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isostatic

    by mediant

      Summary

      When Bruce asks him to use some of the Fortress’s processing power for a chemical analysis he's working on, Clark agrees without a second thought. Why shouldn't he? Well, because neither of them know that linking the resources of Houses meant a lot more on Krypton.
Or, Bruce accidentally proposes to Clark. Except they’re not even in a relationship.
(...Yet?)
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Chapter 1








  .Ewuhshodh tavehd zw rraotiv w kyn zrhyminia, the Fortress chimes at Clark.
“My second what is ready?,” Clark replies absentmindedly, because he’s still trying to figure out exactly how much plating the new solar trough will need before the League meeting, while simultaneously keeping an ear on a hurricane that’s trying to decide whether or not to visit Florida, so he’s clearly misheard.
The Fortress hums. .tavehd kyn zrhyminia
“My second what.”
.kyn zrhy-min-ia it says, slower and more distinctly, just like it does when he’s mispronouncing something.
Clark drops the solar trough right onto his foot.
“What are you talking- Fortress. Please describe. In English.”
The automated workstation across the lab lights up softly. Lying on its surface, just finished its final cooling cycle - “carbon-crystal-edged triangular blades, angling thirty degrees alternating, mounted on a strip of tungsten carbide measuring-“
“That,” Clark says, “is a hacksaw. It is not an engagement present.”
The Fortress is silent for a moment. Then it chimes polite confusion, or maybe it’s dissent. Clark frowns at the ceiling. “I think you have some crystals crossed somewhere. This is - a present. A perfectly normal present. For his birthday. Nothing to do with an engagement-” He pauses. “What did you mean second?”
The Fortress is silent for a few seconds, nominally to process his irregular English syntax. Clark is pretty sure it doesn’t need the time at all but does it to subtly encourage him to speak Kryptahniuo. He puts his hands on his hips and continues to frown at the ceiling until he gets a response. “,Tynth, may I suggest you review the data entry I have recalled to the central console?”
Clark puts the trough on the main workbench, eyeing the dent his foot’s made in it, then goes. 
—
Okay. There is an easy way to fix this. This being that he’s accidentally proposed marriage to Bruce, or more accurately Bruce has accidentally proposed marriage to him, but the salient point is that they’re about halfway through the engagement process. And he’d been about to all but formalize it, by giving a gift that his House had helped create.
That had been the mistake, apparently. Clark could give Bruce as many gifts as he wanted, he could give Bruce the damn moon without it meaning a thing, but all because he’d let the Fortress handle the final welding step, it’s turned into a symbol. What the House of El, its scion and its holdings, have to offer the… for lack of a better term, House of Wayne.
Clark rolls his third favorite pen between his fingers, trying to ground himself with the familiar scratches and bumps under his fingertips as he listens to his blissfully unaware fi- no, he's not going to let himself think about that even ironically. As he listens to Bruce’s briefing. It works for about half a second before he’s thinking about the - the engagement again.
The kicker is, he’d even been planning on finishing the damn saw himself, so he wouldn’t have been in this mess at all. It’s just that - well, he’d been afraid he wouldn’t be able to finish it in time, what with the Belle Reeve breakout, and before that the cleanup from the latest round of Lex-deployed robots four days ago, and more assignments than usual at work what with the stomach bug going around, and to top it all off the baby Sun-Eater he still hasn’t come up with a name for has been getting fussy about eating from his hands so he really had needed to get the solar trough finished as fast as possible-
Okay. So he’s been, perhaps, busier than he’d realized. It’s not a good excuse but it is an excuse. He taps the pen on the table once.

  Focus on the bright side, Kent. 

