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it was you all the way down

    by cherryfeather

      Summary

      The staff meeting after Cat had broken her foot had involved a lot of reassigning, since she couldn’t exactly do the usual society beat with her foot in a boot. So much that Clark hadn’t really thought twice when Perry had said “and Kent, you’ll take the new Wayne foundation piece,” because sure, he liked working the philanthropy stories occasionally. It wasn’t until they’d gotten back to their desks that Lois had burst into a fit of snickering and said “oh, I would pay money to see how you’re going to handle Bruce Wayne for two weeks,” and Clark had realized how majorly screwed he was.
-
On a two-week assignment, Clark does his best to figure out Bruce Wayne. Bruce does his best to make sure he can't. Unfortunately, they're just too good at working together, even when they don't know it.
For Superbat Week 2024, day 1: identity shenanigans.



      Notes

        Despite the World's Finest being absolutely my #1 lifelong OTP, from a combination of factors I have not actually posted any fic for them since my Livejournal days. But then I happened to see Superbat Week was happening, and I've enjoyed so much fic here from everybody that this felt like a good time to make myself try!
This was going to be a fun short one-off and then I realized I'm constitutionally incapable of writing anything but slow burn, whoops. Rating may increase with the second chapter because it keeps getting away from me.
Title from Hozier's "I, Carrion (Icarian)" because Unreal Unearth gives me endless Clark/Bruce thoughts and why not make this a theme.
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Chapter 1
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  “I can’t believe Perry’s giving this to you,” Cat said enviously, as Clark slipped his things into his messenger bag. “Of all the times for me to break my stupid foot.”
Clark sighed. “Cat, believe me, I would much rather have it still be with you.”
“Please. As if you’re not going to love living the high life for two weeks.”
“I won’t be!” Clark protested. “It’s a shadow for a few hours a day, I seriously doubt any ‘high life’ is gonna happen except a lunch.”
“Shadowing Bruce Wayne,” Cat said, and whapped him in the arm with a rolled-up paper. She’d rolled her desk chair over to his and Lois’ cubes, her walking cast enough for this much. “Make sure you ask him all those questions I wrote out for you.”
“Cat,” Lois said, not looking up from her computer screen, “there is no way in hell Clark’s asking him about that thing with the supermodels and the Hotel Royale fountain.”
“What she said,” Clark said, pointing vaguely at his writing partner as he looked around his desk for anything he’d forgotten. “I will be asking him about getting this new branch of the Martha Wayne Foundation open and that’s it. If it’s been a week and he doesn’t hate me, I might ask some of those questions, Cat.”
Cat huffed in outrage and rolled her eyes. “If you don’t at least get a good quote about his own kid in a story about a new family services charity, I will never forgive you.”
“Oh, yeah, the kid he famously never trots out in front of reporters?” Clark sighed, pushing a hand through his hair, and did one last check for his tape recorder and spare batteries. “I’ll do that.”
“You can have a little fun,” Lois said, looking up at him in amusement. She could talk; she was getting to stay here and solo their deep dive into lead paint remediation scams on the waterfront. (Clark had a personal investment in that one, and she knew it.)
“I can, but I don’t think I will,” Clark said, and decided there was no way he could stall any longer. “Wish me luck.”
“Let him flirt with you!” Cat yelled after him as he headed for the elevator. “It’s how I get all my good quotes!”
Good God. Clark didn’t know how he was going to survive the next two weeks.
The staff meeting after Cat had broken her foot had involved a lot of reassigning, since she couldn’t exactly do the usual society beat with her foot in a boot. So much that Clark hadn’t really thought twice when Perry had said “and Kent, you’ll take the new Wayne foundation piece,” because sure, he liked working the philanthropy stories occasionally. It wasn’t until they’d gotten back to their desks that Lois had burst into a fit of snickering and said “oh, I would pay money to see how you’re going to handle Bruce Wayne for two weeks,” and Clark had realized how majorly screwed he was.
Wayne had agreed a month ago to allow the Daily Planet a two-week shadow for an in-depth profile on the launch of a new branch of the Martha Wayne Foundation, focused on expanding family safety nets after loss—helping maintain housing after losing a breadwinner, medical bills after a serious illness or loss of a family member; the kinds of thing that a lot of charities would ostensibly help with but might need more hoops jumped through than a grieving family could manage while trying to keep their heads above water.
The Planet was interested in how much coordination would be happening across a lot of local networks, Gotham and Metropolis both, to make this kind of aid feasible, and since Wayne was the only common denominator across it all, they’d be focusing on Wayne as the charity got off the ground. Two weeks of following Wayne through meetings and lunches and launch events, with one formal reception at the end—Cat knew how to report on these kinds of things, the glad-handing and loose end-tying that came with high-society types patting themselves on the back for a job well done, so it had been her story at first.
But now it was Clark’s, and as he dropped into his seat on the mid-morning train across the bay to Gotham, he felt a sinking sense of dread. He hated these high-powered business situations; he was more interested in how the people on the ground worked, and he’d rather be meeting the local coordinators than the man at the top. He’d met Bruce Wayne at one or two Planet events and he wasn’t looking forward to two solid weeks of coy flirting and bad jokes.
More than that, though—it was that Wayne never took anything seriously, and it drove Clark insane trying to parse his glib, insincere patter for actual substance.
He’d do it, because he was a goddamn professional, but he found himself hoping for just a minor planetary emergency as he caught a cab from the train station to the Wayne Foundation offices. Just enough that Superman might be needed and Clark Kent could reschedule.
But it was a sunny, clear day with no signs of robots or monsters or interstellar portals, and Clark sighed, shaking his head. Just his luck.
-

“If you can bribe Dick to do his homework before dinner, I’d appreciate it—I’ll probably be home later than usual,” Bruce said into his earpiece as he grabbed his suit jacket off the back of his chair. His one o’clock from the Daily Planet would be here any minute, and he needed to look like he was just pretending to be busy, not actually going over financial statements with his sleeves rolled up. “Involving the press in this was a terrible idea. I just want it on the record I’ve said that now that it’s getting started.”
“I will remind you, Master Bruce,” Alfred said with just the hint of a long-suffering sigh, “of your own reasoning, which was that allowing the Daily Planet an in-depth look at the opening of the safety net program would create goodwill for later this month, when you may need the assistance of the paper of record in exposing Daggett Industries’ latest misdeeds.”
Right. Bruce snorted humorlessly as he shrugged his jacket back on. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d say.”

  “Your disingenuous persona is, as ever, impeccable, sir.”

