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Summary: Clark and Lois vow to marry each other at 35 if they haven’t found anyone else. It’s Lois’ 34th birthday and she keeps setting Clark up on dates with other women. Is she dreading marrying him so much?
Acknowledgements and Comments
///// indicates a flashback.

Thoughts are in italic.
Disclaimer: Superman, Clark Kent, Lois Lane and all other character and place names are owned by DC and/or Lois and Clark: The New Adventures of Superman. I own nothing … except my fantasies — which frequently include Clark/Superman.
Background: Lois and Clark have been work partners, and best friends, for years. The Prologue takes place a couple of months into their partnership (i.e. Season 1) but then the rest of the story takes place eight years later. The characters and sets will be familiar but the story-line does not follow the series at all. This is basically a ‘Hollywood Romantic Comedy’ film with Lois and Clark as the star-crossed lovers. Also, this takes place in the wider DC universe, but that only becomes clear later in the story and is very minimal. Lois and Clark are mostly based on LnC but there are elements of Comic Book, Smallville and Reeve Movies in some parts of their personalities.

***

Prologue — The Pact

“Clark?” Lois’ voice spoke across the line tentatively.

“Lois,” he replied, the grin evident in his tone. “So, how’s the birthday girl now?”

“Um, fine … you know.” She trailed a finger round the edge of her wine glass. Rather than make the clear ringing sound of crystal it scratched and squeaked. Lois didn’t care. It matched her mood, it matched her day.

“Lois,” he repeated. This time she could imagine that look he got when telling her off.

“Hey, it’s my birthday. I’m entitled to feel however I want.”

“Of course you are. It’s just … most people usually feel happy on their birthday,” Clark explained. Again she saw his head tilt and raised eyebrows. She closed her eyes and his face became even clearer in her mind. He was patronising her, in that gentle and sweet way. She laughed, then hiccoughed.

“But most people don’t spend their birthdays held hostage in a warehouse on Hobs Bay. And most people don’t feel shamed beyond shame when they are finally rescued by Superman only to realise that they are still covered in the mud they’d trudged through following the suspected traffickers which then led to said hostage situation. And …”

“Lois.” This time his voice was low and comforting. It made her pause in her ramblings and take another sip of the delicious red wine she’d decided to indulge in. Well, if she were honest it was more than just a sip she’d taken. But, considering her mother’s … affliction … she’d been sure not to over-indulge.

“Oh,” she groaned. “I’m so bad. There’s no way I’ll wake up tomorrow morning without paying for this wallowing. I can’t believe it, Clark. I’m wallowing. On my birthday.” She groaned once more and put the bottle back down. She closed her eyes and let her head rest back.

“Lois, do you want me to come over?”

Her eyes shot open. Clark! Come over! Do I want him to see me like this? A little tipsy and a lot depressed. No way! When the room blurred around her she let her head sink back again. A moan was all she could manage.

“I can be over in just a second, Lois,” he pleaded with her.

“Okay,” she capitulated.

It seemed only moments later when Clark was stroking her arm to rouse her. She realised that she still had the phone held to her ear. “Oh,” she mouthed. “How’d you get in,” she frowned and looked around the apartment.

“Lois, I think you’ve had too much.” No I haven’t. It’s just a little wine and a lot of post-kidnapping concussion, she attempted to reply, but the words didn’t leave her mind. He reached out and took the receiver from her and settled it back in place. “Come on Lois, I think I’ll put you to bed.”

“Huh!” she questioned.

Clark slid his arms around her and she found herself being carried into the bedroom.

***

Clark tried to calm the pounding of his heart. Lois was in his arms, snuggling into his neck. Granted she was a little worse for wear. She was also incredibly emotional and vulnerable at the moment. He carried her gently and slowly to the comfort and safety of her bedroom.

He paused at the edge of her bed and stared at the woman in his arms. Was this just a little taste of heaven? His small crush on his partner of three months would most definitely receive a boost after this.

A voice at the back of his head poked him. Okay. It’s more than a crush, he thought. Knowing he’d been captivated by her fiery personality and beautiful face since the first moment, he sighed in resignation. But she has no interest in me that way.
He laid her down onto her bed as gently as he could and then stood up. Gazing at her he reminded himself of the fact that he was Superman. He had a higher calling. He was destined to be alone. And he’d even come to accept and embrace that philosophy, over time. He had no regrets over choosing to be a bachelor. None.

In fact, even though his heart seemed addicted to this woman, his head wasn’t all that sure if he liked her. She was rude, mean, stubborn … and she definitely had no respect or like for him. She’d made her feelings for him, feelings of resentment and loathing, well known during their first few weeks working together. He’d worked hard to change that view, and now, three months later, he was reaping some small rewards.

Lois shuffled over to the side of the bed and yanked the covers round herself. “Thanks. You’re a good friend, Clark,” she mumbled. He smiled and gave a silent laugh to himself. “Maybe the best one I’ve ever had,” her voice was getting quieter.

Clark widened his eyes in surprise. Really? Best friend, after only three months? Maybe my hard work has paid off even more than I expected.
“Thanks for spending my birthday with me.” He hadn’t really spent it with her. They’d worked on an article this morning, and then he’d seen her home after her kidnapping ordeal. Well, actually that had been Superman, not Clark.

“You’re welcome.” He thought it better not to argue and began to leave the bedroom.

“Will you promise to spend every birthday with me, Clark?” She must have drunk most of that wine in one session, he thought. She can’t possibly mean that.
“What would your future husband think? If there’s anyone out there who could actually keep up with you day after day,” he joked at her with a soft tone and friendly smile.

Lois sat up and opened her mouth. Clark immediately expected a verbal tirade against him but instead Lois closed her mouth and frowned, her bottom lip quivering a little.

“What-” she stopped and gulped. “What if no-one ever wants to marry me?”

“Oh, Lois. I didn’t mean it that way.” Clark strolled over and sat down on the bed. “I was only joking. You know that.”

“Do I? Do I know that, Clark? Who out there is ever going to want to take me on? Want to deal with my rants and tempers and tangents?”

“I can.” Clark replied. “Sometimes,” and he gave a lopsided smile.

“Awwww, Kent.” She reached out to punch him on the arm but her aim was off. “Okay, how about we make a pact.”

“A pact?” Clark asked.

“Yeah, when we are thirty five, if we are still, you know, single, then we’ll, you know, marry each other.”

“Marry…” His heart was suddenly racing. “Each other?” He flicked his hand in the air between the two of them. Clark lifted his eyebrows and leaned his head forward. Not a good idea. Yes, he was in lo — had a crush on her, but she definitely didn’t like him. And there was still Superman to consider. Superman could not have a wife. Hadn’t he just reminded himself of his decision — which he was happy with — to be alone.

“Come on, Clark. I don’t want to be alone. I want a wedding. You’re my last hope.”

“Why thirty-five?” he tried to stall her … to keep from having to answer. To keep from having to examine his heart, and why it was fighting against his head.

“Well, thirty is too soon. I’m already twenty-six. Four years doesn’t give me long to find Mr Perfect. But forty seems too far away. And what if I want children, it’s too late by then.”

Clark looked Lois in the eyes. Is she truly serious or is this the alcohol talking. When he saw her eyes start to water he realised she was serious. She was vulnerable at the moment and needed some reassurance.

Clark moved away a little and tried to finally assess how drunk she was. Will she remember this in the morning? Hopefully not, but it will comfort her tonight if I give her what she wants. Tomorrow we’ll go back to the status quo.
“Ok, Lois. A … Wedding? … Pact. If neither of us has someone by the time we are thirty-five … we’ll marry each other.”

“Pinky swear.”

“Huh?” Clark frowned.

Lois held out her hand and opened her eyes really wide. It gave her an adorable, little girl countenance and he couldn’t resist her. Why would he want to resist her?

She didn’t reply, just nodded down at her hand and motioned. Clark sighed and linked his little finger with hers, then they shook.

***

Chapter 1 — The Plan

Lois rode the elevator up to the newsroom floor, heart beating strongly. It’s very early. The newsroom should be almost empty. Is he in there? Take a deep breath, Lois. Prepare. How are you going to start this day on top? 
“Hope you’re ready for a busy news day, Kent, ‘cause I’ve got a scoop for you,” she practiced into the empty elevator.

The doors slid open and she strode out as if she hadn’t a care in the world, then glanced down towards the twin desks.

Clark Kent

Lois Lane

The two nameplates stood out to her. Raising her gaze just a little she saw the empty desk. And the empty newsroom.

“He’s not even here,” she grumbled to herself, then growled as she strode down to her desk. “Argh. All that preparation for nothing.” She threw her bag down on the edge of her desk and dropped herself into her chair. Her bag teetered and tottered on the edge of the table and then dropped to the floor with a plop taking her name plate with it.

“What am I going to do?” She put her fingers to her forehead. “I’m turning thirty-four tomorrow. That means it’s his thirty-fifth in just a few months and thirty-five is the limit we set for the wedding. I’ve not had a date in …” she paused. “Too long, if I can’t remember. I’ve been too focussed on my career to even want a date with anyone.”

Lois leaned back in the chair and looked around the empty newsroom floor while she nibbled on a fingertip. Bouncing the chair back and forth she gave in to her nervousness. “I can’t marry him. I just can’t. It would be too hard. It’s hard enough hiding my heart from him already, and we only spend work time together.” A little internal ‘lie monitor’ poked her but she refused to acknowledge, out loud, all the evenings and weekends that were spent together outside of work time.

She pushed herself up and out of the chair, picked up her fallen name plate, and wandered over to his desk. Always so neat and tidy. Pens away in the drawer. Paper stacked at the side. She trailed a finger along as she walked round, picking up his name plate as she passed. Lowering herself into his seat she played with them in her hands, knocking them against each other.

When she stopped, and held them still, she noticed something. Clark’s was behind, his last name just peeping out.

Lois Lane Kent

When Lois realised she was smiling … quite widely … she dropped them immediately. “Oh no.” She jumped out of Clark’s chair and ran back to her desk. “This is not going to happen. I need to sort this out, and quickly. I need to find someone. Even if I’m only ‘dating’ then The Pact is invalid.” Lois nibbled nervously on her fingernail again. “But there’s no-one willing to go on a date with me anymore,” she admitted.

She twirled her chair from side to side.

“That’s it.” She sprung up. “I’ll find someone for him. I’ll find Clark his soulmate.” She dropped back into her chair. “I just need to do it in only a couple of months.”

***

Clark rode the elevator up to the newsroom floor, heart beating strongly. I’m quite late this morning. Is she in there? Take a deep breath, Clark. The doors slid open and he strode out as if he hadn’t a care in the world then glanced down towards the twin desks.

Clark Kent

Lois Lane

The two nameplates stood out to him. Raising his gaze just a little he saw her sitting at her desk, engrossed in something.