The bright side is that there’s no way this little - administrative mixup - can go further. According to the data entry from the Fortress, the final step in a Kryptonian engagement involves submitting a petition to the raozrhynj-zrhyminia. This seems to have been some sort of compatibility assessor computer, and it is currently orbiting Rao in a million greenish pieces of dust. So at least he can’t do that accidentally.
Just all the courting steps leading up to it.
Also, there’s the hurricane evacuation he’s still keeping an ear on.
And he needs to figure out if there’s some way to give Bruce his stupid birthday saw behind his own House’s back without it drawing the wrong conclusions about their engagement-
There’s a tiny krrrk as he accidentally rolls the pen a touch too hard and the acrylic of the barrel gets a microscopic hairline fracture. No one else could possibly notice the sound, but it does make him set the pen down too quickly. Which, of course, he notices. “Superman,” comes Batman’s stern voice.
It sure would have been nice for the Fortress to tell him all this after he has to sit through a meeting with him.
“Sorry,” he says. “I heard something, but it’s not important.” Not technically a lie.
Bruce seems to buy it at any rate, turning back to the briefing. Clark rereads through the report at speed, listening to Bruce cover all the intelligence, and then add tersely that he will be unavailable for most of the next week. Because Bruce Wayne’s birthday is in two days, and Bruce Wayne has been rather, well, Wayne-ish recently, and so is rumored to be planning on drinking his way through half the clubs of upper Gotham and possibly half its residents as well. Clark’s frown can hopefully be taken as a response to the irritating news that Volcana’s laid her hands on some Atlantean artifact.
“That’s all I have for now,” Bruce says. “Superman, if you have an update on the chemical analysis, after that we’re done.”
The analysis. The analysis that had kicked this whole thing off. Because linking the computer system, the primary resource of your House, to someone else’s system apparently meant that you wanted that link to be…
“They’re almost done,” Clark says. “At the pace they’ve been going, it’ll take about two hours to finish. Then the Fortress systems estimate another four to eight hours to synthesize the first test antidotes.” And the formal meeting’s over, so he leans back a little in his chair with a half smile, enjoying the way Bruce’s mouth twitches just the slightest bit downward. “So, since he’s safely locked away, you can restrain yourself from the Scarecrow investigation for that long. Right?”
“Not this again,” the Flash says, and leaves at speed. Mostly for show since he does pause for a nanosecond to wave to Clark on his way out with a grin. Clark waves back.
But just as Bruce opens his mouth, no doubt to jab something back about how they don’t all have the luxury of being reactive, Clark really does hear something. The hurricane- he lets his head snap up and to the side as he triangulates, and the next moment he’s out of his chair.  There’s just enough time to say “excuse me,” and then he’s out, streaking through the sky.
He does allow himself a second of warm fondness, amusement at Bruce’s microexpression at him getting the last word, before he’s all focused on the shift and howl of the winds and the heartbeats below.
—
Clark would not give up being Superman, not if he could ever help it. It’s part of who he is now, part of who he’s settled into. Helping people, as best he can, with what he can do. But he does, every once in a while, find it - difficult. He is far busier than most of the League. He can’t help it, when he hears as much as he does.
It’s not like he minds! He has far more help than he ever would have dreamed of when he’d first put on the cape. But some days -
Some days Clark is saving lives for forty hours straight.
Hurricanes are always a challenge. It’s never as simple as flying every heartbeat out of danger; many have reasons for staying in the flood zone, but he can’t skip checking on them. In his more tired, frustrated moments, Clark wonders if some of the people who don’t evacuate do it because they know he’ll be there to pull them out if it gets bad.
