks.” Batman took a deep breath. “So, why don’t you use that brain and your investigative skills to deduce where Bruce Wayne might be right now.”
As it was the butler who had answered the door and was dealing with Bruce’s young ward, Clark had to assume that Bruce wasn’t upstairs in the Manor. Alfred had been expecting someone to visit the Manor and had been told by Bruce to show them downstairs, so Clark had been expecting to find Bruce waiting for him. However, it wasn’t Bruce; it was Batman, who was now asking Clark to deduce where Bruce could be and—
Oh.

  Oh.

Now he knew how Bruce must have felt when he realized that Clark Kent was suffering from kryptonite poisoning.
“Bruce?” Clark asked tentatively.
Batman reached for the edge of his cowl and Clark felt like the entire world had ceased to exist. He’d wanted to see the man behind the cowl for years, and now Batman was going to let him. It didn’t matter that Clark had seen Bruce Wayne’s face many times before, had exchanged text messages with him, shared dinner with him, and had been rescued from Lex Luthor by him, seeing Bruce Wayne wearing the batsuit was like seeing him for the first time.
“Now that we both know who we are, maybe we can straighten this mess out,” Bruce said. “What were you thinking? What made you think that pretending to date yourself was a good idea?”
“I didn’t want to but I didn’t see any other choice,” Clark explained. “GMZ caught me leaving my apartment with my suit half off. What other explanation was there that would protect my identity and stop people from asking more questions? I couldn’t risk people guessing my identity because I need to be Clark Kent. I am Clark Kent. If I can’t be Clark Kent, I can’t be Superman.”
Clark pinched the bridge of his nose and continued. “You investigated Clark Kent, right? You found all of my school reports, my student loans, my high school girlfriend, even. You know that Clark Kent has a full life. I was gifted these powers through a set of circumstances I had no control over and I feel privileged to use them to help people as Superman, but Superman is an ideal. He’s someone that not even I can live up to.
“Clark Kent is just a guy with a boring job and an apartment with walls as thin as tissue paper. But he’s me. Dealing with Clark Kent’s life and his— my day-to-day problems makes dealing with Superman’s planet-ending problems easier to bear,” Clark explained.
“I didn’t want to lie to you, Bruce,” Clark added. “But I was lying to everyone because I had to. Batman didn’t approve of Clark Kent when we first talked about it and I couldn’t tell you the truth after that. Then you broke into my apartment and gave me a weird shovel talk about dating Superman and I definitely couldn’t tell the truth after that.”
Bruce grimaced a little. “I don’t think ‘shovel talk’ is the right description.”
Clark barely heard him. He was on a roll now and was expressing thoughts and emotions he rarely expressed to anyone. Even Lois hadn’t heard most of what he was saying and it was cathartic to say it all out loud, even if it was to someone whose reaction was impossible to judge. Clark meant every word he said—to be Superman, he needed to be Clark Kent.
“And it was the day after you broke into my apartment that I was called to interview Bruce Wayne and you told me that Bruce was dating Batman. So what were you thinking? What made you think that pretending to date yourself was a good idea?”
Bruce didn’t respond.
Clark’s investigative skills kicked into gear once more only this time, he didn’t like what he deduced. “You pretended to be dating Batman just so you could get close to me, didn’t you? I’d warned Batman about investigating Clark, so you did it as Bruce instead.”
“That wasn’t—”
“It was all part of your investigation. The kindness you showed me, asking me out to dinner, being disappointed that I wasn’t at the press conference, the hour you spent rambling about dinosaurs— None of it meant anything. You didn’t care about any of it, did you?”
“Clark, I didn’t—”
“No, it’s fine, Bruce,” Clark said. It wasn’t fine at all, but he felt he’d laid himself bare enough for one night. “I understand. You were investigating Clark to protect the Justice League because that’s what you do. You protect us without ever telling us what you’re doing.”
“Sometimes it’s best not to know,” Bruce said softly.
“I’m starting to understand that.”
Clark needed to get out of the cave and away from Gotham as quickly as possible. He felt like a fool for believing that Bruce Wayne could have genuinely liked him and enjoyed his company. How could he have been so naive? Who was lowly journalist Clark Kent to a billionaire like Bruce Wayne who just happened to be Batman in his spare time?
