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The Hands That Hold

    by TheSpiritsDemise

      Summary

      Batman and Superman have been friends for years, but is it really friendship if you've been lying the whole time? It's time for Clark to find out as one realisation sends him spiraling.
Bruce doesn't know why Kal-El has been avoiding him, but he's going to find out. Maybe asking around will help.
Or
A character study of a Bruce who got his shit together and a Clark who absolutely does not.



      Notes

        Enjoy!! This fic is complete. I'll be posting the rest of it over the next week or so.
2,374 words
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It all starts with you








  It starts, Clark thinks, like most things do, with Batman.
Batman's gloves are covered in alien blood, a glimmering sheen of the stuff, dripping down onto everything he touches. He strips them clinically, once they're back at the watchtower for briefing, swiftly and professionally folding the leather over itself like a doctor would, never touching his bare skin with the contaminated outside.
They've become something like friends over the years and yet he's never seen Batman's hands before.
Batman's hands are strong, corded with muscle and long like a pianist’s. His veins are visible, prominent bumps on the back of his hand, a trail of black hair running up the back, running up his arms and vanishing under his sleeves. Silvery scars cover his fingers, little things, tight pink lines that remind Clark of kintsugi. His skin is pale white from a lack of light, rough calluses easily visible when he turns his hands.
He's wearing a watch, something expensive and silver that Clark doesn’t really care for, ticking like a mechanical heart, just as calm and steady as Batman's own. His nails are neat, manicured, covered in chipping blue polish, two nails left with nothing but tiny little square patches. It seems a little out of character, too eye-catching, too noticeable, but somehow it slots neatly into Clarks mental ‘Batman’ folder.
Batman talks with his hands, waving, pointing, gesturing. Clark hadn't really noticed before. He follows them with his eyes, his head in his hand, struggling to stay awake after the day they’ve had. His eyes are half closed as Batman talks through the post battle briefing, his voice deep and raspy, familiar in a way that can only come from years of hearing it.
He recontextualizes a few things in his head. Remembers the feel of those gloves on his neck, imagines them warm, imagines them dangerous, checking for a pulse turning into choking him out. Hands on his jaw turning from checking for a concussion to tracing the shape of his cheek. He swallows, eyes heavy.
Clark doesn't realise he's zoned out staring until far, far too late, until Batman's bare hand lands on his bicep, a concerned tilt to his mouth. Clark jolts, his face going hot, his heart picking up as he notices his teammates all staring.
“Kal-El?” Batman asks. Clark realises with dismay, a guilty churn in his gut, that it was probably not the first time he'd called in the last few moments, if he was being called that.
“Um.” Clark fumbles, his voice wobbly, words stuck in his throat in a way they rarely ever are when he’s Superman. He's not really in that headspace though, the staring, the fumbling, it's all Clark, and Clark is having several revelations in quick succession. He doesn't even know when he'd stopped masking, it had happened so slowly as he’d relaxed. Batman's hand shifts, his thumb nail glittering a rich, shimmering blue as it catches the light. He struggles to tear his eyes away. “Um.”
“Are you alright?” The genuine concern is what gets him, it's his breaking point. He makes a noise like a dying whale and shoots to his feet, his face burning, likely just as red as the speckle of blood stuck on Batman's chin. Clark tries very hard not to think about licking it off and mostly succeeds.
Batman's hand drops, hovering over his arm, just close enough to feel the heat of it. His frown gets deeper.
Clark's brain shorts, just a bit.
“I'll— I'm gonna—” Clark blurts in a rush, his tongue tripping over itself. “I'll be right back.”
He flees, leaving his whole team to stare after him, baffled.
He doesn't go far, just down the hall where he can sit with his head between his knees and have an anxiety attack in peace.
It's Diana who finds him.
He thinks, had it been anyone else, he would have stood up straight, a Superman worthy smile on his face and a lie on his tongue.
He doesn't bother.
Diana stops next to him, standing silent for a moment before dropping down to sit with him. He drops his head on her shoulder, his hands intertwined, his elbows resting on his knees.
He doesn't have an anxiety attack, in the end.
 
___
 
Obviously, because nothing in Clarks life could ever be easy, Batman has nice hands, becomes; I bet Batman has nice shoulders, which becomes; I bet Batman could choke me with his bare hands and I would enjoy it.
Clark could force his fingers into the plates of the batsuit and tear it apart with very little effort. It's something he tries very hard not to think about again.
It probably started before that point, years before, if Clark were honest. As a kid he'd spend hours staring at his hands, staring through them, watching his bones shift, his muscles move, listening to his joints groan and click as he bends them, running his hands against each other and listening to rough, catching sound of skin on skin.
He has more bones, you see, than a human does. He would watch his mother cook, watch her hands nimbly slice carrots or potatoes, watch her stir and fold and rip. Watch her bones move like the world's most complicated and fascinating puzzle, cataloguing the differences between his hands and hers.
Clark still does it sometimes. He'll still watch Lois or Jimmy cook, looking without thinking as their knuckles flex under their skin.
Lana had delicate hands, soft skin covered in cuts and ink. Whilst they'd been dating for a short time in high school, he'd liked holding her hand, he'd liked running his fingers over her knuckles, liked watching her pen her essays and letters, liked feeling the heat of her hands against his. They still held hands even after they'd broken up.
Her hands had been small and soft. Lois’ were small too, but they'd been different, her skin rougher and paler, the veins in the back of her hands more prominent and blue through her skin, her fingers slimmer, more gangly. Lana's nails had been short, painted bright colours, wonky and a little messy in an amateurish kind of way. They'd sit and Clark would paint them for her sometimes. Blue, yellow, a pretty kind of gold, red to match her lipstick, to match her shoes. Lois' nails were always long and shaped professionally, done up in nudes and pale pinks. She went once a month to get them redone, same place, same day, same time.
Lana had pale, soft hair running up her arms but Lois always shaved hers. He'd asked about it once, as they'd sat together one unexpectedly quiet weekend. She'd explained, short and to the point, that she'd been bullied for it in high school, the girls laughing at how thick and dark it was and that she couldn't bring herself to stop now. A habit, she'd said. A shield, he’d understood.
Clark’s hands don't scar. His nails can't be done by a professional. He has to bite them down when they get too long, hangnails not an uncommon sight. His skin is darker than theirs, tanned from the sun he has to bask in, his veins in different places, his bones different shapes. It bothers him, how subtly alien he is. How close he is to fitting in, almost, but not quite. His eyes a touch too blue, his stubble a touch too rough, everything about him just a touch too much.
Batman's hands aren't like any of theirs. Not Clark’s, not Lana's, not Lois'.
 
