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    Summary

    Dean and Cas go on a hunt (with Sam assisting) where they have to pretend to be married to catch the monster.  Exactly what it sounds like: a fake marriage fic featuring cooking, babysitting, drunken confessions, and one out-of-control game of Big Gay Chicken.
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  It’s a month or two after the Fall, as they’re calling it.  Sam’s still sick as a dog (but not quite on his deathbed, so Dean counts it as an improvement), Cas is still a grumpy dick—his default “human” mood, or so it seems—and Dean is still trying to hold Team Free Will together.  Most days, it seems like the best he can do is the equivalent of duct tape and pliers.  He thought it would get easier after Kevin left, after he found his mom—alive, thank god—and vamoosed, but it’s actually gotten harder.
Kevin, at least, was something to focus on.  Now there’s nothing, so they all just kind of drift.  Sam holes up in the library, Cas eats all their food and bitches about Say Yes to the Dress from his spot on the sofa (and yes, Cas has a spot, he’s worn a butt-groove in at least a foot deep), and Dean tries to pretend they’re not stuck in the suckiest holding pattern west of the Mississippi.
It’s not like there’s a lot else going on.  Things are quiet on the Metatron front, on the Crowley front, on the fallen angels front—and it’s not like they’re not working on it, they are, but that’s different from being able to do something about.  No, they’re left twiddling their thumbs, slowly going insane, and Dean’s convinced it’s going to end with one of them killing the others.
It’s got to stop.
Dean’s solution is hunting.  And sure, Sam and Cas look at him a little weird when he suggests it, but once they actually go it turns out to be a good thing.  Great, even.  Sam and Cas both get really into it.  Sam does the research thing, which is what Dean kind of thought Cas might like, but it turns out Cas just likes beating the crap out of baddies.  Figures; it’s easy for Dean to forget, sometimes, that Cas was a warrior.  And that actually works pretty well, since it’s not like Sam can play back-up in his current condition.
Things are still tense between him and Cas.  It’s inevitably better than it before, though, when they were ignoring each other entirely.  Now, they mostly hunt together and avoid each other the rest of the time.  It’s a far cry from what Dean wants, but he’s accepted that it’s what he’s going to get.  And hey, he thinks, whenever he’s feeling particularly shitty about it, it’s better than it was.
It all goes to shit in Boise.
It starts out innocuous enough, Sam’s voice echoing through the bunker as he shouts, “Hey, guys!  Think I got something.”
Dean perks up, of course.  It’s been a few days since their last hunt, and that was pretty tame—restless spirit in Topeka.  Maybe Sam’s got a challenge, he thinks, hopeful.
And maybe he does, because when Dean walks in Sam’s looking excited, eyes wide as he scrolls down his computer screen.  “Where’s Cas?” Sam asks, eyes still glued to the laptop.
“Here,” Cas says, slouching in.  He’s wearing the same grungy sweatpants he wore yesterday, and Dean has to fight the urge to pants him just to get the stupid things in the laundry.  He’s probably not one to judge, though.  Sam’s taken to calling him “the revolving door of plaid” lately.
“Great.  So,” Sam says, a grin twitching at the corner of his face, “you guys ready?”
It should—and does—send alarm bells ringing.  Sam seems way too happy about this, but maybe Dean’s being paranoid.  Maybe it’s just a really cool case, a rare monster or something.  “Out with it, Sam,” Dean says.
“Okay.  It’s—it’s really cool,” Sam says, full-on grinning now, and Dean feels a matching smile form on his face.  Just the case, then.  Even Cas looks sort of intrigued as Sam continues, “I read about these once in Dad’s journal, but they’re really rare.  Never thought we’d actually come across one.”  And Sam sobers a little, smile fading as he says, intent, “But I need to know you’re in.”
“In?”  What, did they just get cast in Grease: The Musical?  Who says “in” like that, anymore?  Whatever, Dean thinks.  But then it hits Dean that Sam is asking, and his eyes narrow.  “Why’re you asking, Sam?”
“I’m not sure you guys are up for it,” Sam says, looking maybe a little too innocent.  “It’s undercover.  Like, really undercover.”
“So?” Dean says with a shrug.  “Cas and I can handle it.  Right, Cas?”
It’s a challenge, like everything between them nowadays.  Dean can’t explain it, it’s just how things are.  They can’t seem to help pushing.
Cas glares.  “Of course,” he says.
And Sam smiles, like the fucker knew, like he was expecting Cas to up the ante, and wow, this does not bode well for either of them.  “Good.  Now, you ready?”
Dean’s pretty sure he and Cas are giving Sam identical looks.
But Sam’s glee is a force that can’t be tamed, so his grin broadens as he says, “It’s an amphisbaena.”
Which, y’know, means absolutely nothing to Dean, so he looks at Cas.  The guy’s eyes widen, eyebrows rising.  “Really?”
“Think so, yeah.”
“What’s that?”
Cas takes a seat at the table and Dean follows as Sam puts on his “professor” mask, as Dean likes to think of it.  “Greek.  Really rare.  Two heads, and pretty nasty-looking in its true form, if the sources are right.”  Sam flips the laptop around and shows Dean a picture of a scaly, two-headed thing, and Dean shrugs.  He’s seen worse.
“Anyway,” Sam continues, “it’s not going to be in its true form.  It’ll be hiding.  Dad’s book says it splits when it’s doing that; each head takes a human body.  They can leave each other while they’re like that, but they prefer to stick close.  Within half a mile if possible.  So they pick couples, usually.  And that’s what it’s been eating.”
Frowning, Cas drums his fingers on the table.  “Couples?  That’s unusual.”
Sam shrugs.  “Yeah, but it makes a weird kind of sense.  If it’s posing as a couple, that’s who it’ll be around, right?  Other couples.  And it’s got two heads to feed.  Two meals for the price of one makes a lot of sense.”
Cas nods, considering, and Dean’s content to follow their lead on this one.  He’s familiar with his fair share of lore, but this isn’t something he’s come up against, and they both seem to know more about it than he does.  “But why an amphisbaena?” Cas asks.  “It’s a plausible explanation, but surely there are other things it could be.”
“Thought about it,” Sam admits.  “They are rare.  But it’s the ‘Mother of Ants,’ right?  About the time the couples started disappearing, there was a huge ant infestation in town.”  Sam turns the laptop again, and this time the screen shows a headline: “BOISE HIT WITH FREAK ANT INFESTATION.”  “Had to call in exterminators three counties over.”
“Hmm.  Well, it’s possible, I suppose.”
That’s about as much as they’ll get out of Cas these days.  From him, it’s practically a screaming endorsement.
“And it’s usually in deserts, right?  Well, Boise’s been going through a bit of a heat wave, so I figure…”
Cas nods again, but then Dean cuts in.  “What’s the undercover part?”
Sam bites his lip, like he’s trying to keep from smiling, and fuck, no, Dean can see exactly where this is going.  His suspicions are confirmed seconds later when Sam says, “Well it’s couples, right?  You’ll need to lure it into the open.  So I figure, what better way to do that than…you know, be a couple?”
“No, man,” Dean says, forcing an awkward laugh.  He shoots a glance at Cas, but the guy look stone-cold serious, as always.  “There’s got to be another way.  We’ll just do the fed thing.  Right, Cas?”  He’s not looking at him when he says it, but when Cas doesn’t respond, he’s forced to turn to him and ask again, “Right, Cas?”
Cas sighs.  “I hate to admit it, but Sam might be right.”  Sam is looking pretty self-satisfied, and Dean fights the urge to strangle his brother.  “Amphisbaena are very clever.  If this one realizes it’s being hunted—which it would, I assume, if we start questioning couples—it will likely just leave town.”