“So, what’s the scoop this morning, Lois?” he said brightly as he approached. She jumped out of her chair in shock.

“Didn’t they teach you not to sneak up on people, back in Smallville … Farmboy?” She frowned at him.
What? Why is she acting like I caught her doing something she shouldn’t?
“Hey, you were so engrossed I could have sung the theme to The Ivory Tower on my way down the ramp and you wouldn’t have noticed.

He stepped towards her desk. Casually throwing his trench coat over to his desk he then sidled up next to her and leaned over her shoulder. She quickly reached out with a hand and flicked off her computer screen.

“Ah, private matter, Kent.” When he raised an eyebrow at her she stood and pushed him away. “Just because we’re partners doesn’t give you the right to see everything I’m doing.”

He shrugged and strode to his chair. Lowering himself he adjusted his glasses and then pulled out his notepad. He made some notes on the ‘incident’ which had made him late this morning then started to pull them together into an article.

Lois watched him become engrossed and then flicked her screen back on.

Clark tapped away at his keyboard but kept glancing over the top of his screen to his partner. She could be so much more, Kent. If you went for it. He shook his head and went back to his work. Superman is destined to be alone, he recited to himself.
You know that time is running out. For some reason she remembered the pact the following day. And then made you swear again when she was sober. Or maybe she wasn’t really that drunk to start with.
Clark gritted his teeth to keep from further arguing with himself.

He’d come to terms with the level of friendship that Lois offered him years ago. He’d reconciled his heart and his mind and settled into deep affection. Or at least, he thought he had. But, as time went on, it became clear that his heart had been playing ‘possum’, letting his head think it had won. Well, now the ‘possum’ had woken up.

The affection he felt for his partner and best friend had blossomed over the last years, till he couldn’t continue to ignore it.

But Lois hadn’t brought up the subject of The Pact in … oh … about two years.
Maybe she’s finally forgotten. That’s good. It would be too complicated being married to her, having to explain things, having to hide things. Yes, I’m glad she’s forgotten.
But Clark knew he was lying to himself.

***

Lois kept peeking over her screen to see if Clark was watching. She tried to type furiously. To get the application filled out as quickly as possible. Her heart jumped out of her chest when he stood suddenly.

“I’m just heading off for an interview, Lois. Back later.”

And he was gone, just like that. She peered round the side of her screen. But he’s left his notepad? She shook her head and went back to the screen.

“OK. Name — done. Age — done. Interests. Music. Films. What does Clark like? Or rather, what does he want his perfect girl to like? Think, Lois, think. You need to fill this out so it matches him to the perfect girls.”

She typed away, inputting answers and then deleting as she tried to fill out the perfect profile. After pushing ‘submit’ she leaned back and smiled. “He won’t know what hit him. These girls are bound to be irresistible to him.”

A light bulb went on in her brain and Lois reached forward to the keyboard again. “While I’m at it why don’t I see if I can find my own Prince Charming? I just need to make sure I put in the right answers to score myself a super guy.”

***

Chapter 2 — The Other Plan

“Superman! Thank you,” came the shuddering voice.

“You are welcome, miss.” He nodded at the elderly lady who was hugging her husband so tightly. When the couple pulled apart they stared into each other’s eyes. He felt a little rude listening as he leapt away but it was hard to miss the conversation, especially with his enhanced hearing.

“Are you alright, honey?”

“Fine, sweetheart. Let’s just go home.”

“Mmmmm.”
Such love. A lifetime love? Wouldn’t that be nice! He sighed, realising that thoughts in that direction were unhelpful for Superman, even thought they were coming to him more and more often.

As he flew back to the office he tried to mentally prepare himself for Lois. It took less than a second. Years of practice had honed his ‘sarcasm defence’ superpower. What he still wasn’t prepared for, and hadn’t developed a superpower defence against, was his heart.

In the quiet silence of his apartment at night, or in the lonely sky, he allowed himself to run away with thoughts of marrying Lois; of making her go through with The Pact, or lately, of her even being the one to make him go through with it.

But it was a fantasy. He couldn’t allow himself that life. And, thankfully, Lois seemed to have forgotten, otherwise it would have been difficult to explain. How could he have gotten out of The Pact with his secret intact?

He landed on the roof and quickly changed back into his outfit. After more than eight years living a double life it was all second nature. The feel of the tight, Superman suit; the plain wardrobe; the glasses. Adjusting his tie and buttoning up his last button he descended the stairs back to the newsroom … back to Lois.

She wasn’t at her desk. He went searching and glanced ‘through’ the conference room door. Opening the door, he entered and then he stopped in shock, his heart hammering suddenly at the sight of her. That’s when it truly hit him.

Lois was perched on the sofa just under the windows. Leaning over the back she was peering out of the window. The look on her face was one of awe, coupled with wistfulness. It made her look more beautiful than he’d ever seen before. His gaze was drawn down to her skirt and legs. He felt a familiar prickling behind his eyes.
Control, Kent. Keep your control.
When she turned away from the window and noticed him there she gave an unexpected smile. Her eyes lit up and sparkled.

That’s when he knew. He could deny it no longer.
I need her. 
***

Lois was staring down at the papers scattered over the conference table, but not really seeing them. She’d been waiting and waiting and checking her ‘fake’ e-mail that she’d set up for Clark but then Perry had called her into the conference room. Papers were now strewn all over the table and Lois had decided to leave Clark to sort them into some kind of order. That was the kind of thing he was good at.

“Come on,” she peered out back to her desk. “How long do these stupid sites take to make stupid matches?” Repeatedly pushing the refresh button on the web site and the send/receive button on her e-mail had made no difference so now she was playing the ‘patient game’. It wasn’t going very well.

She turned away from looking out at her computer and back to the papers from Perry. A whoosh going by the window caught her attention and she went running to the couch to peer out.

“Superman!” she whispered, heart beating rapidly. After eight years the sight of him still set her heart racing … even if her feelings, hopes and dreams weren’t exactly the same any more. Eight years ago she had been head over heels for the man in blue. Now, there was overwhelming respect and friendship.

Craning her head around to see where he had gone she realised she’d missed him. He was out of sight. Sighing in disappointment she allowed herself to revel in a tiny bit of hero-worship for a moment. Okay, so it’s not only respect and friendship, she admitted. Hearing the soft click of the door behind her she turned and a smile came to her face, unbidden, when she saw that Clark had returned. He looked stunned for some reason that she couldn’t comprehend

“Clark, how was your interview?” she asked, then climbed down off the couch. “Did you see,” she continued without pausing to let him answer, “Superman just flew past.” She made it back to the table and began rifling through the papers, looking for her pen.

“Superman, eh?” Clark said and strolled in, nonchalantly. He closed the door behind and strode over to a nearby seat. “You know, Lois. It’s been eight years since he showed up. Surely he’s old news by now.”

“Old news,” Lois looked up in shock. “How can you say that? He’s the city’s saviour. He’s the world’s hero.”

“Hmmm,” was the only reply she got. He dropped into the chair but misjudged and it skittered out behind him.

Lois tried to stifle a giggle, unsuccessfully. “Clark, you are such a klutz.” He gave her that ‘and I have to put up with your quirks too’ look then stood back up and popped himself correctly in the seat this time.

“So, Lois,” Clark spoke. She looked up but he wasn’t looking back, he was focussed on the papers strewn everywhere. Lois expected him to ask about this new assignment. Instead he said the thing she been most dreading. Well, not quite most dreading, but it would easily lead onto that subject. “It’s the big day tomorrow. What do you want to do?”

“Do?” She questioned. “Tomorrow?” She stood and strode for the door, desperately trying to escape. She made it to the door before he replied.

“Your birthday.”

She froze.

“We always spend your birthday together,” he continued.

“Of course,” she answered lightly and opened the conference room door. Somewhere inside a little molecule of strength actually made its way to her brain and activated it again. “Best day of the year, Kent.”

“Every year.” He nodded at her and grinned.

She ignored the grin and paid attention to the pounding of her heart instead, striding away from the conversion and heading for her desk.

“So, what shall we do?”

“Um.” Lois found it impossible to think of anything as she settled into her seat. What if the subject of The Pact came up on the birthday? That’s when they usually got around to discussing it, making dream plans for a fictional wedding, over the years. Thankfully she was saved by the ding-dong sound that indicated she had new mail. She gave Clark an apologetic smile and frantically looked for the mail, while he wandered off slowly, then slumped into his own chair.
Subject Title: Match found.
Her heart gave a little jump in anticipation. I can send him on a date instead. I’m saved. She clicked on the mail and opened up to see a brief profile of the prospective date.

Height: 5’8
A bit tall, but then what does that matter to someone Clark’s size.
Features: Blonde hair, blue eyes.
Yes! He has a thing for blondes.
Interests: Opera and fine dining

Lois frowned. Not what I expected.
Name: Brian
BRIAN!!!

Damn, this is for me.
***

Clark watched the range of emotions flicker across Lois’ face. The e-mail she received was obviously causing an intense commotion in her thoughts. When he sensed that she’d finished reading he approached the subject once more.

“How about you come over to my place and we’ll just watch old movies. You bring the wine and the chocolate ice-cream, I’ll provide the entertainment.”

Lois’ eyes widened and Clark wondered what strange thoughts had gone through her mind at his words. After an almost imperceptible cough she replied.

“I’ll provide the movies, Farmboy. I’m not spending my birthday watching sports movies.”

Clark grinned. “Fine. Just as long as you’re there.”

He turned away and his smile dropped.
Okay, how did everything turn upside down in less than an hour? I thought I just flew back here reminding myself that a superhero couldn’t have this kind of life. He glanced back to Lois quickly and couldn’t help but think about the sweet, elderly couple he’d managed to save just minutes ago. But I want it so badly. Maybe it can work. Maybe I can do this.
He swung back around and tapped away on his computer.
So how do I win the delectable Miss Lane? Convince her to stick to The Pact. I’ll need a plan. And it has to be ready to go into effect by tomorrow night.
***

Chapter 3 — The Birthday

Lois stepped off the elevator and came to a halt at the railing. She saw a jacket hanging over the back of Clark’s chair and knew that he was in. Whirling away she strode for the stairwell.
What am I going to do? The Pact is bound to come up if we spend tonight together, especially if there is wine involved. In fact, Lois gritted her teeth, that’s kind of what got me into this problem.
She purposely ignored the ‘re-pact-ing’ of the following day that had again been her idea … sober. Not that she’d been particularly drunk that evening, but Clark seemed convinced that she had been. And the following morning he knew she was sober.

Striding purposefully in no particular direction she found herself in Human Resources.

“Lois!” came a happy voice.