___
 
Clark's always been drawn to Batman, always thought he was a hero with abilities and a degree of hope worth aspiring towards, despite disagreeing with him enough to give an outsider a heart attack.
He didn't even realise what was happening, it just never registered as significant, that shift from frosty allies to actual, genuine friendship right at the very beginning of it all. Clark spends as much time with Batman as possible, wanting to be in his presence at every waking moment, like a sunflower turning to the sun, like a cat basking in warmth. He always has.
When that friendship shifted into something more on his end is anyone's guess. His head falls onto the back of his hands with a noise like a lead pipe.
“So,” Lois starts, jumping onto the edge of his desk, startling him badly enough that he breaks the pencil he's holding. The pair of them stare at it. “I sent you an email and you haven't responded.”
“When did you…” He trails off.
“Three hours ago, Smallville, three hours ago.” Lois takes the pencil from him, dumping it in the bin next to his desk.
“Right.” Clark says blankly, turning in his chair and shaking his mouse until his monitor blinks back into life. He stares at it until Lois sighs, a waterfall of well cared for black hair flooding his vision.
“Alright, what happened?” An eyebrow raises sharply and Clark thinks despondently for a brief second, that he very clearly has a type. “The sooner you tell me, the sooner you can proofread my work.”
He takes the offer without questioning it, a flood of thoughts tangling on his tongue.
“You know my, uh, other friends?”
“Your ‘online book club’.” She says with a smirk, making quote marks with her fingers and sharp, catlike nails.
“You said you'd stop bringing that up Lois!”
“No,” She replies with relish, a laugh strong in her voice. “I never said that.”
Clark groans, hiding his face back in his hands like it could save him from embarrassment. He peeks out behind his fingers but eye contact seems to break her and Lois falls into peals of laughter that make him reluctantly smile, dropping his hands.
“If I can hear you giggling, I can hear you not working, Lane!” Perry White’s voice breaks in from his office and Lois settles back into a smile, rolling her eyes.
“It wasn't that bad.” Clark says a little petulantly.
“No, but it's still funny.” Lois's eyes sparkle with good humour. She taps a long pale pink nail on his desk and leans in. “So what happened, was it something bad?”
“Uh,” His stomach lurches. “Only bad in the sense that I might be about to ruin my longest standing friendship. Is that bad? Does that count as bad?”
“Pretty bad.” Lois agrees dryly. “Why, do you have a crush?”
There's a long, wide eyed pause as Clark freezes like a deer in headlights.
“Oh my god!” Lois says, much louder than appropriate at work. “You do?”
“What does Clark do?” A wheeled office chair rolls around the corner and Jimmy Olsen's carrot red hair peeks past the divider.
“Nothing.” Clark says desperately.
“Clark has a crush.” Lois declares at the same time, an eager look on her face, before she catches the look on his and backtracks guiltily. “I mean. Nothing. Go back to editing photos.”
“I can't now!” Jimmy says, leaning his elbows on Clark's desk, knocking into the pencil holder, making Lois shuffle over a little to accommodate. “Who is it? Is it someone I know?”
Clark sighs long sufferingly, surprised at how fond he feels.
“No one you'd know. Someone, from, uh—”
“Someone from his online book club Jimmy.” Lois says with a solemn nod. Clark throws her a glare.
“I didn't know you're part of a book club.” Jimmy says earnestly.
“Oh yeah, he's been friends with those people for years.” Lois says before turning back to Clark. “So, who is it?”
Clark looks between Lois and Jimmy's expectant faces before sighing, crossing his arms and leaning back in his chair.
“It doesn't matter. I've never seen him so much as look at a guy.”
“Him? I didn't know you were gay, Clark. Didn't you and Lois used to date?” Jimmy props his chin on his hand, a freckled finger spinning a curl of hair at the edge of his jaw.
“That was years ago!” Lois exclaims, leaning back a little. “What, three? Four?”
“Thereabouts.” Clark confirms, ignoring the way she mouths thereabouts back at him. “And I'm not gay. I just like… people.”
He gestures a little helplessly.
“And who is… people?” Lois mimics back at him, a faux deepness to her voice. “Don't think I don't see you avoiding the question.”
Clark really gives in then. He lets his body sag, dropping his hands against his thighs, where he runs his fingers back and forth over the soft fabric.
“... It's B.” He mumbles, hoping that Lois won't understand.
“Him? Him?” But of course she does hear. Even at his quietest, his voice is still a deep, loud rumble in his chest. She looks shocked. “But he's so… solemn!”
“He's not!” Clark's head snaps up.
“Smallville, I don't think I've seen tall, dark and angry smile once. Not one time.”
“He smiles all the time!” He defends Batman, indignation building in his chest. “And he's funny!”
“Sorry, I'm a little lost, who?”
“Jimmy, just imagine Batman.” Lois grins like a Cheshire cat.
“You have a crush on a carbon copy of Batman?”
“No!” Clark says, rapidly losing control of the conversation.
“Actually, I can kind of see it.” Jimmy says, leaning impossibly closer.
“You can?” Lois says, surprise colouring her voice as she too leans forward.
“Yeah, like, if Batman was funny, that's basically just you, Lois.”
There's a pregnant pause.
“You have a type, huh, Clark.” Lois eventually says.
“I'm getting lunch.” Clark declares, grabbing his phone and jacket, standing up as quickly as he can without going at superspeed.
“But what about my article?” Lois twists in place, following him as he leaves, a catlike grin almost carved onto her face.
“You've waited three hours, you can wait one more.” Her and Jimmy's laughter follows him out.
He doesn't mean to avoid Batman after that, it just sort of happens. Mostly, he doesn't know how to act anymore and after a while he gets tired of it, of tripping over himself, of fumbling, of acting too much like Clark when he should be Superman.
The worst part is he then doesn’t know how to stop avoiding him.
It becomes a habit.

   








      

  











As things always do


    Chapter Summary

    Bruce wants to know what he did wrong. He comes to a long time coming conclusion.



    Chapter Notes

      And here we get Bruce's perspective! I really really care about the characterisation of these two, so it was fun to interpret them in a way that makes sense but is still suitable for their characters and histories.
I was going to post this tomorrow morning but I got impatient hehe.
4,539 words