And go to prey on someone else.  Great.  So, not an option.  Dean crosses his arms, scowling.  “So why does it have to be me and Cas?”  Because things have been awkward enough with his friend/angel/whatever lately, not like they need to add some fake romance to the mix.  “Why can’t you and I do it?” he asks Sam.  He looks at Cas, then, and if he didn’t know better he’d think he saw a hurt look flash across his face.
“I’m sick, Dean.  So I’m not going to be much help when it comes time to killing it.  And you want the people in the community to welcome you, not worry whether or not I’m going to give their children ebola.”
Sam might have a point, Dean concedes.
“OK, fine.  But what about Charlie?  I mean, who says this community likes gay people?  It’s Boise, for Christ’s sake, not Seattle.”
“I can ask her, Dean, but she asked us to cool it for a while, right?  Besides, one of the dead couples was gay and they all have ‘VOTE FOR OBAMA’ signs on their lawns.  I think you’re good.”
Dean asks how he knows that, and Sam gives him some explanation about Google, and something called street view, and right around the time of elections.  Mostly, he ignores him, waiting for him to finish before saying, “But seriously, there’s got to be another way.”
At this point, Cas stands up from the table abruptly, almost sending his chair careening backwards.  “I’m sorry the thought of being married to me is so offensive to you, Dean.  I’m sure we can find someone else to play your romantic partner.”
Dean just stares as Cas stalks off, leaving him and Sam alone in the kitchen.  What was that? he wonders.
“Dude,” Sam whispers.  “I think you hurt his feelings.”
“What?  Sam, c’mon.”
Sam gives him bitchface of epic proportions.
“What?” Dean asks.  “What do you want me to do?  Say I’m sorry I don’t want to be fake-gay-married to his ass?  Really, Sam?”
But now that Dean thinks about it, what if their situations were reversed?  I wouldn’t care.  Would I?  And then he winces, because, OK, maybe it wouldn’t feel great.  It’s not like he and Cas were getting married for real.  It’s all fake, right?  And saying no to that could imply you don’t even like the guy (as a friend), and shit, now Dean kind of feels like a douche.
“Shut up,” he tells Sam, who hasn’t said anything.
He goes to apologize to Cas.
He finds the guy in his room, paging through a book from the bunker’s library.  Dean knocks, even though the door is open, and Cas says, “Come in,” without looking away from his book.
“Just me,” Dean says.
Cas grunts, and Dean bites back a sigh.  Cas isn’t going to make this easy on him.
“Look, I’m sorry, OK?  I’ll do it.  I’m game.”
And yeah, it’s a pretty shitty apology, even by Dean’s standards.  But a part of him’s unwilling to give any more ground, like doing that might reveal too much of himself to Cas.
Cas just rolls his eyes and says, “Fine, Dean.”
* * *
Somehow that gets them to Boise, with fake IDs that say “Dean Smith” and “Cas Smith.”
“The real question,” Dean announces as he drives the Impala through the streets of Boise, “is whose last name is it?  You took mine, right, Cas?  ‘Cause you’re the world’s biggest sap.”
He can practically feel Cas’s frown through the headrest, and he can definitely see Sam rolling his eyes in the passenger seat.  Cas gives a thoughtful hmmm and then says, “I think you took mine, Dean, seeing as yours was formerly—Sam, what’s something appropriately appalling?”
Sam coughs a laugh into his hand, thinking about it.  “Gaylord?” he suggests.
Dean scowls and Cas snickers, because it doesn’t take a nuanced grasp of human references to get that joke.  “Really, guys?  What are you, five?”  When Sam barks out a short laugh and Cas’s low snicker turns into an actual chuckle, Dean just rolls his eyes and tries to pretend he’s not blushing a little.  “Regular Abbott and Costello, you two.”
About fifteen minutes later, Cas leans forward and asks Sam, “Is that an actual name?”
Sam snorts and says, “Yeah, Cas.”
Cas pauses and then chuckles, a low, deep thing that makes Dean squirm uncomfortably in his seat for reasons he can’t quite pinpoint.  When he shoots Cas a look about it, Cas just shrugs and says, “What?  It makes it funnier.”
This better be a quick hunt, Dean thinks, tightening his grip on the steering wheel.
* * *
An hour later and they’re by Sam’s hotel, just twenty minutes away from the two-story house that Charlie “purchased” for them using a dummy account.  It’s got just enough in it to make them through the first two weeks of homeownership in the gated community of Home Oaks.
Dean’s really hoping they won’t need that long.
“OK,” Sam begins, still sitting in the car with them.  “From here on out, it’s real.  We know from the way the couples died that the amphisbaena was spying on them.  It learned their habits: when they went to work, when they came home, when they went to bed.  It killed them at times it knew they would be vulnerable.”
Dean grimaces and nods.
The LeFrays: Tina and Matthew.  Tina ran a yoga studio; Michael worked from home.  When she got home from her yoga lessons at 4:00 pm every Wednesday, they’d take a shower together.  A couple thing.  Alone, vulnerable.  That’s when it got them.
The Simons: Clara and Danielle.  They were planning to run a marathon together and did their long runs every Saturday.  The amphisbaena killed them after they came back from a sixteen-miler, when they were passed out on the upstairs bed, sweat still drying on their skin.
The Hanovers: John and Cynthia.  They had a thing for bondage, apparently.  John liked it when Cynthia tied him up—not Dean’s speed, but to each his (or her) own, that was his motto—and the bugger got them that way, taking Cynthia down while John was incapacitated.
So yeah, it’s safe to say the thing knew their habits.
“So you can’t half-ass it,” Sam persists.  “Seriously.”
“We get it, Sam,” Dean barks.  “One hundred percent gay, one hundred percent of the time.”
Sam holds up his hands.  “OK!  OK.  Just making sure.  I’ll be at the motel.  Twenty minutes away.”
The only good part is that they get to keep the Impala.  Sam gets out, letting Cas take the passenger seat.
And then it’s just them, sitting awkwardly in the car.
Sometimes Dean wonders how he let it get to this point, or if it’s even his fault.  When Cas showed up on their doorstep wearing his dirty trenchcoat and smelling like dog piss, looking cold and unhappy and desperate, Dean let him in.  But he still didn’t want him there, not really.  For all that they’d reached some sort of uneasy truce before Metatron, Cas isn’t really forgiven.  His decision to go haring off after the guy despite Naomi’s warning is just another symptom of the problem.  Cas doesn’t think, he doesn’t listen.  Not even to Dean.  Not anymore.
It’s not like he was right and Cas was wrong, but Cas wouldn’t even hear him out and that hurt after everything.  After the apocalypse, after Raphael, after the Leviathan, after Purgatory—was it too much to ask?
For the first week or two after Cas showed up at the bunker, he kept looking at Dean like he wanted something from him.  Dean’s not an idiot.  He can guess what it was.  Absolution.  Forgiveness.  He wasn’t ready to give it, but a month in, when he was finally starting to think maybe, Cas just kind of withdrew into himself.  Dean’s made a few attempts to draw him out—the hunting thing was one of his better ideas—but he hasn’t tried.  Not really.
He’s afraid to get hurt again, if he’s honest.
So somehow, he and his (former?) best friend ended up like this, cohabitating but barely speaking.  And now they’re going to have to pretend to be married.
“C’mon,” Dean says, shifting the car into gear.  “Let’s get this show on the road.”
* * *
They’re living in Clara and Danielle’s old house, which still has all the furniture (minus the bed—that was sort of a lost cause).  Neither woman’s family really approved of their “lifestyle,” so the property went to a niece who was more than happy to sell it furnished to another gay couple.  It means Dean and Cas only have suitcases to move in, which is good, Dean guesses.
As he lifts the biggest one out of the Impala’s trunk, Dean scans the neighborhood for the four couples still in residence: the McNeals, the Alders, the Kearneys, and the Diggses.  One of the four is probably dead, with the amphisbaena assuming the couple’s identities.  From what Sam told them, they’re sort of like Leviathan in that they download the memories of the people they clone, which explains why no one’s noticed the switch.