It appeared that Batman really had found Clark Kent lacking.
“I think we’ve covered the main points of discussion so I’m going to leave you to your cave and your mansion,” Clark said. “Give my best wishes to your butler, he was very polite to me.”
For a few seconds, Clark had hope that Bruce was going to ask him to stay and talk things through a little longer but that hope was soon dashed. “I will.”
Clark, desperate to leave with at least a little bit of his dignity intact, scrambled for something more to say. “Will I see you at the Hall of Justice on Thursday to work on those grapple hooks?”
“I’ll be there.”
Clark nodded, mustered up a smile from somewhere, and hovered above the ground. He quickly scanned the cave area and found a second exit that allowed the Batmobile and Batwing access to the outside world. Clark didn’t want to walk through the Manor to leave—he didn’t want to run the risk of meeting Alfred or Bruce’s ward again. He didn’t want to see anyone at all, not until he had a better hold of himself and his anger at his own stupidity.
He was in love with Batman and half in love with Bruce and both personas had played him for a fool.
He flew through the cave tunnels at the safest speed he could and took to the skies. He considered completing a few loops around the Earth but instead returned to Metropolis and the tub of ice cream he had at the back of his freezer. He didn’t want to be Superman, not right now.

The last time Clark had wasted a night eating ice cream while watching reruns of The Golden Girls, he’d been 20 years old and stressed about his journalism finals. He knew it wasn’t a healthy way to cope with his feelings of confusion, unhappiness, and disappointment in himself but as he was Superman and he could break the planet apart if he wanted to, he thought it was probably the safest.
How could he have misread the situation so horribly? He hadn’t been arrogant enough to think that Bruce was developing the same kind of feelings that Clark was, but he had thought that Bruce’s kindness and eagerness to spend time with him had been genuine. He’d thought that he was providing a safe space for Bruce to let his guard down and be himself when in reality, Bruce was playing him more than he was playing anybody else.
Bruce had confided in Clark. He’d told Clark that he played a role in public so that everyone would underestimate him and Clark still believed that to be true, but he hadn’t thought that Bruce was playing an entirely different role with him.
Worst of all, both Bruce and Batman had lied to Superman. He could almost forgive Bruce for manipulating Clark Kent because Clark was a relative unknown. But Batman had worked alongside Superman for a couple of years now and their working relationship was built upon a strong foundation of trust. Superman had been lied to and manipulated by both Batman and Bruce which was something Clark didn’t know if he could forgive.
Clark reconsidered. No, that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst of it, was that this had all started because Clark had lied first. Did he have any right to be so angry and heartbroken when he had done the same thing? Was he fooling himself into thinking his reasons were purer than Bruce’s? Clark had lied to protect himself and his identity. Bruce had lied to investigate and manipulate Clark. Did it really matter when the end result was the same—they had both lied?
He placed his empty ice cream container on his coffee table and clicked the button to tell Netflix that yes, he was still alive and wanted to watch another three hours of his comfort show, thank you very much. His life might have felt like it was falling apart, but Clark knew that The Golden Girls would always be there for him.
The next episode had barely started when he heard a sharp rap of knuckles against his door. It was only 4 am—far too early for the neighboring boys to start knocking on his door hoping for a glimpse of Superman. It didn’t sound like their overenthusiastic knocks either, this was the knock of someone impatient and eager to get inside. Clark considered ignoring the knock, but he didn’t want to risk further noise waking the old guy down the hall.
Clark opened the door and for the second time that night, he was surprised by who he found behind it.
Bruce wore neither the batsuit nor the three-piece business suit that Clark was used to seeing him in. Instead, he had paired a plain black turtleneck sweater with dark gray slacks and thrown a very expensive-looking knee-length wool coat over them both. He didn’t look like Batman and he didn’t look like a playboy billionaire either and Clark wondered if he was finally getting a glimpse at the man that lay behind all of the masks.
“May I come in?”
“At least you asked this time instead of breaking in and emerging from the shadows.”
Clark was certain that Bruce wasn’t going to apologize for breaking into his apartment as Batman, but at least he looked a little sheepish about it. Good, the spiteful side of Clark thought. I hope he feels embarrassed about everything.