  People think of Batman as uncaring, unfeeling, disconnected and cut off from human emotion. Those people would be wrong. Bruce feels so deep, so strongly, that he has to compartmentalise. He has to stay professional, he has to disconnect, to make the hard choices, to cut himself off and fall apart later, because no one else does. No one else can.
In high school, Bruce had thought himself broken. It was easy enough to think after all, in the wake of his parents death, before his future family had broken down his walls and crawled into place. He’d been alone, thoughts churning in his head that Bruce thought made him irredeemable, secrets hiding in corners that made him a monster, a freak. Secrets he could never share, not even with his, well, not friends exactly, he hadn’t had very many of those in high school. So maybe secrets he wouldn’t share with Alfred, or any number of hypothetical future friends and girlfriends.
People had avoided him like the plague in high school. Proof, he’d thought, of his monstrous status, proof that people could sense his wrongness somehow. In retrospect, Bruce thinks he was just bad company, snippy, rude and prone to bitterness, despite his secret longing for friends. It was easier in med school, before he’d dropped out. There, at last, he could throw himself into his work.
Then Bruce grew up. Time built scars out of his open wounds and Dick Grayson built a home out of his aching heart. It turns out, Bruce thinks wryly as he swirls the brandy in his glass, that he had no real ugly, evil secrets, just being gay. Just being a hormonal teen, and the rest? The dark, tumbling, churning thoughts that whispered at him to slit his wrists, to do horrible, reprehensible things to himself and those around him? That was chronic depression.
It’s incredible how much legwork those things can do.
It’s easier now, when his depression comes on in waves and tides, when he has measures in place and predictable patterns. It’s easier with people he can talk to, with people who can take over his work when things get bad, when he struggles to get out of bed, when he forgets to eat or to care, when he spends too long as The Bat. It’s easier with Alfred, it’s easier with his kids, his babies, his little Robins, the bright young men and women he’d brought up, had shaped with love, patience and fuck-ups aplenty.
He even has friends now, in the founding league members, in the Trinity. He has a job, stability, a schedule and down time when he needs it.
Bruce is happy. He’s no longer the scared, bitter little boy he was before. He’s no longer actively terrified that one wrong word would crumble everything he’s built into dust.
Bruce is ready to tell the founding league members who he is. He’s ready to tell his friends who he is. Maybe not all of it, maybe not his family name or the names of his kids. Maybe he’ll just take off the cowl, tell them his name is Bruce and they can figure the rest out for themselves, piece together his legacy with one look at the cover of a Gotham gossip rag.
He’ll tell Kal first. His closest friend, the friend who’d already shared everything with him so willingly, his name (Kal-El), his home (the Fortress), his fears (that he’ll crumble, that he’ll really go bad, that he’ll hurt them—), the things he likes (writing, essays, editing wikipedia articles, cats, quiet places, the sound of Bruce’s heartbeat—). 
Bruce feels his face go fond.
Kal should know first.
Of course, the moment that Bruce decides this, Kal-El starts avoiding him.
Bruce has no idea what's going on. So he’s going to do what he does best and figure it out.
He goes to Diana first.
“Batman.”
“Wonder Woman.”
“Was there something you would like to discuss? About the meeting, or something… more personal?” Her eyes sparkle and her lip twitches in amusement as she glances subtlety at where Superman hovers near them.
“Could we talk for a moment?” Bruce asks casually. For the first time in a while, Kal-El stays behind later than the meeting's end, hanging around the doors, watching the two of them with puppy-like eyes. Bruce looks at him carefully, filled with the urge to follow Kal around and talk. “Privately.”
He gets nothing important from her that night, but he does get spectacularly drunk on the watchtower and complain to her.
All he gets from Diana in the end is that she's noticed Kal avoiding him.
Only him.
He goes to J’onn next.
“You know I cannot tell you his thoughts, just as I would not tell him yours without reason.”
“Hn.” Obviously.
“Quite.”
“Hmm.” But is it something dangerous? He can't help but worry that something malicious is haunting Kal (J’onn’s cape has a hole in it, just under his neck).
“I would not call it bad, Batman. Personal, perhaps.” His head tilts. J’onn's cape flutters aggressively, like the shivering feathers of a peacock on display. “I like the holes. They add character.”
So.
Not something dangerous. Something personal that led to avoiding only Bruce.
Maybe he'd done something cruel, said something cutting when his guard was down, when he wasn't paying enough attention to one of the most important people in his life.
Bruce thinks of just asking directly and immediately dismisses the idea as anything other than a last resort.
He heads back to Gotham.
Life is dull in the Manor without any kids around, but Dick's arriving by the end of the week (Monday morning, 8:47 am on the train from Bludhaven—) then the rest of them come over the next two days. Hopefully that will bring things back to life.
He feels like a sad old man in the days before, clinging to the thought of seeing someone he cares for.
The moment the sun's final rays vanish over the horizon, he's out in the cape again, lurking near gargoyles and foiling petty criminals. The night is slow and he suddenly feels old, carrying through the pain in his knees and back that he once would have brushed off.
There's a flash in the corner of his vision. He turns his head, widening his eyes and staring like a fox into the night until after a tense moment— a shadow falls over the brown glow of Gotham's skyline for a brief second, just a single moment where a lithe figure is visible.
Fondness floods him, even as he puts on his game face and makes to pursue.
Chases with Selina are always thrilling, a sleek dance between them where they both know every step in advance, a well oiled machine with just enough variety in it to feel exciting every single time.
He thinks he could have seen them as more than friends, in another life.
Bruce catches Catwoman when she wants him to. Not that he tries too hard to do so nowadays, he understands her too well and her him.
She's waiting for him on a rooftop, one out of view of any windows and without security cameras. He does a sweep with the scanner in his watch anyway, just in case. Her mask is pulled back, her hair swept under it in short, messy, black waves and she wiggles her fingers with a catlike grin.
Her earrings are sparkling (real) diamond studs that catch the warm, radiating glow of Gotham's light pollution.
Fondness fills him, following on the coattails of a gladness that at least Selina still cares to talk to him.
“Catwoman.” He says and she slinks around him, tugging playfully on his cape.
“Batman.” She says as she pops up on her other side of him, a hand on his arm. There's a smirk in her voice as he turns his head, but to be fair there's always a smirk on her.
“What are you up to?” Bruce says, poorly keeping the fondness from his voice.
“Nothing!” She claims with fake indignation, rocking back on her heels, her hands up in surrender. “You always think the worst of me, Bats.”
He makes a disbelieving hum, an eyebrow arching behind his cowl.
“It's true!”

  “Hmn.” 

“Fine.” She relents. “Little Robin said you weren't doing so hot, honey.”
“I'm doing fine, Robin needs to mind his own business.”
“Yeah?” Selina says, arching her brow back at him. “Look, I'm not one for talking, but—”
“Hmm.” She talks enough for both of them.
“—Rude.” They stand quietly for a moment, just watching each other. She turns away first and with a flourish, she drops down onto the building’s edge, one leg up and the other one hanging over the sheer drop (60 feet, high enough to break bones). She lets him stand for a moment.
“What's happening with you, Bats?” She says, her voice strong but low.
“Nothing.” He says, his tone aggressive, inviting a fight. Selina pats the ledge next to her in lieu of an answer and after a moment's hesitation, he slides down to meet her, his cape fluttering behind him as he bites back his instinctive urge to fight her on this.
They watch the lights twinkle, the city too, through the smog that curls and dances over everything.
Wayne tower cuts through the distant horizon, an obelisk of steel and glass that stands out even through the city's central District, where sky meets skyscrapers. Old blocks of flats fill the space below their feet with gargoyles leaping from their rooves protecting those that live in their domain, limestone and brick fighting for dominance.
An orange brown glow fills the air, lighting everything in an almost firefly haze. When he turns to look at her, Selina's profile is clearly visible in that glow.
Bruce turns back to the city he loves so dearly, burning the view into his mind's eye. Gotham is always beautiful, but tonight, it seems especially so. It brings with it a certain calm that has him sharing far more than he normally might.
“Superman's been avoiding me.” He says mildly.
“Oh, honey,” There's something knowing in her voice. Her hand touches his arm, a warm point of contact through his suit. “Have you talked to him?”
“I tried.”
“Did you?” Selina cuts in dryly.
“I have.” Frustration builds.
“Have you actually tried?”
He bites down on his instinctive defence, on the yes already halfway out. He thinks about it, plays back the last month or so in his head, thinks about all the times he's sent Diana to talk things through with Kal, all the times he's tried to take Kal aside to talk about work. So. He's not actually tried all that hard. He's just been spinning his wheels, waiting for Kal to fix whatever happened and come to Bruce after.
“No.” He admits quietly. He hates confronting patterns of behaviour, it makes his skin crawl.
“Then maybe you should.” Selina says lowly. That's the last she says on the topic. They sit and watch the city some more. Sirens blare somewhere in the distance (near crime alley— Park Row). Selina stands with one fluid motion, stretching like a cat before offering her hand to him. “Come on honey, let's dance some more.”
He laughs louder than he has in a while, hope taking root in his chest and blooming as she hauls him up with deceptively slender arms.
 
___
 
Bruce finally catches Kal-El during monitor duty (6:00pm) almost a full month (three weeks 5 days) after Kal started avoiding him. He’s clearly not expecting Bruce to hunt him down, not expecting confrontation, which, well, Kal should know him better than that by now. The world sharpens to a point when he has a plan to execute and Bruce is going to find out what's going on with his friend come hell or high water.
Kal is hunched over the long, room length desk in the Monitor room, his legs tucked under his chair, his shoulders uncharacteristically hunched. Bruce can’t see his face until the glass doors slide open and Kal jolts up straight, back stiff, turning his head just enough for Bruce to make out the strong shape of his profile, the ice blue of his eyes, the dark fan of his lashes.
The air is frigid when he walks through, the AC pushed to its limits, spitting out a wall of freezing air and a static hum (Kal only does that when he’s thinking too hard). Bruce suppresses a shudder and decides not to mention it.
“Batman,” Kal says after an awkwardly tense moment. “I was expecting Aquaman.”
“Something came up. I wasn’t busy.”
“You’re always busy.” Kal replies, a half smile on his lips.
Bruce tilts his head in acknowledgement as he slips into his seat for the evening, cape tucked behind him so it won’t get caught on the wheels of his chair (they need better lumbar support). The silence is stifling as they sit there working, the distance between them feeling like miles.
“You’ve been avoiding me.” Bruce eventually says, his voice even, steady and not giving anything away.
“What?” Kal’s voice jumps. He sounds nervous.
Bruce stills, his hands halting their march over the keyboard. His fingers twitch once, without his consent before he drops them onto his desk. He takes a single breath, as deep and even as his voice.
“I’ll rephrase; why have you been avoiding me, Kal?”
“I haven’t.” Kal shifts in his seat and when Bruce turns to look, his arms are crossed defensively over his chest. “We see each other all the time.”
“Hm.” Bruce taps his finger on the desk, tilting his head. “In meetings. Or whilst we save the world, after which—”
“See!” Kal breaks in.
“—After which,” He repeats, louder, more assertively. “You immediately leave.”
“Maybe I’ve been busy.”
“So busy you can’t spend five minutes talking to me?”
“Yes! Maybe!” Kal waves a hand sharply, dismissively. Bruce clenches his hands into fists, the leather squeaking, barely heard over the electric buzz of the AC. His knees feel stiff in the cold, his shoulders too. He takes a moment to steady himself.
“If I’ve done something—” Bruce says quietly.
“You haven’t done anything, I’m not—” Kal denies quickly, shaking his head (his knuckles white where his hands dig into his arms).
“—I need to know, so I can fix it!” Bruce says, frustration leaking through. Their voices layer, getting louder and louder as they try to talk over each other.
“I’m telling you, I’m not avoiding you!”
“Just—”
“Batman—”
“It’s Bruce!” 
Silence.
“What?”
Bruce thins his lips before letting out a heavy sigh.
“My name. It’s my name. Which you would have known already, if you weren’t avoiding me.”
There’s no reply and when Bruce steals a glance, Kal’s sunkissed skin is drained of colour, his eyes going wide like an owl’s. He looks away again, staring blankly at the monitor in front of him. An eating, bitter silence fills the room.
They don’t talk again for the rest of the shift and hard regret fills him. He shouldn’t have said anything, should have let Kal-El work through his issues alone first. The urge to flee is strong, the urge to turn tail and hide after the quiet rejection of his vulnerability, to lick his wounds in private and only come back out when the sting of it is gone.
But Batman has a job to do, so he carries on. He does his work and then he hides.
The slump afterwards is expected.
 
