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i hope you know you're kind, i hope you know i'm fine

    by kitfornow

      Summary

      Clark has been struggling with keeping his famous positive mindset. Maybe too much has happened, maybe he's become too hardened. Maybe that Captain Marvel guy shouldn't be taking up all of Batman's attention.
Meanwhile, Bruce is just wondering why he has the urge to adopt a thirty-something superhero.
Set in Season 1, Episode 20, "Clash" of Justice League Unlimited. A canon divergence fic where Superman doesn't destroy a city for the less fortunate, learns to handle his emotions, and Captain Marvel has no reason to quit the Justice League. (Seriously, wtf was that episode. I needed to write a happy ending version.)



      Notes

        Slight AU in that the Justice League doesn't know Captain Marvel's kid secret identity.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






i hope you know you're kind, i hope you know i'm fine

    
      Clark is having a good enough day, when J’onn calls for help on the comms. Superman is in the middle of landing a plane that had a wing singed by Parasite, but the ambulances can help the passengers off just fine without his help. So, Clark responds to the call, and rushes to Parasite’s location. Batman was the one to ask J’onn to send someone, and, well, he never asks for help.
So Superman abandons the plane—after safely landing it—and rushes to the coordinates.
By the time he gets there, Captain Marvel is already helping Parasite be escorted back to his cell, perfectly captured.
So much for ‘it can’t wait', huh, J’onn?
And it would be fine, Clark supposes, that he rushed here for no reason, if it weren’t for Batman patting Captain Marvel on the shoulder.
“Good work,” Bruce is saying.
Captain Marvel does a superhero pose—the hands on the hips one that Clark basically invented—and flashes a wide smile at the few other league members that had been apart of the fight.
“It was nothing, really,” he answers.
Clark grinds his teeth. He can’t help it.
It’s not that he doesn’t like the guy! Clark—Superman—likes everyone. He does! It’s just that Captain Marvel is so over-the-top, so overly bashful and nice and somehow more on time than Superman and everyone else just trips over their feet for the guy! And it wouldn’t even matter, it wouldn’t, really, but even—
“Hn. I think he’s blushing.”
Even Batman likes him. Batman. Openly teasing a League member. In front of other League members! It took Clark years to get there with Bruce, and this newbie Captain Marvel is achieving it after a couple of missions!
But. Superman likes him just fine.
Superman likes everyone.
Which is why he pretends not to know Captain Marvel when he lands, joining the group.
“And you are…?” Clark questions.
“Oh, that’s right,” Plastic Man is saying, “you were on a space mission when we recruited him.”
“Captain Marvel, sir. And it is an honor! You’re my biggest fan!”
“Excuse me?” Clark questions. He may like everyone, but he is certainly not this new guy’s biggest fan.
“I! I—I mean, I’m your biggest fan!” Captain Marvel’s too-big smile drops as he smacks a hand to his head. “Sorry, sir, it’s uh, it’s a little overwhelming. Meeting you.”
Suckup, Clark can’t help but think.
“It’s a pleasure, Captain,” he says instead. “A real pleasure.”
Batman narrows his eyes at Clark. Clark ignores him.
But when he walks away, Bruce is stalking after him, anyway. It’s their thing. Or, well, it would be. Could be. If their lives were less complicated and if they weren’t the founding members of the Justice League and if Bruce ever looked at Clark the way Clark looked at him.
But life is complicated, and they are founding members, and Bruce doesn’t.
But apparently he doesn’t mind complimenting and teasing other people.
“You seem aggravated,” Batman notes quietly, when they’re far from the others.
“I’m not.”
“Hm.”
Clark looks over his shoulder, habitual to check on his teammates at this point, but only Captain Marvel is in the same spot. And he’s chatting animatedly to the herd of reporters. Clark swallows a growl. Bruce doesn’t turn around completely, but he tilts his head enough to follow Clark’s gaze.
“Trouble sharing the spotlight?” Batman teases. Clark glares at him half-heartedly.
“You know I don’t care about any spotlight,” Clark answers.
“You did, once.” Bruce reminds him, and Clark supposes that’s true. When he was younger, more naive. More excitable. “He’s new.”
“You certainly seem to like him,” Clark notes, and he wonders if Bruce caught the thinly veiled jealousy in his tone. It doesn’t dissipate when Bruce doesn’t disagree. He just gives a half-hearted ‘hm’ before stopping abruptly, turning to Clark.
Clark, surprised, stops too.
“When did you stop giving people the benefit of the doubt?” Bruce asks, and it’s not mean, but it’s not teasing either.
“When did you start?”
Bruce doesn’t react, and Clark wonders if maybe he’s crossed one of those invisible land-mines he trips over sometimes in their conversations, even now, after all these years.
“He does good work.” Bruce answers, but there’s something too casual in his tone. Clark narrows his eyes, prompting, but Bruce doesn’t answer. Instead, he just grapples away. Some things never change.
Clark finishes his Saturday more civilian than superhero, which he doesn’t mind. He has chores to catch up on, deadlines to finish by. It’s a quiet evening.
A quiet night.
A quiet morning.
Until he reads the morning paper, courtesy of The Daily Planet.