Bruce’s desk speaker buzzed, the front desk reporting his visitor was here, and he sighed. “Send them up,” he said, bending down to the intercom, then returned his attention to Alfred. “All right, I’m going off comms until this is over with. Remind Dick to use the actual phone if he needs me, please, but not to be afraid to call.”
“I shall. Though I have much more faith in Master Dick knowing when to ask for help than in certain people,” Alfred said lightly. “Sir.” The radio clicked off before Bruce could come up with a retort to that, as Alfred clearly intended, and he shook his head with a smile he couldn’t quite hide.
There was a polite knock on his office door as it opened, and Bruce let his face fall into an easy, smooth smile, taking a deep breath as he turned. His secretary Angela cracked the door open—his reputation did wonders for wariness of walking in on him, though Bruce had never actually put any of his employees in a situation where they’d have to deal with that and never would—and gave him a nervous smile. “Your appointment from the Daily Planet, Mr. Wayne?”
“Thanks, Angela,” he said easily, coming around his desk, and she smiled and stepped fully inside, holding the door open behind her. “Ms. Grant, always a—”  He broke off in the middle of his sentence, blinking at the figure who followed Angela in and was decidedly not Cat Grant. “Pleasure,” he finished belatedly, reflexively falling back into Bruce Wayne’s flirtatious mask to hide his own surprise. “Very much a pleasure.”
The man gave him an awkward, tight smile, and Bruce rarely regretted the necessity of his public persona as much as he did at moments like this. “Clark Kent, Mr. Wayne,” he said, extending a hand. “Cat’s unfortunately not able to make it, so you’ll have to put up with me instead.”
“Oh, that won’t be a hardship,” Bruce drawled, putting himself on playboy-autopilot. It was, for once, not a stretch; Kent was…distractingly handsome, even behind the unflattering glasses and worse suit. “Please, sit down. Drinks are on the house, if I can get you anything.”
“Oh, I’m fine, thank you.” A hint of the Midwest, in his vowels; they’d met before, Bruce was sure, the name and face ringing a faint bell. “I’d—really just be glad to jump right in, Mr. Wayne?”
Bruce allowed himself one suggestive once-over, because Angela was still hovering in the doorway. “I love to jump right in.”
Kent’s cheeks turned slightly pink, even as his bland smile stayed stubbornly in place, and God, this was going to be a long two weeks.
“Thank you, Angela,” Bruce said, dragging his eyes away and offering his secretary a more real smile. “Can you give us a ten minute warning when we need to head out for lunch?”
“Of course, Mr. Wayne.”
“Lunch,” Kent said, somehow simultaneously sounding deeply apprehensive and totally neutral at the same time.
No sense in making the two weeks longer than they had to be, Bruce thought—probably a better investment to set Kent at his ease a bit, and then drive him insane with nonsense once they had their footing a little more. “Yes, a last planning lunch for next week’s launch. Don’t worry, you’re my only plus one.”
Kent gave a courtesy laugh, going into his bag for a notebook, and Bruce mentally ordered himself to turn it down a notch. “A little late in the game for a planning lunch?”
“Well, there’s always a few last-minute issues that come up the closer you get to the finish line,” Bruce said. “And food gets everyone in the room and makes them play nice.”
Kent gave a startled little laugh, a real smile flashing across his face for a moment, and Bruce locked down with extreme prejudice any biological response his body wanted to give to the glimpse of that. The reporter being hot was not going to be a problem.
“Have people not been playing nice, then?” Kent asked, disarmingly casually, as he opened his notebook on his lap.
“It’s a lot of overlapping areas of responsibility.” Bruce relaxed back into his chair, Bruce Wayne’s louche posture masking Bruce’s own sense of relief. Kent was going to treat this all like an interview, which was fine by him. Less chance of boundaries blurring, of a particular level of familiarity being expected due to the level of access. Kent wasn’t being cold, but he clearly did not want to pretend that they were just two friends talking, the way Cat Grant usually did. “And we’re doing something new, with all these groups of services in the same place. Growing pains were going to be par for the course. Not that I like golf enough to use it as a metaphor, but you get it.”
Kent bit his tongue, stopping himself from either smiling or rolling his eyes, and took a tape recorder out of his bag, too. He looked inquiringly at Bruce, who nodded, and clicked it on and set it on the coffee table between them. “I read the interviews you’ve given before about the project, Mr. Wayne, but I’d like to hear it from you fresh, if that’s all right. Lives After Loss is an ambitious initiative—what made you decide to give it the Wayne Foundation’s backing?”
Bruce couldn’t allow himself to seem either too serious or too flippant, but it was hard about this, specifically. “Besides the obvious?”
Kent’s eyes softened a fraction. “Besides the obvious, yes.”
Bruce shrugged one shoulder. “It’s an idea that needs a lot of groups to buy in across a lot of sectors—debt, housing, healthcare, social services. We have a lot of connections, and—” He smiled, sunny and winning. “I like bringing people together.”
“I’m sure,” Kent said, voice even but amused. “No personal attachment?”
Calmly. “I have a personal attachment to every Wayne Foundation project,” Bruce said lightly, wrestling down the part of himself that abruptly wanted to punch the reporter in the face. “I want to make it so more people can have the chances I had. Not everyone’s as lucky as me.”
Kent’s neutral smile was all at once less attractive and more infuriating. “No,” he said simply, and held Bruce’s gaze for half a beat too long before he looked back down at his notes.
All right. If that was how he wanted to play it.
It was definitely going to be a long two weeks.
-

By the time Friday rolled around, Clark was outright grateful to have the League dealing with Toyman animating a horde of life-size toy soldiers. He really wanted to punch something.
“You’re in a mood,” Batman remarked dryly from the top of a nearby building, as Clark ripped the plastic bayonet from a soldier’s hand and drove it through its head.
“Long week,” Clark grunted, unleashing a blast of heat vision to melt them down.
“Mm.” He heard the tiny explosion of Batman’s grapnel gun, the whir of a cable, and a moment later Batman swung in a clean arc past him, knocking four soldiers into each other so Clark could level the whole bunch with a single blast of heat vision.
Clark grinned, looking back around at his friend. “You, too?”
He caught the flash of one of those tiny half-smiles as Batman glanced back at him. “Possibly.”
It always felt good, like this—back to back with Batman, the two of them moving in sync. They knew each other so well by now, their fighting styles and silent tells, and sometimes Clark couldn’t help smiling too wide or letting himself float a little higher every time he got a rare word of praise. He could take a lot of the world’s shit, as long as this was still perfect.
Or Bruce Wayne’s shit, specifically. Clark hadn’t had to spend this much time with someone he found this frustrating since he was in goddamn high school.
It was fine, on the surface. Everything was going fine. Clark had been to two lunches and gotten to eat decent food while watching a handful of mid-level managers kiss Wayne’s ass, and sat in on one meeting that actually had an engaging conversation on planned community outreach. He had plenty of material to write about when it came to the organization’s hopes for the future, and the collaborations between different charity sectors that hadn’t worked together before, but Perry wanted the Bruce Wayne angle—and Clark was beginning to think he wasn’t going to get it.
There was no way Wayne could be as much of an airhead as he’d come across every time Clark was in the room this week. People kept mentioning this or that project he’d helped with, a call he’d made or a day of volunteering, but Wayne just smiled and let it slide right off him. He hadn’t done anything special, he’d say; he was just putting in a good word, or charming someone who was being difficult. Every time Clark tried to get a deeper statement on something, Wayne gave him a sound bite, something everyone already knew—statistics with a cute word on how he was trying to change them, or a mention of a favorite charity of his mother’s that came up every time he talked about helping families.
It was driving Clark insane. He knew there had to be a real person behind the smirking playboy facade, but Wayne’s endless stream of airy charm kept him completely obscured.
The flirting was really the least of his problems, in the scheme of things.
When the last of Toyman’s soldiers had been reduced to twitching plastic or melted pools, Green Lantern and Flash started on cleanup, while Superman and Batman went over the damaged parts of downtown to make sure none of the control devices had broken off and gotten left behind.
“What was your tough week about?” Clark asked, checking under the debris with his x-ray vision as the two of them combed over the torn-up park. One of the gazebos at the end had been destroyed, and some picnic tables were rubble, but not too much in the scheme of things.
Batman made a noncommittal noise, sweeping his palm-sized metal detector in a slow arc as he walked, Clark floating a few feet above him. “Problem of my own making, really. Yours?”
“Just…frustrating,” Clark sighed. “Somebody I’m having to work with.”
They didn’t talk about their other lives, as a rule; he had no idea what Batman did for a living—the man knew so much about literally everything there wasn’t even a field he could pin it down to—and Clark was careful, himself. He’d let slip enough that Batman knew that he had a day job in Metropolis, period, but he knew exactly which security protocols Batman would cite if Clark tried to tell him more than that.
Batman cast a glance up at him. “Personality conflict?” he said, with such an exactly bland corporate tone of a workplace training, that Clark snorted with laughter.
“You can say that,” he agreed, focusing on the next patch of rubble on his side. “I’ve cracked tough nuts before, but this one’s a doozy.”
Batman gave one of those huffs of not-laughter he had. “You’ll wear them down, I’m sure,” he said with a certain wry self-awareness.
Clark laughed. “I’m certainly try—” He broke off, head snapping around, as he heard something near the collapsed gazebo. He focused his hearing, listening more closely—