He walked across his open-plan living area and retook his seat on the couch. He did not doubt that Bruce had already noticed the empty ice cream tub, his choice of TV show, and the dirty socks draped over the back of the couch but he didn’t care. They couldn’t all live in mansions with butlers tending to their every need. Some people had to pay their rent and do their own washing.
“We didn’t finish our conversation from earlier,” Bruce said.
“I thought we had,” Clark replied honestly. “You’ll take the urn to the Hall of Justice for further investigation and I’ll see you there on Thursday.”
“That’s not what I mean and you know it.”
“No, I really don’t.”
“In the Batcave, you—”  
“Wait,” Clark said, interrupting him, “you really call it the Batcave?”
“Yes,” Bruce snapped. “It’s a cave and it has bats. What else would I call it? But that’s irrelevant. Earlier, in the— Earlier, you talked a lot and didn’t give me an opportunity to explain my side of things. I want to explain.”
Clark sank into his couch and tried to ignore the sock that was awkwardly scrunched behind his neck. He knew that if they were to truly have a chance of moving forward from the mess of the last few weeks, they had to talk about it. Not talking about it would leave an awkward distance between them and no matter how angry and frustrated he was with Bruce right now, he didn’t want those feelings to linger and grow into something even worse.
He also knew from experience that Batman was not the kind of man that often offered explanations and he had the feeling that Bruce Wayne wasn’t either. From the way Bruce stood as stiff as a board with the only movement being the occasional flex of his fingers, it was obvious to someone as observant as Clark that Bruce was fighting the urge to flee. It must have taken a lot of courage for Bruce to make the journey across the Bay to Metropolis and this might be the one and only chance Clark had at hearing what Bruce had to say.
They had both lived a lifetime of holding big emotions inside, either as a way of protecting others or through fear of revealing how emotionally fragile they were. They both also had more secrets than was healthy to keep. When someone like Clark Kent or Bruce Wayne offered to talk, you had to grab the opportunity while it presented itself because it may never present itself again.
“Okay, I’m listening. Do you want to sit down?”
Bruce shook his head. He paced a little, just as he had in the supply closet at the museum, and Clark kicked himself for finding it endearing. Batman never paced. Batman never showed any uncertainty whatsoever when he was in the field despite Clark knowing he often felt it. Whenever Clark wore his Superman suit he found his mannerisms automatically changing and he guessed that the same happened whenever Bruce pulled on the Batsuit. Their hero suits were a layer of armor that could easily be hidden behind. Batman couldn’t show unease or anxiety but maybe Bruce could.
It took a couple of minutes for Bruce to find the words he wanted to say and Clark was willing to wait. He had switched off the TV shortly after sitting down and took solace in the silence of pre-dawn Metropolis. He didn’t know what Bruce was going to say and wanted to enjoy the silence while he still could.
“You were right,” Bruce finally said. “I did only approach Clark Kent as Bruce Wayne because using Batman to investigate was no longer viable. Asking specifically for Clark to interview me was purely an excuse to monitor you more closely.”
Clark said nothing. He appreciated the honesty but that didn’t make the words any easier to hear.
“I didn’t know what to think of you after that,” Bruce continued. “You were polite throughout the interview when most other journalists would have shown their frustration at my awful answers. When I told you Bruce Wayne and Batman were in a relationship you were obviously shocked, but you didn’t press for details and remained polite. You seemed too good to be true. I don’t trust things that seem too good to be true.”
“You don’t trust many things at all.”
Bruce didn’t disagree. “So, I decided to meet with you again in a more social setting. Maybe you would let your guard down if you weren’t on the clock. I asked you out for dinner and ensured you would pick somewhere you felt comfortable.”
“Lull me into a false sense of security?”
“Yes,” Bruce said honestly. “My plan didn’t work though.”
“Oh, it did. I felt very comfortable in that pizzeria. I told you stories about Smallville. I don’t talk about home to just anyone, Bruce.”
“No, I don’t suppose you do,” Bruce acknowledged. “But you weren’t the problem with my plan—I was.”
Clark was starting to wish that conversations with Bruce came with a road map because once again, he was completely lost.
“It was halfway through my second slice of pizza,” Bruce explained, “when I realized that I wasn’t thinking about my mission at all. I wasn’t there to investigate you and find out what ulterior motive you had about Superman anymore. I was there because I was enjoying myself.”