“Suzie,” she shouted back and waved. Making her way over to her new friend’s desk she smiled. Suzie was a new addition to the Daily Planet family and a chance meeting in the elevator on her first day had led to an immediate friendship when it became clear that they were Mel Gibson’s No 1 and No 2 fan. Although they couldn’t agree on which way round! “So … how long has it been now?”

“Just finished my one month probation.” She grinned up at Lois from her seated position. “I was thinking of celebrating.”

“Well, when you do, count me in.” Lois smiled genuinely.

“Um, Lois?” Suzie spoke timidly. “What’s it like on the newsroom floor?”

Lois frowned. “You mean noisy, frantic and manic!” she quipped.

“No.” Suzie gave a shy smile and looked down into her lap. “I mean … with Clark?”

“Clark!” Lois’ eyes widened, then narrowed and was joined by a wry smile.

***

Clark returned to his seat then turned to look up at the elevator. No sign of Lois yet. He turned back to his article.
Intergang leader finally exposed
Clark had broken the story last night and was desperate to finish off his narrative and get it to copy. But his mind kept going back to Lois. Looking up to the elevator once more he lowered his glasses a notch, staring over the top. The elevator carriage was there, as if the last person who used it had exited on this floor.

He sighed and returned to work again. When he finally pushed print and wandered over to wait for his output he allowed himself to acknowledge what was wrong. He was nervous about tonight.
Kent, you’re slacking. You still haven’t figured out how you are going to do this. He lectured himself. Come on, you need to decide on your plan of action. Blunt, forward, aggressive — remind her of The Pact. Or gentle, careful, subtle — don’t bring up the subject in case it backfires.
Clark decided to take a wander after delivering his finished article. Trotting down the stairs he realised that Lois would never have forgotten about The Pact. So that means she’s avoiding bringing it up. I guess that means if I mention it we could have an awkward situation on our hands.
Catching a glimpse of another Daily Planet reporter coming up the stairs he decided to do a little ‘Clark Kent-ing’ and stumbled ever so slightly into the fellow worker causing him to slop his coffee and drop his folder.

“Oh, sorry!” Clark mumbled sounding contrite. Inwardly Clark liked ‘messing’ with this particular reporter, and seeing him with a coffee stain down his shirt was just a little rewarding.

“It’s okay, Kent. Just … take the elevator next time,” replied Ralph.

***

“Hold the elevator!” Lois shouted as she ran. A hand came out and cupped the doors, keeping them from closing. Lois had a dreadful suspicion about whose hand it was. She stepped in and turned around watching the doors close behind her, sealing her doom.
Goodness, Lane. How dramatic can you get? Doom indeed!!!!!
She turned to confront the other elevator passenger and her suspicion was confirmed.

“Clark,” she nodded.

“Lois,” he nodded back.

They stood in silence for a few moments until Clark decided to break the tension. Unusual, as Lois was the one who babbled through uncomfortable silences normally.

“So, where have you been all morning?”

“Around,” Lois shrugged.

“So, about tonight,” Clark started. Lois felt her heart jump into her throat.

“Um yes, I’ve been meaning to say. Suzie in HR wants to take me out so,” she paused hoping to gauge Clark’s reaction. He just tipped his head forward a little and raised his eyebrows. “I said I’d meet her at the Ace o’ Clubs.” She smiled, pretending to apologise. Wait for it, Lois. Work the situation. “If you still want to celebrate my special day with me then why don’t you come too.”

“Sure, Lois. I’d be happy to.” Clark smiled. Lois flicked her eyes away. Was that an affectionate tone? She turned away completely and nibbled on her lower lip.

***

Clark entered the homely pub and scanned the room for Lois. For some reason she hadn’t wanted him to pick her up. “We’ll meet there Clark,” she’d said as she left the office late this afternoon.

He pulled at his jacket collar, to settle it better into place, then began striding towards the bar. It had been difficult to dress ‘date-worthy’ without it seeming like just another work-suit, but he was sure he’d managed it.

“Lois, hi,” he smiled as he drew near.

“Hey, Clark,” she replied. “This is Suzie. You’ve met her right?”

He held out his hand and she took it. “Yes, once or twice. Hi.” He smiled at her genuinely. The responding smile and gulped ‘hi’ gave him pause for a moment but then he turned his attention back to Lois.

He opened his mouth to speak but she jumped in. “Why don’t we take our seats, eh?” and she indicated over to a spare table nearby.

Once seated he turned to speak again but Lois was there first. “Suzie’s celebrating her one month probation being over, Clark.” She gestured with her arms and Clark turned to smile at the young girl.

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks!” she smiled shyly and clasped her hands in her lap.

“Lois,” Clark was determined to get out his thoughts this time. “I know you said no present was necessary last year … but …” he paused and reached into his pocket. “Here you go.” He shrugged and tried to play it down. “It’s nothing, really.”

Lois reached out tentatively and took the package. Her mouth twitched as she tried to suppress a smile. She looked up at him with a little confusion in her eyes, but then looked back and ripped into the paper. Before she could make it all the way into the box her phone rang.

“Bother!” she mumbled. Looking at Clark and Suzie apologetically she pulled out her phone and glanced at it. “I have to take this, sorry.” She stood and walked away, placing the phone to her ear and tucking the present in her pocket.

Clark turned to look at the shy girl left next to him.

***

Chapter 4 — The Present

Lois squeaked in surprise when she logged onto her e-mail the following morning.

Subject Title: Match found.

Height: 5’6

Features: Blonde hair, blue eyes.

Interests: Art, animals, decorating

Name: Jenny
Yes! Sounds good.
She immediately set about composing a reply that, while not being untruthful, didn’t yet give the game away but would prepare Jenny for the ‘subterfuge’ when finally revealed.

She kept glancing over to the empty chair opposite. Perry had sent Clark to a press conference and, thankfully, he’d be missing all morning.

After pushing ‘send’ she leaned back then nibbled on her fingernail for a minute. Finally making a decision about her own match she lunged forward and typed out a quick invitation to meet to Brian.

Resting back in her chair she smiled. Opera and fine dining. Sounds perfect. He’s possibly rich. Not that wealth is particularly important, or a guarantee of … anything. After a moment she frowned and chewed the inside of her cheek. As she swivelled around in her chair she began to second guess her excitement. What if he’s a ‘snob’? I want class, intelligence and refinement, but I don’t want anyone who will act superior.
Remembering her disastrous time dating Lex she suddenly got the feeling that Brian would be completely unsuitable. She leapt forward for her computer again but it was too late, her outbox was empty. Oh no, what have I got myself in to?
***

Clark marched into the office knowing he had to confront her, even though part of him didn’t want to. But it had to be done. She deserved whatever was coming to her.

“You set me up!” he whispered sternly. Lois jumped in her chair and turned to him. “Lois, why?” He knelt down at her side and softened his voice. “I thought you wanted to spend your birthday with me.”

“I did, Clark.” She stood and walked past him, wandering to the fax and fiddling with the paper. “But I just couldn’t ignore the distraught call from Lucy. She needed me.” Clark narrowed his eyes. It was possible. Lois and Lucy were close. And Lois was fiercely loyal, protective and caring when it came to her sister.

“It was just rather convenient,” he walked towards her, automatically going into Superman mode with his attitude. “The call … right at the start of the evening. The extra guest … who wanted to take you out, rather than come to my place.” He came up right behind her. His head was so close that he could smell her perfume, or was it her shampoo. Clark took in the scent then stepped back in shock. His affection for Lois had grown extremely strong over the years. Even though he’d attempted ‘friendship’ for years, he’d only recently accepted that his initial crush had become deep love — or maybe it always had been. But something that had been overtaking him, in moments like this, even more recently, was a physical desire for her. It had been creeping in, in recent days, and it always took him by surprise whenever it hit.

“Clark, relax!” she twirled round and then backed away when she nearly slammed into Clark’s chest. “I apologise for abandoning you, but I’m sure you had a great time with Suzie. She’s lovely.”

“Maybe with you.” He turned away and softened his voice. “But I have some doubts about how comfortable she is around me.” Turning back he spoke emotionally. “Lois, she hardly spoke for the first five minutes. I tried to put her at ease and we eventually talked but once it became obvious you weren’t coming back …”

“I’m sorry, Clark.” She smiled but Clark could hear a very tiny tinge of sarcasm. “I’ll make it up to you. Um, how about an Ivory Tower evening tomorrow night?”

“Lois, that’s not exactly making it up to me.”

“Well, if you don’t want to …” She walked back to her desk and Clark got the impression she’d offered that particular olive branch as she knew he’d decline.

They both sat down and an uncomfortable silence descended. Clark made notes and did research to add weight to his article covering this morning’s conference.

“So, what did you do?” came a sudden question.

“Do?”

Lois shrugged and nodded to the stairwell, indicating the lower floors of the Daily Planet. “You and Suzie.”

“Oh, well, when you didn’t return I thought it best to end the evening, but Suzie looked so crushed that I bought her a drink and we chatted. Lois, she was devastated that you left. It was meant to be her celebration and you left her with a stranger.”

“I don’t think it was me that devastated her,” Lois mumbled. It was so low and under her breath that Clark knew any normal human wouldn’t have heard. What the heck is that supposed to mean?
They settled back into silence again. A tiny squeak from Lois made him frown and glance up. She was staring at her monitor as if she could see through it. A little smile twitched at the corner of her mouth.

“Um, Clark. How about we have another night together? Do something special.”

“What did you have in mind?” Clark felt a combination of excitement and dread.

“I’m not sure at the moment. I’ll have to think about it.” She tapped away on her computer. “And I’ll have to get back to you with the date.”

“Okay.” It was a start. Clark rested back in his chair and adjusted his glasses. Lois grinned at him. It was confusing. He couldn’t figure out her motives. He couldn’t guess her mood. He continued to ponder the situation until he was interrupted from his thoughts by a different shout of exclaim from his partner.

“Ahh, stupid pen.” Lois reached down to the floor searching for her missing item and that’s when Clark noticed something.

He smiled. Okay, so maybe Lois did set me up. Maybe she didn’t. I guess I’ll never know. Either way, though, I still think I’ve got a good shot.
His eyes stayed honed on Lois as she sat back up, pen in hand. Her gaze came up to meet his and when he grinned, knowingly, she frowned. He nodded down a little and dropped his gaze to her chest. She glanced down and let out a sharp breath.

She dropped her pen again and scrambled for the simple heart necklace which was now dangling out of her blouse. Tucking it back inside she flicked her hair back with a snap of her head and turned back to her work obviously trying to ignore him.

Clark spent the rest of the afternoon with the tiniest of smiles on his face. Nothing could make it drop, not even memories of the poor, nervous girl forced to spend an hour with him last night.