  —a high, choked sound, a whimpering sob—

“There’s someone over there,” he said urgently, and Batman wordlessly held up a hand for Clark to catch and tow him over there at speed.
Half of the gazebo had come down, five cracked columns splayed out in a tumbling collapse of wood and tiles that was the roof. The stairs up to the raised platform were intact, though chunks of the platform were caved in, and Clark scanned the structure as they flew, looking for that source of that crying—
Oh, no.
“There’s a girl under that piece of roof,” he said, and felt Batman’s hand clench on his. “I don’t think she’s hurt, but I don’t know if there’s a way out. It doesn’t look stable.”
“I’ll handle her,” Batman said. His voice had gone totally serious, the way it always did when a civilian—particularly a child—was in danger. “You worry about the structure.”
“Got it.”
He swooped low next to the gazebo and let go of Batman’s hand, and his friend landed silently on the grass, hurrying to the edge of the collapsed structure. Clark saw him reach up to his cowl, probably turning on the infrared, and turned his own attention to the pile of debris, scanning it quickly for weak points—but his hearing was locked on that crying little voice now, and he heard as Batman spoke.
“Hey, there.” His voice was gentle, steady, and Clark heard the little girl gasp in surprise and relief. “Are you okay?”
“I–I think so,” the small voice came in reply, wobbly with tears. “Are you—are you Batman?”
“I am. Superman’s here, too. We’re going to get you out. What’s your name?”
“L-Leslie.”
Batman’s voice was always so soothing, with children. “I have a friend named Leslie. She’s one of my favorite people. How did you get stuck, Leslie?”
Clark could see the piece of splintered timber that was holding the collapsed portion of the roof up, creating the little sheltered spot Leslie was curled up into a tiny ball in. It didn’t look like it was going to hold much longer, and Clark very carefully eased in beside it, slowly taking the weight of the broken slates onto his shoulder.
“We were having a birthday party in the park for my friend,” Leslie said, her voice a little calmer—she still sounded scared, but Batman was calming her. It always amazed Clark, how terrifying Batman was to villains and how comforting to children. “I know we all had to go when the big scary Army guys showed up, but—I left my tiger toy. I had to come back for him, but then one of their big boots came through the roof, and—and I got scared, and I ducked under the wall, but then it all came down.”
“Did you get your tiger okay?” Batman said, completely serious.
“Yeah, he’s—he’s here.”
“What’s his name?”
Clark’s heart twisted in his chest with helpless affection. Batman kept the little girl talking about her tiger, glancing up occasionally to check Clark’s progress, and finally Clark had taken enough of the roof onto his shoulder and back that he could carefully fly up, and up, and get the pressure off that wood. Nothing else shifted when he did, thank God, and he rose carefully straight up until he could dump the load off onto a clear piece of grass.
He could see Leslie now beneath a criss-cross of broken beams—a tiny girl with tangled black braids, couldn’t be more than six. She looked up with another sharp gasp of relief, and Clark smiled reassuringly at her as he floated back closer. “Hi, Leslie,” he said. “Let me pick some of this up—can you scooch over toward Batman when he tells you to?”
“I think so,” she said, clutching her tiger to her with one arm, and she twisted to look around at Baman, kneeling at the edge of the debris. “I’m—I’m scared.”
“It’s okay to be scared,” Clark said gently, as he drifted down and got a firm, careful grip on the crossed pieces keeping her trapped. “But you know, you’re really brave? You saved your tiger from those bad guys already today.”
She sniffed, and some of the fear left her face. “I guess so.”
“Absolutely,” Batman said, and even with the lenses in the cowl Clark could tell Batman was looking at him, a faint twitch up toward him and the smallest smile before he looked back down at Leslie, shouldering his way under what debris he could. “Just come straight to me when I say. You can do it.”
Leslie took a deep, shaky breath. “Okay.”
Clark shifted his arms under, feeling out the tension in the wood, and—yeah, he had it. “I got it, B.”
“On three, Superman,” Batman said. “Leslie, come when I say ‘now,’ okay?” Presumably she nodded, because Batman raised his voice. “One, two, three—” Clark lifted it, holding it all as straight as possible. “—And now.”
A scuffing of knees on grass, a sharp little breath, wood scratching on Kevlar—
“Got her,” Batman called, and Clark eased the structure down with a sigh of relief.
He turned to them as Batman straightened, Leslie absolutely tiny in his arms, and the little girl gave a tiny sob of relief, throwing her arms around Batman’s neck. “Thank you, Batman. Thank you, Superman.”
“You’re welcome,” Batman said, still gentle and completely serious. “Who were you with, for the birthday party? Did you have a place to meet if you got separated?”
“The fountain,” Leslie said, muffled against his cape. “But I think it got smashed up, too. My friend’s named Janie, and her mom’s Miss Andy.”
Batman looked inquiringly at Superman, and Clark drifted up a few feet, listening.

  “—just stay with your dad, Janie, I’ll have to find the police—oh, my God—”

“Yeah, I got her,” Clark said.
Batman smiled briefly, and carefully untangled Leslie’s arms from around him. “Superman will take you to them. It’s okay.”
“Okay,” she said, letting Batman hand her up to Clark in midair. “Bye, Batman.”
Clark flew her across the park, slow and careful, to the absolutely frantic woman with a group of children behind the police barricade. It took longer to calm her down than it had Leslie, and Clark had to accept quite a few hysterical tears of gratitude before he could fly back to Batman, where his friend was examining the remains of the gazebo still.
“Mission accomplished?” Batman asked absently, scanning over the collapsed wood.
“Safe delivery. Thanks for letting me deal with the hysterical adult in charge.” Batman flashed him another half-smile, and Clark rolled his eyes. “Someday, you’re going to have to show the public that Batman’s actually great with kids.”
Batman snorted. “People already know too much about me.”
Clark sighed in fond exasperation, shaking his head. “Of course they do.”
He didn’t think much more of it as they wrapped up, the League saying their goodbyes and Batman melting off into thin air as he always did—but something about the phrasing lingered in Clark’s mind, when he was home that evening.
He looked at his notes spread out—half-sentences about Wayne, a transcribed interview that was all flash and no substance, and all at once Batman’s voice came back to him: People already know too much about me.
When you lived a life as public as Bruce Wayne did…
All right. Maybe he knew where to go from here, now.
-

Alfred had spent all weekend making pointed commentary on how beneficial good press would be for spreading awareness of the Lives After Loss programs, to the point that Bruce went in early to his Foundation office on Monday just to get away from it. He was well aware he was not showing to his best advantage by constantly deflecting any genuine question from Clark Kent.
He just absolutely hated that the angle was always him. His personal tragedy. His son’s tragedy, now, too, though at least Kent hadn’t started dropping any personal questions about that into the equation. Yet.
It was hard to make himself smile at Kent when he arrived promptly at eleven, but he managed, because he always did. “Good morning, Mr. Kent. Have any fun this weekend?”
“Had a nice time with a work friend,” Kent said, that pleasant, bland reporter expression firmly in place. “And yourself, Mr. Wayne?”
Bruce flashed a winning smile. “Oh, I always have fun on the weekends. If you like yachts, I can invite you next time.”
“I’m not sure that’d be appropriate, Mr. Wayne,” Kent said, desert dry, as he sat down in his usual place on the office couch. “Angela said there was a site visit on our agenda today?”
Indeed, and Bruce would be looking forward to it, if it weren’t that… “Yes, walking through with the executive team. Making sure everything’s shipshape for Friday’s launch.”
Kent nodded, writing that down—but then his eyes flicked up to Bruce. “Mr. Wayne—”
“Bruce, please,” Bruce said for the eighth time in a week, because he got some petty satisfaction out of doing that to people who would never take him up on it.
Kent’s eyes snapped up to him again, over his glasses, and the sliver of them that flashed was astonishingly blue before Kent took a breath and put a lid on his annoyance. “Mr. Wayne,” he said again, with no particular emphasis. “I was wondering something, actually.”
“Oh?”
Kent folded his hands over his notebook. “I would really like to talk to the people that are going to be on the ground in the offices,” he said, looking Bruce square in the eye. “Last week, the head of strategy mentioned you’d handled a lot of the hiring personally, so I was hoping you’d be able to show me what’s going to make this group special.”
Bruce blinked at him.
Then he leaned over to his desk and tapped the speaker. “Angela, can you call the executive team for LAL and let them know we’re going to have a minor change of plans for today?”
Kent smiled, and it looked like the real smile, that Bruce hadn’t seen in a week.
He returned it with a wink, desperate to cheapen the moment, because he had a feeling he might do something stupid to see that smile again.
-

“...and so we’re really looking forward to getting our first few families in here, because it’s not going to go smooth until we get a few under our belt,” Lourdes said, animated and excited as she led them down the hall of the center.
“Yeah, of course,” Kent said, just as animated as he followed her. He was more lively than Bruce had seen him in a week, alternating between keeping his tape recorder extended and furiously jotting down notes. “Is there a waiting list already?”
Lourdes glanced back over her shoulder at him, and Bruce took his cue to chime in. “There’s been a waiting list for six months; we’ve done our best to provide some bridge assistance through the main foundation.” Lourdes was the lead case manager, and he had indeed hired her personally; she liked keeping him in the conversation, which was sweet but unnecessary. This was her show.
“Mr. Wayne’s been a big help in getting some of those grants extended,” Lourdes agreed. “The unrestricted funds in the main Foundation are our own organizational safety net.”
Kent’s gaze flashed back to him—still keen and assessing, but warmer. He was much more lively here, talking to people doing the actual work. Bruce felt the same. “The unrestricted funds need your personal sign-off, don’t they, Mr. Wayne?”
“They do.” Bruce flashed a smile to Lourdes. “But our case managers do excellent work, and I trust them implicitly when they say what we need.”
Kent smiled, that real smile again, and looked back at Lourdes. “Tell me about how you built out the team here.”
“Well, we have great benefits, so it got around through word of mouth…”
Bruce drifted along behind them, pleased to be irrelevant. This was what he’d really hoped they could do, if he had to do this inane profile: get the story out of the actual work being done. Kent was obviously on the same page—though it was clear he’d been paying attention all last week, sifting out some actual operational details through the executive nonsense Bruce had been forced to drag him through. He knew enough to be asking good questions, and the whole staff was charmed by him already.
Barring the executive team, who’d been fidgeting in the main lobby for—Bruce checked his watch—twenty minutes now. They could wait; they’d seen enough of Bruce over the last week.
Kent had enough time to talk to two more case workers before someone finally bit the bullet and came to find them. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Gerry,” Bruce said breezily, ostentatiously checking his watch. “We just got talking and completely lost track of the time.”
Kent’s eyes found his over the wall of the case workers’ cubicles—bright, amused, and this time it felt like they were in on the joke together when Bruce smirked back.
As they walked back down the hall to the lobby together, Kent leaned in toward him. “Did you do the hiring for the cross-sector coordinators, too?”
Bruce couldn’t hold back the smile that wanted to start. “I wanted to be sure all our managers were clear on the vision, yes.”
Kent’s voice was warm, for the first time. “Are they free tomorrow?”
Bruce grinned. “I’ll ask.”
Kent looked at him in some surprise. “You’re the boss. You ask?”
Bruce gave him a look right back. “They have real jobs, Mr. Kent. I don’t. They fit me in when they can.”
Kent laughed, ducking his head to hide the smile, and Bruce could tell that was a much bigger, brighter laugh, when Kent wanted to let it be. He glanced sideways at Bruce again, and those very blue eyes considered him for a moment. “Clark,” he said finally.
Bruce felt a curl of pleasure that he very, very rarely felt when he was playing Bruce Wayne. And he could think of a thousand reasons it was a terrible idea—so much of his cover depended on Bruce Wayne being intolerable to anyone remotely upstanding, and no one assuming he had good ideas beyond spreading money around—but he so rarely got anyone to see something beautiful about this city, and the work they were doing.
“Bruce,” he said again, a little teasing, a little chiding.
Kent—Clark smiled and nodded. “Bruce,” he agreed. “We got off on the wrong foot last week, I’m sorry. It took me a minute to—get the angle right.”