They’ve already ruled out the McNeals (Susie and Hank), the only couple with kids (Martha, 5, and Jeremy, 2).  Too complicated a ruse to maintain, and amphisbaena don’t eat kids according to Sam.  That leaves the Alders (John and Jennifer), the Kearneys (Fran and Harold), and the Diggses (Penny and Marshall).
He doesn’t see anyone when he looks but as he’s lifting the second suitcase out of the back a pair of hands join his, easing the load.  He looks up to see Hank McNeal, gray-haired, forty, and fit, smiling at him.  “Welcome to the neighborhood!  I’m Hank.”
Hank extends a hand, which Dean takes after he’s wiped the sweat on his palms off on his jeans.  “Dean Smith.  That’s my partner, Cas,” he says with a jerk of his head towards the house, where Cas is pulling a suitcase up the front steps.  Dean ignores the weird flip in his stomach.
It’s a Saturday around midday, so Dean probably shouldn’t be surprised when Hank asks, “You two got plans for the night?  Susie cooks a mean pot roast and we’d love to give you a proper welcome.  Things’ve been tough in Home Oaks.”  Hank falters, then, like maybe he’s saying more than he should.
Dean just claps a hand on his shoulder.  “Hey, man.  We know about the murders.  It’s part of the reason we could even afford the house, to be honest.  Don’t sweat it.”
Hank looks relieved, grabbing the handle of the last suitcase and lifting it over the lip of the trunk.  “Good.  That’s good.  It’s nice to see a new family move in, you know.”
“Yeah,” Dean agrees.
Hank helps them move the rest of their junk in the house, repeating his invitation to dinner before he leaves.
Then it’s just them, Dean and Cas, twiddling their thumbs.
“We should do something,” Cas says, breaking the silence.  They’re both in the kitchen, Dean nervously drumming his fingers on the counter, Cas hovering by the refrigerator.  “Something that will encourage people to approach us.”  Dean stiffens, because that sounds a little too much like strategy and they can’t talk about hunting here, but Cas picks up on it and adds, “I’d like to get to know our neighbors.”
Dean relaxes.  “Yeah,” he says with a shrug.  “Let’s take a six-pack out on the steps.”
The steps are a little narrower than Dean realized, so they wind up with their hips pressed together.  It makes Dean a little uncomfortable and from the way Cas is fidgeting, he can guess the guy feels the same, but they’re supposed to be married.  Suck it up, Dean tells himself, pulling a Corona out of the pack and handing it to Cas, who hesitates before taking it.  Dean grabs one of his own and holds it out for a toast, smirking as he says, “To our new life together, babe.”
Cas snorts, but clinks their bottles (Dean’s a little impressed that he knew what to do, but he guesses those TLC marathons had to be good for something) before taking a swig.  Dean sees him fight down a grimace and laughes, earning a scowl from Cas.  But then they settle into the day—the sun is shining and it’s warm out, thanks to the heat wave—and Dean can admit that it’s nice.  Him and Cas, like this, just sharing the silence.  I missed this, he thinks, a little wistful as he looks at Cas squinting behind the aviators Charlie bought him.
And the plan actually works.  Before long they’ve met both of the Kearneys, the female Diggs, and the male Alder.  Everyone’s pretty nice, mostly saying the same sort of thing.  Dean tries to keep an eye out for any evidence of the amphisbaena, but so far he’s coming up empty.
After John Alder leaves, Dean rises and stretches, the fabric of his polo shirt (another Charlie purchase; she insisted on “gaying them up” for the outing, to which Dean said, “Isn’t that…something-ist?” and to which Charlie replied, “I’m just going for realism here, Dean.”) riding up his body and revealing some skin.  When he turns, he sees Cas staring—which, weird—but he figures Cas is playing it up since their immediate neighbors, the Kearneys, are out doing lawn work.  So he waggles an eyebrow and asks, “Like what you see, big boy?”
Cas chokes on his beer.  Dean laughs and ruffles his hair before heading inside, shouting behind him, “C’mon.  We need to get dressed for dinner.”
* * *
Susie is still finishing up the pot roast when they come over, the McNeals’ two kids running around the kitchen and having a spoon fight while Hank trails after them, muttering threats and trying to separate the two.  It’s actually kind of adorable, and Dean feels a brief pang of nostalgia for the time he spent with Lisa and Ben.  It was right to leave, he reminds himself.  It was.  But this?  This was what he missed the most.  The “family” thing, going to Ben’s baseball games, helping Lisa make dinner.  It was nice, even if he couldn’t give it his all.  Even if he couldn’t love Lisa the way she deserved to be loved.
“So,” Susie asks as they sit at the table, Martha and Jeremy squirming in their seats.  “How did you two meet?”
They talked about it on the way over.  Sam decided that he would come up with the story to avoid another Gaylord incident, so it obviously ended up being totally over the top and way, way too corny for Dean’s tastes.  But that’s life.
“I’m a fireman,” Cas explains after swallowing his asparagus.  “Dean works construction.”  (Dean nods helpfully in confirmation, mouth full of pot roast.)  “I was on duty when we got a call from one of his sites.  The beams in the structure collapsed.  Dean was trapped beneath one of them.  I…saved him.”
Actually, Dean thinks as he takes another bite of the pot roast, that’s pretty close to how it happened.  He immediately regrets the thought when he takes a look at Susie and Hank and both of them have fucking stars in their eyes, like it’s the most romantic shit they’ve ever heard.  Dean almost coughs up his pot roast, but manages another nod and what he hopes is a fond look at Cas.  It probably falls closer on the scale to “constipated,” though, given the raised eyebrow that Cas shoots him in return.
Dean tries not to roll his eyes as he takes his second helping of pot roast, more than happy to let Cas do the talking for him.  Seriously, he thinks.  What the hell.  Can’t two guys just be friends?  It’s a thought he’s had often enough, usually after someone’s mistaken him and Sam for a couple.  Then he remembers that these people think him and Cas are, like, married, so it’s actually pretty understandable that they see a romantic bent.
“Hank and I met at work,” Susie explains.  She laughs, reaching for her husband’s hand and squeezing, eyes crinkling.  “I was his boss!  It was completely inappropriate.”
Hank, who Dean would’ve pegged as one of the world’s manliest men not a few short hours ago, fucking blushes and adds, “Well, I didn’t stay with the company too long after I knew Suz was interested.  We didn’t really cross any lines.”
When Dean looks at Cas, the guy is actually smiling.  There’s a warm, happy expression on his face, and Dean feels a pang of something as he tries to think of the last time he put that expression there.  Too fucking long, is the first thing that pops into his head.  He dismisses it, reminding himself that it took both of them to get where they are today.
And then his appetite’s gone.
Luckily, they’ve only got dessert left and Dean’s mumbled excuse of “diet” is enough to get him off the hook for that, though Cas shoots him an odd look.  Probably because even though it’s cake (as opposed to pie), Dean rarely turns down dessert.
Cas takes a slice, as do Hank and the kids.  Susie gives Dean’s arm a comforting pat, explaining she’s on a diet, too.  “Solidarity,” she says with a smile.
The evening’s gone well, it seems, because Hank and Susie trade glances at the end of it before Susie clears her throat and says, “Listen, we’d like to give you a proper introduction to the neighborhood.  We were thinking of having a barbecue tomorrow and inviting everyone.  In your honor, of course.  Are you free?”
Dean allows himself to grin, because this is actually perfect.  A chance to meet all the neighbors and ask some awkward questions.  “Susie,” he says, “we’d love to.”
* * *