***

Lois dropped herself into her couch at home. I don’t know how I managed to make it through the day. The only thing that kept me from having a breakdown or a manic attack was the dating site coming through with a match for Clark and the girl in question replying already.
She wiped her hand across her brow. Ok, Lane. Remember your uncle’s training. All’s fair in Love and War. No mercy for the enemy. Get the job done.
Lois rested her head back and closed her eyes, remembering the previous evening.

/////

“Hi, Lucy,” Lois said as she put the phone to her ear.

“So, what did you want to talk about that has me ringing you at precisely 7:05?” came Lucy’s voice.

“Nothing. Just thought you’d want to wish me Happy Birthday.” Lois continued to stride away from the table.

“I did that this morning. Lois, what is going on?”

“I just thought we could talk.” She reached the exit and then slipped behind a partition.

“Don’t you usually spend your birthdays with Clark?” Lucy questioned.

“Not today.” She turned to glance at the couple left behind. “Maybe never again.” She smiled in relief at the thought. It would also be nice for Clark to have someone. He deserves a nice, sweet girl. She took one last, quick glance around, then left.

At home she took off her coat and threw it down. A thump reminded her of the present in her pocket. Slowly extracting the half-unwrapped box she lowered herself to the couch. She turned the present over and over in her hands then nibbled her lip. Nervousness was keeping her from finishing the job. Why should I be nervous? It’s just a present … from Kent … and it’s not even very big.
She ripped off the rest of the paper and then slowly slid the lid off the black embossed box. Inside she was greeted with burgundy tissue paper. Gently moving it to the side she uncovered a heart. Lois’ breath caught and her own heart skipped a beat. A tear rolled down her cheek as she lifted out the necklace; a simple heart on a long, simple chain.

“It’s nothing really,” he’d said. But it was beautiful. Oh it obviously wasn’t gold, but there was a lovely antique, light-bronze, look to it. Lois swiped away the tear and put it round her neck.

/////

Lois opened her eyes then stood and walked in a daze into the bathroom. Flicking on the bright light above the mirror she stared into her eyes. Without breaking contact with herself she lifted a hand and pulled the necklace out from behind her blouse.
Why did you hide it? It was a birthday present … from your best friend. Why did you hide it, Lois? And why did you feel hugely embarrassed when he saw?
She shook her head to break the contact then turned away.
It’s okay. Everything will be okay once he’s dating. No more complications, no more worries about the stupid Pact. He just needs to like one of them.
***

Chapter 5: The Trivial Pursuit Night

“Hey Cuz. Happy belated birthday,” came a ridiculously cheery voice.

“Cindy. Nice of you to call,” Lois replied, sarcasm evident in her tone.

“Hey! I’m trying here.”

Lois rolled her eyes. “Sure you are, Cindy.” Lois sat down on the love seat and dropped her head backwards. When the line went quiet she raised her eyebrows, waiting. Her free hand felt behind her blouse and pulled out the heart necklace.

“Look, can I come over. We’ll spend some time together, mend some bridges. Please?” Lois sighed and closed her eyes. She sounded genuine. Suddenly Lois felt like she was seven years old again; playing with her baby sister and cousin, at family gatherings. Mothering them, teaching them, showing her the fun that could be had climbing the gigantic tree in the back yard. They were the three musketeers.

“Okay. Trivial Pursuit tomorrow night?” Lois gulped in fear.

“Sounds great. Can’t wait.”

Cindy hung up but Lois was left with the phone still to her ear. What if this goes wrong again? We’ve tried this so many times. We just don’t get along as adults, no matter how close we were as children. She lowered the phone and dropped it to the couch next to her. Bringing both hands back up she fingered her necklace again. Clark? He’s a calming influence. I’ll invite him round.
Lois smiled and stood up ambling into the kitchen. Actually, a devious glint entered her eyes. Cindy is a really nice girl … with some questionable ex-partners that she’s trying to get past. It’s just that … well … we’re cousins and we have this rivalry thing since teenage years. And we’re attempting to get past that …
She filled herself a glass of water and turned around, resting herself back on the sink.
Clark and Cindy. It’s possible. And I’d get to be related to Clark then.
At that thought a sudden, excited feeling stole into Lois’ heart. Related to Clark!
Turning back suddenly she slammed down the glass.
Nope, that’s what you’re trying to avoid. Cousin-in-law is close enough. 
***

Clark raised his hand to knock and then dropped it. What lame excuse can I use this time? Quickly making a decision he lifted his hand again then knocked.

While waiting for Lois to come to the door he spent a few moments pondering the strange day he’d had. Lois had been so confusing. She asked for his help in mediating an evening with her cousin but then she’d made the strangest of comments and given him the weirdest of looks. He caught her staring at him on many occasions over the course of the day but he could not figure out her thoughts.

When the door swung open he was all ready to produce his excuse for being late but, instead of Lois standing there, it was Cindy.

“Oh, hi, Cindy.” Clark smiled. It had been a couple of years since he’d last seen her. That had been at the wedding for one of her few short-lived marriages. She looked quite different this time; shorter hair, not quite as heavy makeup. There was also an air of maturity that hadn’t been there when she’d last been in town. Maybe time has finally helped her to grow up?
“Clark.” She drew out his name lingering over the ‘ar’. She smiled and tipped her head to one side. “You’re late.” She reached out her hand and pushed his chest with her forefinger.

“Um, yes.” He smoothed his shirt back down with his palm. “Sorry about that.” He glanced down to his shoes and then adjusted his glasses. “You see … there was … um,” he stammered.

Cindy cut him off when she grabbed his arm and dragged him in. “Oh, Clark. You are such a pushover. I was only teasing.” Once he was inside she let go of his arm and then closed the door behind. Clark stopped in shock when he saw Lois exiting her kitchen. She had on a pair of soft grey sweat pants and, what Clark suspected, was his missing university sweater. Her hair was tied up in a high bobble. His mouth dropped open and he blinked in surprise. She was dressed so casually, but he had never seen her looking so beautiful.

“Clark. Fashionably late as usual.” Lois’ quip brought him back down to earth.

“Um, there was an accident … um … traffic’s backed up all the way down town.”

“Accident?” Lois put down the wine glass she held in her hand and rushed to her window. “Anything that big must be newsworthy. Did Superman show up?” She turned back to Clark.

“Um. Yes.” He tried to sound nonchalant.

Lois picked up the glass and took a drink then put it back again. “Cindy, are we ready?” she queried then nodded towards the coffee table.

“Wait up cuz. Our guest here needs a drink first.” She rested her hand on Clark’s arm and he turned to look at it. “You sit yourself down, Clark.” She led him over to the couch and, mild-mannered farm boy that he was, he allowed her to sit him down. She leaned over to look him in the eye. “So, what can I get ya?”

“Um, wine is fine, thank you Cindy.” Clark felt uncomfortable but didn’t really know what to say. He glanced over to Lois hoping for help but she was spreading out the Trivial Pursuit board on the coffee table.

“Come on, Cindy. We’re nearly ready.” Lois shouted loud enough for Cindy to hear in the kitchen.

“You need some patience, Lois.” Clark jumped when he heard the voice in his ear. Cindy was directly behind him and crouched down. Her mouth was only inches from his ear. She stretched out her arm and passed the wine glass over to Clark then stood and walked round the couch to join her cousin.

***

Lois peered through the crack she had created by opening the refrigerator door and standing as if she were looking for something in there. She grinned and nodded to herself. Lois Lane you are the best.
She hadn’t even said anything to Cindy. She’d actually gotten carried away with ‘making up’ and it had gone surprisingly well. Maybe it’s a good thing that Clark was late. Gave us all that extra time.
But, the moment Cindy had laid eyes on Clark she had been flirting outrageously with him. Lois chuckled to herself at how uncomfortable he looked. He’d even widened his eyes in terror once or twice but after a while he’d finally settled into the ‘ambiance’ of the evening. Maybe it’s the wine. How many has he had? Enough to be ‘mellow’ or maybe enough to be ‘reckless’. Not that I’ve ever seen him ‘reckless’, she realised and frowned.

She looked back to the crack and smiled whilst watching Clark try to get the question cards back off Cindy. Poor Cindy, thought Lois. She was doing her best to act ‘seductively’ but Clark was fully focussed on the game, and on trying to win, and on watching out for any ‘cheating’. Clark couldn’t stand any cheating.
Okay. How long have I been over here? Lois tried to think whether it would be too obvious if she stayed in the kitchen area much longer. She glanced at her watch. Hmm, I could possibly get away with a couple more minutes.
***

Clark split his concentration into two. While continuing to talk to Cindy, which he had to admit was … interesting, he also listened for Lois. She’s been gone for quite a while. It doesn’t take that long to get a drink.
His concentration wavered momentarily when he realised that he could actually hear her heartbeat. It was pounding away steadily from somewhere off behind him … the kitchen. How long had he been able to hear her heartbeat? A little shock and awe whispered across his mind.

“Clark!” came a shout from beside him and he turned to see Cindy with her head resting on her hands, elbows on the table. “You’re going to lose, Clark, if you can’t keep your concentration.” She smiled through her lashes then fluttered them.

Clark sighed and dropped his head then reached over to his drink. Thankfully, or maybe not, the alcohol didn’t affect him.

Suddenly his hearing buzzed and he honed in on the sound of screams. Twisting to look in the direction of the window he gulped.

“Uh, Cindy. I’m just going to pop to the bathroom.” He rushed off and, the moment the catch shut on the bathroom door, he sped out of the bathroom window.

***

Lois strode from the kitchen and back into the living area carrying a new bottle of wine. “Hope you two haven’t been looking at the next few answers while I was gone.”

She dropped her shoulders when she just saw Cindy. Clark was nowhere in sight and Cindy was looking out of the window into the night sky.

“Clark’s visiting the little hunk’s room,” Cindy commented idly. Hunk? Lois raised her eyebrow. She placed the bottle down on the table and wandered over to stand next to Cindy. “Lois, you’ve met Superman haven’t you.”
Superman, where did that come from?
“Yeah!” She smiled a little to herself. “He’s saved me once or twice. Why’d you ask?”

“Oh, he just flew by.” Cindy turned away and rested her head on the window pane. “So, what’s the deal with you and Clark then?” She grinned suggestively at her cousin.

“Me?” Lois pointed at herself. “And Clark!” She laughed. “Oh, we’re just good friends. But I notice you’ve been throwing yourself at him all evening.”

Cindy pushed off and walked over to pick up one of the wine glasses. “Not that it’s done me any good.” She turned back and gesticulated with the glass towards her cousin. “Lois, is he as naive as he makes out, cause sometimes I think he’s the nerdiest hick on the block and then other times. God!” she melted down onto the couch. “I look behind those glasses and behind the stiff shirts and I can just imagine the body he has, and I can just feel his strength of character.”