  
    Bruce indulged in another perk of his reputation, and draped an arm around Clark’s shoulders. “I told you, Clark. I like bringing people together. And sometimes, I even count as ‘people.’”
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  On Wednesday, Clark realized he still had a problem. Only it was a fun, new problem—
He was starting to like Bruce Wayne.
He was starting to like Bruce Wayne a lot.
The man was still completely infuriating seventy-five percent of the time, but something had been different after that trip to meet the caseworkers. Clark had finally figured out the line to walk when it came to Bruce and this article—he was happy to be the frame story, but he didn’t want to be the whole thing. And Clark could work with that. Clark could do a lot with that.
And when he wasn’t purposefully stonewalling Clark, Bruce Wayne was…fun. His sense of humor wasn’t entirely bad jokes and innuendo; there was a dry self-deprecation that slipped through sometimes and surprised Clark with each little flash of wit. He was kind of outrageous, but the more time Clark spent with him the more he recognized a kind of—performance, it seemed; recognized it because it was like what he did as Superman.
People expected Bruce Wayne to be ridiculous and full of himself and laughably clueless, and Bruce gave them that in spades. Much like Clark tried to be exactly what people thought Superman should be, when he was in the suit—authoritative but not stern, kind but not a pushover… It wasn’t that he wasn’t naturally those things, but he needed to do it on purpose. It was exhausting keeping it straight sometimes, and he had the benefit of being able to just fly away from it all if he needed.
Bruce didn’t have that, so he seemed to make due with little moments of self-aware humor, and needling board members or society friends with a guilelessness that was too on the nose to be anything but deliberate. But the real thing that seemed like an escape for him was—actually working.
Bruce was a different person when they were talking with his actual employees. He knew everyone’s name and could tell Clark about an important report they’d put together or a great idea they’d had. Many of them had received help from a Wayne charity in their lives, family aid or scholarships, and Bruce knew each one of those cases, too. He listened attentively every time one of them spoke to him, and he really did trust them completely.
Clark got to witness it first hand on their visit to the coordinating offices. There was a lot going on, everyone including the executive team making sure the resource groups had everything they needed for the launch, but they’d made time for Clark when Bruce asked. Because Bruce asked, Clark realized, when he saw how happy everyone was to see him. And he realized exactly why that was when they heard raised voices outside the office they were in.
Bruce immediately stood and went to the door, Clark on his heels. The deputy director of finance was in a heated conversation with one of the staff coordinators—berating them, Clark immediately could tell, with the coordinator looking determinedly up at her even as her face flushed with humiliation. Clark took a short breath, bracing himself to walk over and get in the middle, because he could never stand and watch this kind of shit—
“Excuse me,” Bruce said, loud enough to cut across the diatribe. His hands were in his pockets, his posture loose, but the temperature of his voice had dropped about ten degrees. “Is there a problem?”
The director turned to him, face pink and reining in her temper. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Wayne—there was an overcommitment of funds to a particular area, but we’ll get it straightened—”
“I wasn’t talking to you, Stacy,” Bruce interrupted her, and the ice-blue of his eyes went just as cold as his gaze flashed in her direction.
Stacy nearly swallowed her tongue, her face going pale as her mouth snapped shut.
Bruce looked steadily at her for a long moment, then his gaze softened as it returned to the coordinator. “Janelle, is there a problem?”
She swallowed hard, fingers tight on the folder clutched to her chest, and looked between the director and Bruce. “I put in a request two weeks ago to get more funding allocated to the medical devices fund, Mr. Wayne,” she said, her voice trembling with nerves. “Based on the waitlist survey. It—I know a copy did go to Ms. Concorde’s office, I promise—”
“I’m sure it just got lost in the shuffle,” Bruce said smoothly, walking over to her, and he held out his hand for the folder with a reassuring smile. Janelle smiled back hesitantly and passed it to him, and he flipped through the pages, flicking another glance up to Stacy as he did.
He kept the director fidgeting as he read through the paperwork, and Clark bit his tongue to hide a smile. “Oh, here’s the original request,” Bruce said finally, flashing a smile up at Janelle. “I agree, it’s an important area to cover. If the budget authorization hasn’t come through yet, I’ll sign off on it with the unrestricted funds.”
Janelle gave a relieved sigh and smile. “Thank you, Mr. Wayne.”
His gaze flashed back to Stacy. “You can have that on my desk by five, can’t you, Stacy?”
“Of course, sir,” she said immediately, managing something like a smile.
“Thanks. And thank you, Janelle,” he added warmly to the coordinator, passing her her folder back, and Janelle beamed at him and ducked away back to her desk.
“I’m sorry you had to take the time, Mr. Wayne,” Stacy said awkwardly. “It was just a minor line item—”
“An important one,” Bruce said, turning back to her. “And a sound one. Medical devices are material, immediate aid and often a one-time cost. And even when they’re not, it’s much more predictable to budget for than something like housing or other bills, and I trust the coordinators to know what’s essential and what’s not.”
Stacy looked like she was swallowing her tongue again, and Clark was really having a hard time not smiling. “You’re—very right, Mr. Wayne.”
“I know.” Bruce looked at her steadily, and while his voice stayed perfectly level and pleasant, his eyes flashed cold again. “Don’t ever speak to the staff like that again.”
Jesus, Clark wasn’t even the one in trouble and he shivered at that look.
Stacy went white. “Of course. I’m sorry, sir.”
Bruce flashed her a bright, sunny smile, then turned on his heel and walked back to where Clark was standing in the office doorway. “Sorry,” he said easily, and though his expression was casual again his eyes were wicked when they met Clark’s. “Where were we?”
And abruptly Clark felt something warm drop into his stomach at that look, sudden and unexpected and catching him completely off-guard. But God, he really couldn’t help it, after that display. That switch on a dime from feckless playboy to serious, engaged CEO, not giving an inch to a manager on a power trip—
He swallowed to make sure his voice was normal. “You have fun with that, don’t you?”
Bruce gave him an innocent look, but his voice, low and knowing, was anything but. “Personnel management’s an important measure of company health.”
You are so full of shit, Clark wanted to say, but it was not going to be an insult. Not even close. “Uh-huh,” he said, all he trusted himself to say, and stepped back so Bruce could come back into the office.
Bruce’s body slipped past his, a momentary flash of warmth, and Clark took an unconscious breath—spice and vetiver layered in a very expensive cologne, the faintest smell of lanolin from the wool of a suit that cost more than Clark’s rent, and a breath of carbon beneath it all, like Bruce Wayne really did get his hands dirty with that fancy car collection—
—and oh, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, he was maybe in trouble, here.
Clark was a good actor—he had to be—so he didn’t think he let anything on, as they finished out the afternoon in the offices. He spent the next two hours hyper-aware of how far Bruce was from him at every moment, his senses aching to tune in to those scents again or the rich timbre of his voice, and he very sternly kept telling himself you are working, you are working, Kent, and not letting himself do it.
When they were finally heading out at four, Bruce gave his usual offer of a ride to the train station, and Clark made himself give the usual rejection, friendly but firm. “I like the walk,” he said, but this time the inward addition of and I really shouldn’t be in an enclosed space with you right now had a wholly different motive than it had last week.
Bruce gave him an exaggerated pout. “But I only have you all to myself for another day, Mr. Kent.”
Clark had to laugh, even as a strange shiver went down his back. Tomorrow was his last day on the shadow; his article was going up Friday afternoon after the launch ceremony, and he was invited to the reception to that evening, but—that would be it. “I think you’ll survive, Mr. Wayne,” he said, daring to allow himself a hint of playfulness back. Bruce smiled, pleased by the riposte, and something about that flash of genuine happiness meant Clark couldn’t stop himself from saying, “Thank you for what you did in there.”
Bruce tilted his head. “With Stacy?”
Clark nodded. “It’s…really pretty rare to see the big boss stand up for the front-line workers like that.” All too rare, and he saw it plenty as Clark Kent and Superman both.
Bruce gave a small nod, a briefly bitter smile of agreement flashing across his face that felt like the most unfeigned look Clark had seen on him yet. “There’s very little I can do sometimes,” he said, and he looked up at the buildings around them, and his expression went briefly distant. “The large injustices. The small ones, I manage when I can.”
He was very different, standing there still for a moment and looking at the Gotham skyline. It was a stillness that felt familiar to Clark, somehow—but then Bruce shook himself and hitched up that glossy smile again, and the moment was gone. “I thought tomorrow afternoon you’d like to see the orientation for volunteers who are starting next week. Can I tempt you for a drink after that, celebrate a job well done?”
Clark stilled, himself, trying to relax through the sudden anxious-excited jolt that went through him. Tempt was an incredibly apt choice of words, God.
Maybe Bruce read the right impulse into Clark’s hesitation, because for just a second the blue of his eyes seemed to darken—but then he smiled, teasing but not unkind. “I promise I won’t keep you out late. Story to file, after all.”
Clark let out his breath, relieved but not wholly un-tense. There were so many reasons he should say no. He’d still be on the job, technically, though he felt sure Perry would certainly encourage as much one on one time with Bruce as he could get, snap up some last-minute quotes—but what was Clark even doing, falling for the famous Bruce Wayne charm? It didn’t have intent, it couldn’t; if he even thought about telling Lois she’d laugh him out of the city—out of the stratosphere—
“Yeah,” he heard his own voice say. “Yeah, sounds good. Wrap up our conversations.”
Bruce smiled, one of those smiles that felt more genuine than the ones that had come before, and Clark forced down the kick of his own heartbeat. “Tomorrow, then,” Bruce said.
“Tomorrow.”
-