  
    Captain Marvel Endorses Luthor For President!
  

It’s in big, chalky, shocking letters.
Clark scans the article quickly, then goes to read another. Another. As many different papers as he can find. But they’re all spouting the same nonsense, all reciting the same quote:

  “Just look at Lex Luthor. He used to be a supervillain, for Pete’s sake, and now he’s one of the good guys! I think it’s terrific that he’s running for President.”

Clark, in the safety of his home, may or may not burn through several stacks of paper with his laser vision. One of the good guys? Lex Luthor?! Publicly endorsing…terrific…
It strikes Clark as odd that one of the things he’s the most upset about is the language. “Pete’s sake” is so…Superman. There isn’t a picture in the remaining paper that he hasn’t burned up but Clark would bet that Captain Marvel was doing Superman’s superhero pose again, too, as he’s preaching this baloney.
He calls Bruce.
“Have you seen the paper?” Clark is vaguely aware his voice is louder than it should be.
“Of course,” Bruce answers.
“And?”
“We will talk to him about it.” Bruce’s voice is clipped. Disappointed. Clark isn’t sure why Batman is so invested in this newcomer. What does Captain Marvel have that Clark doesn’t?
“When?” Clark demands.
“He is scheduled to come in today. We’ll hold a meeting with the founders then.”
Clark gives a satisfied hmph.
“What is it?” Bruce asks.
“What?”
“What’s bothering you? Something clearly is.” His voice is stone, but Clark knows Bruce wouldn’t be asking if he didn’t care.
“I just…I don’t trust him, B.”
Bruce is dead silent.
“But you do, don’t you?” Clark asks, and he wonders why the thought makes him so upset.
“He made a mistake. I know better than anyone how manipulative the tabloids can be.” Clark opens his mouth to defend his position, but Bruce beats him to it. “But this is still serious. We will talk to him about it.”
And they do. Clark is the one to collect the hero, forced to overhear his excessive greetings to every league member he passes, going so far as to high-five Captain Atom.
Is Superman allowed to feel annoyed? Because so far he is feeling extremely annoyed.
“That’s new armor, isn’t it?” Captain Marvel is joking, but his face drops when he turns around to see the seriousness in Superman’s face. “Something wrong?” He asks. Clark can’t help but narrow his eyes. As if he doesn’t know!
“Come with me,” Clark replies. Captain Marvel obliges without complaint and neither man speaks another word until they arrive in the official meeting room.
John, Diana, and Bruce are seated on Superman’s right. Wally, Sheyera, and J’onn on his left. Everyone is in costume. Everyone is serious.
But Captain Marvel doesn’t take the hint. He bounds in like a surprised, over-eager puppy. How can Bruce possibly put up with this guy?
Not that that matters. Not that Clark cares who Bruce likes and who he doesn’t.
“Have you read the papers today?” Clark asks, leaning over the table. Bruce isn’t looking at him but he can feel the surprise at his formidability.
“Just the comics,” Captain Marvel replies with his overly large smile, then delves into some story about whatever the comic squirrel did in the papers this morning. Clark has to fight not to yell.
He holds up the paper. Captain Marvel’s voice cuts off, mouth agape in surprise.
“Holy moly,” he mumbles.
Holy moly?! Seriously?! Is this guy reading off a pamphlet? Clark tosses the paper down again.
“When you joined this team,” he growls, “you became something more than just a hero.”
“I know that, sir,” he tries to interrupt, but Clark holds up a hand.