___
 
“Bruce?” Dick's voice is deep now, almost as deep as his own. A reminder of times long, long gone. The lights flicker on and Bruce resists the urge to hiss, instead tucking his head deeper into the safety of his duvet. “Alfred wanted me to tell you that— oh.”
The lights go back off, a gentle understanding taking over and Bruce finds himself pathetically grateful. Even if his best friend doesn't want anything to do with him, at least his kids still do. (Most of them—) He stills at the thought, turning it over in his head then gently setting it aside.
Even if his relationship with Dick is strained, still rough and raw, it's better than it used to be. He can't afford to think otherwise. His thoughts are sluggish and cruel, biting into any soft underbelly they can find, nipping at the haunting idea of Jason Todd like starving rats.
The bed creaks under the weight of another person and when he lifts the duvet from over his head, the light from the open door is kinder than he thought it would be, only stinging his heavy eyes a little. Dick is haloed by the light, and when he shifts a little his shadow falls over Bruce, whose eyes are left adjusting in the sudden absence of it.
“Do I want to know, or should I send Cass in?” There's mirth in how Dick says it, (laughing at him) something not aimed to hurt. An attempt to connect. Bruce opens his mouth, but his voice is suddenly a heavy, uncatchable thing, slipping from his open hands like oil. “If it's something stupid I'm moving out.”
Bruce's jaw clicks shut and he stills, barely even breathing.
“I didn't mean it like that,” His guilt hangs in the air. Dick's hand drops onto his shoulder, a radiating warmth and a comforting apology rolled into one. “Shit.”
“‘S alright.” He says instead of all the horrible things he wants to. He knows what it's like when Dick is aiming to maim, and this isn't it.
“Sorry.”
“Mm.”
“Dinner's ready.” Dick says after a moment, his hand pulling back. Bruce says nothing, just stares at the ceiling, at the cracks in the plaster, at the detailed patterns that had been painted there before Bruce was born. His stomach is a black hole, an absence not a want, it rolls and clenches with tension instead of the hunger that normal people feel.
“Not hungry.” Bruce says tiredly.
“Sure, but what about the plans, B?”
Three square meals a day. Not sleeping all the time. Mandatory interaction with other people, regular breaks from working, water and pills. Showers. His depression plans. The ones that had kept him afloat longer than he would have otherwise, that came into play after the almost catastrophic failure that he became after Jason died. (After he was murdered. A lamb to slaughter.)
“I'll eat later.”
“Uh-huh.” He stares, squinting at his son, exasperated. Dick looks at him back, his eyebrow raised in a devastatingly familiar look. It's a look Bruce gives often enough. “Come on. You can sulk in bed after.”
Bruce sighs, deep and long suffering. He rolls over, wiggling halfway out his bedding before giving up, laying limp like a wet noodle.
“Did something happen?” Dick asks softly.
“... Hn.” Dick starts fidgeting whilst he waits for him to spill, pulling at the soft knit hem of his jumper over and over. “I told Superman my name.”
His son gasps, bright delight filling his face, joy radiating like sunlight from his grin. If he were a dog, Bruce is sure his tail would be wagging. The whole thing almost feels worthwhile after that. Then the realisation crashes into Dick and something complicated crosses his face, an awkward confusion.
“Why would…” He trails off, his brow furrowed. “What did he say to you?”
“Nothing.” Bruce mumbles, hurt coming back over him like salt waves in an open wound.
“Come on B, if you tell me what he said I might be able to—” Bruce sits up suddenly, arms tense and raised like he can grab the moment and tear it apart. Dick jolts back.
“He didn't say anything! He just sat there staring at me! He didn't… he said nothing. Just looked at me like I killed his dog.” The anger is like a flash in a pan, vanishing as quickly as it arrived. He sags in his bed, his head dropping onto his bent knees. Dick's hand falls onto his back, a single point of understanding that grounds him as he breathes through his nose and out of his mouth, counting breaths as he clenches his eyes to hold back the bitter sting. He doesn't cry, but he wants to. He really fucking wants to. He makes a noise like a wounded dog.
“Come on, let's get some food in you, yeah?” Dick says after what feels like hours but is probably more like fifteen minutes.
“Mmh.”
“Everything feels better after some food.” Dick's hand rubs circles on his shoulders.
“Ok.”
He’s right, everything does feel better after food.
 
___
 
Bruce had been operating as The Batman for (eight years and nine months) a decade, give or take, when he first met Superman. He hadn’t trusted him, hadn’t trusted how perfect he was. No one’s that clean, no one’s that nice. So he’d searched, oh he’d searched alright, searched for… well, for anything.  He’d researched known major contact points, (Lois Lane, Lex Luthor) minimal contact points, (Clark Kent, Jimmy Olsen), read articles, tracked his flight patterns, so many other things, and yet the only thing he’d found was Kryptonite.
“You’ve been digging.” Superman had said one day, six months after their first meeting, a calculating look about him and a smile on his face.
“Yes.” Bruce had said, his shoulders filled with barely noticeable tension.
“Digging around my reporters.” It wasn’t a question.
“Yes.” Bruce had said anyway. Superman hummed, an inhuman, almost catlike sound Bruce had felt in his bones. “Is that a problem?”
“Yes.” There’d been a moment, a quiet, still moment where the only sounds, the only motion, had been the wind ruffling Superman's hair, rustling Bruce’s cape.
“Your reporters?” Bruce had asked after a while, something shifting in his head.
“Yes.” Superman had said again. Bruce had felt him staring, something considering in the man’s gaze. He must have come to some conclusion, taken some sort of leap, because then he’d said— “If I took you home with me, would you stop digging?”
Bruce’s heartbeat had skyrocketed, his body tensing like a rubber band pulled taut before he could catch himself, going unnaturally still in the aftermath. He considered lying.
Instead, he’d taken the offer for what it was (An olive branch).
“No.” He’d conceded eventually. “Probably not.”
Superman had huffed, his eyes glinting in Gotham’s polluted glow, the unnatural colour of his irises lighting up like sunlight through ice.
Bruce had looked away. (He wouldn’t, nowadays.)
“Figures.” Superman said wryly. He’d paused again, a long and heavy silence full of hidden meaning. “Do you want to see it anyway?”
Bruce’s breath had very, very carefully not hitched in shock.
Superman stood, reaching out for him with a gloved hand. Bruce’s thoughts had run fast, considering possibilities and analysing facts, trying to find a single hint of ill will, a single hint that it was a trap.
He hadn’t found any.
Bruce has had people lie for six months, he’s had betrayals that ran deeper, that ran longer, that broke him down and hurt him deep. But by all accounts, by his own account, Superman was good.
So Bruce had sent a signal, made sure his active trackers were functioning, sent a message to Alfred, to his Robins and took a leap of faith.