After the storm lumbers its way back east over the ocean and he’s chased down every Floridian heartbeat in its wake he can hear, he manages to sneak in a twelve minute catnap on top of the blanket of clouds. Then he wakes up to Perry bellowing his name in Metropolis. He puts in a good four and a half hours working late in the basement - banished to obituaries again, which is fair considering he’d hastily called out between rescues without getting anyone to cover his assignments - before a fire pulls him away. And so it goes. Fires, compared to hurricanes, are simple as long as he catches them early enough. When it’s out, he sits with Aaliyah, who’d just been trying to make her dad dinner because he works so hard, and she’s just moved to Metropolis and she didn’t know, the stove is all weird not like she’s used to, and she’s starting at a new high school in three days and freaking Superman probably thinks she’s a-
Clark interrupts her at this point to tell her it’s all right, it’s what he’s here for, and asks her if she would like a hug. She would.
He waits with her until her dad can make it off his night shift early and come home and also tell her it’s all right. Then when she’s a little calmer, calm enough to smile and wave goodbye to him when he arches up into the night sky, only then does he realize it’s 10:52 and Bruce’s birthday is almost over.
Sh-
(Clark looks around. The clouds are empty.)
Shit.
He arrows to the Fortress. Except the hacksaw isn’t there.
…Double shit.
“Fortress,” he says. “Where’s the saw.”
A suspiciously placid chime. “It has been delivered to the intended.”
And, of course, the little ultrasound emitter in his cape pocket chooses that moment to sound its 60-25kHz glissando. The Bat-signal. For half a second Clark considers not picking up.
“Agent A?” Maybe this is League business.
“Master Kent, sir. May I request your presence at the Manor tonight?”
Definitely not League business. Also definitely not a request. He - Alfred knows, somehow, Clark realizes, with a frisson of horror. His Master Kent intonation logically sounds nothing like how his mom used to say Clark Joseph Kent. Somehow it also sounds exactly the same.
Clark mutes the channel for a second. “I’m not done with you,” he says to the ceiling, and then unmutes. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
—
Alfred has chosen to make tea in the fifteen minutes. This means Clark isn’t about to be killed outright. Tea is one of the few drinks it’s impossible to subtly poison with liquid Kryptonite, since the tannin reacts with even the smallest amount to turn the entire drink the color, consistency, and approximate taste of Mountain Dew.
Not that Alfred would do that. Try to kill him. Probably. Even if he has accidentally proposed to Bruce without getting his blessing.
Or if he did he'd find some other way. It would be a waste of good tea.
“Master Kent,” he says, when Clark touches down in front of the Manor. “May I assist you with that?”
“No thanks,” Clark says, adjusting his grip on the five-ton, six-foot length of sunstone necessary to grow a secondary console.
Alfred nods, and leads Clark to the Cave, which is -
The lights are dark, but the Cave isn’t, because soft glowing veins radiate through the floor, tracing along where the lights should be. The main computer bank is rimed with crystal, soft delicate arches filling in the spaces between monitors, a backlit shimmer that almost makes the Cave seem underwater. Near the computer banks, there’s a - something between a podium and a crystal flower, strong solid base in the shape of the shield transitioning gracefully to the crystalline angles of a miniature Fortress exterior.
Clark squints at it. Yes, unfortunately, the saw is inside.
When he sets the raw console he’d brought down and steps towards it, there’s a warning chime, and the little Fortress opening pulses a violet warning light. Because of course the engagement gift can’t be just taken back. That would be too easy.
Another step forward and the miniature door tessellates itself shut.
Clark takes a step back and it opens.
Briefly, he contemplates the angle it would take to refract his heat vision through the sculpture-podium-thing and melt the stupid saw. Then he could apologize to Alfred, rip the damn crystals out of the cave with his bare hands, throw them into the sun, and…
Do what? Disconnect the Cave and Fortress and pretend that the whole thing is some sort of cosmic joke from Mxyzptlk? It’d never work. The execution isn’t Mxyzptlk’s style even if it would appeal to the imp’s twisted sense of humor. And -Clark lets himself sigh, looks down. There’s a quiet voice in him, exhausted and small, that’s saying: that it’d be a whole new pile of lies onto the only person left in his life he can just - be himself - all of himself - around. That he really had worked hard on the saw; he doesn’t want to destroy it. That even if he didn’t mean it in that way - he’d - he’d just needed, wanted to do something nice for his friend, give him something useful-