Lois blinked a little. This was what she was hoping for, so why did she feel like there was a fire-pit in her stomach.

“And these last few years, since the last time I saw him. He’s so much … more … both of those things.” She sat up and glared at Lois. “How come you’ve never seen it?” Cindy seemed shocked at the thought.

Lois gulped. “Who’s … who’s to say I haven’t. But Kent and I, we’re best friends, and colleagues. And that’s how it should stay.”

“Great.” Cindy smiled and bounced up and down on the couch.

Lois turned to peer out of the window just as a streak of red and blue went by.

***

Clark strode into the living area adjusting his shirt carefully.

“Ladies!” he spoke, announcing that he’d returned.

“Clark,” Cindy shouted and jumped over to him. “Come sit next to me again. See if you can come out on top this round.” When he looked down at Cindy’s face to see a ridiculously adoring look on her face he coughed.

“I think, uh, that Lois is going to win. She always does.” He turned and gave Lois a ‘help me’ look. She grinned at him and shook her head.

Clark glared at her in frustration. What is Lois doing?
***

“So, I think we should watch a movie after this. What do you think, Clark? I could go make some popcorn?” Lois asked but didn’t wait for an answer. She just got up off the couch and headed for the kitchen, leaving him alone with Cindy … again.

Opening the door to the refrigerator she peered through the sliver of a gap, as before, hoping to see the progress.
Come on Clark. You’ve drunk five, maybe six glasses. How come you’re not more relaxed? Every time Cindy touches you … you jump like a scared cat.
She sighed and turned away to put some popcorn in the microwave. As the popping sound gradually increased she felt her frustration level rise in tandem.
This isn’t as easy as I thought. Finding Kent a date, finding him a partner, a relationship, is going to be more challenging than I expected. Well, nobody would ever say that Lois Lane is one to back down from a challenge.
She pulled the popcorn out of the microwave and tipped it into a dish. She turned to view the living area and struggled to work out what was happening for a moment. As she popped a piece of sweet popcorn in her mouth, her eyes widened.

Cindy was leaning all the way over the coffee table advancing on Clark and he was backing away. She grabbed hold of the Trivial Pursuit board and then flung it away. Crawling over the table she climbed down as Clark stood to try and back further away. She continued advancing. Bringing her hands up to his chest she murmured something. Her hands travelled further up and touched his glasses. Clark jerked away at that movement, but Cindy grabbed his shirt and pulled him back.

Lois saw Cindy begin to rise up on her tiptoes and her mouth dropped open when she realised that her baby cousin was about to kiss her best friend.

***

Chapter 6: The Coffee Date

Clark took it on himself to tidy away. Collecting up the counters and picking up the question cards scattered all over — Cindy refused to put them back after playing compare — he shuffled them into a tidy pile then slid them into the box.

He glanced to his side and saw Cindy gazing at him, her chin resting on her hand, itself resting on the coffee table. She’d been making her interest known all evening and Clark had yet to figure out how to gently let her down. He really wasn’t interested, and his heart really and truly belonged to the other lady in the room, well, in the kitchen area behind.

“Good game, Cindy,” he attempted to lighten the mood. She leaned forward, her head now straight above the playing board. Shifting forward she came closer, so he shifted backwards. She reached out and took hold of the board, pulling and then flinging it behind her.

Clark shuffled away further until his back hit the couch. Standing he watched as she climbed over the table.

“Clark?” she said as she tipped her head to the side. She stepped towards him. “I get the feeling you’re uncomfortable.”

“No, um why would you think that?” He adjusted his glasses and stepped away. She advanced further on him.

“There’s no need to be. I think it’s time to be up front now. We’ve had a fun evening. I’d like to do it again sometime.”

“Uh, Cindy. I’m not sure …” he gulped when she stepped up to him and placed a hand on his chest.

“Well, I am sure, Clark.” She put her other hand on his chest. “Don’t fight this. I think we could be good together. I’m attracted to you, and I know you’ve been watching me.”

Clark frowned at that, he’d been glancing, yes, but not for the reasons he suspected Cindy thought. He’d been watching her, but not because he was attracted to her. Rather he was concerned over her behaviour.

“I’ve noticed those eyes glancing at me, those beautiful, brown eyes — hiding behind dull glasses.” Her hands reached up from his chest and he stepped back in momentary terror to keep her from pulling off his glasses.

He couldn’t step very far though as Cindy grabbed his shirt and yanked him back. As he blinked in shock she tipped her head back and rose up on her toes.

“No!” A crash and a shout from the kitchen had both Clark and Cindy turning to look. Lois rushed over with an empty bowl in her hand. Clark could hear her heart pounding and see her heavy ragged breathing.

“What is it, Lois?” he asked.

“I, uh … I, uh … dropped the popcorn,” she replied but Clark could see the deadly glare that Lois was giving her cousin.

“Lo!” came Cindy’s strained voice. It seemed she was glaring back. She let go of Clark’s shirt and stormed into the kitchen.

Hushed voices were impossible to ignore but Clark steadfastly held his hearing in check. After a few minutes Cindy came storming past. She grabbed her coat and flung open the apartment door.

“Cindy?” he called out carefully. She turned.

“Sorry, Clark. Guess I got my wires crossed. From both of you.” She turned to look at her big cousin just standing in the kitchen area, then she left and shut the door behind her.

“Lois,” Clark turned to her. “What’s going on?”

“Clark, are you that naive?” He shook his head in confusion at her. “Cindy made a pass at you and you dealt with it like some virgin schoolboy.”

“You …” he pointed to the door. “You wanted me to reciprocate?” he asked sharply.

“Well …” she grinned, widely. Clark suddenly felt betrayed but dismissed the thought.

“If it wasn’t for the fact that she’s your cousin … and you’ve been here all night … and you just stopped her from kissing me I would swear you set me up again,” he challenged.

Her eyes widened and she took a step backwards. “My goodness, Farmboy. Have a pretty high opinion of yourself there.” She turned and entered the kitchen, immediately bending down to start clearing the spilled popcorn from the floor.

Clark groaned in frustration at the sight. “Lois,” he said carefully. “I, uh, think I should probably go. I’ll see you tomorrow at the office.” He lingered for another moment taking in the sight of the soft, grey material pulled tightly over her behind, unknowingly burning the image into his subconscious before striding away.

***

Clark turned his head to the elevator at the sound of it ascending. His hearing picked up the slightest sound from inside, but all Clark needed to do was search for her heartbeat to know that she was nowhere near the Daily Planet. He looked over to the large window. She’s somewhere in that direction. He stared out, through the wall, and over the Metropolis skyline.
I’m going to have to speak to her about this soon. Need to bring up The Pact. He rested his forehead on his hand. I can’t believe I’m doing this. How did she even get me to agree to The Pact all those years ago? And now I’m the one that’s going to try and enforce it.
He pushed up from his desk and wandered over to the coffee station. Clark, you idiot. You can’t force her into anything; she’s Lois Lane. And even if she wasn’t Lois Lane it would be unfair to make her stick to The Pact if she no longer wanted to.
And it was obvious she no longer wanted to.

Clark stirred two sugars into his coffee, his mind conflicted. It had been years since he’d struggled over a decision so much. Yes, he sometimes pretended to be unsure about choosing things, but this was real. He knew what he wanted, but didn’t know how to get it, or whether he should even try to get it.

“Okay,” he talked out loud to himself to work through the problem. “I know we are friends. Lois has admitted to being ‘best’ friends sometimes. That’s good enough for a marriage, isn’t it?” He sipped at the coffee and wandered back to his desk.

Another voice joined in. It was deeper, in his head, it was Superman’s. But you cannot afford to be selfish in that way. The world needs you. A hero is not meant to love.
Clark sat himself back at his desk. “But it’s too late,” he realised. “I already do love.”
Well, Lois is a strong woman. Maybe she could be a stable force to return home to then, came the strong voice.

“Yes, but how would my heart cope with a lukewarm reception every time I walked, or flew, in the door?” Clark almost felt his heart break at the thought.

He groaned and pinched his nose, adjusting his glasses. I can’t believe I’ve just argued with myself about this. And then changed my own mind, twice. What am I going to do?
***

Lois took a deep breath and adjusted her coat and bag. Stepping into the coffee shop she glanced around for the tell-tale red carnation which would signify her date.
Red Carnation indeed. Couldn’t he think of something more original? Surely he could at least afford some Roses!
She put a bright smile on her face and strode forwards. As she drew closer she found that the smile began to drop so she steeled herself and kept it in place.
His profile picture is obviously a few years out of date. Not that he’s old and grey, Lois. Maybe he’s just having a bad hair day. She tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. And a bad clothes day. He stood up to greet her as she approached. And a bad body day.
She groaned inwardly but stretched out her hand in greeting. “Brian? I’m Lois.”

“I’m so glad you wanted to meet, Miss Lane.” He let go of her hand and she dropped it to her side, surreptitiously wiping off the clammy feel. He held out a seat for her and she slid into it. He sat down once she was in place.
He’s a gentleman, Lois. It’s what you wanted.
“I hope you don’t mind me insisting on a simple coffee date to start with, but I’m swamped with work at the moment.” She gave a winning smile over to him and he grinned back at her.

“It’s fine. I’m busy, too, with board meetings and sales projections. But I can take some time off late next week, so if you want we could go to see Madame Butterfly at the Theatre Magnifique.” His expression was so hopeful and Lois tried to say yes but visions of Lex suddenly overwhelmed her.

“Um. I’m not sure. I’ll have to get back to you on that.” Lois ordered a coffee and a piece of chocolate cake, then sat back. She usually hated uncomfortable silences but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything to Brian.

“So, what Operas have you attended recently?” he asked.
Oh no. What do I say? It’s been so long. And I only ever went with Lex. Think of an opera, Lois. Any opera. Nothing came to mind. Well done Lois, she sarcastically commended herself.

“Oh, this and that. I’ve been rather busy. I guess it’s been over six months since I last went to the theatre.” She picked up her napkin and twisted it in her hands. She craned her neck around looking for the waitress with her coffee.

“I went to see Wagner’s Ring Cycle when I was in London last year. It was superb.”

Lois turned back. “Huh? Oh, yes. Wagner.” She’d seen one of his with Lex, hadn’t she? She nodded in what she hoped was a knowledgeable fashion. Before the conversation could progress her chocolate cake and drink arrived and she dived right in, sighing in relief. Brian began to spoon out some jam and cream onto the scone he’d ordered.

“So, have you ever seen the whole Cycle, or just the separate Operas?”

Lois raised her eyebrows and continued to drink from her cup, indicating that she was busy so unable to answer.
Lois, she shouted at herself. Why did you choose Opera as an interest? Oh yes, because you considered it an upper class trait and you’d get a ‘classy’ gentleman. Classy indeed! More like ‘stuffy’. She put down her cup and tried to find a way to change the subject.

