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      Summary

      Even with the distance between them, Clark can feel the heat roll off Batman skin, the subtle thrum of his pulse. His hands itch to reach out, to brush his fingertips over it, and he struggles to reign himself back in. Keep it under control. Clark does a serviceable job of it right up until Batman speaks up again.
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the frost on the windows

    
      “Hmm,” Clark says thoughtfully. He flicks through the data on the pad, examining the numbers with a critical eye. There’s definitely something here that doesn’t add up. A good catch; this warrants further investigation. He looks up at Batman and tries to dredge up a friendly smile. He mostly succeeds, he thinks. “Yes, I see what you mean.”
Batman tilts his head, mouth settling into a frown so familiar Clark’s chest aches to see it. Behind him, the vast reaches of space stretches out into infinity, separated only by a thin layer of glass, distant stars burning in solitude. The Watchtower breathes and hums around them. Clark tries not to stare at the exposed part of Batman’s face. He fails.
“The readings worry me. That level of radiation is unusual.” Batman accepts the datapad back from Clark. His gauntlet brushes against Clark’s bare hand, its combination of leather and armored weave a foreign texture against his skin. The whisper of Batman’s cape shifting against his armor is just slightly off in a way Clark can’t quite put his finger on. The sound makes Clark’s skin crawl, sending sparks skittering across his nerves. ”Does the Fortress have any information that would be helpful?”
“I can check.” Clark’s still staring. He can’t help it. At least he manages to smother the words bubbling in his throat, useless words that would do no good here, not now.
Batman gives a curt nod. He opens his mouth, but an alert chimes in his comm before he can voice his reply. One of his hands lifts to the side of his cowl and he turns away as he answers the call. Batman’s profile is pale and washed out by the fluorescent lights, drawing Clark’s eyes to the shape of his lips and the hint of stubble on his chin. Clearing his throat, Clark tears his gaze away. Keep it together, Clark. He’s not yours.
The air in Clark’s lungs is thick with recycled oxygen. A drawn breath brings the smell of ozone and gunpowder, motor oil and sweat, the iron tang of dried blood and the antiseptic of a cleaned wound. Here in the enclosed space of the Watchtower, it’s impossible not to notice. Clark has breathed that air before, during late nights in the cold, damp cave underneath the manor and mornings in bed curled around a warm body. Those days are far behind him, but Clark still clings to them as if he’ll never let go. A hopeless nostalgist, that’s what he is.
Even with the distance between them, Clark can feel the heat roll off Batman skin, the subtle thrum of his pulse. His hands itch to reach out, to brush his fingertips over it, and he struggles to reign himself back in. Keep it under control. Clark does a serviceable job of it right up until Batman speaks up again.
“Thank you for the consult, Superman,” Batman says and like a fool Clark looks back at him to watch the soft line of his jaw move as he speaks. The sight of him is so painfully tender it sends Clark’s mind reeling, and his tongue jumps ahead before his brain can catch up to the present.
“No problem, Bruce,” is what tumbles out of Clark’s mouth.
Batman freezes. His breath stutters in surprise.
The blood abruptly drains from Clark’s face at the sudden slip-up, turning to ice in his veins. He swallows, or tries to, feeling like a band has tightened itself around his throat. His own heart beats loudly in his ears, and he closes his eyes in an attempt to push down the wave of longing that threatens to pull him under.
“I’m sorry,” Clark says. It comes out evenly, even though Clark feels like he’s turned to glass that might shatter at any moment. “You look like him, you know.”
And he does, he really does. Like the dusty framed picture on Clark’s desk in his lonely Metropolis apartment, like the portraits that hung in Wayne Manor that are now in storage after the building was demolished thirty years ago. Like the man of Clark’s memories and dreams. Like the man Clark once loved.
“I wouldn’t know,” Batman says politely. His voice is smoother than the one in Clark’s head, more honey than whiskey. It doesn’t quite shatter the illusion, but the dissonance is enough to shake Clark out of the past.
“Trust me,” Clark says, wavering on the edge of some emotion he desperately tries to shove back down into the deepest, darkest reaches of his chest. His mouth draws into a wistful smile. “You do.”
Because it is Bruce’s blood flowing in his veins, generations of it. Clark can see it clear as day, and not just in the shape of his jaw and the breadth of his shoulders—but also in the way he moves, that fluid motion of muscle and bone in perfect harmony. The effortless glide of his gait, the seamless way he bleeds into the shadows, the relentless determination and stubborn brilliance and Gotham-hardened grit that could not have come from anyone else. It strikes at Clark like a sharpened spear, right into the hollow center at his core where his heart had once been.
Maybe it’s there, still. Barely beating at all, a slow and bitter melody waiting to be set free. A deserted home to which he no longer has the key. But it feels as though it was buried long ago, laid to rest in the burial ground on the Wayne estate with the man who Clark had given it to, who had kept it safe until his last breath.
Batman looks at Clark, his mouth set in a pensive line. Clark doesn’t have to look to know there’s no familiarity in the eyes behind the blank expression of the cowl, just refined respect and the kind of distant professionalism you would expect from a coworker you didn’t know that well. Clark holds his breath in dread of whatever words of sympathy and pointless pity that’s about to be sent his way. But all Batman says is, “Send me the intel from the Fortress when you can.”
Ah. That focused brusqueness is all Bruce, too. Clark does his best to convey his assent with a nod, shifting on his feet. He should leave. It doesn’t do either of them any good for Clark to stand there languishing over a mirage all day.
”Goodbye, Superman.”
Clark can’t bring himself to say it back, can only watch helplessly as he leaves first, his cape a fluttering darkness like the shadows always dancing at the corners of Clark’s mind. He wants to reach out and grasp it, bury his hands in it, but he’d only be chasing a ghost. Bruce is gone; he has been for a long time. The steady drum of a discordant heartbeat lingers in his ears, so unlike the one Clark still has memorized even all these years later.
Clark won’t ever hear it again; and yet, he finds that he can’t let it go.
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          ty for the beta, froizetta <3
find me on tumblr or leave me a comment, i’d love to chat!
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