It’s only as they’re walking back to their house, streetlamps lighting the pavement, that Dean realizes he and Cas are going to have to share a bed.  Sam was really firm on that point, probably because he knew Dean wouldn’t like it.  But amphisbaena can adjust the size of their true form, so there’s no guarantee it won’t be spying on them from the vents or some freaky shit like that, and not sharing a bed with Cas is exactly the kind of red flag they don’t want to raise.
By the time they get to the front door of their house, Dean’s sweating.  Why am I so damn nervous? he wonders.  This is ridiculous.  I’ve shared plenty of beds with Sam.  Nut up, Winchester.
It gets even more awkward when they’re both in the room together, still dressed but aware they can’t really sleep in their clothes.  Dean finally gives a grunt of frustration and just starts stripping until he’s down to his boxers and a t-shirt.  The soft rustle of clothes beside him indicates that Cas is doing the same, though Dean definitely doesn’t look to confirm.  Weird, he thinks as he crawls into bed.  Too friggin’ weird.
Then Cas is there next to him, and Christ, Dean thinks, why didn’t we buy a bigger bed?  This one is way, way too small because he can feel Cas’s breath on his goddamn neck, hot and smelling like the cake he just ate.
This is gonna be a long fucking night, Dean thinks.
He’s right, of course.  Cas’s gentle snores confirm that he’s asleep about thirty minutes after lights-out, but Dean’s awake for another hour after that, wondering why there’s a churning feeling in his gut.
* * *
Dean wakes up with his face pressed into the covers, an empty spot on the bed beside him.  He can hear the shower running in the other room and figures Cas is probably already up.  Groaning, he cracks an eyelid and looks out the window.  Sunshine.  A glance at the clock confirms that it’s almost eleven.  They’re going to have to hustle if they want to have potato salad for the barbecue at one.
When Cas comes out of the shower minutes later, wearing only a towel and still dripping wet, he looks really flustered: cheeks red, a little twitchy, eyes darting away from Dean as soon as they landed on him.  Dean can almost feel his good mood from the night before evaporate.
“Uh, I’ll just hop in,” Dean murmurs, scooting past Cas.
Cas doesn’t say a word, but Dean can feel the guy’s eyes on his back as he disappears into the bathroom.
* * *
They’re thirty minutes late to their own party which, as Dean explained to Cas, is pretty damn tactless, but Cas insisted on homemade potato salad as opposed to store-bought.  And that was that.
A flash of Susie’s red hair places the McNeals for him: they’re both manning the grill.  Their kids are running rampant through the backyard, shrieking and shooting water guns at each other.  The rest of the couples are milling about, talking and laughing.
When they go to put the potato salad on the table, Marshall Diggs and Jennifer Alder stop by to introduce themselves.  Marshall leaves soon after, but Jennifer sticks around.
“So, how’s the new place?” Jennifer Alder asks with a smirk.  “Bet it gets lonely, just the two of you.”  She’s got this reckless sort of vibe about her, and the fact that she’s also a busty Asian beauty—yes, the moniker fits—makes her Dean’s type personified.  She’s also definitely flirting with him, despite the fact that her husband is less than a foot away and Dean’s with his goddamn partner.
The last is a deal-breaker.  Dean just doesn’t like cheaters.  Despite his long (long) string of one-night stands, Dean’s never cheated on someone nor had the desire to do so.  And if he’s honest, he’s kind of pissed off on Cas’s behalf.  The guy’s right next to me, after all.
Cas has picked up on some human nuances in the past few months, it seems, because he clearly gets what’s going on.  He must, given that he’s just snaked his arm around Dean’s waist.  Dean bites back a yelp, because he was not expecting that.
His first impulse is to shimmy out of the grip, but Cas tightens his hand on his side like he knows that’s what he’s thinking.  And fuck it, Cas is right.  Jennifer needs to take the hint and leave.
But instead she’s looking at the two of them in a considering way, her eyes moving back and forth between them, a little light shining in the back.  Shit, Dean thinks.  She’s going to ask us for a threesome.
Later, when he’s telling the story to Sam, some things might get embellished or downplayed accordingly.  But Jennifer’s persistence is always the reason that him and Cas end up in some weird game of Big Gay Chicken.
Dean claps a hand on Cas’s ass and squeezes, hard enough that Cas practically jumps out of his jeans.  “With this one to keep me company?  Nah, I’m good.”
Cas’s hand clenches at his side.  Dean knows without a shadow of doubt that he’s going to pay for this later, but it’s worth it for the way Jennifer’s eyebrows rise.
“I can’t imagine someone would feel comfortable sharing the house with us,” Cas continues, looking calm as a fucking cucumber as he adds, “Dean’s a real screamer.”
Dean can feel his face burning up, and yep, Cas is going to get it for that one.  How the fuck does he even know what that is? Dean wonders.  He decides to blame it on TLC (again) as he smiles and says, “Only when you break out the toys, sweetheart.”  Dean gives Cas a slap on the rear for good measure, walking off to get a hamburger.  When he spares a glance back at Cas, the guy’s jaw is hanging open and Jennifer stares wide-eyed at them both before running back to her husband.
Mission accomplished, Dean thinks, taking a bite of his hamburger and winking at Cas.
* * *
After the barbecue they head to Sam’s motel for a pow-wow.
“The McNeals are out,” Dean says, lounging on Sam’s bed.  Cas and Sam are sitting at the motel’s lone table.  “I know we thought they probably were, with the kids and all, but no way an amphisbaena’s gonna pay as much attention to two pipsqueaks as they do.”
“I agree,” Cas says.  Sam nods, making a motion for Dean to continue.
“The Alders are a possibility.  I think the wife was, uh, trying to get me and Cas over to her house for a threesome.”
Unsurprisingly, Sam busts a gut over that one, ignoring Dean’s muttered, “Yeah, Sam, it was freaking hilarious,” as actual tears squeeze out of his eyes, whole body shaking as he really gets into it.  Not that he’d admit it, but it’s good to see Sam laughing after everything.
“Whatever,” Dean continues.  “Point was, we would’ve been on her turf and vulnerable if it’d worked.”
Sam’s laughter dies down as he shifts into work mode, pulling out some papers about the couples that died.  “Maybe, but the others all died in their homes.  Not the thing’s MO.  It’d be hard to disguise a murder that happened in your own home, too.”
Dean shrugs.  “Guess she’s just a horny housewife, then.”
“That leaves the Kearneys and the Diggses,” Cas remarks.
“Yeah.  I told everyone at the barbecue I used to work construction, I’d be happy to check out their houses, yada yada.  I’m going to the Kearneys’ on Monday and the Diggses’ on Tuesday.”
They’d told the Home Oaks crew that they had some money saved for the move but were still looking for work in the area, which was how Dean explained his ability to drop by during the work day.
Sam nods.  “OK,” he says, then sighs.  “But hurry, guys.  It’s been one death every one or two weeks, and the Hanovers died three days ago.”
* * *
The rest of the night is…really kind of weird, but nice.  They go back to their house and order pizza for dinner, half and half so they each get the toppings they want.  They split a few more beers over the pizza and fall asleep on the couch watching Star Trek.
When Dean wakes up a few hours later, he’s got his face on Cas’s chest and—what the fuck is that?  It takes Dean a few seconds to realize that Cas is awake and definitely stroking the side of his face.  Actually stroking, and it takes everything Dean’s got not to tense up, or move, or freeze, or otherwise let Cas know that he’s awake.
He’s not sure why he doesn’t.  Let Cas know, that is.  He only knows he wants to figure this out, why he’s waking up with his head on Cas’s chest and Cas is not only not pissed about it, he seems to be actively enjoying it judging by the stroking.
And then Dean hears Cas murmur, “Pretend, right?  That’s all this is,” and Dean’s more confused than ever.