...The heartbeat he usually tries harder not to listen in on is getting closer. Besides, there’s only one car with such an obnoxiously loud engine that can turn onto the road leading to Wayne Manor and suddenly run much quieter.
“I promise I’ll explain,” Clark says to Alfred, who’s been very patient while Clark's been staring at the mess he's made with God knows what expression on his face. “The AI has a mind of its own. Let me see if I can convince it to stop this. Bruce is about fifteen minutes out.”
He shakes his head after he adds the last sentence. He must be tired. As if Alfred doesn’t know better than he where Bruce is at any given moment.
Alfred says “Very good, sir,” and goes upstairs. 






      

  











Chapter 2



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  Bruce is still breathing - long, slow, steady breaths, keeping his heart rate down, as best as he can. He is still breathing, and that means the worst has not yet happened. 
The scenario doesn’t fit quite right. Disabling the Cave, shutting Bruce down - it would be a fine first move from whoever is controlling Superman, even if Bruce would have chosen a different opening. If the Cave is the opening gambit, the next move would be the Watchtower. Take out their ability to plan, to respond. Then move on individuals while they’re still scattered. But the Watchtower’s still online. There would be no reason to disable the Cave and then just wait… except to draw Bruce  in. 
But even then, it would be easier for them to direct Superman to simply kill him. Bruce might not even feel it. A flash of warmth on his skull. Or - messier. But he’s still breathing. It hasn’t happened yet. 
He’s at the Manor. He parks the car in the front circle. Up the stairs into his home. Alfred had called him home, his voice deceptively casual over the phone even as he’d slipped in their code word for the worst case scenario. But Alfred isn’t there to meet him. 
Alfred must be with him. Or-
Facts. Stick to the facts. The only things Bruce knows: Superman has compromised the Cave, and Bruce is not dead yet. There are no trembling fingers on his throat, there are no glazed, furrowed eyes piercing through him. It sends something through him, to remember the sensations. To remember Clark’s hands on his neck, paradoxically gentle. His fingers, flexing slowly tighter around Bruce’s throat. His shuddering icy breaths, the feeling electric as they’d ghosted against the exposed part of Bruce’s face. Clark had fought the command, fought it as hard as he possibly could, sick from Kryptonite exhaustion and magically enhanced toxins. He’d been fighting even as he’d gone to choke Bruce, had chosen one of the slowest methods of death that would satisfy the command to kill; he’d bought enough time for Bruce to signal for the unforgivable plan. He hadn’t held himself aloof in the sky and swept Bruce away with a red glance. And he certainly hadn’t bothered to disable the Cave. No. He’d come straight to Bruce. 
His hand drifts up to touch his shirt collar. Artistically rumpled, opened a few buttons too low, just the right about of dissolute for Bruce Wayne. Does he still smell like alcohol? He’d spilled some whiskey on his vest to keep up appearances, while avoiding drinking too much. Yes, he does still smell a bit. Clark doesn’t like the smell. 
It’s ridiculous to be thinking this way. He’s aware of it, the way his mind’s racing, scrabbling, flashing on point after point in the absence of facts. If Clark’s gone, if something else’s taken over the most powerful force on the planet, then how he smells is so incredibly irrelevant it almost makes him laugh, standing there alone in the dark entryway; if Clark’s not compromised, they’ve known each other for years, he’s dragged Clark through Gotham’s sewers. He’s smelled worse. 
Bruce goes upstairs. He needs to see, his mind’s too alive with what-ifs. He opens Jason’s bedroom door slowly. Jason is there. His blanket rises and falls. Asleep. Alive. Bruce steps into the room, avoiding the perimeter of creaking floorboards, and brushes a strand of hair off his forehead. Jason’s nose wrinkles a little, but he doesn’t wake up. His cold’s on the wane. His hair’s gotten a little too long lately. He’s alive. 
Bruce cracks the bedside drawer open, just a hair. A small piece of Kryptonite has been placed inside. A ghastly, lurid night-light. He picks it up, weighing it in his palm.
Jason’s met Clark once. Bruce had watched as Jason fidgeted with nervous excitement, as Clark smiled at him, at Bruce. Bruce had watched his friend kneel and make the same promise to Jason as he had to Dick, years ago, all the weight of Clark’s innate gravitas fixed on Robin. If you ever need help - if you’re ever in over your head. Call me, and I promise, if I’m anywhere on Earth, I’ll come.
Jason should never have to know about the Kryptonite. Bruce shouldn’t have to keep the hateful rock. He shouldn't have to stand here, in the dark, thinking about whether it would be safer for Jason to leave it, or if he should take it, use it against the man he’s trusted with his son’s safety. His best friend. His partner. Clark had given him more Kryptonite five weeks ago, before the bruises on Bruce’s throat had fully disappeared. At the time the weight of the meteor in his hands had felt like a scalpel. Now it feels like a loaded gun. 
After a few seconds, he replaces it in the drawer and leaves as silently as he’d come. He doesn’t know. But this is Clark. 
Bruce goes and splashes water on his face. He strips off the designer clothes for his gray sweats and
- fingers on his throat - 
black turtleneck. Checks the time. It’s been four minutes since he’d come through the door. 
Superman can do a lot in four minutes. 
He’d put this sweater through the dryer once. Alfred had been away. It’d shrunk a little. It… Clark looks at him a little differently when he’s wearing it. He looks a little longer. He’d complimented Bruce Wayne on his appearance, when the two of them had sat down to one of their stakeout dinners, and he’d laughed at the story, at Bruce. He’d checked the tag and snorted, said something about cashmere that Bruce didn’t catch, because for a few seconds every bit of his consciousness had narrowed down to two things: the brush of Clark’s warm fingers against his neck, and the control necessary to not react to the touch. 
He’d collected himself enough that when Clark clapped him on the shoulder and went to sit back down, the feeling had been carefully tamped down. If Clark had seen the hairs on his neck begin to rise, if Clark had caught any minuscule hitch in his breath, if Clark had listened to his heart and watched the blood move in his veins, maybe - the evening might have gone differently, in ways he lets himself imagine, alone on his bed in the gray predawn hours when he’s too tired to sleep. But Clark had just sat down, shaking his head, warm smile on his face, the glint of the candlelight reflecting off his glasses. Bruce had carried on the conversation somehow, half relieved and half disappointed. It’d been a good stakeout. It’d been a good evening. 
Stop thinking of him this way. It’s enough that you’ve got plans to kill him. He isn’t a target. Not for that kind of attention. 
Still. Any advantage - 
Not that way. Bruce has had attraction used against him, has used it himself sometimes to get what he’s wanted. He knows the betrayal of being used that way. Clark doesn’t deserve that. 
He opens the clock. 
The soft light radiating from below gives him pause. There’s an unearthly - a literally unearthly - quality to the way it refracts. He reaches a hand out, watches as the light plays across the back of his hand, a faint rainbow at its edge along his scarred knuckles. It’s the soft, diffuse, alien light of the Fortress. Clark, plucking the Northern Lights out of the sky and draping it as a ribbon across his hand. He takes a deep breath, and then he rounds the corner and pauses there to take the facts in. 
The path to the lead vault is clear. Its door is shut.