  (It was worth it.)

He’d been right. No one’s that clean, no one’s that nice. Not even Superman.
Six hours later, Batman builds bio-dampeners into his suit. He lines his cowl and the cave with lead and starts tracking Kryptonite shipping more closely. He builds sun lamps, he starts buying coffee on stakeouts and team ups. He starts turning his bio-dampeners off during down time.
He starts asking for help.
Most importantly, three months after that, Batman introduces Kal-El to his Robins.
 
___
 
In a parody of decades past, Batman lands on the roof of the Daily Planet, searching for Clark Kent.
Hopefully the man's habits haven’t changed since the last time Bruce had needed to talk to him (unlikely). He slips into the shadows, crouching down in a position that makes his knees creak, but that he can hold for hours (three, four if he doesn't mind the struggle getting back up).
He doesn't have to wait long. The door slips open with a creak (rusty hinges, they should do something about those) and he stills, watching eagle eyed as his mark walks out with heavy footsteps.
Clark Kent looks older, lines around his eyes and mouth that weren’t there before. It’s an obvious thing, but it makes Bruce feel old. He watches, quiet, as Kent walks to the railing. Bruce can’t see his face from where he’s standing, but he sees the way Kent drops his elbows against the metal rail with a heavy sigh, scrubbing his face with his hands, pushing up his glasses before just taking them off, dropping his face into the nook of his elbow, glasses held in his other hand.
Bruce stands smoothly, intentionally letting his boots scuff against the concrete, loud enough to be heard over the quiet whistle of the wind.
Kent startles so hard he drops his glasses with a curse, instinctively jerking forward to catch them before they’re gone for good. Bruce darts forward, half running on adrenaline as he catches the back of Kent’s shirt in his hand. They stay frozen in place until the rail creaks under them and Kent stands back up, shoving his glasses on his face.
Bruce can feel his heart pounding like a war drum in his chest.
Bruce falls back a few steps, absently watching the creases in Kent’s shirt (natural fibres, cotton probably, decent quality despite the unflattering fit) from his grip pull into little wrinkles that probably wouldn’t vanish before Kent went home for the day. He watches the man’s shoulders as they flex under it, as he turns around to face Bruce.
“Are you alright?” Bruce asks, dragging his eyes up to meet Kent’s. He looks a little dazed, a little distant.
“Yes!” Kent says, louder than Bruce is expecting, a flush crawling up his neck. “Yeah, thank you, uh, Batman.”
Silence sits between them and Bruce stills into it, his thoughts whirring.
Clark Kent is handsome, in an understated way, with big pale eyes that look either navy or blue depending on the lighting, his skin tanned a warm brown in a way that could be genetic or long days in sunlight. His clothes are of decent quality, with bad fit over a posture so terrible that Bruce's back aches sympathetically at the thought of it and unfortunately, he's probably exactly his type under all the tragic styling decisions.
Bruce tucks those thoughts away to dwell on during some truly mind numbing paperwork that looms in his future. He has a job to do.
More importantly, familiarity twinges at his hindbrain when he looks at the curve of his cheeks and the arch of Kent's nose. It worms into his brain and he just knows it's going to keep him up at night until he figures out who Kent looks like.
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  Clark has all these powers. He has his strength, his X-ray vision, all that stuff.
But what practical difference does it make, if he still has to act human? If an arm on his wrist functions just as much of a trap as it would for anyone else? If he can’t break open a locked door, can’t climb out a high window, can’t escape someone’s searching hands?
Clark has been scared for years, always terrified that one wrong word would crumble everything he’s built into dust.
His parents know, Lana always knew. Lois knows. She’s known for years that he’s Superman, that he’s alien, that he’s different. That was different though. Lois found out. She put the pieces together and told him what she knew.
It’s different with Batman.
Every time Clark opens his mouth to tell him the truth, his voice catches and his throat gets tight, his breathing fuzzy. He’s never said the words. He’s never opened his mouth and said it.

  I’m Superman and my name is Clark Kent.