Bruce excelled in nothing so much as slow self-torture, which was why he didn’t have Alfred invent a sudden family emergency Thursday.
He’d only realized the gravity of his own miscalculation Wednesday, after putting the fear of God into Stacy at the coordinators’ offices. When he’d turned back and seen Clark leaning in that doorway, looking at him with a warm and knowing expression of approval, he enjoyed the full-body rush of satisfaction he felt for a brief second only—before he understood it was the loudest possible warning klaxon that it was time to back off.
It would be dangerously easy to get used to this. It was dangerous, period, to let someone, and a reporter in particular, see this much of him—see this side of him. And it was precisely the fact that Clark saw him that was the deadly—intoxicating—thing.
He had a feeling Clark was seeing through the act, and as much as a part of Bruce he’d tried his best to bury cried out for that, for the sake of the mission—he couldn’t let it continue.
The best way to stop that from happening, Bruce knew, was to just stop making himself available to Clark Kent: an urgent meeting that needed him, a lie about Dick being sick, anything to keep them out of a room together.
The way he found himself considering, on the other hand—
Alfred’s expression when Bruce told him he’d be home late the next day sent a knife of conscience through him. “Drinks, sir,” Alfred said in a completely neutral tone that Bruce knew meant he was holding back disapproval.
“Happy hour,” Bruce clarified. “Nothing—late.”
The chill emanating from Alfred dissipated slightly, but he was still giving Bruce a too-keen look. “I take it we have found ourselves enjoying this experience with the press more than expected, sir.”
“Yes and no.” They were walking down the stairs to the Batcave, which gave Bruce the excuse of not having to meet the look Alfred had fixed on him. “As expected, it’s gotten a little too close for comfort. Drinks will help me…recontextualize it into a more appropriate context for Bruce Wayne.”
It was good for him to find out now that the persona struggled under cross-contextual scrutiny. There was a way he could resolve well-meaning-and-supportive-CEO-Bruce Wayne and airheaded-dilettante-playboy-Bruce Wayne into a cohesive identity, but to do so he’d need to take some steps.
“Recontextualize,” Alfred said, in that flatly neutral tone again. He glanced back, presumably making sure Dick hadn’t followed them down from his room yet. “As in, attempting to strain the bounds of Mr. Kent’s journalistic integrity regarding personal relationships with a source?”
Bruce kept his face straight, even as a confused mix of want and unhappiness washed through him. “I’m quite confident in his integrity, actually,” he said as he walked over to the workbench where a disassembled vambrace needed rebuilding before they went out tonight.
He was, actually, confident in Clark’s ethics. Clark’s integrity was impeccably on display in all his published work so far (that Bruce might have spent an inordinate amount of time reading through), and his boundaries had been unimpeachable over the last ten days. “All I have to do is make the hint and he’ll draw back on his own. A single suggestion—he shoots it down, I accept it gracefully, and he’s firmly at arm’s length for the rest of our acquaintance.”
Alfred took that in with a quiet hum. “And if he, shall we say, calls your bluff, sir?”
Bruce did not fumble the tool he was holding; he went very still to be sure he didn’t. The thought was—tempting. Unlikely. But tempting.
“Then that may be for the best, too,” he said, when he was sure his voice would stay even. “There are certain expectations regarding how long Bruce Wayne stays interested in a person. Maybe we both get it out of our systems, familiarity breeds contempt, and it comes to a graceful end on its own.”
Alfred sighed. He didn’t reply for a long moment, silently collecting the pieces of the vambrace and passing them to Bruce as he needed them. “I will simply say, Master Bruce,” he said finally, “that a friendship with someone both trustworthy and committed to the truth might help you keep perspective. Both as Bruce Wayne and Batman.”
The problem was that Alfred was almost never wrong.
“I don’t disagree,” Bruce said, feeling like he was thirteen years old again trying to hide a pack of cigarettes in his backpack. “But I don’t think this can be that.”
“Because he’s a reporter?”
“Because I like him too much,” Bruce snapped, and immediately wished he hadn’t. He closed his eyes, willing his train of thought back on track, and when he opened them again Alfred was giving him a look of unbearable sympathy.
“Even now, sir,” he said gently, “you are allowed to occasionally have something you want.”
Bruce swallowed down the mortifying rush of knee-jerk emotion that flooded him at that. And he couldn’t tell Alfred he didn’t want it; that was beyond the level of flat-out lie he was prepared to tell Alfred to his face. “Not,” he said, when he could manage it, “when what I want puts you and Dick in danger. That is always non-negotiable.”
Alfred couldn’t argue that point as effectively as he used to be able to, before Dick, and didn’t try. “The last I will say, then,” he said, arranging the scrap parts on a tray, “is that—if you still won’t consider taking Superman into your confidence regarding our identities, perhaps Clark Kent can be Bruce Wayne’s Superman. That’s all, sir.” He inclined his head and left Bruce standing, braced on the table, staring down at his vambrace and seeing nothing.
What Alfred couldn’t know was that the situations were already far too alike, in that Bruce had been inescapably aware for some time that how he felt about Superman was a liability, too.
It wasn’t something he could put a name on, the way he felt about Kal. What was the word for a person you’d do anything for, except show your face to? Even thinking it made him feel unworthy—the fact that he still couldn’t trust Superman with his name, after everything, proved in and of itself that he didn’t deserve that level of intimacy to begin with. He’d written the Justice League’s security protocols ostensibly for everyone’s safety—but more specifically for his own, because he couldn’t operate if he couldn’t keep them at all arm’s length. And Kal had slipped his way in under his guard, anyway, without even meaning to.
Much like Clark had. Bruce could really pick them.
No, he couldn’t afford this again. He was dancing on the edge with Clark, and he needed to put an end to it as quickly and as gracefully as possible.
Thursday only made it clearer how much Bruce needed to end it, sitting through the volunteer orientation with Clark. He was so genuine it felt like the light reflected off him in a different way than everybody else. When Clark talked with the volunteers, he got right to the heart of why they were interested in helping, what they hoped to be able to do, and all Bruce had to do was sit and watch him do it to know how very, very hard he could end up falling if he didn’t cut this off now.
He’d picked a place for drinks that was just a block from the volunteer center, because he didn’t trust himself as far as three, and Clark looked relieved it was a fairly mid-scale restaurant. Bruce liked it for being the least pretentious of places he could have business lunches, and the staff knew him well enough to put them at a high top in a quiet corner.
“Comfortable?” he asked Clark lightly, catching him glancing around.
“More than I expected to be,” Clark agreed, flashing him a smile. “I figure most of Bruce Wayne’s usual spots are way out of my pay grade.”
Bruce leaned in like he was confiding in him. “I don’t really like places that have giant plates but tiny food,”  he said, and Clark laughed aloud.
Clark unselfconsciously ordered a beer, which allowed Bruce to get one, too; he didn’t particularly feel like faking his way through a scotch and soda, and it was always better to meet his guests where they were. It was easy enough to ask Clark what he’d thought of the volunteers, and Clark’s happy enthusiasm about how much of the community they’d managed to mobilize carried the conversation until their drinks came. Torture, because of how un-torturous it was. Bruce could probably listen to Clark sing the praises of civic engagement for hours.
“So, tell me,” he said, when their drinks came. “Was there anything you still wanted to know for your story?”
“Honestly, I think I’ve seen the whole thing, top-down, by this point,” Clark said, grinning. “And I do want you to know—I really appreciate your letting us switch up the plan this week, getting to meet the staff so much. It’s a really ambitious project, and I’m glad to be able to shine a light on it.”
Bruce let that warm him, because at the end of the day that was what he wanted out of this—not more praise for him just being himself, but for the people doing the work. “I appreciate your open-mindedness,” he said. “It’s difficult to get people to pay attention to the work on the ground sometimes.”
Clark nodded, his expression sobering. “I know.” He glanced down at his drink, clearly thinking about something, and his voice was considering as he spoke. “And I wanted to say that—I think I owe you an apology, actually,” he said, and when he looked back up at Bruce his eyes were intent.
Bruce felt himself still, a reflex when he didn’t know where a blow was going to land.
“Last week, when I came in here, I thought you didn’t take anything seriously,” Clark went on.  “But you take this work you do extremely seriously, and you care about your people, and I’m sorry for just…” He shook his head. “Falling for the gloss, I suppose.”
Bruce stared at him. He felt completely and utterly blank. “The gloss,” he repeated.
Clark nodded. “I realized you probably have a reason for all of that,” he said, and thankfully elaborated a moment later, “I mean—the charm, the schtick. If I didn’t have any privacy in my life, I’d probably be a little less myself in public, too.” One corner of his mouth ticked up, a private kind of smile that seemed self-directed, and he shrugged one shoulder and took another sip of his drink.
Bruce—couldn’t breathe.
On one level he felt a dull buzz of panic, that Clark had seen through him so wholly and comprehensively. On another, it said so much about Clark that he was willing to ascribe Bruce’s habitual duplicity to just—a man wanting to claw back some kind of life for himself.
And, God. He thought he should apologize for seeing what Bruce wanted everyone to see in the first place.
He took a drink, trying to calm his racing heart and wet his mouth, dry with sudden anxiety. “I hope that’s not going to be in the story,” he said with a faint smile, not sure he hit his intended level of casualness.
Clark frowned at him. “No,” he said, like Bruce had surprised him. “No, I—my boss might have wanted more of a profile of you, sure, but I think you’re more of the connecting thread than the main character. Which—last week I might have expected you’d have a problem with, but now I don’t think so.”
Bruce slowly let his muscles relax. He was more relieved than he probably had a right to be; if Clark had decided to tell the truth about his persona, he had no one to blame but himself for letting it lapse so egregiously this week. “Your boss won’t be angry?”
“I think the story I have is better than what we thought it was going to be.” Clark smiled at him, that genuine smile that took Bruce out at the knees. “The sound bite might sell papers, but the journalism’s the heart.”
If he kept saying things like that, Bruce was going to have to fake a family emergency his own self to get out of this. Still—he felt Clark deserved an offer in kind, at this point. “No reason you can’t have both,” he said, sounding more easy than he felt. “Any Bruce Wayne sound bite I can offer?”
Clark blinked, surprised, and his smile spread slowly across his face again. “On the record?”
It was very difficult for Bruce not to let his voice slide into innuendo. “Whatever you want.”
From the faint flush that pinked Clark’s cheeks, he maybe hadn’t succeeded. But unlike their first week, Clark didn’t just polite-smile it off—he took a drink and cleared his throat, and Bruce realized abruptly that Alfred had been right.
If he made the offer, Clark might very well call his bluff.
“Just one question, then,” Clark said, his eyes flicking cautiously up to Bruce’s. “What’s your hope for where this goes?”
They were talking about the charity.
They were maybe not talking about the charity.
“I would hope,” Bruce said slowly, feeling like he was on a grappling line that was two seconds from fraying, “that…people who aren’t from Gotham can see how much we can care about each other here. How much we can accomplish when we have the tools.”
Clark’s astonishing eyes locked on his, and—after a long, loaded moment, he nodded and looked away. “I’ll remember that,” he said.
Bruce took a breath—took a drink, bracing himself to make the bad pass, to ruin the moment. He had to. He had to.
He didn’t.
“I should let you get to your article,” he said, his own voice unconvincing to his own ears.
Clark took a breath, too, and it felt like surfacing from deep water—he shook himself, something Bruce couldn’t parse flashing over his face before his smile came back, not quite the real one. “Right,” he said. “I… Thank you.”
Bruce knew why he couldn’t say what he was about to say—but did it anyway. “I hope you’ll make the reception tomorrow night? I think a big chunk of the staff would be very sad to miss you.”
Clark’s eyes flashed over Bruce’s face again, but the smile felt more real this time. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and his smile twitched up a little higher. “Mr. Wayne.”
Bruce lifted his glass in a toast. “Mr. Kent.”
As he watched Clark walk out of the restaurant, Bruce realized with a sinking feeling that when he saw Clark tomorrow—after Clark’s story was filed, when Bruce wasn’t a source in the moment—if he made a pass at him, it wasn’t going to be so he could ruin things.
-