Clark didn’t know what to say. He desperately wanted to believe that Bruce was telling the truth, but he had believed both Bruce and Batman when they had claimed to be dating each other. Clark’s supersenses usually gave him a natural advantage when it came to identifying lies but when Bruce was involved, his own emotions clouded his judgement. It didn’t matter what suit Bruce wore, Clark wanted to believe in him and would ignore any warning sign that suggested that maybe, he shouldn’t.
Bruce sighed and ran a hand through his perfectly styled hair. It was such a simple gesture of human frustration that it seemed out of place when performed by either the impeccably styled Bruce or effortlessly calm Batman. Batman was a human who faced down threats that could grind him into dust without blinking but now here he stood, in front of Clark in his crappy apartment, looking nervous and unsure.
Clark was slowly beginning to pull together the two halves that were Bruce and Batman. He thought that they didn’t fit together perfectly—there were some gaps between them and other parts that overlapped—but he thought he was finally starting to see the full picture. The man that stood before him had parts of Bruce Wayne and parts of Batman but wasn’t either persona. He didn’t fit exactly in the middle either, but was something new and intriguing.
Despite the anger Clark still felt, he found himself eager to learn everything about the real Bruce.
“I enjoyed myself too,” Clark said honestly.
Bruce grimaced slightly. “I know you did. I told myself after that dinner that I would stop investigating you and that I would stay away.”
“Because you felt guilty or because you thought there was nothing to find?”
“Both. Neither.” Before Clark could ask Bruce what he meant, Bruce blurted out, “I was starting to develop feelings for you.”
Clark gripped the couch cushion beneath his thigh so tightly he felt the individual fibers tear apart. One of the many blessings that the Earth’s yellow sun had given him was an eidetic memory and flawless recall and Clark slipped into superspeed for just long enough to replay Bruce’s last sentence in his mind a hundred times. He analyzed it for flaws in his hearing, errors in his comprehension, and the possibility that Bruce was lying but found nothing. It sounded genuine.
Clark didn’t dare to hope. Bruce had fooled him before.
“But that caused another problem,” Bruce said. He took a seat on the coffee table in front of Clark, knocking the empty ice cream tub to the floor in the process.
“What— What problem was that?”
“I was already in love with Superman.”
The couch cushion disintegrated in Clark’s grip, leaving him with a handful of foam. He had never expected to hear Bruce—to hear Batman—say those words. On his more uncharitable days, Clark had wondered if Batman was even capable of loving anything other than Gotham and the Mission, but on his better days he had realized that Batman had so much love to give. That the love would never be focused on him was something that Clark had accepted long ago.
It was strange, Clark thought. You could want something so desperately and accept it would never happen so firmly that when it did happen, it seemed anti-climactic.
In the dark solitude of the middle of the night, when nobody needed Superman and nobody thought of Clark Kent, he had sometimes allowed his imagination to run away with him. He’d theorized a million times about how Batman might confess and how he would react to it. Missions on alien planets, quiet confessions during monitor duty, or desperate revelations as they lay injured on the battlefield—Clark had dreamed about them all. The scenarios were all very different but they were always dramatic. Clark knew that he could have continued imagining scenarios until the sun burned out and he would never have constructed something as mundane as sitting in his apartment with an empty tub of ice cream on the floor.
And it was that simplicity and banality that convinced Clark it was real.
“That was much easier to say than I thought it would be,” Bruce said.
Clark knew he should say something, but the only word he could muster was, “Yeah?”
“I never expected to tell you, but you deserve a full explanation,” Bruce replied. “I had accepted that Superman—that you—would never feel the same way about me, but then the news broke that Superman was dating Clark Kent. I wanted to make sure he was worthy of Superman. I wanted to know why Superman wanted him but not me.”
Bruce sighed. “I didn't expect to like you, Clark. I didn't want to like you. But I did and I started to fall for you, too. Do you have any idea how much I hated myself for that? I felt like running into the Gotham night, finding the Joker, and asking him to gas me because laughing myself to death sounded like a fitting end.”
Clark knew hyperbole when he heard it, but he still frowned at Bruce’s last few words. He didn’t want to be the cause of any stress or misery for Bruce and it hurt to hear that Bruce had suffered because of him. Clark didn’t want to be the cause of anymore anguish for Bruce.