“Look, to be honest it’s been a while since I last had the time…”

“Oh, sorry. Well, what are your current interests then?”

“Well, my career,” Lois answered quickly before remembering that she’d mentioned being a traditional woman, hoping it was more likely to be appealing. She groaned inwardly. How did I ever think that filling in such a wildly inaccurate profile would find me the perfect mate? This is not the kind of man I really want.
“Career?” he asked in obvious confusion.

“Oh. I mean. Um. I enjoy my work.” She paused. “Journalism. Current events. News.”

“Oh!” He went quiet for a moment. “Lois Lane. Journalism. How come I didn’t put it together before? You’re THE Lois Lane. I read the Daily Planet from cover to cover every day. But I must confess that I linger over the business pages and the arts and society pages more than others.”

Lois gave a small smile and groaned once more, flooded by remembered conversations with Lex again. She hung her head and saw her cake directly in front. YES! She picked up her fork and took a comforting bite all while her mind came to the obvious conclusion. I’m really not compatible with Brian at all. I need to get back to the office and change my dating profile as soon as I can.
Lois drained the last of her coffee and stood up. “Well, I need to be getting back to work now, Brian. It was nice meeting you.”

“So.” He stood. “How about a visit to the Opera then?” He asked hopefully.

“I’m sorry, Brian. I don’t think it would work. Let’s just leave it at that. Thanks for the coffee.”

She smiled and left a confused, but possibly relieved, Brian finishing his scone.

***

Clark was engrossed in some serious editing when his hearing picked up her heartbeat heading this way at top speed. Boy is she in a hurry. It was strange how easy he’d slipped into listening to it since discovering it last night. Maybe I should stop. Maybe it’s like eavesdropping on someone’s conversation. What’s the moral code for listening to someone’s heart?
Clark fought with his conscience over it then decided that it wasn’t as if he were actually stalking her. In fact there was a safety aspect to it which was beneficial, especially considering the amount of times Superman had saved her over the past eight years.
Superman. That would have to be addressed if The Pact ever came to fruition. How will she take it? Maybe I should try and figure that out first. If the answer is not favourable then I guess there is no point pursuing this idea any longer.
He looked up just as she exited the elevator and rushed in.

“Hi, Lois.” He couldn’t help but smile at her as she walked past his desk.

She stopped and almost stumbled. “Clark! Um, hi.” She shrugged out of her coat then strolled to her desk.

“So where have you been this morning?” he asked conversationally.

“Had a couple of interviews. Chased a lead on the leaked memos from the Mayor’s office and …” she paused. Clark looked up in confusion. Her heart rate jumped incredibly at that ‘and’.

“And?” he questioned.

“Oh, nothing, that’s it.” She waved away the silence with her hands. Clark looked at her in confusion for a moment then returned to his editing. Her heart was beating a mile a minute but he had no idea what would make her so terrified.

“And you? Busy morning?”

“Not particularly.” Clark wondered about testing the water over the Superman idea. “Oh, I managed to catch Superman for a quote on his overnight saves.”

He heard Lois’ heart skip a beat again. “Were there many?” Clark looked up to catch her eyes.

“A couple of particular interest but most of them were routine.” He feigned boredom.

“Routine! Kent! There is nothing routine about Superman saving people. He is a miracle. And every life he saves, every disaster he averts is a gift to us all.” Lois spoke passionately.

“You really feel that way about Superman, Lois?” Clark asked her earnestly.

“You must know by now how I feel about him. We’ve been partners for years.” Clark did know. Lois never failed to express her admiration for his super alter-ego but what he really needed to figure out is how she would take the truth.

“But what do we really know about him, Lois. I mean. He saves people, but … what else.” Clark tried to find a way to open up the discussion.

“You mean, like, what’s his favourite baseball team? Or who makes his capes?” Lois grinned. “Can’t say I haven’t wondered about those things in the past. But you seem to know him better than anyone else with the number of articles you submit on his activities. How do you get those articles, Clark?”
Bad move, Clark. That didn’t go at all as you wanted. She turned it right back round on you.
“Just lucky, I guess,” he replied and then went quiet.

***

Desperate to modify her online dating profile Lois had completely blotted out the rest of the newsroom, so she’d nearly jumped out of her shoes in shock at Clark’s greeting. It had put her on the defensive and the resulting conversation had been difficult.

She’d nearly spilled the truth that she’d been on a coffee date. But that could have been a disaster. It might have resulted in revelations about the dating web-site or even led to mention of The Pact. Plus she would have had to confess that it had been a terrible failure.

Lois spent the rest of the afternoon alternating jobs. She typed up her interviews and compiled her information but also kept flicking to her profile. She carefully adjusted her responses, taking the time to think about each answer. In amongst all those jobs she also stopped to ponder the strange conversation that Clark had initiated about Superman. Unable to understand she dismissed the chat and then focussed on her latest quandary: How to tell him that she’d arranged a date for him tonight.

There would be no way to pretend that this wasn’t a setup. Jenny was from a dating website, she was bound to mention it. She hung her head and realised that she’d made a terrible mistake. I can’t believe I thought I could set him up, and get away with it. It’s not going to work.
“Lois.” Her head shot up at Clark’s voice. “Did you ever hear from your father for this birthday?”
Birthday. Pact. Lois felt the panic come over her again. I CAN make it work.
“Uh, yes.” She looked away. “Um, Clark?”

“Yes, Lois?”

“You know you’ve been accusing me of setting you up?”

Clark narrowed his eyes and looked at her accusingly. “Mm hmm.”

“Well, it got me thinking,” she continued in a false bright tone. “Even though your accusations were completely without any basis in truth and I am totally offended that you would think such things of me … it occurred to me. You deserve someone special. You’re such a sweet guy, and you’re all alone. So … I did something about it.”

“About what?” he asked, confusion evident in his tone.

“I signed you up to a dating website and you have a date for tonight.”

“You what!” he shouted as he stood up.

***

Chapter 7: The Blind Date

Clark stood at the entrance to the restaurant. I can’t believe I’m here. How does she get me to do these things? She should be the one here to do this.
He could tell which one was his date. She was sitting alone, neck craning over to view the door, and she looked just like the profile picture which Lois had shown him. She’d raved on about the perfectly long straight blonde hair and the perfectly proportioned face, pointing out the high cheekbones and pert nose.
Okay, Clark. You can do this. Just go over there and explain. She’ll be fine. It’s not as if you were the one deceiving her and she’s not emotionally attached to you either.
He strode forward with confidence. “Jenny?”

“Clark?” she replied tentatively. She gave a small smile and Clark’s heart dropped. Somehow he knew that she was going to be upset. He sat down and took a deep breath.

“Look, Jenny. I’m afraid there’s been a mistake.”

Her brows crinkled. “Mistake?”

“My … friend I suppose you’d call her … signed me up to the dating site and set up this meeting without my knowledge. I’m sorry, but you’ve been set up. We’ve … been set up.”

“Oh!” her voice quietened and she dropped her head. Clark watched as she slid her hands off the table and clasped them in her lap: an obvious sign of nervousness and a defensive gesture. Clark felt like a jerk.
Lois, I can’t believe you did this to me. I’m not a jerk and I don’t treat women like this.
“Look, why don’t I just get you a drink while you let this sink in then I’ll make sure you get home safely.”

Clark took the quiet girl’s arm and led her to the bar then helped her up onto a stool. While the bartender mixed up a simple cocktail Clark went to inform the Maître-D to cancel the reservation. Back at the bar he found a much changed lady.

“Clark. I’m sorry for my reaction. I have to admit I was very disappointed as your … friend … played your part particularly well. I liked you. But I’m a strong girl. People don’t always see that with me. They look at my fragile body and simple hobbies and think I’m a pushover.” She took a sip of her cocktail. “Anyway, I just wanted you to know.”

“Thank you, Jenny. I’m relieved. I really didn’t want to disappoint you. I’m so sorry that you were dragged into this ridiculous scheme of hers. And I’m not even sure what the point of this scheme is.” Clark perched himself on a stool.

“So, who is this friend then? The one who obviously thinks you need a woman.”

“Lois. She’s my work partner. Actually she’s much more than that.” Clark took a drink from his glass of water. “We’ve known each other for years and I guess we’ve become best friends during that time. It also happens that we often partner together on assignments at work.”

“But there’s even more again, isn’t there, Clark?” Jenny arched an eyebrow.

“I … thought so. But maybe I was wrong.” Clark took another swig of water and looked away. Jenny must have caught on to his defensive mode as she didn’t question further.

***

The first thing Clark did when he got into work the following morning was listen for Lois’ heartbeat. As he stepped into the elevator he was surprised to hear it close by, rather than up above in the office. He turned and was about to step forward for the button when another hand got there first.

He looked up to find Lois smiling at him.

“So, did you do it?”

“Do … what?” Clark asked

“Break her heart,” Lois replied. “You stormed off after I refused to cancel the date saying that you couldn’t leave her there waiting. I presume you actually went and then broke the poor little girl’s heart.”

“Jenny is not a ‘poor little girl’,” he said.

“Oh, because she seemed the delicate type from her picture and her profile.” Clark dropped his head and smiled. Jenny was right. People do see that about her.
“You’d be surprised, Lois. She’s stronger than most people think.”

“Sounds like you actually got to know her then, Clark.” He looked up to see her grinning at him. “Am I great, or what? So I guess it’s time to thank me.”

“Thank you?” he almost shouted back.

“You’re welcome,” she returned.

“Lois, what you did was wrong. But just so you know,” he grinned, “I had a lovely time. Jenny has so many nice qualities and interesting hobbies.”

“Ah …” Lois stuttered. Clark saw her confused look as she clamped her mouth shut. She seemed to regain her composure after a moment. “See. I knew it.” She looked up at Clark, straight in the eyes. “She’s perfect for you.” Then her gaze faltered and looked away.
Did that work or not, thought Clark. She seemed to have an emotional reaction to the knowledge that it went well. But then she got over it rather quickly.
The elevator doors opened and Clark let Lois exit first. When they were both sitting at their desks he made his demand of her.

“I’d like the details for my profile, Lois.”

She looked up and Clark could read shock on her face. Was she surprised, upset, saddened?

“Of course.” She smiled brightly and logged into her mail. Less than a minute later Clark received multiple notifications in his in-box. She had forwarded on multiple mails with login details.

“Thank you,” he replied genuinely.

“So,” she said. “Are you going to continue seeing your matches?”

“There’s no need,” Clark replied, not even looking back up.