 

Alfred is there, beginning to turn, to face him. He is alive.
Those are Clark Kent’s shoulders under Superman’s cape. 
His Cave is partially rimed in Kryptonian sunstone. It’s beautiful.
Alfred isn’t quite standing outside of Clark’s field of vision - he would be if Clark were human, but Clark sees a little wider - but he’s close to it, and out of his pocket sticks a microfiber dusting cloth. A flag. He might as well have lit a signal flare. Below the cloth, Bruce can barely see the shadow of a box. 
Clark is turning towards him, human-speed, and those blue blue eyes are about to fix on him.
Relief uncoils in Bruce, loosening him. Clark Kent’s anxious shoulders. Even if Alfred hadn’t been able to, Bruce could walk to the vault door. He could throw out a greeting, a casual, caustic welcome, and key in the combination. He could bear the warmth of Clark’s attention fully on himself, and make some sort of reference to an event that hadn’t happened, and while Clark would be looking at him, Alfred could reach down into his pocket, and open that box. He could, and he doesn’t need to. The set of Clark Kent’s shoulders is inimitable, unmistakable, and even if it usually fills Bruce with a strange annoyance - the desire to put his hands on them and pull them back to their full broad width - at that moment it’s the sweetest sight in the world.
Clark gives Bruce that little wan smile that he hates because it doesn’t reach anywhere near Clark’s eyes. “Hi,” he says, and Bruce almost laughs, almost collapses in relief. 
Instead he gestures to the Cave. “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”
“So, the good news is that this is fixable. Tonight, even, as long as you have some spare discs for your angle grinder.” Clark scratches the back of his neck. “A big sledgehammer would probably do it too, depending on how angry you are.” 
Bruce raises an eyebrow. Before he’d left for the Gotham club scene, he’d been showing Jason how to cut out new batarang blanks from sheet metal. “Alfred, the discs?” 
“Of course, sir.” Bruce can hear the faint relief in Alfred’s voice as he walks towards the engineering storage.
He returns his attention to Clark. “Angle grinders can’t cut through sunstone,” he says, with the weight of experience behind his words, and enjoys the faint narrowing of Clark’s eyes. 
“Of course you’ve tried.” Clark shakes his head, and there, there’s the faint wrinkling of fondness at the corners of his eyes, a slight lightening of those tense shoulders. “I’m not going to ask when or where or how or why.” 
“That’s not very journalistic of you. What do you or I want with the angle grinder?” 
Clark sighs. “Inside that podium is… something I made for you. Your birthday present. The Fortress decided to make sure you got it on time. Because it thinks it’s - it thinks it’s more significant.” 
Bruce looks at Clark silently. He’s seen the man withstand torture before; Clark ought to be better at equivocation. It’s his conscience. Clark is an excellent liar, but only when he’s convinced it’s the right thing to do. Bruce keeps up a silent, questioning stare for four seconds and is rewarded with another sigh and further elaboration. “So - the point is to reject it. Symbolically and literally. Which is what the angle grinder is for.” Clark looks down for a second. “I’ve been trying to find another way, but apparently the only way to break it is to, uh, break it.” 
Bruce nods as if all this makes perfect sense. Clark looks relieved. His expression changes as Bruce addresses the Fortress directly. “Fortress, what is the significance of this gift?” 
The plinth radiates a soft pulse. “This is the second of three engagement exchanges,” the soft inhuman voice replies. “It represents uchahvia, the strength that is more than the sum of its parts. Kal-El presents you with a gift, crafted by his hands, refined by the House, to represent his desire that you and he-“ 
Clark, who seems to be about a second away from burying his face in his hands, interrupts. “Look - it doesn’t represent - that…” 
The Fortress doesn’t respond to Clark. Bruce would almost laugh at his friend’s discomfort if he weren’t busy questioning his own sense of hearing. “Engagement exchange? For marriage?” 
It returns an affirmative zhi, which echoes a bit in the silence of the Cave. 
“I thought,” Bruce says after a few seconds, “that you would’ve been the type to buy me dinner first.” 
He means for it to come out lightly, and for the most part it does, but it doesn't land right. Clark winces. “Bruce, I promise I didn’t know,” he says. “It was a mistake.” 
“Of course,” Bruce says, and does not examine the feeling that twists up him. Focus. Focus on the facts. A mistake. It’s fine. They’ll fix it.
Despite his best efforts, his face must not be right, because Clark is looking at him. “I-“ Clark starts and stops, helpless tone to his voice in just one syllable, and looks away. 
After a moment, Alfred clears his throat. “We have three spare cutting discs right now, Master Bruce.” 