Maybe it was time for Clark to be completely honest as well.
“I do understand how much you hated yourself, Bruce. I know exactly how you felt.”
“I very much doubt that.”
“Why? You’re not the only one who lied about dating himself, developed feelings for two different people, and then found out they’re the same man who was also lying about dating himself. I know that’s a very specific situation but it has happened to at least one other person.”
Bruce looked at Clark with a blank expression on his face and Clark couldn’t help but smile a little. Batman was usually the most intelligent man in any room he walked into, but his emotional intelligence was sometimes lacking.
“What?” Bruce asked, confused.
“Batman, I know you’re a highly skilled detective,” Clark said, recalling Bruce’s words from earlier in the Batcave. “And as Bruce, you manage a multi-national, multi-billion company while pretending to be an idiot, so you’re pretty smart in other ways as well. So, why don’t you use that brain and your investigative skills to deduce who that other person is and what I’m trying to say.”
The two seconds it took for Bruce to connect the dots and understand what Clark was saying were the longest two seconds of Clark’s life. As Batman, Bruce frequently unraveled far more difficult riddles in half the time but Clark supposed it was a sign of how rattled and unbalanced Bruce was that it took two whole seconds.
After his realization, Clark expected Bruce to say something. He wasn’t sure if Bruce would willingly accept the truth that Clark felt exactly the same way about him or whether Bruce would fight it and demand more of an explanation, but he expected something to be said. Maybe the words would be accompanied by a glare or a scrutinizing tilt of the head as well.
What Clark didn’t expect, was to suddenly have his arms—and lap—full of Bruce Wayne and to have soft lips pressed against his own.
Clark didn’t need to think about it. It was just an automatic reaction to wrap one arm around Bruce’s back and pull him closer while the other hand gently cradled Bruce’s jaw. In his eagerness, Bruce had lunged at him without any care and one of his knees pressed very uncomfortably against Clark’s upper thigh while his left hand found the dirty sock behind Clark’s head. One little adjustment and Bruce sat more comfortably, straddling Clark’s lap and with his hand in Clark’s hair.
In all of Clark’s imagined scenarios about love confessions, he’d also imagined how it would feel to kiss Batman. He may have—although he was loathe to admit it—idly thought about how Bruce Wayne would kiss as well once or twice. He’d expected Batman to kiss with a single-minded focus, to kiss with the same force and purpose he approached everything. Bruce, he thought, would be more gentle and teasing.
He discovered that he was right on both accounts. The kiss started harsh and desperate and Clark could feel every ounce of Bruce’s pent-up frustration and matched it with his own. Then it turned softer and became less about pressure and more about sensation. Bruce sucked on his bottom lip and Clark felt like he was flying.
Bruce pulled back a little but remained close enough to rest his forehead against Clark’s. There was a light pink flush across his pale cheeks and Clark was delighted to learn that Batman could blush so prettily when he’d been kissed senseless.
Bruce placed his hands on Clark’s face and stroked his thumbs over Clark’s cheekbones. “Are you going to say it? I said it and according to Green Lantern, I have the emotional maturity of a houseplant.”
Clark smiled. His hand was on Bruce’s waist, and Bruce straddled his lap while looking at him as if he were the only thing of importance in the universe. And in that moment, he felt like he was.
“I fell in love with Batman a long time ago,” Clark admitted. “Then I met Bruce Wayne and started to develop feelings for him. Now I’ve finally met the man behind all of the masks and he seems pretty swell, too.”
Bruce rolled his eyes but the smile on his lips showed that he was amused at Clark’s corniness instead of angry at him. Clark made a mental note to be as corny as possible if it would make Bruce smile.
‘There is one problem,” Bruce said. He was still smiling but that didn’t prevent Clark’s stomach from doing an uneasy somersault. “I refuse to be the other man in a relationship. You'll have to break up with Superman.”
Despite Clark’s amusement, it didn’t escape his notice that Bruce had just admitted he wanted a relationship. “I'll let him down gently. Maybe he can start dating Batman after you break up with him.”
“Who says I'm breaking up with Batman?” Bruce joked. “But, I think given the choice, Batman would choose Superman every time.”
Clark’s heart melted. “And Superman would choose him, too.”