  What the hell?

Eventually Cas falls back asleep, fingers slipping off Dean’s face, and if he feels a little sad about that fact, no one has to know.  Dean’s not going to analyze it.  He’s going to forget it ever happened, which is why he waits at least thirty minutes before feigning waking up with a loud groan and saying, “C’mon, Cas, let’s move this party upstairs.”
Cas mumbles something unintelligible as Dean drags his ass upstairs and throws him into bed.  He stays awake a lot longer than Cas does, just staring at the guy and watching him sleep until he realizes with a blush what a goddamn creeper that makes him.  He rolls over and stares at the wall instead, but he’s still thinking about Cas as he falls asleep, trying to figure it out.
* * *
On Monday morning Dean heads over to the Kearneys’ house, finding their spare key under the mat and opening the door.  He does a walk-through and then a closer inspection, but nothing strikes him as out of the ordinary.
He heads back to their place feeling frustrated.  Part of it is the night before—Dean still doesn’t know what to make of it—and the other part is the case.  Sam’s warning (hurry, guys) is still ringing in his ears.  Dean’s sort of starting to like the inhabitants of Home Oaks, and he really doesn’t want any of them to die on his watch.
Dean freezes when he walks in the door and sees Cas in the kitchen chopping vegetables.  The whole scene is so domestic: Cas making food, wearing a garish apron that says “KISS THE COOK” with a smiling, obviously gay man winking on the front (another Charlie accessory), his hair disheveled and his eyes intent on the food like he’s going to smite the flavor out of it.  It makes something lurch in Dean’s chest.
Too weird, he decides, brushing off the feeling.  Too goddamn weird.
He takes a seat at the counter and asks, “Whatcha making, Cas?”
Cas holds up his knife, studying it with a frown.  “Spaghetti Carbonara.”
“Hey, my favorite,” Dean says, reaching for a tomato that Cas has got set out.  “These aren’t traditional, are they?” he asks, rolling it over in his palm.
Cas shakes his head, now intent on chopping the bacon.  “No, but I like them.  If you want to help you can boil the pasta,” he adds.
“Uh,” Dean says, taken aback.  “Sure.”  He’s done plenty of cooking in the bunker, after all, but he’s never cooked with Cas.  It feels different, somehow.  “What’s got you in a cooking mood, anyway?”
“We needed dinner, and pizza is expensive.  We can’t afford to eat out every night.”
Not like the ingredients for Spaghetti Carbonara are that cheap either, Dean thinks, and he wonders where Cas got the idea to make it.  Did he know it was my favorite? he wonders, then dismisses it with a quick, Nah, probably not.
Dean puts the pasta in the pot, but when he glances back at Cas, he sees the guy is cutting the bacon all wrong.  “Cas, no,” he murmurs, walking over to the guy.  Cas has plenty of strength behind his cuts, and he certainly knows how to chop.  But he doesn’t know how to chop like this, with food they’re going to actually eat.  The bacon’s looking a little mangled.  “You’re going to mush it.”
Cas makes a frustrated noise, setting the knife down on the cutting board.  “I realize that.  I just don’t know what to do differently.”
“Here,” Dean volunteers, sliding up behind Cas, grabbing the guy’s hand and folding it over the handle of the knife.  Then Cas freezes and Dean realizes what he’s actually doing, body pressed up against Cas’s back like a lover’s.  Dean actually thinks he may have pulled this move on girls before, so what the fuck’s he doing using it with Cas?  But it’s just like Big Gay Chicken.  He can’t back out, they (he and Sam) talked about this.  The amphisbaena could be anywhere, and stumbling back and yelling, “Christ, man, sorry!” doesn’t exactly seem like something a long-term partner would do.
So Dean tries to pretend it’s normal.  Hell, maybe he’ll think it is.  Guy hasn’t been human for that long.  This is totally not weird.  Normal.  It’s normal.  “Yeah,” he says, aware from the awkward way that Cas shifts next to him that this isn’t exactly comfortable for him, either.  “Just cut like that.  Not too hard.  You don’t need a lot of pressure.  Don’t want to destroy the stuff.”
When Dean backs away, Cas swallows.  “Uh, thanks,” he says.
“You’re welcome,” Dean replies, then flees the room to watch Star Trek until dinner’s ready, desperately ignoring the fact that somewhere along the way, his dick picked up an interest in the proceedings.
* * *
He doesn’t think about it over dinner—which is delicious, Cas is a way better cook than Dean expected, chopping aside—but he can’t seem to stop thinking about it that night when he’s in bed next to Cas.
This is Cas, he reminds himself, and Jesus, there can’t be anything there.  Right?  Not after all this time.  Christ, Dean tried to set the guy up with a hooker once.  Then Dean thinks about doing that now, and his stomach sours.  The thought is a lot less appealing than it once was.
And Cas is a guy.  Dean’s not exactly sure how he’d categorize his sexuality (or whatever), because he’s a pretty open guy and he can admit he’s found other men attractive.  But he’s never acted on it.  At first, he was too afraid of what John would say or do and Jesus, even thinking about it now squeezes something in his chest, a tight panic that makes it hard to breathe.  Once, he thinks, staring up at the ceiling, just once.  He was thirteen and he told his dad he thought Johnny Stein was “hot,” and the look that Dad gave him…
If looks could kill, Dean thinks with a grimace.  It was enough.  John made his position clear.
Then it was Sam.  It’s not like Dean thinks Sam would really care one way or another—he gives Sam a lot more credit than that—but it would still change the way his brother thinks of him.  There was already so much between them, what with Stanford, Ruby, the apocalypse, and then the madness…it was just easier to stick to women.  Less to explain.  Safer, and Dean likes girls (a lot) so it wasn’t really a hardship for him.  It was just easier to keep it to himself.
Still is, Dean reminded himself.
He chalks it up to a fluke and falls asleep.
* * *
The next day he checks out the Kearneys’ place and strikes out again.  This time, Mrs. Kearney (Fran) comes home as he’s finishing up.  Dean hears her keys in the lock, so he makes sure to tap on one of the beams as she comes in.
“Sound as—whoa,” Dean says, realizing she’s carrying two huge bags of groceries.  He moves forward to help, taking the largest bag from her arms and following her into the kitchen.
“Thanks, Dean,” she says, smiling as she puts her bag on the counter.  Dean follows her lead, setting his down next to it.
Fran Kearney is young, only 28.  Her husband, Harold, is 35.  They’ve been married for three years.  He learned all this a week ago when they were scoping the case, but Fran told him as much at the barbecue.  From what Dean can tell, she’s a good woman.  Does social work part-time, while Harold brings home the big bucks as a lawyer.
She tucks a wisp of brown hair behind her ear, leaning casually against the counter.  “How’s the house look?” she asks.
“Good.  It’s, uh, good,” Dean lies.  “How was work?’ he asks, mostly for the sake of making conversation.
“Oh, you know.  Work,” Fran says with a sigh.  She’s smiling, though, so it can’t be all bad.
Couples, Dean thinks.  It’s in couples.  I should get her to talk about Harold.  “Another late night for Harold?” he asks.
Fran rolls her eyes.  “Oh, they’re all late nights these days.”  She gives him a wistful look as she pulls a hunk of cheese out of the grocery bag.  “I know you and Cas are still settling in, but in some ways I really envy you guys.”
“Envy?  Us?” Dean asks, too taken aback to even attempt to direct the conversation back to Harold.  Really?  Us?  Then Dean remembers that Fran knows nothing about his actual life, which is pretty damn terrible.  He can’t take the words back without sounding awkward, though, so he just leaves them hanging there.
“Yeah,” she says, giving him a bemused smile.  The cheese goes in one of the refrigerator drawers.  “I know you guys are still looking for work, but you get to see each other all day.  And—” Fran hesitates, a slow blush creeping up her cheeks before she says, “—you guys are so clearly in love.  It’s nice to see, you know?  Some people get their happy endings.”
Dean starts coughing, his face hot as a stove as he looks anywhere but Fran.  She must realize she’s made a misstep, because she immediately says, “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” chagrin in her voice.
“No, it’s not—” and shit, Dean thinks, am I really going to do this?  I’m really going to ask, he decides, then says, “I guess I’m just wondering what you see, is all.  Cas can come off as a, uh, cold fish sometimes.  Took me forever to realize he even liked me, let alone…you know, liked me liked me.”
Which is true enough, Dean supposes.  Minus one of the liked mes.
“Oh, well, I guess you wouldn’t see it.  It’s just the way he looks at you, you know?  When you’re not paying attention.  He looks at you like you’re his whole world.”
Dean tries to ignore the lump that’s slowly forming in his stomach.  She’s wrong, he thinks.  There’s no way.  It’s just Cas’s weird staring thing.  And yeah, that’s totally a possibility.
“Anyway, it’s sweet,” Fran finishes softly, looking down at the bag of carrots in her hand, and Dean wonders briefly if there are problems with Harold.
“Yeah,” Dean agrees merely for the sake of ending the conversation.  He makes his excuses and leaves.  If he’s a little wild-eyed when he goes, Fran doesn’t seem to notice.
* * *
They go shopping together that night.  Cas asked and Dean agreed, thinking, why the hell not?  It’s a thing couples do, right?  And we’re supposed to be a couple.  He texts Sam to let him know the plan.
To: Sam
From: Dean