“Oh!” replied Lois. Clark glanced up in shock. That sounded like utter disappointment in her voice.
***

Lois found it almost impossible to keep back the tears. Why? Why am I on the verge of a crying fit?
She snuck a glance up at her partner. He’s found someone. Jenny was perfect. I knew it. I am sooo good. I got everything perfect on his profile.
The tears threatened again. Too good. Too perfect. Lois how could you be so stupid?
She looked back to her computer screen and tried to focus on the words but her ‘almost’ tears blurred her vision.
I wanted him to find someone. I needed him to find someone so I could get out of The Pact. But now that he has. I can’t deny it any longer. It’s not just a crush. It’s not just ‘in love’.
I love him.
And it will hurt me to see him with someone else. But that’s better than him ever finding out the truth. I can’t marry him because that would do more than just hurt. I’d slowly die inside. Every day that he was ‘kind’ to me, that he would ‘look after me’ in that gentle, loving, caring way he had. Every day he didn’t fall in love with me, I’d lose some of myself. And I’d die.
As a single tear finally rolled down her cheek she turned away so that Clark would not see. She blinked it away and brought her latest e-mail into focus.

Dear ‘Lonely One’

As you have now received the details of your first Love Match and also experienced your first date, it is time for your H.M.W.C.

We have reviewed your profile and found someone who, though not necessarily a traditional match, could still very well be your soulmate. We call this the Hot Match Wild Card.

Our success rate with H.M.W.C. is over 80% so we urge you to accept this Love Match, but beware … H.M.W.C. rules are different. You AND your H.M.W.C. must both agree to this match, the details will remain anonymous and contact to arrange your date will be entirely through the website.

Would you like to meet your H.M.W.C? Remember, this will only go ahead if your Hot Match Wild Card also agrees.

***

Chapter 8: The Talk

Clark logged into his online profile and was about to push the cancel button when he noticed something.

Interests: Animals
Huh!
“You lived on a farm for eighteen years, Farmboy.” He could hear Lois’ answer in his head.
I suppose I should see what else she put down when she filled this out on my behalf.
Vital Statistics: 6ft 1in, Brown hair, Brown eyes
Well at least she got all that right.
Interests: Animals, Sport, Romantic Movies, Easy Listening Music, …
Easy Listening Music! Where’d she get that idea. I have a wide interest in different music. And Romantic Movies? When’s the last time we watched one? Sports movies, or Action movies would have been better.
Your Ideal Mate: Sweet and gentle personality, likes cooking, charity interests, …
She’s just described Jenny. He paused and his eyes widened. Or Lana. Is that who she thinks I should be with? Is that what she thinks I’m attracted to?
Clark risked a glance up over his monitor at Lois. She was reading something intently. Okay. This needs dealing with. I’ve been ‘about’ to make my move for days now, but Lois always seems to interfere with my plans in some way. I’ve not been able to mention The Pact either.
He stood.
It’s now or never.
Help!
Clark whipped his head around in the direction of the sound. Not now! He gritted his teeth and looked back to Lois.

“Um, Lois, you want a coffee?” he asked and then left without waiting for an answer.

***

Lois breathed a massive sigh of relief when Clark left. The emotions running riot inside her head had almost made her jump up and shout out to him … Clark, you idiot. Find a woman before I go stir crazy and jump you myself. Even though that was no longer the truth. He HAD found a woman. Jenny.

Thankfully, she’d controlled herself, although her adrenaline had shot through the roof when he’d stood with such purpose moments ago, only to then disappear after offering to get her coffee.

She turned back to her e-mail and the prospect of another date.

Nibbling on her lower lip she hovered her finger over the ‘allow contact’ button but hesitated. Is this match based on my amended profile or the original details? She groaned in frustration. This is not happening to me.
She shook her head and blinked her eyes. Okay, Lane. Work, get on with some work and you’ll forget all about this situation.
***

Clark strolled back into the office after forty-five minutes.

He hoped Lois would accept his explanation of getting caught talking to Eduardo, then getting stuck in the elevator, and then ending up on the wrong floor, and then deciding to walk back down the floors only to find the door from the stairwell jammed shut.

He couldn’t exactly tell her that he’d been helping the Special Crimes Unit to capture a gloopy-acid-matter creature which had destroyed half a shopping mall on the other end of Metropolis.

As he popped the steaming coffee down next to her hand he opened his mouth to reel off his excuse but she just reached for it and began drinking without a word.

He shrugged and went to his desk to sit down.
Okay, Kent. You just dealt with a mutated acid monster, you can talk to Lois. He attempted to talk but nothing came out so he reached for his coffee and took a sip instead. You’re Superman. You’ve defeated Brainiac, challenged Lex and fought off alien invasions. Why can’t you mention a simple Pact to the lady sitting across from you?
He gripped his Styrofoam coffee cup tightly.
Because you’re terrified of rejection.
The cup crushed in his hands causing boiling hot coffee to spew out. The heat didn’t bother him but the shock made him jump up in surprise. Lois looked up and he saw the alarm on her face.

“Clark! Oh, no. Get some cold water on it immediately.” She ran round to him in a panic. “Oh, Jeez, you’re gonna have burns.”

“Lois.”

“Um, run to the bathroom, I’ll call for first aid help. We may need to take you to hospital.” All this time she was trying to brush away the liquid with her thin voile scarf.

“Lois. It’s okay. It wasn’t hot. My coffee had gone cold,” he lied.

“Huh!” she looked up into his eyes and paused in the act of undoing his shirt cuff. “Cold?” She turned to look over at her own drink; the clearly visible steam giving away its temperature. She looked back at him and he could see the confusion on her face.

Suddenly, he could hold in his frustration no more.

“How come you haven’t mentioned The Pact?” he asked. She jumped backwards. Clark was pretty sure that he’d never seen her look quite as scared ever before, even when saving her from The Prankster’s ‘Ride of Doom’ two years ago.

Lois turned away and he could no longer see her reactions. She stayed facing the other way as she answered. “I,” she paused, “I just didn’t want you to be disappointed.” She turned back suddenly, gesturing around with her coffee soaked scarf. “You see, I’m not … single anymore.”

Clark raised his eyebrows then stood. He stepped towards her. “What do you mean, Lois?” he asked quietly, his heart breaking a little.

“I … couldn’t tell you. I couldn’t tell anyone. You see he asked me to keep it secret. We can’t go through with The Pact anymore. I’m in a relationship.”

“With who?” Clark asked. It seemed too unreal. Somehow he distanced himself from the conversation; as if watching from over his own shoulder. It separated him from the heartbreak, kept him from letting the devastation overwhelm him.

“Superman,” she replied and gave a little laugh and smile.

Clark collapsed back into the chair stunned. Or was that relieved? She isn’t seeing anyone. But why fabricate a relationship with Superman?
He watched her sit back down. All her movements seemed terribly precise. He didn’t need to listen in to her heartbeat to know that it would be going double-time with the whopper she’d just told.

***

Lois stared at her computer screen, every muscle tight with anticipation, waiting for Clark to challenge her on her declaration. She gritted her teeth together. Why isn’t he saying something? I never thought he’d actually believe me. And even so, why isn’t he interrogating me on the details?
After a few minutes passed in silence her muscles began to relax and her pulse slowed. She began to get lost in her work again. When an e-mail notification popped up she flicked to look at it but her eyes went back to the last dating e-mail.
Okay, Clark knows The Pact is now off but what’s going to happen when it becomes obvious I was fibbing. And how am I going to deal with seeing him lovely-dovey with Jenny?
Her mouse pointer moved and she realised it was once again hovering over the ‘allow contact’ button.
Oh, what the heck, she thought, and clicked.

***

Clark’s Kryptonian brain could think at light-speed but that was of no help in figuring out the bewildering Lois Lane.
She wants out of The Pact. And I’m pretty sure she misinterpreted me when I said I wouldn’t need the dating website anymore. I don’t want to date any random women, but she seemed to think that I was happy with Jenny.
He rubbed the bridge of his nose and pushed his glasses up. I could challenge her on the Superman deception but what would that get me.

He told me not to tell anyone.

But I know him really well, he would have told me.

No, he said he didn’t even want you to know.
And how could he then reply? I know you’re lying because I’m Superman?
No. He would have to let it go, for the moment.

A flickering on his screen caught his eye and he noticed a new e-mail.
Re: Your First Love Match
He groaned. I never got chance to cancel the subscription earlier. Damn, I was distracted by the mall-wrecking acid monster.
Something about the message caught his eye. Maybe it was the large font, or the tacky red and pink highlighted words, but he decided to read it through.

Dear ‘Lonely One’

As you have now received the details of your first Love Match and also experienced your first date, it is time for your H.M.W.C.

We have reviewed your profile and found someone who, though not necessarily a traditional match, could still very well be your soulmate. We call this the Hot Match Wild Card.

Our success rate with H.M.W.C. is over 80% so we urge you to accept this Love Match, but beware … H.M.W.C. rules are different. You AND your H.M.W.C. must both agree to this match, the details will remain anonymous and contact to arrange your date will be entirely through the website.

Would you like to meet your H.M.W.C? Remember, this will only go ahead if your Hot Match Wild Card also agrees.
Soulmate. They claim an 80% success rate with finding your soulmate. I very much doubt that.
But something drew his mouse pointer to the ‘allow contact’ button. He glanced up at Lois.
She wants out? I’ll let her out.
And he clicked the button.

***

Chapter 9: The Hot Match Wild Card

Lois arrived at the restaurant. Vino Mia. She’d considered cancelling after the website had sent the details, as it just proved that the Hot Match was based on her original profile.
At least he didn’t say he’d be wearing a red carnation. Just gave me a code word to say at the desk.
She approached and the waiter looked up.

“I’m here to meet someone,” she said. “I was told to say ‘Lara’ and you’d know which table to take me to.”

“Yes, miss. This way.”

Lois was determined to see this through, even though her date was probably as stuffy, snobby and ‘Lex-like’ as Brian but there was always a chance that he’d be nice … something special. And, anyway, she’d get a good meal out of it.

As she wove through the tables she pondered over the code word. Somehow it seemed familiar but she couldn’t place it. She flicked to a memory of someone speaking the word to her, a name, then she was back in the restaurant again.

The waiter came to a stop and indicated a table to his right. Lois stopped and turned. Her eyes narrowed lightly when she saw her date. He was facing away and she could only see his back. His broad shoulders were covered by a black jacket. His thick, slightly wavy, dark and shiny hair was just curling up at his collar.
There’s something familiar … she started to think but before should could complete the though he shifted and stood, turning to greet her.

The welcoming smile on his face dropped and his eyes widened when he saw her. She knew her face reflected the same shock.

“Clark!”

“Lois!”

“What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?”

They both spoke together.
This must be a mistake. He brought me to the wrong table. Lois quickly scooted past Clark to the other side and slid into the empty chair. She lowered her voice and spoke in a whisper, somehow still managing to sound angry.

“I’m here to meet someone. What are you doing here? Are you meeting Jenny?”