“You became a symbol. A symbol that represents all of us.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We don’t play favorites, we don’t sell deodorant on television,” a cheap shot, he realizes a beat too late—he’ll have to apologize to Flash later, “and we don’t get involved in politics!”
“Yes, sir.”
“And we certainly don’t endorse supervillains for the presidency!” He exclaims at last, somehow even more annoyed with Captain Marvel’s compliance.
“Now, now, wait a minute. I never said that I was endorsing Luthor. Just, that I think it’s great that someone like him can change into a good guy!”
“Life just isn’t that simple,” Clark half-growls.
“Well, maybe it is, sometimes! Maybe people can change!” Captain Marvel slams his hand down on the table hard enough to shake it, and everyone but Batman and J’onn seem surprised.
“Some people can,” Bruce speaks up. Clark whips his head at Batman, but his face is indiscernible beneath the cowl. “I know you just want to see the best in people. But you can’t let it blind you.”
The whole table is looking at Batman, now, because his voice is soft as he speaks. It’s rare that Clark’s voice is more grouchy than Bruce’s.
“I didn’t mean to endorse anybody,” Captain Marvel repeats softly, speaking directly to Batman.
“I know,” Bruce answers, and it’s almost warm. Clark wants to yell again. Why is he being so nice? Why is he acting like that? He never sounds like this! Never! “Why don’t you go to the cafeteria, get some water, take a break?”
Even Captain Marvel blinks at him in shock. The rest of the league is frozen. Clark ignores how the hurt, crestfallen look on Captain Marvel’s face fades at Batman’s kindness.
“Is there anything I can do, to um, to make it up to you?” Captain Marvel asks.
“You are not to make—” Clark starts, but is once again interrupted by Batman. Who never talks this much in a meeting like this. Not unless it’s a report.
“In the future, run public statements by us, first.” Captain Marvel heaves a big sigh, and Clark tries to start up again, but Bruce puts a hand around his wrist. Clark had never sat down, but he wishes now that he had. The gesture has caught him completely off-guard, unprecedented, and Clark couldn’t remember how to talk if he tried. “It’ll be okay. Even Flash needed media training, back in the day,” Batman comforts. Captain Marvel nods, shyly. Then, back in his normal, harsher drawl, “Dismissed.”
“Yes, sir,” he repeats again, exiting, and Clark would feel angry about it but Bruce is still holding his wrist and it’s taking all his energy not to float.
But the minute the doors close behind Captain Marvel, Bruce’s hand withdraws, and the team holds a collective breath.
“What was that?” Clark demands.
Bruce ignores Clark completely, staring at the doors Captain marvel had just left through.
“Since when do you tell people to go drink some water while they’re being reprimanded?” Flash asks in surprise, teasing more than anything, but he’s not wrong. Not at all.
“Hn.”
“Are you compromised?” Clark can’t help but ask, shocked as the words leave his mouth.
“Excuse me?” Bruce growls, gaze finally leaving the door. “Am I? If we want to talk about compromised, let’s discuss how every time Luthor is brought into the conversation, you want to go marching into battle.”
“Because he’s a villain!” Clark exclaims.
“And he is incapable of change?”
Clark senses a trap. He doesn’t respond. But Bruce doesn’t care. He stands up, eyes level with Clark.
“Let’s just kill him then,” he says coolly. Clark can’t hide the surprise in his face, and someone—Diana, maybe, gasps. “Why keep sending him to prison, if he is just going to break out and hurt people over and over again? Why don’t I go off and kill the Joker? Haven’t they caused enough carnage, by now?”