Clark’s story went up promptly at noon, after the morning’s ribbon-cutting ceremony, and—at work, at least—it was a hit. Lois texted him saying it was genuinely impressive that he’d managed to turn a fluff piece into a deep community engagement story; Cat couldn’t believe he hadn’t asked about Bruce’s kid but begrudgingly admitted Bruce Wayne, generous CEO was a better angle; Perry, meanwhile, just said next time, stay on the brief, which was much better than what Clark had expected and would happily take.
He was more worried about one particular person’s impression of the article, and knew he wouldn’t get it until the reception that night.
He knew he should probably beg off. It was only going to be a problem if he let himself go to some event where Bruce had the charm dialed up to eleven for everyone else. But—
The look on Bruce’s face when they had drinks—when Clark had said he understood, essentially, if Bruce didn’t really want to be himself in public—it would have stayed in Clark’s head, eidetic memory or no. Clark had surprised him, shocked him really, but he’d looked relieved for a fraction of a second—like he was finally being seen.
He didn’t want to let that version of Bruce down. So he put on the best suit he had and braced himself.
The reception was at the Wayne Foundation’s main offices, because the atrium there was huge and beautiful, pedestals with art from local artists, the works; the minute he walked into the building Clark’s hearing zeroed in on Bruce’s laugh and didn’t let go.
They orbited each other in erratic ellipticals for the first part of the evening. Bruce was obviously in high demand, doing his usual song and dance with aplomb, and after the week they’d had, Clark actually did have a lot of staff they’d talked to come up to him to chat. People were very gracious about the article, though all Clark could say to that was he’d told the truth—they were working hard, and they’d put together something with incredible potential, and he hoped it worked out.
But finally he had a moment alone. He was gazing at a small, twisted metal sculpture in the corner of the atrium, champagne flute in hand because even if it didn’t do anything for him, when it was this expensive it at least tasted good—when he felt warmth at his elbow, and smelled that spice and vetiver cologne again. His heart kicked up into his throat, but somehow the rest of his body relaxed—like it knew this presence so well already, as if to say of course he’s here.
“Like it?” Bruce asked quietly.
Clark smiled, nodding at the sculpture. “It’s very Gotham,” he replied, just as quietly. “Harsh, but it’s really beautiful when you look past that.”
He heard Bruce’s heart do—something, at that, and Bruce let out a soft laugh. “I think you’ve got us pegged, Mr. Kent.”
Clark turned to him at last, feeling as prepared as he could, but—he still wasn’t ready for the full force of Bruce Wayne, impeccably groomed in a midnight-colored suit tailored to within an inch of its life, standing there, smiling at him. He took a deep breath and smiled back, and lifted his champagne in a tiny toast. “Congratulations on the launch.”
“Thank you.” Bruce was giving him one of those looks that felt real—like he was genuinely glad to see Clark, and that was a heady, stupid thing to think but Clark really couldn’t help it. “How did your boss like the story?”
Clark grinned. “Think I scraped together what he wanted eventually.”
“He has high standards.” Bruce’s eyes were practically glowing, as he regarded Clark. “I found it exceptional.” He paused, one corner of his mouth twitching up as he added, “Not the parts about the idiot in charge, but the rest of it.”
Clark laughed softly. Bruce had indeed ended up as more of the frame of the article than the actual story, the guiding principle and connecting link through all the accounts of the work on the ground and the goals for the organization. But Clark had used the quote from yesterday—he couldn’t not—because he found himself just wanting people to see what he’d seen in Bruce, even if only for a minute. But Christ, he couldn’t say that to the man’s face, so he let a little teasing slip into his voice as well. “Well, everyone else was more interesting anyway.”
Bruce laughed, and his eyes lingered on Clark for a moment more before dropping, allowing that little deflection. But he shifted, a fraction closer into Clark’s space where they stood together looking at the sculpture, and Clark breathed through the fresh rush of nerves at the proximity. “Thank you for showing them to advantage,” Bruce said quietly. “They deserve it.”
Bruce’s profile was melancholy for a moment in the light, and Clark had to breathe through another twist of emotion. God, he liked this man, and he probably shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help it. He was so many fascinating contradictions, and Clark didn’t think he’d be able to puzzle him out if he tried for years.
“I just told the truth,” he said finally, and he couldn’t help the way his own voice went quieter—deeper.
Bruce’s eyes lifted up to his again, that flashing ice-blue pinning him to the spot. “I know you did. And I don’t think you know how rare it is for me, to have that,” Bruce said, and his voice had lowered, too. “I have a feeling you always tell the truth, Clark. I think I like that about you.”
Clark swallowed. He wanted to say something—knew he should say something—but he was trapped by Bruce’s eyes. He needed to move. He needed to go. He needed to not let himself do this thing that he was all at once very sure that he wanted—
Bruce swayed imperceptibly closer to him, and Clark’s breath froze in his chest. Bruce turned his face up, just slightly, toward Clark’s, and with that lean in—when his eyes dipped to Clark’s mouth, for just a second, the intent was unmistakable.
“Now that your story’s over,” Bruce murmured, “is there any chance I could convince you to stick around?”
Oh.
Oh, it wasn’t just him.
Clark felt himself go still, eyes locked on Bruce’s, and—it wasn’t just him, it wasn’t just him.His senses were all hyper-alive, and all fixed on Bruce, Bruce—that cologne, that little hint of rasp in his respiration, the way Bruce’s heart had started up faster in his own chest and his pupils had dilated all saying that Clark was not the only one feeling something here, that Bruce very much was proposing kissing Clark right here and now, that it wasn’t just a line—

  You always tell the truth.