They kissed again. Clark really hadn’t imagined that their first kisses would happen on his couch with a newly broken cushion, dirty socks, and an empty ice cream tub for decor. However, now that it was happening, Clark thought it was perfect. They weren’t hiding behind masks or lies anymore and were accepting each other for who they were, not the heroes they aspired to be.
This time when Bruce broke the kiss he stood up and took a couple of steps back. Clark’s lap seemed so cold and empty without him. “I don’t want to,” Bruce explained, “but I should head back to Gotham. I always eat breakfast with Dick and help him get ready for school.”
The sound of dull footsteps running across the second floor of Wayne Manor echoed in Clark’s mind. He hoped the boy had managed to get some sleep and hadn’t been chastised by Alfred too harshly. “I understand. I always ate breakfast with my Pa as well.”
Clark briefly thought about Bruce eventually meeting his parents and couldn’t quite merge the two images together. What would Bruce think of the Kent family farm? And more worryingly, what would Jonathan Kent think of Wayne Manor and its resident butler? Clark banished those thoughts to the distant future. He was getting a little ahead of himself.
“I want you to know that is the only reason why I’m leaving. If I didn’t have to be back for breakfast, we would still be on the couch.” Bruce paused and then pointedly looked past Clark to the closed door that led to his bedroom. “Or maybe we would be moving somewhere else.”
Clark liked to tell himself that his musings about hypothetical love confessions had never progressed past kissing, but he knew he was lying. He’d had several interesting thoughts about the chairs in the monitor room, various rooftops across Gotham and Metropolis, and the large conference table in the Hall of Justice meeting room. As he always thought of Superman and Batman in these scenarios he’d never considered his own bed, but he certainly was now.
“You shouldn’t say things like that unless you mean to see them through.”
“Oh, I do,” Bruce drawled. “Just not right now. What time do you finish work?”
Work. That thing Clark was supposed to do in a few hours but had completely forgotten about because his entire brain was full of Bruce-Bruce-Bruce. It was very lucky that he didn’t need to sleep because Perry would use him for target practice if he overslept and was late again.
“I finish at five.”
“I’ll pick you up from the Planet. We’ll get something to eat—my choice this time—and go from there.”
“I thought you liked the pizza.”
“I did, but this is going to be our first proper date and you deserve something special.”
Clark stood up and placed his hands on Bruce’s shoulders. It still seemed strange to have permission to touch Batman in such familiar ways but Clark was looking forward to getting used to it. “If you want to take me somewhere nice I’m not going to stop you. But I’m not interested in you because you’re Bruce Wayne,” Clark said, emphasizing the surname. “I’m interested in you because you’re Batman, Bruce Wayne, and most importantly, just Bruce.”
Bruce closed his eyes, breathed slowly, and nodded. “Okay. Somewhere nice for the first date tomorrow, Big Belly Burger on a Gotham rooftop for the second.”
“Sounds perfect,” Clark laughed, “but the second date should be that Gotham pizzeria you promised to take both me and Superman to.”
Bruce opened his eyes and walked to the door, frowning slightly when he accidentally stepped on the empty ice cream tub on the floor. Clark didn’t usually use his superspeed for chores, but he made sure the tub was in the trash before the frown had fully formed. Now that his earlier annoyance and anger had been kissed away, he was starting to feel a little self-conscious about the state of his apartment.
They kissed again at the front door. Clark quickly decided that his favorite place in the world was here, trapped between the door at his back and Bruce’s body pressing into him from the front. If he took advantage of the position to investigate how much of Batman’s ass was real and how much was the padding of his suit—a question that Superman had often pondered but refused to use his x-ray vision to answer—then Bruce didn’t seem to mind.
Before opening the door to reluctantly let Bruce leave, Clark had one request. “Bruce, if you see any photographers outside, please use everything you’ve ever learned as Batman to avoid being photographed. The last thing I need is another GMZ headline about famous men leaving my apartment in the early hours of the morning.”
Clark heard Bruce laugh all the way back to Gotham.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    And we're done!
Huge thanks to everyone who's stuck with this over the months and encouraged me with wonderful comments and kudos. I really do appreciate it <3
I hope everyone enjoys the ending and these idiots finally figuring out that honesty really is the best policy!
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