Clark is pretty sure his mouth is straight up open, jaw dropped, and he doesn’t know how to close it.
“You are playing judge and executioner. Be wary of Luthor, of course—who wouldn’t? Be careful with new recruits, sure,” Bruce continues, his voice gentle in a way it never is. He doesn’t break eye contact with Clark as he speaks. “But you shouldn’t be more paranoid than the most paranoid one on the team. That is, and always has been, my job. Your job is to believe in people. To see the best in them. To give them hope.”
Clark softens. He can’t help it.
“To let them give you hope,” Bruce finishes.
Wally tries to start a slow clap, but Batman silences him with a glare.
“Alright,” Clark answers at last. “I see your point.”
And he does. He does, because as much as Clark likes Batman, he respects him tenfold. He does, because lately Clark can admit he’s become a bit more hardened. He does, because maybe he misses seeing those starry-eyes that Captain Marvel has, in his own reflection.
He does, until later that evening, when Lex Luthor is on television, being interviewed about some new “urban utopia” he’s building for the less fortunate, and he’s thanking Captain Marvel for his support, and he’s inviting Superman to attend.
“Hey, that’s great, isn’t it?” Captain Marvel says, standing a little behind where Clark is watching, and Clark wants to be mad at him again. Luthor was just openly slandering Hawkgirl’s name! How come Captain Marvel didn’t seem to hear that part?!
But because Bruce has all but told him to get off Captain Marvel’s case, Clark doesn’t say anything. He leaves the room without a word.
He doesn’t see Bruce again until the next day, when they’re battling four big bad guys side by side. It’s usually his favorite, but today his wrist aches—a strange phantom pain he can’t place, and they aren’t doing much talking. Not that Batman ever does all that much talking. Especially in front of hostiles.
“Still bothered?” Clark can’t help but ask, between punches, because something really does feel off.
“I just think you were a little tough on the boy scout,” Batman defends gruffly. Something in Clark slows to a stop.
“I thought I was the boy scout,” he mumbles, and tries to disguise how hurt he actually is. Can this new guy replace him so easily? Clark doesn’t even get to keep Batman’s old nicknames?
“I did too, until I met Captain Marvel.”
And. Yeah.
Clark doesn’t like him.
Clark likes everybody. But he decides then and there, as his wrist goes cold and Batman is busy throwing one of the bad guys into a telephone pole, that he actually, really really, dislikes Captain Marvel.
Not as much as Luthor.
But he did endorse the guy.
So. It’s pretty close.
It has nothing to do with Batman, actually, or who he suddenly likes more than Clark. It’s called instincts. Not clouded judgement.
“What is it with you and him?” Clark bites out, unable to stop himself.
“I can’t explain it,” Bruce answers as the fight ends, “I take one look at the guy and I want to make sure he’s eating enough and getting proper sleep.”
Clark has to try very hard to keep the rage from his face. He’s not jealous. He’s not.
He’s pretty sure Bruce sees it anyway.
“Oh, come on,” Bruce says, grumpily, “Don’t you worry after him?”
“Not like you do,” Clark grumbles. “Why are you—why is everyone defending him?”
“We like him,” Bruce answers simply, almost thoughtfully. “He’s…sunny.”
Nevermind. Clark hates him even more than Luthor.
Before he has to respond to the mind-boggle that is Batman calling someone ‘sunny’, a new voice is using the comms to introduce themselves.