—all of which Clark only knew because he was Superman, he realized with a crashing, awful chill.
Bruce wanted someone who wouldn’t lie to him. Clark would have to lie to him every single day.
The only good thing about the fact that he was Superman right now was that had all rushed through his mind at super-speed. So it hadn’t been longer than a breath, longer than the silence should be after Bruce asked him that question, and Clark—
Clark leaned back, just a fraction, his heart twisting in his chest, because he had to. “I don’t know if that would be a good idea, Mr. Wayne,” he said, as quietly and gently as he could.
And because he was Superman, he saw the flash of hurt across Bruce’s face, millisecond though it was, and he felt it just as sharp.
But Bruce smiled, then, taking the rejection as smoothly as a man who was used to being shot down—and Clark mourned that last, open moment as he watched Bruce’s easy, glossy public mask come back up. “Understood,” he said, and while his voice wasn’t that low and intimate one again, there was still a warmth there. “While I have you, then, I wanted to be sure I said—I appreciate that you let me slide, in your story. You’re right, that I keep a certain persona up in public, and I appreciate the privacy I can still have.”
Brue paused, then his smile turned wry, as he glanced back up at Clark. “People already know too much about me.”
Clark broke the champagne flute in his hand.
His thoughts were a dull white noise as he stared at Bruce, paralyzed with shock—and Bruce jolted in surprise that Clark saw like it was in slow motion, his eyes dropping immediately to Clark’s hand—
Where there were shards of glass very obviously not cutting him, where that accidental twitch of his hand had been enough to shatter glass—but his skin was stubbornly not breaking and blood was not flowing because Clark was Superman and Bruce was—
Bruce’s gaze snapped up to Clark’s face, eyes going wider than Clark had ever seen them, and he watched it click.
They stared at each other.
And all at once Bruce’s face changed completely, settling into lines Clark had never seen under the cowl but knew immediately—severe, intent, still obviously shocked but that shock tipping over into flat anger. His hand shot out and grabbed a fistful of Clark’s lapel, and he dragged him sideways into the corner behind the statue plinth and a potted plant, and Clark opened his mouth to say something, he had no idea what but he had to say something—
And then there was a shattering crash of glass and an explosion behind them, and in unison the two of them dropped, Clark reflexively throwing his body between Bruce and the noise as they ducked down out of sight.
“Goddammit, you can’t throw a single fucking party in Gotham anymore,” Bruce hissed through his teeth, exasperated and furious and Batman, Bruce was Batman.
“You said it, not me,” Clark said on autopilot. He couldn’t get his head around this. “Holy shit. Holy shit, Bruce.”
“Not. Here,” Bruce snarled, shooting him a deadly look.
Clark dropped his head back against the plinth, his thoughts racing back, connecting every little thing—and of course it made sense, it all made sense, that thing Clark had known Bruce was trying to hide was being Batman, hiding him in Bruce Wayne’s louche and well-meaning idiocy—
“Wait a minute, I was your rough week, last week?” Clark demanded, indignant. “You are so full of shit, you were the one being unbearable last week—”
“We are not having this conversation now,” Bruce ground out through clenched teeth. “What are we dealing with?”
Clark was so used to obeying Batman’s intel requests in the field that he was looking over his shoulder with his x-ray vision before he even thought about it. “Five—no, six. Guns, semi-automatic, going for valuables. None of your usual suspects—” He frowned, looking closer. “But actually, some of mine. Half of them are Intergang.” He looked back at Bruce. “You can’t obviously disappear from this event, so I don’t suppose you’ll lift my no-working-in-Gotham ban under the circumstances?”
Bruce made an annoyed growl in the back of his throat, an extremely familiar Batman sound that Clark’s mind reeled around hearing from Bruce Wayne. “Fine,” he bit off. “But we are talking about this later.”
“Oh, we will be,” Clark threatened, and then vanished in a blur of superspeed.
Two hours later, it had been taken care of. Superman had made a convincing enough case to the police that he was here for the Intergang connection to explain why he’d turned up, and that was the good thing about Gotham—once your problem was resolved, you tended to mind your own business.
Which left Clark, as Superman, hovering over the grass on the terrace behind the building, waiting for Bruce. The guests had all made their way home, Bruce personally making sure a lot of people had a ride or were all right, and Clark felt another helpless clench of affection as he watched. That was Batman, all right; he might have figured it out just from this, watching Bruce being exactly the same with civilians in or out of the cowl.
But finally, it was all done, and Bruce came sauntering back outside with his hands in his pockets. His body language was all Bruce Wayne, but his face was wholly Batman as he looked up at Clark in the dark. “Well?”
“Police have it all in hand,” Clark said, floating down to stand next to him. “Everyone okay?”
Bruce nodded, and he pushed a hand through his hair, momentarily looking tired. “Unexpected end to the evening.”
Clark felt a twist of apprehension. “Yeah.” He swallowed hard, the full course of the evening’s unexpected events playing back for him.
Jesus Christ, Batman had tried to kiss him.
His voice did not crack, which he was proud of. “We should have that talk.”
Bruce regarded him, face that neutral Batman blank. “Yes,” he agreed. He looked back over his shoulder, assessing the building. “I had my driver take some people home, so no one’s waiting for me. You can take me back to Wayne Manor.”
God. “Sure,” Clark said, and stepped in to slip his arm around Bruce, tucking him into his side the way he always did. It was—different, to say the least, without Bruce’s armor and cape filling out the space between them.
Bruce didn’t talk during their flight, holding onto Clark the same way he always did, but without the usual comforting barrier of mission briefing. “Use the side door in the garden,” was the first thing he said, as the grand expanse of Wayne Manor came into view. “The security system’s ironclad on the property itself, but I can never preclude a telephoto lens from the road.”
Clark felt a twist of sympathy as he obeyed, going over the ornamental trees and rose trellises, landing them lightly on a lovely patio leading to a side door. Being Superman meant he had a fair amount of scrutiny himself, but that was hardly anything next to TMZ’s obsession with Bruce Wayne.
Bruce stepped back out of his arms, giving Clark one of those unreadable looks, and it looked like he was about to say something when the side door opened.
“Master Bruce?” An older man with iron-gray hair, his accent English and his suit as impeccable as Bruce’s, stood in the doorway. “What—ah,” he broke off, noticing Clark, and blinked.
Clark hitched up an approximation of Superman’s usual smile. “Hello.”
“There were developments at the gala,” Bruce said to the man, voice desert-dry. He looked between Clark and the man, then seemed to make a decision. “I suppose you might as well come in. We’re not having this conversation in the garden.” And Bruce jerked his head at the door, leading Clark inside.
The man stepped back to let them in, though his eyebrows shot up—presumably at the way Bruce was openly addressing Superman the way Batman would. “Sir,” he said, the single word loaded with several questions.
The room inside was a kitchen—probably as big as Clark’s shoebox apartment, but surprisingly un-showy. There was a large island with pots hanging over it, two ovens and sinks, and a gigantic fridge, but nothing looked state of the art, or used all that frequently. There was also a plain wooden table with chairs around it at one side, next to the door, where a teacup sat steaming next to a book.
Bruce went right to the kitchen table and shrugged off his suit jacket, tossing it over the back of the chair, and turned back to Clark and the man, with a grimace like he was facing a firing squad. “Superman, this is my butler, Alfred. Alfred, this is Superman.”
He looked between the two of them again, then sighed and added, “He knows, Alfred.”
“Oh,” Alfred said, another careful neutral single syllable, with a thousand layers Clark couldn’t unpack.
Clark made a decision, too, and took a breath, relaxing out of his most Superman posture to something more natural. “There were some mutual revelations,” he admitted, and turned to Alfred and held out his hand. “Hi, I’m Clark. Clark Kent.”
He heard Bruce’s heart thump off-beat, and Alfred’s eyes widened. But Alfred had clearly been in service longer than Clark had been alive, because that was the only change in his expression—and then it relaxed into a small smile. “A pleasure, Mr. Kent,” he said, taking Clark’s hand with a warm grip. His gaze flashed between Clark and Bruce, and there was definitely some amusement there. “Very much so.”
Clark heard steps, then, and looked around just as a small figure came through the kitchen door. “Hey, Alfred, is—” The boy jerked up short, jaw dropping, and after a moment of wordless shock his face lit up with excitement. “Superman is in our kitchen,” he breathed with gleeful reverence, staring at Clark.
“Oh, God,” Bruce sighed, rubbing at the bridge of his nose like he had a headache starting. It was the most endearingly human thing Clark had ever seen him do. “Yes, he is, Dick.”
“Hi,” Clark said, unable to stop his own smile spreading across his face. He did recognize this new face, with context, but didn’t want to be the one to say it.