cas and i are goin grocery shopping, wanna come?
To: Dean
From: Sam

Dude no.  I’m not being the third wheel on your weird gay date with Cas.  Do your shopping yourself
To: Sam
From: Dean

fake date
To: Sam
From: Dean

and dude its not a date were buying GROCERIES
To: Dean
From: Sam

Uh huh
To: Dean
From: Sam

You know if you ever wanted to go on a real date with Cas I’d be cool with it
Dean doesn’t even know what do with the last one except think this is my goddamn life, really?, so he flips his phone shut and tosses it on the floor of the car, hoping Cas doesn’t notice the flush of red on his cheeks.
The supermarket is a Whole Foods, of course.  Cas has been into the organic shit since Day One at the bunker, so Dean really shouldn’t be surprised at this point.  Dean grabs a cart and somehow they both wind up behind it, hands on the bar as they push it through the aisles looking like the gayest thing to hit town since Siegfried and Roy.
“What do you want for dinner, Dean?” Cas asks absently, eyes on the produce section.
“I dunno, Cas.  Are you cooking again?  Doesn’t really matter.”
Cas just rolls his eyes.  “Humor me, Dean.  What do you want?”
“Um.”  Dean thinks about it.  “Pie?  Can you make pie?”
“For dessert.  Now what about dinner?”  Cas is already redirecting their cart to the section of the store with frozen desserts, where he opens one of the freezer doors and, like it’s no big deal, picks out a frozen pie.  Marie Calendar’s, but still: frozen.
“Cas!  That’s sacrilege!”
Cas just scowls at him.  “What do you want for dinner, Dean?”
Cas has evidently made up his mind about the pie, so Dean bites back a sigh.  “Burgers?”
“I can do that,” Cas murmurs.
They leave with all the ingredients for great burgers: ground beef, onions, more tomatoes, pickles, lettuce, and the proper condiments (ketchup, mustard, and mayo).  There’s also the frozen pie, but Dean’s trying hard not to contemplate that particular abomination.
He picks his phone up off the floor only to find he has nine (NINE) text messages from Sam.
To: Dean
From: Sam