“This is Emil Hamilton, J’onn was kind enough to patch me through.” Clark is keenly aware of Bruce taking a step closer—they’d already been pretty close—and has to work to return his focus to the voice in his ear.
“What is it, Professor?”
“There’s something here I think you should see,” Hamilton replies mysteriously. Batman offers to come along. Bruce must really see that Clark is upset, because he even lets Superman carry him, all the way to STAR Labs. They’re not touching more than they have to—Clark would probably implode if Bruce ever let himself be carried bridal-style. But Clark knows how much the man hates flying in general, and he knows he’s one of the few allowed to carry Batman in non-emergency situations.
Absently, he wonders if Captain Marvel will receive the same special treatment.
Hamilton explains that the lab had been robbed, but only in the mission for one thing: four pounds of Kryptonite, which had been carefully stowed away. Bruce immediately starts investigating and scanning.
“The lock was nano-picked. LexCorp technology,” Batman decides aloud.
“Then Luthor—” Clark starts.
“Which anyone could have gotten their hands on,” Bruce interrupts, and Clark feels strangely scolded. “Or, for that matter, planted here to incriminate Luthor.”
“You know it was him!” Clark argues.
“I’m not entirely convinced. This is pretty sloppy, for Lex.”
“He’s the most arrogant human being on the planet!” Clark exclaims, annoyed. “He wants us to know!”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe?!”
Bruce doesn’t reply. They leave the Lab together, and Bruce is clearly waiting until they are out of Hamilton’s earshot to speak again.
“You can’t jump to conclusions,” he scolds.
“What jump? LexCorp technology, missing Kryptonite. Who do we know that fits that profile?” Clark defends, crossing his arms. Bruce just blinks at him. Seconds tick by.
“You have no evidence,” Bruce reminds him. He looks around a moment before taking a half-step closer. It throws Clark off his guard, feeling oddly out of orbit whenever Bruce gets too close. “I…I’m worried about you,” he says at last.
“What?”
“You don’t seem like yourself,” Bruce answers softly. “You’re angry, upset, and I think you need to figure out why, so that you stop projecting it onto everything else.”
“What?” Clark repeats, baffled at both Bruce’s sincerity and his words.
“Take the night off, Superman,” Bruce responds, and from the use of his hero name Clark recognizes it as the order that it is. But Batman isn’t his boss, and if he really cared, he’d tell him to just drink some water, maybe.
“I’m fine,” Clark declares, somewhat forcefully. Bruce holds his gaze.
“I disagree. I’ll send someone else to keep an eye on the elusive Mr. Luthor tonight.”
“I can do it,” Clark protests, though it sounds more whiny than he meant to.
Impossibly, Bruce takes another step forward. He puts a hand on Clark’s shoulder.
“I know. But you need to take a step back. We don’t accuse people without evidence.”
“Then why are we sending someone to spy on his party?” Clark is aware that his phrasing makes it seem like he’s conceded to the order of not going. He ignores this.
“Because he’s a suspect,” Bruce answers simply, as if that’s more than enough information. Then: “He’s just a suspect right now.”
The hand hasn’t left Clark’s shoulder. He feels sort of warm all over.
“I’ll return to the watchtower, take another look at these findings. Take some time, and figure out what’s bothering you,” Bruce repeats, so gentle that it feels like they’re not even in uniform anymore.
“You can’t bench me,” Clark responds, though it has no real bite to it.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Bruce answers, and there’s a tiny, almost imperceptible uptick to the corner of his mouth.
 