He’s come close. My name is Kal-El. My friends call me Kal. It’s not the same though. He's too far gone this time, to break the precious trust between them with the truth.
For years Clark thought it ok to lie, after all, Batman never shared his identity. He shrouded lies in habit and willful ignorance, in the desire to protect.
Bruce, Clark thinks, his heart jack-rabbiting against his ribs. He might have started to avoid Batman because of some stupid crush, but now knowledge is what keeps him away.
Clark Kent is trapped on this roof with Batman because the chains of his faux humanity bind him in place as surely as any real human weakness would. He thinks a real human would be more creative, he thinks a real human might get away, because a real human doesn’t have to fake their weakness, doesn’t get paralysed by the fact that they can’t follow their instincts, that they can’t do everything in their power.
Clark wrings his hands together anxiously, his thumb in his palm, the rest of his fingers wrapped around the back of his other hand. He puts pressure on the gaps between bones, anxiously trying to ground himself.
It doesn’t really work. He carries on doing it anyway.
He feels a bit like a joke.
Batman stares at him in silence, his heartbeat eerily lacking through the bio-dampeners. He stands straight, his shoulders perfectly held back. Clark knows, if Batman were to turn to the side his back would be straight, his neck resting on it with barely a curve. The lenses of his cowl glow a quiet sort of white, the buzz of its electric systems as familiar to Clark as the sound of his blood in his veins.  
Clark doesn’t want to look away. He barely remembers to blink. He barely remembers to breathe. He feels a bit like a fly, twitchy and constantly moving, in comparison to Batman’s picture perfect stillness.
The flush on his cheeks dies down.
“Are you really alright?” Batman asks again, his head tilting ever so slightly.
“Not really.”
“Hn.”
“I think I’m dissociating again.” Clark says mildly.
“Hmm.” Batman says, his voice more, this is concerning, than Clark is used to hearing. Although that’s a lie. Superman hears that tone of voice all the time. “Again?”
“It’s fine.”
“Is it?”
“Yeah. Happens all the time.” Clark remembers he needs to blink and does it twice, to catch up. Or something. He runs his thumb and pointer finger over the ring finger of his other hand, pulling at it until he feels a bit of strain before letting it go and doing it over again. He tries doing the grounding thing Lois had taught him, a billion years ago. He tries counting things. It doesn’t really work. “Did you need something?”
He asks it like he asks it all the time. He thinks it throws Batman off, just a bit, the familiarity he shouldn’t have. He’ll regret it later, when he’s a little more present, when he can look at his hands and recognise the movement as his. He’ll regret not acting scared or anxious, he’ll regret being obvious.
He thinks he wants Batman to figure it all out. So that Clark doesn’t have to do the work of getting past the block in his throat every time he tries to tell him.
“Yes, actually.” Batman says, his voice doing— doing something. Clark lets go of his hand, running his hand over the bare skin of his neck instead, running his nails over his hair, his palm over his skin. His other hand clenches into a fist, his nails digging into his palm. Batman tilts his head again, his weight shifting forward a touch. He looks like he’s considering something. Clark stares. “You’re… close, with Superman, correct?”
“Oh.” Clark frowns. He ignores the twinge of disappointment. “I suppose.”
“You suppose?”
“If this is about him, you’d have better luck with Lois—”
“Ms Lane would tell him I’m digging.”
“Oh.” Clark feels his face grow tight. The irony. “And I wouldn’t?”
“Hm.”
“Oh.” Batman thinks he could just— ask nicely? And Clark wouldn’t talk? His face goes hot. “I wouldn’t—”
Batman steps closer and Clark steps back, clattering into the rail, his arms fumbling to grab onto the metal. He forgot what it was like, being on this end of Batman’s everything. One of Batman's hands comes into view and for a second, for one stupid second, Clark thinks he’s going to touch him, touch his face touch his chest, touch his neck— 
Clark’s breath hitches and his face flushes, his eyes wide.
Batman freezes, his hand halfway up.
They stare at each other. Well, Batman stares at him. Clark and his stupid, traitorous brain can’t stop looking at his friend's hand. Can’t stop wondering if there’s still nail polish on his nails.
He could look. He could—
Batman's nails under the gloves are a pale, mossy green.
“Are—”
“I’m fine! I’m fine.” Clark is decidedly not fine.
“Hmn.” His voice is sceptical, very obviously not believing a word coming out of Clark’s mouth. Batman finishes crossing his arms.
The problem, Clark thinks, with suddenly realising you're in love with your best friend, is the horrible rippling denial that paints everything you do.
“What—” His voice cracks. He tries again. “What did you need?”
He fidgets more than he usually does, trying very badly to pretend that Batman’s arms aren't distracting. Clark looks away, staring out over Metropolis. The Daily Planet is one of the tallest buildings in a city of skyscrapers and the view is always beautiful. Today he can barely see it, all his senses making a b-line to the familiar form of Batman. He smells of leather, of motor oil and subtle, expensive men’s cologne, the type that has mysterious names that tell you nothing about the scent. It clings to him and Clark is sure he’s smelt it somewhere before.
Batman’s heartbeat is an unsettling void of sound and he knows that the suit’s bio-dampeners are on, that his friend doesn’t want him —Superman him— to know he’s in the city.
Clark wants to know why, once his mind sifts through the billions of distractions and finally sharpens a little through the fog.
“Why does it need to be a secret?” He supposes subtlety is a little beyond him right now.
Batman tilts his head, considering, his arms still crossed.
Clark is struck by a realisation, suddenly understanding why Batman's behaviour bothers him.
Kal-El might be an expert of Batman’s quiet language, an expert at his tells, his quirks, but Batman doesn’t even know who Clark Kent really is. It’s horribly jarring, a weird type of cognitive dissonance.
This was easier when Clark really didn’t know the man.
Batman is matching him, acting like a mirror, reflecting Clark’s unearned familiarity and showing it back. Clark’s seen him do something familiar a hundred times over to strangers, reflecting calm, aggression, anger, whatever it takes to distract from what’s important.
This consideration, this moment of genuineness that’s meant to make Clark feel safe is a crack in the glass and Clark intends to shatter. 
This is his friend, someone he’s been— that he— someone he cares about more than the world he protects. This is his friend who’s digging.
His voice hardens.
“Why can’t Superman know, Batman?”
“Is that your price then?” Batman says, his voice quiet and deceptively casual. “Knowing why?”
“Sure. It’s a start.” They make eye contact through the mask, the wind ruffling the tips of Batman’s cape.
“Superman has been acting out of character.”
“Out of character?”
“Avoidant, distracted.” Oh. Clark’s eyebrows twitch. Despite the... Watchtower confrontation, he thought he’d been subtler than that. He looks down at his shoes. It could be worse though, concern is hardly a sinister reason to stalk a friends contacts list, for Batman at least.
“That’s it?” He asks, trying not to give away that he knows something. 
“Hng.”
“And so what? Maybe he has a girlfriend.” It slips out before Clark can bite his tongue, the inescapable urge to find out something from Batman. A hint of jealousy maybe. He hates it and immediately wants to take it back. Mortified, he wants to talk about literally anything else. “Nevermind. Sorry.”
“Hmm.” Batman hums a sound that means some piece of the puzzle has slotted into place, a sound of realisation that makes Clark panic because what, what did he let slip? “Ms Lane?”
“What?” Clark says.
“They have a history.”
“No. No they're just—” Clark stutters over the implications. “They're just friends.”
“Hn.”
“I don't know. Maybe.” He knows that's not it and Clark thinks it probably shows in his voice. He breaks eye contact, staring instead at the curve of Batman's elbow. He twitches to scratch the back of his neck, switching last second to run his fingers over the curve of his jaw, over the stubble starting to grow in.
Quiet observation follows and Clark tries desperately to avoid Batman’s searching gaze.
“What would you do? If you hurt someone's feelings and didn't know how to fix it?” He blurts just to break the silence and then immediately regrets doing, shoving his fingers under his glasses and putting pressure on his eyes. Clark’s so, so tired of this. He wishes, horribly, that things would go back to how they were before, when he didn’t think about one of his coworkers during his lunch breaks. He trails off, staring into the sun. “Nevermind. Don't answer that.”
“Is that why you’re up here?” There's a level of sympathy there, a measure of kindness.
“No. I’m up here because my boss is on a warpath,” He’s barely even acting like himself anymore, some amalgamation of the fractured, mirrored edges of himself, not Superman, not Clark, but some… thing stuck in the middle. “And because it’s my lunch break.”
Batman’s still doing it, still mirroring Clark back to him and it grates, cutting like the glass edges he’s built himself up from. It grates even more that it’s actually working.
“Understandable.” Batman’s lip twitches into more of a smile than Clark has seen in weeks. It sends his heart rate skyrocketing for a moment. “Irresponsible though.”
Clark smiles back, something that feels fragile. Vulnerable. For a moment he can pretend he’s not being interrogated, that it’s just Batman and Kal-El chatting after a long day at work. Some of that joy, some of that warmth leaks back into him and as he tilts his head to watch the clouds he almost feels grounded.
“That’s me,” He says. “World's least responsible reporter. Don’t quote me on that though, this is strictly off the record.”
“Hm. Does that mean you won’t tell Superman I’ve been here?”
“No.” He tilts his head to the side, watching Batman watch him, Clark’s eyes half lidded. “Besides, I’d bet he already knows.”
“How would you know that?” Batman asks as Clark watches the line of his neck, the way his jaw works when he talks.
“Know someone long enough and you get a feel for these things.” Clark says absently, the words spilling from him as his eyes follow back down Batman’s neck, down his shoulders, returning, as he always seems to lately, to the soft leather of his gloves.
“And how long is that?” Batman’s hands are still. Clark blanches, bowstring tension suddenly filling all of him. A trap. A trick. He's been on guard his whole life, he's not going to falter now. He says nothing. He swallows the urge to laugh nervously, his throat bobbing as the giant globe above the Daily Planet groans softly in the wind.
“Long enough.” He says instead of all the little thoughts building inside. “Why do you care so much about what's going on with him?”
It's been building up to this for weeks, this moment on the roof, this quiet revelation.
Batman works his jaw, tapping his index finger four times against the matte material of his sleeve. His head tilts a little in consideration.
“We're friends.” He says eventually.
He wants to be known, wants to be weak and gentle at the mercy of another, but it never works like that, it always ends with another loose end, another person he needs to protect. He'd do it willingly, he'd always protect them, it's a risk he doesn't want to take. But still.
Still.
“If you're friends, ask him about his name sometime.” Clark says recklessly, shoving his shaking hands in his pocket and hoping hard that Batman doesn't pick up on the quiver in his voice. He wants to escape, he's so tired and honestly scared that he just wants to run. He turns and takes one last, long look at the skyline.
When he turns around a few moments later, Batman is gone.
 