“We—learned each other’s other identities tonight,” Bruce explained to Dick, and sure, they could go with that. “So, he knows who we are now.”
“Oh, excellent,” Dick enthused, and in half a second had bounded across the kitchen, springing up and catching the edge of the table to vault up over it—casually, like he did this every day, and Clark had a moment’s silent pity for Bruce and the furniture. He flipped in midair and landed right in front of Clark, beaming hugely as he held out a hand to shake. “We’ve met, then. I’m Robin, but you can call me Dick.”
“I guessed,” Clark laughed, taking Dick’s hand in his own. “I’m Clark. Nice to meet you properly.”
“Oh, B’s reporter friend?” Dick burst out laughing, looking between them. “No way, really?”
“Really,” Bruce said dryly. “Dick, Alfred, would you two mind letting us talk?”
“Can I go play on the uneven bars downstairs?” Dick asked instantly.
“Supervised,” Bruce replied, casting an appealing glance to Alfred.
Alfred nodded, a small smile on his face. “Yes, Master Dick, I’ll accompany you.”
“Awesome,” Dick said, and hopped over the table to go for the door again. “Oh—are we going out tonight?”
Bruce shared a glance with Clark. “There was already some excitement tonight,” he said finally. “Just if the signal goes up.”
“Aw, I missed it,” Dick said, making a face. “Fine. I’ll be downstairs—nice to meet you, Clark!” And then he was dashing away.
Alfred followed him more sedately, retrieving the book and teacup first. He flicked Bruce a speaking look as he passed him, and the two of them seemed to have an entire silent conversation before Alfred inclined his head, in a little gesture that included Clark as well, and left the kitchen.
Bruce gave the soft huff of air that was Batman’s laugh. “He likes you,” he said, tipping his head to where Alfred had just disappeared. “Both versions of you.”
Clark felt heat rise under his collar. He didn’t exactly know how to feel, standing in his Superman suit in Wayne Manor. “You and he are close.”
“He raised me.” Bruce smiled briefly. “And he…assists with my work as Batman. Even when he’d rather not, I think.”
Clark felt a pang of conscience at that, thinking back. “I must have made you pretty nervous, then, these last two weeks,” he said. “With…how close I got.”
Bruce regarded him steadily. He was so still, like this—it was strange seeing Batman’s mannerisms on Bruce Wayne. Strange, but also not; he’d known Bruce was performing something all week, and now he was seeing the real man, how he fit in his own skin. “Yes,” Bruce said simply, after a long pause. “You did.”
“I’m sorry.”
Bruce shrugged one shoulder. “You have nothing to apologize for. You’re good at your job.”
And the opening was there, just like that. Clark took a deep breath. “That wasn’t…just for my job,” he said, and made himself meet Bruce’s eyes. “I wanted to get to know you. And once I did, I wanted people to see…at least a little bit of what I did. And I didn’t have to, and I jeopardized what you do, and I’m sorry. Even if it was accidental, it was an overstep.”
Bruce’s expression hadn’t changed, but his eyes were fixed on Clark with that intensity that took his breath away, and thank God there were those lenses in the cowl because if he looked at Clark like that in the field, it’d be a problem.
“I meant what I said earlier,” Bruce said, his gaze still locked on Clark’s. “Not many people tell the truth like you do, and I appreciate that. Whether it’s Clark Kent to Bruce Wayne, or Superman to Batman.”
His expression flickered, then, and his gaze dropped for the first time. And it was like he was forcing himself to say this part, as he added, “And if anyone owes an apology tonight, it’s me.”
Clark’s heart started to beat dully in his chest. “You,” he said, not quite a question.
Bruce nodded, his expression rigid. “The unwanted advance,” he said, enunciation precise. “I only made it because I believed we’d no longer be professionally entangled, since I assumed it was only our civilian identities where we were involved. Of course if I’d known we had the League to consider, I would never have put you in that position. I hope it won’t affect that working relationship, though I’d understand if—”
It took Clark that long to reboot his brain after ‘unwanted advance,’ and once he processed the rest of what Bruce was saying—
“Bruce,” he interrupted, holding up a hand. He felt dizzy.
Bruce’s mouth snapped shut, his eyes flashing back up, and his face was pale.
“I didn’t want to kiss you then because I didn’t want to lie to you,” Clark said, because it was imperative that Bruce understand that was it, that was literally it— “About me, about being Superman.”
Bruce stared at him.
“You’d just finished saying it mattered to you that I only told you the truth, and I.” Clark felt like his heart was about to beat out of his chest. “I couldn’t. About that. And it didn’t feel right, but—but that was all.”
Color flooded back into Bruce’s face. “That was all,” he repeated.
Clark took a deep breath. “Yes.”
Bruce’s entire body went very still.
And Clark was the one with superspeed, but he still barely saw Bruce move before one hand clenched in the front of his suit and the other was in his hair and Bruce’s mouth crashed against his, and all at once he’d been dragged into the most ferocious kiss of his life.
He gasped, heat flooding him as he reached up and grabbed on to Bruce’s shoulders—and then cupped his face with one hand, angling them so he could actually kiss back, and Bruce made a ragged sound in the back of his throat and dragged Clark even closer.
Clark was lightheaded with everything he was feeling—want and relief and a giddy joy making him shake nearly as much as the way Bruce was kissing him like he was trying to taste the champagne Clark had drunk at the reception. God, he’d wanted this for longer than he’d been able to admit to himself, and if how Bruce was kissing him was any indication—Bruce had, too.
Bruce. Batman. Bruce.
He kissed him so hard and so long that he forgot Bruce needed to breathe and he didn’t, until Bruce broke away with rough gasp and dimly Clark was aware that the two of them had come up against the kitchen table—or more accurately, he had pushed Bruce up against the kitchen table until Bruce was almost bent backward over it, his grip on Clark and Clark’s arm around his waist the only things keeping him upright. “Bruce,” he rasped, his voice hoarse, and because they were pressed together head to toe he felt the full-body shudder that went through Bruce at that—at Clark saying his name, he realized, and had to kiss him again. “Bruce,” he murmured between kisses, “Bruce, Bruce.”
Bruce moaned into his mouth, a sound so sharp and so wanting that every single one of Clark’s nerve endings lit up with it. “Clark,” he panted, just a shade off the low rumble that was Batman’s voice, “Kal,” and it was Clark’s turn to shiver all over and press closer, because holy God—
Bruce laughed breathlessly and ran his fingers up the back of Clark’s neck, threading them through his hair. “Yes?”
“I—” Really couldn’t think while he was doing that, and Clark tried to fumble out a response. “It’s—yes and no, Clark is, is me, I want you to call me that, but Kal is—I’ve never had anyone—and it’s you, saying it.” He had no idea if that made any sense at all, but that was it. “It’s you.”
“It’s you,” Bruce whispered, and kissed him again, soft and slow and utterly perfect.
Clark rested their foreheads together and traced his nose along Bruce’s, feeling drunk on the fact that he could. He smiled, couldn’t help it, happiness bubbling up in him so strong he realized he was floating an inch off the ground—but it didn’t matter, it didn’t matter because Bruce knew.
A thought occurred to him, and he almost laughed. “Weren’t you gonna yell at me about being Superman in Gotham?”
He felt Bruce’s lips curve in a smile. “I think I’ll allow it under the circumstances,” Bruce drawled, and he ran one hand over Clark’s chest and side—very obviously feeling him up through the suit. Clark couldn’t hold back a little growl and pressed closer, pulling Bruce tighter against him, and Bruce let out an unsteady groan and kissed him again. “Oh, I know he’s a good Midwestern boy, but please tell me Clark Kent still puts out on the first date.”
Clark laughed breathlessly, heat washing through him, but he still felt so light. “B, I’ve cauterized your gunshot wounds with my eyes, I think we’re well past any kind of normal date metric.”
And Bruce laughed against his mouth—a laugh Clark had never heard from Batman or Bruce Wayne, something that was really and truly just Bruce. He draped his arms around Clark’s neck, did something with that acrobat’s core strength of his that brought his legs up around Clark’s waist. And reflexively Clark caught him and pulled him close, and all at once Bruce was in his arms in a way he’d never been before.
Bruce dragged their lips together one more time, and drew back just enough to look into Clark’s eyes. “We will have to talk about things,” he said, breathless himself—Bruce Wayne, breathless, for Clark. “But if this isn’t too fast, can we say—later?”
Clark looked at him, and all at once everything he was feeling—joy and heat and helpless, endless endearment for the man in front of him—coalesced into one crystal-bright emotion, and he knew in his bones he was deeply, irrevocably in love with every facet of this man.
“That’s the good thing about me being Superman,” he murmured. “You could never be too fast for me.”
Bruce’s smile spread slow across his face, so sweet it felt like Clark was seeing it for the very first time, and Clark kissed him again, and again, and again.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    It will always be my headcanon that the minute they know who the other is they are IMMEDIATELY bickering like an old married couple in the middle of the function. Thank you all for coming out for this, my first posted jaunt for these two in literal decades!
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