“Lois you misunderstood. I just took Jenny safely home after telling her the truth.” Lois saw a look which could only be described as teasing come over Clark’s face. “Lois, how would Superman feel to know you are going out on a date?”

“He … how do you know this is a date?” He raised his eyebrows in mocking and then she realised. “It’s you isn’t it. You are my date.” She groaned and put her head in her hands.

They both sat in silence until Lois could bear it no longer. “So, you’re my hot match then,” she said in a cheery voice. Make the best out of this Lois, turn it around somehow.
“I guess so,” he replied and Lois was sure she heard a tone of wonder in his voice. He glanced down at the table then looked back up at her. “So, what do you want to do then?” He smiled, a little shyly and Lois bit her bottom lip to keep from letting the emotions overwhelm her.
He looks so sweet. He is so sweet. Lois nibbled harder. I’m here, on a date with Clark. Is this a good thing or not? 
“Come on, Lois, we shouldn’t let the reservation go to waste. It’s a swanky restaurant.” Lois looked into his eyes, pleading in such a sweet way and she was lost.

“All right,” she smiled. Keep in charge of the situation, Lois. “But you’re paying.” She arched her brow at him in a challenge.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way, Lois.” When he grinned at her she gulped. Gosh, this is going to kill me.
***

Clark risked a look up at Lois while perusing the menu. I can’t believe it is Lois. She’s here, on a date with me. Don’t ruin it, Kent. This is the breakthrough you were hoping for. I can’t believe I nearly gave up on this.
He looked back to his menu. I’m going to have to say something about her Superman deception but it could make the evening awkward. I’ll challenge her on it later. Let’s just enjoy this now.
“So, ready to order?” he asked and folded up his menu.

“Yes, I’ll have the Salmon en Croute,” she replied as she placed her menu on top of his.

Clark indicated to the waiter who immediately headed for their table.

“I’d like the Beef Bourguignon and the lady will have Salmon en Croute.”

“Any wine, sir,” asked the waiter. Clark looked over to Lois and she nodded briefly.

“Just a house red please.” Clark looked up as he handed the menus over.

When he looked back to Lois he could tell that something was bothering her. She was fidgeting, almost acting nervous.

“Okay, I can’t take it anymore. What is Lara?” she blurted out.

Clark stilled. He’d picked that name as it was a pretty normal word but it meant something to him. He hadn’t expected to have to explain, but then he never thought his date would be Lois; the woman who knew more about him than almost anyone else; the woman whose insatiable curiosity had led her to become a top reporter at the best newspaper in the world.

He knew that some painful emotions flickered across his face. “It’s my mother’s name.” When she tilted her head and leaned forward, looking confused, he continued. “My biological mother.”

“Oh,” she sat back again. “I didn’t know you were in touch.” He saw the nervous twitches and arm gestures again. “In fact I didn’t remember that you’d even found out who your real parents were.”

She was babbling. He knew he needed to say something and the plain basic truth was actually the best thing to say.

“I’m not in touch with them. They are … um,” he paused. It was difficult to say it, but he didn’t have to as Lois jumped in.

“Oh my goodness, they’re dead.” She looked mortified; one hand covering her mouth, the other reaching across the table to take his. “I’m so sorry, Clark. I didn’t mean to be so insensitive.” Clark could see a glistening in her eyes, betraying her soft, loving heart: the truth that she kept hidden from everyone.

“It’s okay, Lois. They died when I was a baby, and even though I didn’t find that out for a long time, I’ve accepted it. And I love my family.” He squeezed her hand and smiled at her reassuringly.

She smiled back, momentarily, and then she gently extracted her hand from his grip.

“So, how does a Kansas farm boy afford a meal at Vino Mia?” she asked, clearly attempting to lighten the mood.

“I haven’t worked on the farm for years, Lois. I’m a reporter now, in case you forgot,” he teased.

“You’ll always be a farm boy, Farmboy,” she replied.

Clark smiled. Somehow, his heart always skipped a beat whenever she called him that.

***

Lois enjoyed every morsel of food. She even enjoyed every syllable of conversation but that was to be expected when you spent the evening with your best friend, especially when he was such a sweet, wonderful guy. Doubly so if you were secretly in love with said best friend.

They talked about all manner of things from work to the farm, from movies to music. Lois knew she fell more in love with him over the course of the evening, but she allowed herself to enjoy the moment.

One single evening to pretend that there was no heartache to come.

There were many smiles exchanged and plenty of genuine laughs. As it came towards the end of the night Lois found her sadness attempting to creep back in. She pushed it away by choosing a delectable sticky chocolate desert and relishing every bite.

The mood was unpleasantly broken when Clark said the one thing she hoped he’d forgotten about.

“So, what will Superman think when I tell him that you’ve cheated on him?”

She put down her spoon and slumped her shoulders. “I think you know, Clark.”

“Of course I do. He’ll be devastated.”

“No.” She shook her head. “You know … that I was lying. I’m not in a relationship with Superman.”

“Yes, I knew.” Lois could tell that Clark was a little upset with her, but he was also confused.

“I’m not even sure if Superman would be interested in that kind of a relationship with … anyone.” Does he need a companion? Not that I’d be offering myself to him anymore. She looked up at Clark. Well, maybe if he offered. If anyone could help me get over Clark, it’s Superman.
“So why did you do it?” Clark enquired.

“I,” she picked up her spoon and began to eat her desert again, answering as if she had no problems with her deception. “I wanted you to think you were free from The Pact. You need a good woman. You deserve someone who can love you and who you can love back. And we both know that I’m not an easy person to live with. You don’t want to marry me, Farmboy.” She knew she was rambling again so she shoved a spoonful in her mouth.

“Isn’t that my choice?” he said and Lois looked up in shock.

She swallowed her desert then spoke. “Are you saying you want to go through with The Pact?” She leaned forward, her eyes wide.

“Well it was your idea to start with,” he pointed out.

“Eight years ago!” she squeaked out in defence.

“I thought you didn’t want to be alone.” He threw her tipsy words back at her.

“I don’t,” she admitted without thinking what the revelation would mean.

“So you just don’t want to be alone … with me?” he challenged.

Clark Kent, mild mannered reporter yet quiet farm boy had just called her out and Lois felt her spine stiffen in defence. Her fight or flight mode had been permanently active for over a week now and she’d done too much of the ‘flight’.

“Okay, then. You’re on. As of this moment we are officially engaged.”

***

Chapter 10: The Long-distance Assignment

Lois sat in the cab on the way home. The uncomfortable silence was … uncomfortable. But she dare not speak. Who knew what other galactically stupid ideas would pop out of her mouth.

Lois looked down at her hand, clasped tightly by Clark’s. Just a token gesture, she convinced herself. It doesn’t mean anything.
She focussed on the heat that was growing in her palm. His large hand was so warm, so comforting. It felt wonderful to hold his hand. As she stared at the tangled fingers her mind began to wonder if he was always so warm. They hugged fairly often, but clothing stopped her from feeling his body heat. Careful, Lois. More than your hand is getting warm now.
“So, when do you want to do it then?” he asked.
Do it? Her eyes widened. Oh gosh. Sex. How’s that going to work?
“The date. When would you like to get married?”

“The date!” She laughed nervously. “Of course. When? Um, well … there’s no rush yet,” she said dismissively. She looked away but she could hear the frown in his voice when he replied.

“I guess not.”

***

As Clark rode the elevator with Lois up to her apartment he pondered over the lack of conversation. This is so unlike Lois. Does she already regret it? I know I kind of ‘challenged’ her into it but … if she really didn’t want to she’d be rambling on about why it wouldn’t work and then breaking it off.
As the doors opened he reached out and took Lois’ elbow to lead her home. He missed the feel of her hand in his. When they’d exited the cab she’d walked too far away for him to take it.

Just a few steps along the corridor they made it to Lois’ apartment door. She turned.

“Thanks for seeing me home, Clark,” she smiled at him brightly but he could see some pain in her eyes.

“Are you all right, Lois?”

“Sure I am. Why would anything be wrong?” and her smile brightened even more. She turned and opened her door then looked back.

Clark stood quietly, just looking at her for a few moments. If I don’t play this right it could all come crashing down on me.
“Well, I’ll say goodnight then,” he spoke. She nodded. “See you at work?” He said it as a question and she nodded once more.

Neither one moved, they just stared at each other and then Clark stepped forward and lowered his head. He pressed his lips to hers gently and lingered just slightly too long for ‘just friends’ even if those friends were going to get married.

When he stepped away he found it impossible to read her expression but he could swear that she’d done the slightest sigh and as he walked away he tuned in to her heartbeat. He was surprised to find it fast and erratic.

Clark chose to take that as a good sign and a grin was plastered on his face all the way to his own apartment.

***

Lois woke the next morning and lay just staring up at the ceiling.
I’m engaged.

I’m an engaged woman.

I have a fiancé.
The warring emotions which accompanied each of those thoughts made Lois feel like she was two different people. One Lois was ecstatic, excited and living in a wonderful wedding haze. The other Lois was in hell.

This was the situation she’d worked so hard to avoid, but she was here anyway. Maybe it was karma. Or fate. Or destiny. Whatever it was, it just felt like it was inevitable. There was no way to have avoided this. It was always going to happen.
Me and Clark. Getting married.

Yes, it was always meant to be. But why did I have to fall in love with him, though?
She pulled back the covers and climbed out of bed.
Maybe that was always meant to be, too. Well, I guess I can deal with it then. I can learn to live with my feelings. And it’s not going to be so bad. In fact, loving him may possibly make this marriage easier to deal with.
She wandered into the bathroom and turned on her light. Staring at herself in the mirror she reached her fingers up to her lips to touch the spot where he’d kissed her. Her heart had been pounding so loud she was sure he must have been able to hear it.

As she relived the kiss she frowned. That’s not what I remember, she thought, when she imagined his arms around her back. She moaned when she pictured his tongue seeking entrance to her mouth.
Oh no. I dreamt about him, about the kiss.
Immediately her cheeks were hot with blushes and she reached up her hands to cover the evidence.
No. I thought I just loved him … and was ‘in love’ with him. She opened her mouth in shock when she remembered the things Clark had done to her in the dream. How am I going to deal with unresolved physical desire for the rest of my life? Or maybe it won’t be ‘unresolved’ if he wants to … Lois nibbled on her lower lip and worried over the fact that she couldn’t even decide which situation would be worse.

***

Clark whistled to himself as he dressed the following morning. Tying the knot in his tie he ran through all the important things he now needed to discuss with Lois.
Does she want a ring?

Does she want to tell people?

Does she want to tell them that it’s just a marriage of convenience? 
His heart nearly broke at that thought, but he squashed the feeling, choosing to hope for the best.

THE END