KIDDING, ha
To: Dean
From: Sam

Dean?
To: Dean
From: Sam

Dean?
To: Dean
From: Sam

Dean if you actually want to date Cas I’m cool with it
To: Dean
From: Sam

I’m not like dad you know that right?
To: Dean
From: Sam

Dean text me back please
To: Dean
From: Sam

I don’t care OK? I really don’t
To: Dean
From: Sam

I love you
To: Dean
From: Sam

Seriously
“Oh my god,” Dean whispers, aware his face is probably crimson.  This is my life.  This is really, really it.  My friggin’ life, man.
“Dean?” Cas asks, all anxious concern.
“Nothing,” Dean grumbles, then says, “hold on” so he can finish texting Sam before he starts up the Impala.
To: Sam
From: Dean

dude cool it i left my phone in the car
To: Sam
From: Dean

im not suddenly gay for cas everythings fine
A few seconds later, he gets a reply from Sam.  He doesn’t check it until he gets out of the house (because he’s a responsible driver, thank you very much).
To: Dean
From: Sam

But if you were I would be OK with it, you know that right?
Dean gives up.
* * *
Cas follows a recipe and the burgers turn out to be surprisingly good.  Dean’s is actually medium well like he requested, and Whole Foods really pulled through with the produce and condiments.  Not that he would ever admit to anyone besides Cas (who gets a fucking smirk on his face when Dean caves), but the Marie Calendar’s frozen pie is better than a lot of diner pies he’s had.  Especially since Cas brushes the top with egg whites before they pop it in the oven.
Feeling unusually full and happy, Dean turns on an episode of Star Trek.  Cas joins him soon after it starts, interrupting with lots of questions.  They’re questions about the episode or the series, but Dean’s surprised by how little it bothers him.  Hey, he thinks, at least it’s not Say Yes to the Dress.
He shouldn’t be surprised when he falls asleep on the couch again, but this time Cas wakes him and they head upstairs together.
* * *
Dean wakes up to the smell of fabric softener, his face pressed against a warm body.  Mmm, Dean thinks, nuzzling into the warmth.  This is nice.  The lower half of his body is definitely in agreement, starting to move of its own accord.
At least until Dean hears a soft snore, looks up to see a shock of brown hair, and remembers that he’s in bed with Cas.
It takes every ounce of willpower Dean has not to leap out of the bed.  Cool it.  Think.  Act normal.  Have to act normal.  Cas is snoring.  He’s asleep.  If I just sneak out, I can pretend this never happened and Cas will never know.
Dean’s heart is pounding in his chest as he slowly, slowly inches out of the bed.  He only relaxes once he’s out and sees Cas is still sleeping.  Once that’s confirmed, he practically runs to the shower to take care of business, because there’s no way in hell he’ll live it down if Cas catches him with a boner.
Cas is still asleep when he gets out, but Dean’s phone (the burner they got for the Home Oaks crew, not his actual phone) is buzzing.  Dean flips it open and heads out of their bedroom, letting Cas sleep a little longer.
“Dean,” he says.
“Oh!  Dean, I’m so glad you picked up.”  Susie.  “Are you and Cas busy today?”
Dean thinks about it.  He hasn’t got any more houses to inspect.  Just some vague plans for research, which he’s more than happy to pawn off on Sam.  “No, I think we’re free.  What’s up, Susie?”
Even over the phone, he can hear Susie’s sigh of relief.  “I usually work from home on Thursdays and Fridays, but there’s been some crisis at work and they want me to come in.  My usual sitters are busy.  Would you and Cas mind watching Martha and Jeremy?”
Dean freezes.  His initial reaction is to say no, find someone else, because it’s not like Dean has a lot of experience with childcare, Ben aside.  And Ben was older; Susie’s kids are young, only five and two.
Like she can sense his hesitation (she probably can; Dean knows he’s taking a while to respond), Susie rushes to add, “It’ll be easy, and I’ll only be gone a few hours.  You can take them to the park.  It’s just a block out of Home Oaks.”
“Uh.  Sure,” Dean finally says, wincing a little at Susie’s sigh of relief.  He’s pretty sure tag-teaming Martha and Jeremy with Cas won’t get them anywhere with the case, but Dean kind of likes Susie and he doesn’t really want to leave her hanging.  “Just give me a heads-up when you’re on your way over.”
“Ten minutes?” Susie asks, sounding too hopeful for Dean to say no.
Shit, he thinks as he says good-bye and hangs up.  Gotta wake Cas.
* * *
It’s easier said than done, but thirty minutes later him and Cas are at the park with the McNeal kids.  “Two hours,” Susie whispered as he passed the kids to him, and Dean can work with that.
“Swing,” Jeremy says, pointing at one of the kiddie swings that look like big rubber diapers as he tugs on Dean’s hand and repeats, “Swing.”
Martha seems to have honed in on Cas, looking up at him with wide, blue eyes as she says, “Can we play in the sandbox, Mr. Smith?”
Cas looks like Martha’s asked him to perform open-heart surgery, but he gives her a dubious nod and follows her to the sandbox.
“Guess that means we get to hit the swings, little buddy,” Dean tells Jeremy.  The kid’s face lights up, and Dean feels his own soften in return.  He knows he’s not cut out for kids.  One thought of Ben is enough to remind him of that—it never fails to leave a tight, pained feeling in his chest.  So no, kids aren’t in the cards, not for him.  But it’s nice to pretend sometimes, he thinks.
Jeremy, it turns out, loves the swing.  Dean gets a rhythm going, gentle pushes that send Jeremy high enough to give him a thrill, but not so high that he gets scared.  It’s an easy enough task, and Dean finds himself watching Cas and Martha as he does it.
Martha is trying to build some kind of sandcastle in the sandbox.  Dean’s guessing the McNeals have taken the kids to the beach at some point; that’s probably where she got the idea.  Cas is watching her efforts with some confusion, a frown on his face.  He’s intent, like Martha’s trying to construct the next atom bomb and Cas can figure out the schematics if he just stares at it hard enough.
Dean bites back a laugh, shaking his head.  To his surprise, when he looks up he sees that Cas has grabbed a plastic bucket from the sandbox and taken it to the water fountain.  He fills it up with water and brings it back to Martha, pouring it over the sand and explaining something to her.  Her eyes light up as she gets it, packing the sand into a firmer mold.
When it’s done, Martha looks up at Cas and says something.  Dean can’t hear what she says (or asks), but Cas lights up like he’s just been given a new pair of angel wings.  It makes something twist in Dean’s gut.  He thinks that once he might’ve been able to coax a smile like that out of Cas.  He’s not sure if he’s allowed, anymore.
Dean’s become so focused on Cas and Martha that he’s apparently become remiss in his swing-pushing duties, since Jeremy whines, “Push,” and tugs on his sleeve.  “Jeez.  Yeah, kid, OK,” Dean murmurs as he starts up again, but there’s no real malice behind it.  Kids will be kids, he thinks.
Susie’s back within an hour, muttering something about a false alarm as she thanks Dean and Cas again before packing her kids into the minivan.  She offers them a ride back to Home Oaks, but Dean just shrugs and says, “We’re good” before Cas can agree.  Cas shoots him a strange look but doesn’t say anything.