-
 
Superman doesn’t go to the opening of Lex’s new city. Apparently it runs on some form of self-sufficient energy. Apparently Captain Marvel and Atom were assigned to watch over the night. Apparently everything went off without a hitch.
Clark is trying very hard not to be bitter about the whole thing.
In terms of what’s upsetting him? He has no idea. He doesn’t know where the tightness in his chest is coming from. He doesn’t know when it started. He doesn’t know how to make it go away.
It does fade, inexplicably, when Bruce knocks on his door late that night.
“Hi,” he greets in surprise.
“How are you?” Bruce asks, and it’s not polite. He’s cutting to the chase, as he barges in, and Clark likes him all the more for it.
The thing he likes so much about Bruce is that Clark never has to guess. Sure, he has to interpret his grunts and silences, but when Bruce is thinking something, really, he jumps straight in. Clark likes that about him. Well, that, among other things. Among everything.
“Clark?”
It’s nice seeing Bruce in his civilian form. He likes the suit, too, of course, but there is something so satisfying about seeing Bruce’s hair and his eyes and the pinched skin between his brows. Something about the tight shirt and the slightly more relaxed posture.
“I’m fine. Heard everything went well, tonight,” he answers at last.
“So you’re not fine.” Bruce states. Clark doesn’t know what in his voice gave him away. He wonders if it’s really that obvious, or if Bruce really knows him that well. Maybe a mix of the two. Clark sighs, running a hand absentmindedly through his hair. He wonders if he’s losing his mind when he catches Bruce tracking the movement a little too closely.
“I don’t know. I don’t know, okay? I wish I did, but I don’t,” Clark exclaims at last. Bruce just nods like it’s the most interesting thing in the world. A beat passes.
“Let me make you some tea.”
Clark’s brows jump to his hairline, and he’s sure Bruce can read the surprise on his face, but he doesn’t react to it.
“Tea?” Clark asks dumbly.
“Alfred demanded I do it in his stead.”
This makes Clark yelp a laugh.
“Yeah. Okay. Tea,” Clark surrenders, and leans against a counter as Bruce retrieves the teapot. It’s nice that after all this time he knows where everything is. Bruce is a horrible cook, but Clark is sure that he still knows where every pot and utensil in this kitchen is.
He doesn’t know why he likes that so much.
Something domestic, he supposes. A dream he’ll never quite grasp or admit.
“It was supposed to be a set-up,” Bruce breaks the comfortable silence as the water begins to heat. “For you. The stolen Kryptonite, the self-sufficient energy source that looked uncomfortably similar to a bomb.”
“Bomb?” Clark asks, straightening a bit. Bruce waves a hand.
“Just looked like one.” Bruce calms. “Lead casing, too. I think Lex was trying very hard to make you destroy his fancy park.”
“Bet he was disappointed I didn’t show.”
“Wonder what genius came up with that idea,” Bruce replies, tone unchanged. But Clark laughs, because he knows when Bruce is teasing.
“Yes, yes, smartie. Look at you.”
Blue eyes look into his for the first time—Bruce had been staring at the teapot for most of the conversation—and a tiny smile flits onto his face. It would look unchanged to the untrained eye, but Clark has Bruce completely memorized.
“What is it that’s bothering you, lately?” He asks again, pretty blue eyes pouring into his, wide and curious and maybe a little worried.
Clark shrugs. Looks down at his lap when those eyes get to be too much.
“Maybe I just don’t like the new guy as much as you,” Clark mumbles, and it’s meant to be a joke but it doesn’t sound like one at all.
“Clark,” Bruce says gently, and Clark looks up to see that Bruce has stepped significantly closer. “This has been going on for a while. I don’t think it has as much to do with Marvel as you think.”
“A while?” Clark asks, surprised by the sentence and the distance. Or, lack thereof. Clark could grab Bruce, pull him closer, without even reaching his arm fully out, without even straightening his elbow. It’s disturbing how long the thought stays on his brain.
“You’ve been more rash. Quicker to judgement. Quicker to place blame. You used to be the calm, reasonable one of the two of us. Now, I’m not so sure.”
It should feel like an attack, like a warning. But it doesn’t. It feels, instead, like Clark is being understood. Like someone has been paying attention not for the purpose of keeping him in line but of keeping him safe and happy and healthy. The idea warms him, a little.
“I don’t know,” he admits at last on a sigh. “I just…”