“That should be enough,” Clark says, forced lightness to his voice. “Just a few minutes and then I’ll tell the Fortress to get rid of all this and we’ll be out of your way. I’m sorry about this.”  He’s shifting his weight, as if he doesn’t shrug at the law of gravity every day of his life. 
Bruce wants to do what he’s done a hundred times before in other contexts - make some innocuous comment, put a hand on Clark’s shoulder, or on his waist. He wants to ground him. “All right,” he says, and stays where he is. 
“The situation seems to be in hand, master Bruce, so I will be upstairs if you require-“ 
A violet pulse from the Fortress crystals. “The head of the household must be present at the gift exchange.” 
Alfred blinks, and then looks affronted. “I am not the head of the household, master Bruce is.” 
One of the computer monitors lights up. “Alfred Pennyworth, registered head of the House; local designation seems to be - ‘system administrator?’” 
“The computers and the House were almost identical on Krypton,” Clark says. “There’s probably a workaround, but it’ll take a while to figure it out.” As if to punctuate his statement, the distant chime of the grandfather clock sounds three strokes. 11:45. 
“The Gift has a short time left to be accepted or rejected,” the Fortress intones calmly. 
“Right,” Bruce says. “Alfred, can you set up the angle grinder?” He moves towards the podium with the Fortress model on it. Admires the stark angular beauty of the miniature citadel, glances at Clark and then reaches out. At the brush of his fingers the geometric crystals bloom, a strange alien chrysanthemum, some folding away, some retracting. There, cradled in the middle, is a saw. 
It’s a beautiful thing. It’s small, small enough to collapse into Bruce’s utility belt. It’s plain, utilitarian in form, except for the faint arch to the end, suggesting a bat wing without compromising the ergonomics. And aside from the faint gleam of the cutting edge, it’s pitch black, Vantablack, just barely reflecting the alien iridescence all around it. 
Three weeks ago, Killer Croc had ambushed Bruce. Waylon hadn’t been interested in killing him. No, Bruce had been trapped, crammed into a mold-infested basement between a cast-iron water heater and a furnace, Croc bending steel rebar around him to pin him into the cramped corner. He’d been snarling something about how it felt to be in a cage, but Bruce’s head had been swimming too much to make out the details. He’d gotten out, eventually, but the coiled bandsaw in his belt had been difficult to work with. It’d left a deep scratch and bruises on his hands from mashing his fingers against the iron and steel for the better part of an hour. Clark had asked about his hands two days later when he’d gotten back from space, with a little worried furl in his brow. Bruce had given him a terse summary, still frustrated from being caught off guard, and then they’d moved on. Except - Clark hadn’t moved on, apparently. Had been thinking about him. 
“Happy birthday?” Clark weakly offers. 
Bruce almost laughs, dawning warmth in his chest. Clark isn’t like him, constantly relying on things and tools. It’s - he’d gone out of his way for him, gone through the effort of designing this for him. “What’s the cutting edge?” 
Clark’s hand is on the back of his neck again. “I made some black diamonds. I, uh, tried regular ones first, but they caught the light once the paint flaked away. I thought these would be less eye-catching.” 
Bruce picks up the saw. It’s a pleasing weight in his hands, solid, sturdy, reliable. Clark’s thought to put it through stress-testing. Hand-forged. Hand-made black diamonds. He’ll put it through his own tests, of course, but if it works out, he thinks he’d almost rather give it to-
“And if it works out okay, it wouldn’t be hard to make two more for the kids. I didn’t want to assume it was just right, but…” 
Bruce would marry him.
It doesn’t come on him as a thunderbolt. He’s known it for years now, but it’s always been at the back of his mind, a steady undercurrent of warmth shading the edges of his thoughts. Clark, beside him; Bruce, quietly savoring that gift. But the idea of Clark returning his love has always been a fantasy, nothing more. Bruce’s physical attraction to Clark is one thing - Clark wouldn’t mind, might even be flattered - but anything beyond that… Clark has always loved Lois, and Bruce has known that. He’s accepted it. He’s let his love for Clark stay buried deep, warming him like the Earth’s core. But now that fantasy feels close enough to touch, radiant in his Cave, and the reality of how easily Clark could be integrated into his life has cracked Bruce’s heart open. Abruptly, without his permission, bypassing all his safeguards, imagining a future without Clark in it has become as impossible as imagining a future with him had been before this night. 
Clark is still talking, something about scaling down the design to fit Jason’s little hands, or fine tuning it to Bruce’s although he’s pretty sure he got the measurements okay but he knows how important it is to get it right. Bruce turns to him. He wants to put his hands on that face and draw him in and kiss him. He wants to say I do.