___
 
 
Clark's hands shake for a while after he gets back into the office, his throat feeling tight and raw. He clenches his hand into a fist, staring through his flesh into the knit of his muscles, the interplay of his bones as they click into place. It takes a moment to calm from the panic.
Work goes slowly for the rest of the day, the sort of slow that has you checking your watch every few minutes, unable to settle. It doesn't help that the atmosphere in the office is tense, everyone keeping their heads down to avoid the ire of Perry White after a catastrophic failure with the tech department.
Clark is a little worried that at the rate he's going, in the haze of his distress, he'll be called into the office next. So he keeps his head down and tries to look as busily focused as possible. In reality his thoughts are churning a constant replay of his lunch break on the roof, a haunting deconstruction of everything he'd said.
What had he given away? Did Batman know? Thoughts of confronting him, of tackling things head on pass through his mind and are immediately quashed.
If Clark thinks too hard about that day in the watchtower, where Batman had told him his name, he starts to feel hunted. He should have said something, should have—
It's too late. It feels wrong now to call him anything other than Batman. Clark's been running on auto since that day and thinking about it makes him squirm with guilt.
He needs to stop thinking about this and get back to work. Later. Later. Always later.
The office clock toc-toc-tics in the background as he stares blankly at his documents. He sighs after a while, shuffling through his bag and taking out his interview book.
Despite time dragging, Clark clings to his work like a lifeline, hoping it will never end, because the moment it does, he’ll have to think about the mess he’s made. Work, in comparison, feels like an oasis of calm. He stays far past the day’s end, past all his coworkers leaving and the lights switching off. Only when the cleaning staff shuffle through tiredly at 8pm, the sensor lights flickering on and off as they come through and leave, does Clark finally shut down his desktop and pack away his things, tucking his well loved bag over his shoulder.
He resists the urge to fly, forking over the $2.90 bus fare, his bag balanced on his lap as he presses his forehead against the dirty glass. Metropolis passes him by in a haze of bright lights and glass.
Home is a quiet, cluttered apartment just outside the city centre.
Clark crawls out of his suit and into his bed.
Sleep is usually comforting, a conformity to human needs, but tonight, there’s a weight on his chest. He sleeps fitfully, waking in the middle of the night to a clenching tightness in his stomach and the vague, fuzzy memory of a stress dream. His senses explode outwards without him meaning to, an assault of noise and smells and sights that have him heaving for a breath. His eyes clench shut but he can still see with perfect clarity, he tries to focus, tries to find one thing to fixate on, to pull him back into himself.
He lands squarely on the sound of Batman’s heart somewhere in Gotham, the sound of his blood pumping through his system, the expansion of his lungs, of his hair and his lashes and his clothes as they shift.
Clark thinks, somewhat dramatically, that he can’t live like this for much longer.
His lungs expand in time with Batman’s, in and out, in through the nose and out through the mouth.
Clark falls asleep uneasily.
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  Bruce watches Clark Kent.
He's hiding something, something big, but Bruce knows he won't get anything else from the man. Kent’s brought down the shutters. Still, he thinks about pushing it, thinks about Bruce Wayne coming by the Daily Planet for some reason or another.
A gust of wind blows through the roof, ruffling Kent's curls, hair getting caught on his glasses, his shirt flapping a little at the waist. The low sun of late afternoon peeks out from behind the clouds, catching his eyes and throwing them into hues of blue Bruce thought impossible. There's a shine to him, in this light, that reminds Bruce so strongly of Superman that he feels thrown off balance.
His heart skips one, single beat that has him tearing his eyes away and slinking back down from the building, anxiety rattling in his chest.

  (Ask him about his name.)

Batman goes out in the cowl more over the next few (three) days. One night, whilst they’re patrolling together, Orphan tells him Nightwing worries he’s backsliding.
He’s not. He feels sharper than he has in weeks (four and six days).
Four days after The Bat starts hunting with Spoiler and Orphan in tow, reveling in the adrenaline traveling through his veins, Batman decides it’s time to go on a home visit.
The Arctic is very far from Gotham (3571 miles). It's not somewhere he can go on the drop of a hat, it takes careful planning.
Or a lift.
It used to be like that, anyway. Nowadays there's a zeta tube that drops him near enough that he can make a round trip in less than an hour if he's prepared.
Batman takes the Batwing anyway. He needs the time (seven hours if he stays at a steady 500 mph the whole time) to… ruminate.
Batman takes the trip late on a Friday night (Eastern time, not Gotham Standard) timing it so he’ll make it to the Fortress of Solitude at a neat 7am.
Some part of him already knows what he’s going to find, already knows the result of this trip.
He sleeps for five hours on the plane, waking with a steady, sharp mind.
There’s a stillness about the Arctic, a deep peace that comes over Bruce in that white desert, his footsteps leaving imprints on untouched snow, the wind almost immediately brushing every trace of his existence into nothing.
The Batwing shuts down as he walks away from it, the AI settling in for an extended wait.
The Fortress of Solitude unfurls like a flower before him, a crystalline structure so dazzling it would hurt to look at if not for the snow lenses he flicks on. He shivers through the insulated layers of his cape, approaching the front door with a quiet intensity. Batman knocks, an echoing boom exploding through the silence with every tap.
He waits, stepping back.
There’s a flutter behind him mere moments later, the distinctive flapping of a cape in the breeze.
Batman turns his head to watch Superman’s red boots touch on the snow like blood over ice.
There’s a quiet understanding, as they watch each other, that this is it, no matter what happens now, this tension between them will change. Everything between them will change.
“Do you want to come in?” Superman says, his voice a rumble on the wind. The Arctic never suited this man, this shining beacon of humanity, but the Fortress is a marvel of Kryptonian engineering that always leaves him in a state of quiet awe.
Batman nods. Part of him doesn’t trust whatever will come from his mouth if he opens it.
The doors open with a creak and the scrape of crystal against crystal as the front entrance unfolds in welcome.
They walk in silence, footsteps echoing like knocks in a canyon against the distant ceiling. The room they stop in is small, for the Fortress, and unusually crowded, almost all surfaces covered in papers full of tiny, tiny text, handwritten and printed alike.
“I spoke to Diana.” Superman says lowly, hesitantly.
So that’s how it is. Some gear in him shifts, some compartment slotting out of place and floating loose inside of him, emotions blooming like poisonous flowers against the inside of his ribs.
“And?” Calm, even tempered. It’s harder than it should be.
“She said if I had something to say I should say it to you.” Kal fidgets with his hands, pulling on his fingers in a familiar gesture that seems out of place here.
“So?” Bruce grunts, crossing his arms, some stubborn pride stopping him from just talking.
“We haven’t— we haven’t spoken in a while—” Kal’s talking around the issue, trying to admit something without actually saying it, seemingly wanting Bruce to just figure it out. It’s infuriating.
“And?" Bruce snaps.
“I’m sorry that I didn’t say anything.” Kal says, running a hand over his face. He looks tired, distant. He doesn't make eye contact, hovering an inch off the ground in a way that makes Bruce think he's anxious. He hadn't bothered with the bio-dampeners but regrets that now, as his heart thuds heavy in his ears. “When you…”
Kal looks up, trailing off when he sees the look on Bruce's face.
“You lied to me. For ten years.” Bruce has had enough, he grits his teeth, his fists clenching, the muscles of his thighs and calves tight with tension. He waits impatiently. “I thought—”
(I thought we were friends). Bruce looks away, staring at a pile of papers, reading the same few lines over and over as he collects his thoughts.
“Batman— Bruce—” Kal corrects, something complicated fluttering over his face.
“Don't call me that.” It doesn't sound right in his mouth. He thinks at some point it would have made him happy to hear Kal call him that, but all it does now is fill him with bitter resentment.
He doesn't want to resent Kal.
Bruce suddenly raises his head, pulling off his cowl, letting his sweat soaked hair fall down over his forehead. He can’t have this conversation as Batman.
“You— your face—” Kal looks like Bruce slapped him, a shell shocked, wide-eyed look about him. “Bruce Wayne?”
Bruce feels like a fool who trusted and respected someone who didn't return it.
“You lied to my face.” Bruce says quietly, suddenly exhausted. He turns around, the cape spilling over white Kryptonion crystal floors like the wings of a real bat. His eyes search the room, landing again on the papers scattered over the office desk. News articles, unpublished and unfinished, written in Kal's nondescript hand. “For ten years I respected you too much to put the pieces together. I was too complacent.”
“I'm sorry.” Kal takes a deep, shuddering breath that echoes through the room. “I wanted to tell you—”
“Then tell me!” His face is hot and his eyes sting with embarrassment, shame curling in his gut and taking root like a weed through concrete. His control is slipping, his voice going loud and accusatory until he's all but shouting. “Don’t make me say it!”
Yet, through all of it, Bruce still trusts Kal.
Trusts him to be honest, despite all evidence to the contrary.
“Ok.” It comes out a whisper, something quiet and vulnerable. Kal takes a breath and then another that hitches half way. Then he comes closer, dropping a hand onto Bruce's heaving shoulder.
“My name is Clark Kent.” He says weakly, then, stronger; “I’m Kryptonian. I don’t know exactly how old I am, I’m probably thirty-six. I’ve never seen Krypton. Not really. I work at the Daily Planet and I’m good at my job.”
“You’ve never lived in the Fortress.” Bruce says.
“No,” Kal smiles weakly. “I was raised in Kansas. I write essays and articles in my spare time, I like editing Wikipedia articles—”
“—You like cats. You think the purring is calming.” Bruce says and immediately wishes he could take the words back.
“—And I like you. I like your heartbeat. I like how kind you are, how strong your morals are. I like arguing with you. I like being your friend, Bruce.” Bruce turns to the side, just enough that he can see Kal’s earnest face. “You're my friend and I'm sorry I lied to you. I just— I couldn't—”
He cuts himself off, his hand dropping down till it's set on Bruce's wrist.
“I'm still me.” Kal finishes quietly. “Kal-El, Superman, Clark: it's all still me, and I hope from now on I can share the parts of me I was too much of a coward to volunteer. Even if this is it; I'm glad we got to be friends.”
It seems, even aliens can be as human as they come.
Silence settles, and Bruce leans in, dropping his head onto Kal’s— Clark's shoulder.
He thinks they're going to be ok.
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  Nothing is really different now, but it feels like everything is. Clark is different. More open, more relaxed, lighter somehow.
“Can I hold your hand?” Clark asks, something fluttering in his chest. He lets it sit for a moment, before brushing it away. He’s used to it now, the way he feels around Bruce; strong, gentle, like something worth caring about. He leans forward, reaching his arm across the table and wiggling his fingers. He backtracks a little, suddenly awkward, worried he’s being weird. “It’s alright if you don’t, I just want to look at your nail polish.”
Bruce stares at him over the black rims of his reading glasses, his hair sweat soaked against his head, freckles spilling over the curve of his jaw, the length of his neck and down into the neck of his shirt. The pen he’s rocking back and forth in the crook of his index and middle finger stills, before flipping around the back of his knuckles, then back into his fingers with one effortless motion. An easy smile slips onto his face, something crooked and real that dimples his cheek.
Bruce doesn’t say anything, just makes a noise in the back of his throat that Clark takes as a yes before tilting his hand into Clark’s.
Clark slides the pen out from Bruce’s palm, looking briefly at the rich design; the perfectly interconnected pieces. He puts it down gently, intertwining their fingers together, rocking them back and forth a little to see Bruce’s rose pink nails catch the light. Clark runs his thumb over the crease of his palm, over the soft skin, the rough calluses and traces the shape of his neatly cropped nails.
“When did you start painting your nails?”
“Mm.... sometime during med school?” Bruce flips the page of Pride and Prejudice with the pad of his thumb. He finishes speaking with a knowing, wry turn to his words. “People thought it looked a little gay but, well…”
Bruce trails off, eyes trained on his book as Clark tries to cover the way his heart jumps at the implication.
“You went to med school?” He asks instead.
“Only a year.” With his only free hand, Bruce flips the book in his fingers, using his middle finger as a placeholder whilst picking up his actual bookmark with his pinky, dropping it between the pages, then closing his book and picking up his mug. They fall into a comfortable quiet.
Clark thinks about the way he’d covered for himself, had lied to avoid discomfort. He thinks about the transparency Bruce always seems to give him and takes a deep breath, training his eyes on their connected hands like a lifeline. He’s trying to do better. He’s doing better.
“I lied, when I said I wanted to look at your nail polish. I just like your hands.” Bruce snorts, tea spilling back into his mug and spurting out his nose in a display so unlike the refined control he usually has that Clark has to stop and stare.
Their eyes meet and suddenly both of them are laughing, hands held tightly together.
Wholly without meaning to, Clark can’t help but think Bruce looks beautiful like this.
 