He trails off.
He trails off because he’s in love with Bruce, and it’s so obvious that it hurts. He trails off because he doesn’t feel entirely safe or secure, and he hasn’t in a while. He trails off because he’s jealous of Captain Marvel and he misses the time when he felt the way the newbie is feeling now.
“You’ve figured it out,” Bruce decides quietly, and Clark doesn’t have to answer because the tea starts whistling and Bruce leaves his space to do that. Clark didn’t realize how close he’d gotten until he left.
Eventually the tea is ready. Bruce takes his black. He makes Clark’s with just enough honey, exactly the way he likes it.
They sit on the couch. Bruce waits him out. They’re good at that.
“I need to take a break from the League,” Clark realizes aloud. He didn’t know that was the case even thirty seconds ago, but now it’s the most true thing in the world. He’s become hardened and paranoid and he needs to find that soft center Ma instilled in him and bring it back to light. He can’t do that on the job. He just can’t.
Clark looks up from the tea to see an unsurprised face staring back at him.
“But you knew that, didn’t you?” Clark asks. Bruce smiles, properly, if a little sadly.
“You deserve a break, Clark. You’ve been at this for years. You’re strong enough to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders, but you don’t have to anymore. We’ve got you. You can rest.”
“Except for Cadmus. Except for Luthor running for President. Except for—” Bruce puts a hand on his knee, and Clark once again belatedly registers just how close they’re sitting. There is a whole lot of couch behind Bruce that goes ignored.
“We have your back. And I know that when we need you, you’ll have ours, too.” Bruce says softly.
“Thought you were supposed to be paranoid,” Clark responds lightly, eyes narrowed in jest.
“Not about this,” Bruce answers seriously. “Not about you.”
Silence surrounds them again, but it’s warm and welcoming, a blanket they share easily. Bruce’s hand is still on his knee, which is good, because if he ever removes it Clark may die. He wants Bruce this close, forever.
“I have to watch over Metropolis,” Clark decides. “I can’t let my duties just…stop. People will wonder where I went.”
“Small things,” Bruce nods. “Good, ol’ Metropolis. But the big stuff, we can do. Let us help, just for a little while. Just until you figure out what this is.”
“I thought I did?” Clark wonders. “I need a break?”
Bruce hums in thought.
“You used to trust people. Now you look at everyone like they’re your enemy. Earlier, we fought those four goons on Main…” He trails off, waits for Clark to nod. “What did they do? Why were we fighting them?”
Clark can’t remember.
Did they say? Had he asked?
“Whatever they were doing, they destroyed a lot of property,” Clark says defensively.
“So did we,” Bruce answers. “You used to ask. It wasn’t so long ago, either. This is new. But it’s been building for a while. And you need to figure out why.”
Clark nods, guilt building in his throat.
“I should apologize to Captain Marvel too, I suppose.” He grumbles, still probably more jealous than he should be. He catches a funny light in Bruce's eyes, something akin to humor.
“Hn. You have been unusually harsh with him.”
“You’ve been unusually soft!” Clark argues. Bruce smiles again, looking suddenly uncharacteristically shy. For a moment Clark feels sick. If Bruce confesses some sort of crush while he has a hand on his knee, Clark may throw up.
“I can’t explain it. Every time he talks I start making mental plans to start a college fund,” Bruce admits at last.
“College fund?” Clark questions in surprise. “Bit old for that, isn’t he?”
Bruce seems deep in thought at the suggestion.
“Looks that way,” he says in a sigh. “But I look at him and I want to wrap him in a blanket and keep him safe and sound in the manor.” Jealousy threatens to show its ugly face again, for a moment, until Bruce continues. “My instincts tell me he is a lot younger than he seems.”
It takes Clark a moment to process this.
Then it takes him exactly two more moments to recall Bruce’s fierce protection of his kids.
“Your adoption senses are tingling,” Clark exhales with a laugh. Bruce rolls his eyes, but doesn’t look offended in the least.
“I’m not sure,” he answers carefully. “But my manor certainly has the space…He could live across from Dick’s old room…”
“Bruce!” Clark shoves him playfully, and Bruce sways away for a moment before returning, closer than before.
“Fine, fine,” Bruce surrenders with a soft, teasing smile. “Glad to see you aren’t glaring at anything with the mention of his name.” Clark rolls his eyes, even though he’s absolutely right.