  I promise I didn’t know. It was a mistake. 

“Thank you,” he says. “It’s - just right.” 
Clark falls silent, a little pleased smile dawning. He understands Bruce’s understatements, even if he cannot possibly have an idea of the depth of feeling behind it. His lips are just a little open. 
“Is the Gift accepted?” the Fortress asks. 
Bruce looks down to the saw. “It seems a shame,” he says, mostly to himself. Anyone else wouldn’t have caught the tiny waver in his voice, but this is Clark, who knows the sound of Bruce’s heart, who can hear the tightening of his throat. Bruce manages a smile anyway as he looks back to Clark. Keep it light. “But I’m not about to give you another excuse to put off proposing…” 
He stops, because Clark stills, and closes his eyes for a second, and Bruce’s world rearranges itself around him once more. He knows what Clark’s about to say even before his friend speaks. “Lois and I - she…” 
“Oh.” For a moment, there’s an unfair, savage surge of happiness in him. Then he wrestles that back down. “I’m sorry,” he says, and he means it. He hadn’t noticed - but it must have happened not so long ago. Clark has been busier than normal the past few weeks; when his personal life gets difficult, he avoids it, avoids even thinking about it, throws himself further into his work. Bruce can relate. And Bruce had been busy, too -
“Stay for a while,” he says impulsively. 
Clark blinks at him. 
“Stay for coffee. After this is - sorted out, stay for coffee. I’ll even let you dump half my sugar bowl into it.” He turns away, trying to find his safety goggles. It’s easier not to make eye contact, to be in motion, to keep moving forward, when he says “I’d like your company.” 
After a moment of silence he glances back over to Clark, catches his friend’s head tilted a little. For a second he’s so overcome with fondness for that little gesture before he sees that Clark’s eyes flicker off to the side, and there’s the faintest hint of color in his cheeks. It takes him another second before he remembers what he usually means when he invites someone over for coffee and says that he’d enjoy their company. “I didn’t mean it that way.” 
Clark actually laughs, looking down, smiling. A real, broad smile, for a moment, before he shakes his head fondly, and Bruce knows they’re going to be all right. “Given the context…” he says, and trails off, shrugs, glancing back to Bruce. His tone isn’t completely back to the light, comfortable ribbing they’ve grown accustomed to, but it’s close.
“Well, I have been told I’m good for rebounds,” he says, blithely, as if the idea of tangling his hands in that raven-black hair and seeing if the coffee-sugar sludge tastes any better from Clark’s mouth has never once occurred to him. “No. I’ve been told that ‘normal people’ like to have company after a breakup. Or so Ollie said back in boarding school when I asked him why he’d bought a bottle of tequila and a variety of smokable products, and was dragging me away forcefully from my forensics books.” He leaves out the fact that he and Ollie had, in fact, ended up hooking up; it’d confuse the message a little. “I assume you’d rather have coffee.” 
“You know me so well,” Clark says, tone slipping halfway from light to something else. It’s lucky Bruce hasn’t started cutting, since his hand twitches. He settles the safety goggles around his eyes, picks up Clark’s gift in his hands, and, steeling himself, starts looking for the best place to cut it apart.
Behind him, the Fortress says something in Kryptahniuo. Bruce isn’t as practiced as he’d like, not enough to catch the meaning of the full phrase. ,Tynth, ?tanahn joria rraop i vrreiahv zhaewuhsh
Zhi, Clark says, a little pain in that voice. Yes. 
Bruce puts the saw down, the back of his neck prickling. Something has changed. 
The Fortress reverts to English. “Under these circumstances, of which I was not made aware, the Gift may also be received as…” There’s a brief, unsure hum. “zhaveunehd.” 
“What? Unsure?” Clark’s voice is sharp. “You told me it had to be yes or no. English response.” 
“Potential may be a closer translation,” the disembodied voice returns after a second, and if it could sound apologetic, it would. “,Tynth, as you have either rejected or been rejected from your previous potential engagement, you are not eligible to move to the affirmative final stage of a new engagement, for the proscribed processing span of one lorakh.” 
Clark looks a little lost. Slowly, he rubs the bridge of his nose. Bruce pushes his goggles onto his forehead.
“Fortress,” Bruce says, “Can you explain to me what the options are?” 