___
 
There are so many times Clark could say Bruce saved his life, but he’s always glad when he gets the chance to repay the favour. He tilts forward, unfolding the front page of the Gotham Gazette and reading the headline.

  ‘The Batman Saves Bruce Wayne at Jason Todd Memorial Gala.’ 

He smiles.
___
 
Early morning light falls between the gap of his curtains, falling warmly on the photo hanging on his living room wall, a gift from his parents when he'd first moved out: a beautiful stretch of Kansas landscape. His childhood home sits snugly in the middle, cracked by trees and rolling yellow harvest hills, a huge red barn to the right, the edge of a combine harvester peering out. His Ma, Pa and him stand on the porch, his childhood dog laying at their feet.
He loves that photo. It makes him comfortable, makes him feel human when the world tries to make him feel other.
Clark was around two years old when Ma and Pa fished him from a spaceship and made him their own. He was toddling and babbling words, but what really sets him apart from humans is that he remembers it. Not well, not more than a fuzzy, half formed mess of sensations and shapes, but it was the moment that first made him realise he was different from those around him, from his peers.
Clark has a hard time forgetting things. It's why languages are so easy for him, one of the reasons he'd found school boring and took to work so well.
Breaking his trail of thought, he turns his head towards the sun, breathing it in, feeling rejuvenated and energetic.
He thinks about Batman instead, about Bruce.
Things never go back to normal. They can't, but change isn't all bad.
It’ll take some time for trust to bloom properly again. A year hasn’t been enough for the seams to fit back together and Clark thinks they might never. For now they stay just Bruce and Clark, isolated from the world, disconnected from the heavy things that want to pull them down.
There's a knock on the door and Clark languidly makes his way over, opening it and leaning up against the frame.
Bruce stands there, waves of black hair falling over his eyes, brushing down on the tips of his ears. A thin layer of stubble covers his jaw, his eyes soft and unguarded. A frown is stuck on his face, his brow twitching. Tentatively, they've fallen back into something like friendship.
“I found something.” Bruce says, lifting a bag of takeout. His nails are a familiar, glittering blue, freshly applied.
“Was it Chinese takeout?” Clark says with good humour, despite the early hour.
“No. I have a lead.”
“On—” Clark stands straighter, ushering Bruce into his living room, closing the door behind him with a gentle click.
“Yes.” Both of them are serious as Bruce settles in for the long haul. “I have a name.”
“And?”
“The Red Hood.”
They talk for hours, going through paperwork and video, writing plans and going over possibilities. It’s exhausting, but Clark is so, so glad Bruce has let him into Gotham, into his rogues gallery, even if it’s not as Superman. Especially then.
Later, Clark holds Bruce's hand under the Watchtower's meeting room table, running his thumb over his knuckles absently, soothingly where no one can see.
All the others see is The Batman; the world's finest Superhero.
Clark thinks Bruce is the most hopeful, heartfelt person he's ever known and he holds that truth close to his heart, a gentleness that many will see but not understand.
The most important person in his life, because really, for the past ten years and well into the present, his are the hands that hold Clark's world together.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    And with that, we close this chapter of their story! I hope to see you again soon.
This was very, very fun and I loved every minute of it, thank you for all the wonderful, wonderful comments and support.
Lots of love, Spirits


  






  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          This has been a wild ride for me and I hope you enjoyed it!
This was mostly an excuse to play around with a more emotionally grounded Bruce who has faced his struggles with his mental health head on and come out the other side stronger for it. I didn't want to fundamentally change his entire character, I still wanted him to be stubborn and smart and inconsiderate.
To contrast I wanted to play was Clark as insecure and repressed and absolutely has NOT worked his shit out. I usually see this the other way around in media. Tell me how I did! I love comments and I'll try to respond!
With that said, thank you so much to Briain and Isobelle for their support and enthusiasm as I wrote this, I wouldn't have got it done without you two. Thanks also to Cass for the last minute beta read!
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