“I’m…I’m sorry about that. I guess I’ve just been…” Clark trails off, physically unable to admit it.
“Jealous?” Bruce fills in anyway. Every single muscle in Clark’s body freezes. But Bruce’s hand is still on his knee. Why is it still on his knee? “You know, I never noticed that before.”
Clark can’t look away from Bruce’s piercing gaze, wonders if his face is as red as it feels.
“Sorry, I’m, I’m not—” Clark stumbles. Bruce’s hand tightens for the first time, and impossibly Bruce leans forward. He raises an eyebrow, something teasing in his eyes.
“I don’t mind,” he drawls, a smirk playing on his lips. “It’s…cute. When you’re jealous.”
Clark is impossibly warm.
“You think I’m cute?” His voice is a very gruff whisper.
“I think you’re gorgeous,” Bruce admits, softer than the teasing from before. Something serious crosses his face. “I’m sorry, I never said anything before. I didn’t think that…I didn’t realize…”
For the first time in the conversation, he seems shy. Nervous. That’s okay, because they have a tendency of being what the other needs. When one falters, the other steps up and fills the gap. It’s how it’s always been. It’s everything.
“Not so bad yourself,” Clark teases. Bruce narrows his eyes. “But you already know that.”
Clark realizes for the first time just how hard his heart is beating in his chest. It’s loud and unsteady.
It matches Bruce’s.
“Do I?” Bruce asks, a little bit breathless.
They are very, very close. Bruce is inches from him. Clark could close the distance so easily.
“This is perhaps a bad idea,” Bruce admits, and Clark has to swallow a chuckle. “Dating within the League.”
“Technically,” Clark responds, allowing his midwestern drawl to slip through a little more, “I’m not a current League member.”
One breath. Two.
And then they’re kissing.
Clark couldn’t say for sure who initiated it. One blink, they were staring, thinking, leaning…and the next, Bruce’s lips were meeting his, one hand still on his knee, the other tangling in his hair. Clark’s own hands reach to Bruce’s jaw, trailing down his chest, obsessed with having him this close, this near.
The kiss deepens, and Clark treasures it. It’s sort of languid, unhurried despite the long time coming.
“I love you,” Clark mumbles when they part.
“Thank God,” Bruce murmurs back, and kisses him some more. Clark surprises himself by pulling away, a little.
“No,” he whines, “you have to say it back.”
Bruce narrows his eyes again, a smirk playing on his lips.
“I love you,” he replies coolly, leaning forward and closing the distance once again. Then, between short, quick kisses, he just…continues. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”
A shiver runs down Clark’s body, a sort of worry alleviating from his body. He wonders if this, this secret, this love for his best friend, has been a part of his stress as of late. He wonders it, because the ease he’s feeling now, he hasn’t felt in a long, long time.
There’s still more to figure out. He will need to sort out this newly admitted anger within himself.
But for now…he’d rather just keep kissing Bruce.

    





  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Post Chapter (may make it into a proper epilogue later after i finish some of my other WIPs):
- Clark takes some well deserved time off, staying mainly in the manor. Bruce refuses to let him come to work. Clark works on his issues in therapy, and when he starts feeling better, Bruce follows his lead. (about time.)
- Clark apologizes to Billy, who takes it perfectly in stride, mostly just excited to have a hug from his all-time favorite hero. When everyone eventually finds out Billy's age, (and depending on which canon you follow, the tragedy of his parents and homelife), everyone coos over him. Bruce absolutely kidnaps adopts him and has had his college fund ready for several months.
- Cadmus, which was a result of government's fear of the Justice League, disperses when Superman and Batman decide that they do, in fact, have too much power. They start a base of operations on Earth (just as in Season 1, Episode 25, "Divided We Fall" without all that crazy baloney in between. Green Arrow and Black Canary take the lead on the project.
- Lex Luthor drops out of the presidential race. It's a mix of the fact that Superman is clearly no longer bothered by the development, the lack of Cadmus backing, and the whole nutjob obsession with Brainiac.
- Clark and Bruce refuse to explain to the League what's going on with them. They spend a LOT of time making out. Only Diana and J'onn have clocked it.
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