A low pulse. The Fortress begins to speak, pausing often, and Bruce realizes the AI isn’t being opaque on purpose - it’s genuinely struggling to translate, to explain these alien concepts. “You may choose to reject the Gift. This will forever decouple the Houses; nothing more will be asked of you. Or you may choose to receive the Gift as - potential. Saying neither yes, we will become partners, nor no, we will stand apart, you will become - surathehd - to each other, the - aspired-to. Not partners - not - boy-friends - but acknowledging the potential to become so, remaining this way indefinitely, until you break the Gift or reciprocate with a Gift of your own.” 
Surathehd. Bruce tries the shape of the word in his mouth.
“If you feel nothing of that potential for Kal-El,” the Fortress adds quietly, “I urge you to reject the Gift.” 
“Well,” Bruce says, looking down at the saw in his hands. Upstairs, the clock chimes midnight.
“Bruce,” Clark says, quietly. Bruce looks at him, his friend, standing there, watching him, unsure, painfully human. He tries the shape of a future on, the little things. Imagines coffee together, upstairs, in a few minutes. Catching up. Imagines dinners that aren’t also stakeouts. Imagines how Clark’s hands would feel holding him without the excuse of flying somewhere. Imagines a lorakh passing, however long that is. Weeks, months. Years, if that’s how long it takes, waiting for Clark. Surathehd is what they already are. 
Bruce sets the saw down, gently, on the workstation. “Well,” he says again, and closes the distance between them, watching Clark. Watching Clark’s eyes flicker to Bruce’s lips for a second. “Thank you for the present,” he says, and kisses him. 
It’s a brief kiss, a second or two, Clark’s warm breath ghosting across his lips. Up close his eyes are dark and wide, and he looks at Bruce as if he’s seeing him for the first time. Bruce knows the feeling. 
“That offer of coffee’s still on,” Bruce says. 
Clark keeps on looking at him a few seconds more, soft and dazed, before he pulls himself together. He glances to the roof of the Cave, a crooked smile forming. “Alfred’s already got the water on,” he says. 
“It’d be a shame to let it go to waste,” Bruce says, and goes to the stairs. 
“Bruce.” 
Clark’s taken a few steps after him, but then hesitated, there in his crystal-rimed Cave, looking at him. “I’m not sure if - if this is fair to you. It’s - it’s just so soon after…” 
Bruce wonders if the prohibition on rebound marriage is based, somehow, in biology, if Kryptonians are recklessly prone to mending their broken hearts with other people. If this is just Clark, always so sure to step carefully in a fragile world. Or if he’s doubting for Bruce’s sake. “Ask me to dinner, then.”
Clark blinks at him. 
“When you’re ready,” Bruce clarifies. “How long is a lorakh, anyway?” 
“About three months.” Well, it’s longer than Bruce would want to wait, but he’d- “Okay. Come to dinner with me.” 
It’s Bruce’s turn to blink. “What?” 
“Come to dinner with me?” Clark says. “Next - no, two weeks, I’m still doing overtime next week. The Monday after next? Metropolis? I can pick you up.”
Of course. His hesitation had been - Bruce had said maybe, and Clark wants yes. “Yes,” Bruce says. “Yes, that sounds good.” 
Clark smiles at him. There’s a slight hint of nervousness in it, coupled with comfortable familiarity, and a hint of a new promise. A coffee tonight, then a dinner. Both of them, feeling out the possibilities between them. Bruce knows that it might fall apart. It might be a mistake. 
He’s also thinking about what the Fortress had said. They are surathehd, aspired-to, until he reciprocates with a gift of his own. A Kryptonian Gift, for when he’s ready, for when they’re both ready. It won’t be three months, it might take longer than a year. He has the seed of an idea already forming, though. It’ll have to be something special for the man who has everything. 
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Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Kryptahniuo vocabulary from chapter 1, courtesy of kryptonian.info:
kyn - gift, present
zrhymin - spouse (gender neutral)
-ia - suffix that turns a noun into an adjective
ewuhsh - to end, finish, conclude
-odh - verb suffix for simple present
tavehd - second
rraotiv - your
raozrhynj - computer
tynth - chief, head of a House. In ,commas, to indicate it's being used as a proper noun/title; the Fortress AI is subtly trying to shame Clark for being the Head of the House of El but not knowing enough about his own culture to know how marriage works. Fortunately this goes right over his head.
zw - indicates indirect object
w - indicates direct object
Chapter 2:
jor - new
chahvymah - alone
ta- - question prefix
nahn - are
rraop - you (gn)
vrreiahv - oath, promise
zha- negatory prefix
veun - certain, sure
-ehd - turns an adjetive into a noun
lorakh - a Kryptonian month, 1/6th of a Kryptonian year, equivalent to 2.8 Earth months
surath - to work towards, aspire, pursue
About 95% of the Kryptonian worldbuilding in this is made up, but if you're interested, I did a little roundup of Pre-Crisis canon Kryptonian marriage customs here.
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