“Why did you ask to stay?” Cas asks as soon as she’s gone.
“I dunno.  Not like we have any real plans for today.  Thought it might be nice to stay here.”
Cas raises an eyebrow but nods, content to follow Dean to the parts of the park that don’t involve a playground (two guys without kids at a playground always leads to a few stares, Dean’s found).  It’s mostly just grass over there, a few benches and some nice trees.
Dean takes a seat on one of the benches and pats the seat next to him.  Frowning, Cas takes the seat next to him.
They sit in silence long enough that Dean begins to think this was a bad idea, but he’s not quite willing to give up.  So he asks, “What did Martha say to you?”
“What?”
Dean shrugs.  “I was watching you guys.  Pushing Jeremy wasn’t, y’know, the most thrilling thing I’ve done all week.  Martha said something to you, and you kinda,” he waves a hand in the air, “lit up.”
“Oh.”  Cas looks a little embarrassed, rubbing the back of his neck.  “She said she liked me very much and that I was very good at making sandcastles.”
Laughing, Dean puts a hand on Cas’s shoulder and says, “Kids, man.”
“They were…interesting.  I don’t think I’d want a child of my own.  They seem like a lot of responsibility.”
“That’s an understatement,” Dean mutters.  He realizes he’s still got his hand on Cas’s shoulder, and he removes it with a quick jerk.
“You were good with Jeremy,” Cas says, unprompted.  “I know you think that after Ben you aren’t fit to be a father, Dean.  But I think you would make a good one.”
Something lodges itself in Dean’s throat, and if his voice is a little rough as he mumbles, “Thanks, Cas,” Cas is good enough not to mention it.
By some unspoken agreement they start walking after that.  There’s actually a nice flower garden near the edge of the grassy area.  It’s mostly wildflowers in varying states of bloom, but there are a few dormant roses in one corner.  One is growing into the fence.  It seems like a shame to Dean, so he reaches over to loosen it.  The stem springs back into place fast enough.  Dean feels a sharp sting in his hand, though, and he hisses when he realizes he snagged his finger on a thorn.
Cas is beside him in an instant, clutching his hand and staring at the cut like that’s going to fix it.  It’s just a small cut, Dean thinks, and he starts to say, “Cas—”
But then Cas is dragging him over to the nearest water fountain, forcing his hand under the water until the dirt is gone and the water’s running clear.
Dean’s been pretty compliant, letting Cas manhandle him, but something still doesn’t make sense.  “Cas,” Dean says, “It’s just a cut.”
Cas’s grip on Dean’s wrist tightens, his jaw set.  “Dean,” he says, clearly frustrated, “can you not understand why it might bother me that this is all I can do for you?  That this is all I’m capable of doing?”
Shit, Dean thinks.  I just can’t keep my damn mouth shut, can I?  And he feels more than a little stupid, because this?  He should’ve guessed that this would bother Cas.  He’s attributed so much of Cas’s moodiness in the bunker to his guilt over Metatron (he knows Cas feels a lot of guilt about that, he does), but there’s more to Cas’s sullen withdrawal in the bunker than Metatron, he realizes.  Christ, I’m so stupid.  Why didn’t I see it?
Cas misses being an angel.
And yeah, Dean knew he missed it.  It was in an abstract, yeah, I guess that’s probably happening sort of way, though.  He never thought about what Cas might miss, or why he might miss it.  Maybe it won’t hurt to acknowledge what Cas has lost.  Maybe it’ll help.
Dean covers Cas’s hand with his own, meeting his friend’s eyes as he says, “I’m sorry, Cas.”  Then he exhales, a little shaky as he adds, “I’m so fucking sorry.”
Cas doesn’t say anything at first.  He just stands there, staring at their hands.  And then he starts talking.
“I miss it, Dean.  I miss being an angel.  I miss the things I could do for you.  For Sam.  I miss being able to fly.”  He grits his teeth, closing his eyes before he continues.  “I shouldn’t be allowed to miss it.  It’s my fault I’m…like this.  It’s my fault that all of the angels are like this.”
What can he say to that?  The truth, probably.  The words want to stick in his throat but Dean forces them out, because he’s needed to say this to Cas for a while.  “Cas, you were trying to do the right thing.  Then, and—” Dean pauses, not sure if he should go further, but then he barrels ahead.  “—and with the tablet, too.  I know you were, OK?  I know.”
Cas stiffens, and Dean can feel the faint trembling in his hands where their skin touches.  He thinks about reaching out to touch Cas on the shoulder, clap a hand around his neck, but he stays still and waits for Cas to talk.
“Dean, I’m sorry.  For everything.  God, I’m so sorry.  If I could, I’d—”
He doesn’t need to finish.  They can both guess at what he’d do differently.  Dean just squeezes his hand.  When he does, Cas’s shoulders slump as a little of the tension leaves his frame.  They stand over the water fountain for at least another five minutes before Dean says, “C’mon, I told Sam we’d have dinner at the motel with him.”
As they walk back to their house at Home Oaks to get the car, Dean realizes that the light feeling in his chest might be hope.  That was him and Cas actually talking, talking like Dean’s been wanting for months, or maybe even years at this point.  If it took him and Cas getting fake-gay-married to get to that point, Dean can’t regret it.  Hell, he thinks as he climbs into the Impala, starting her engine, I’d get fake-gay-married to him another thousand times just for that.
* * *
Dinner is Little Caesars in Sam’s motel room, and Dean can’t help but make a face when he bites into his Hot-N-Ready.  “Ugh,” he says, in what he thinks is a pretty apt summary of the pizza’s quality.
Sam gives him some quality bitchface, probably because he (Sam) was the one who decided that Little Caesars was the way to go.  “Wow, Dean.  Nice to know you’ve become so discerning.”
“Hey,” Dean replies, a little defensive as he puts his pizza slice back on the plate, sliding it to the corner of the table.  “We’ve been eating good, OK?  It’s hard to go back to crap.”  Cas, who’s sitting beside him, mumbles agreement as he bites into his own slice of pizza.  Dean elbows him in the ribs as he adds, “Besides, Cas is spoiling me.  He’s a pretty good cook.”
Cas’s cheeks turn a faint shade of pink as he swallows and says gruffly, “Thank you, Dean.”
Sam doesn’t say a word, but his eyebrows practically shoot into his hair.
And it’s probably safe to assume that Sam notices something’s changed between them, because Sam’s not exactly subtle the rest of the evening.  He keeps looking back and forth at them, hiding small smiles when he thinks they’re not looking.  When Sam finally realizes that Dean’s noticed, he shoots him an apologetic grin.  Dean just rolls his eyes and mouths, Whatever, Samantha.
It’s 9:00 pm and they’re about ready to head out when Dean’s burner phone rings.  He flips it open and says, “Dean,” wondering if it’s Susie again.
“Oh, Dean!  I’m so glad I caught you.”
Dean grimaces, moving the mouthpiece of the phone down to say, “Jennifer Alder” for Sam and Cas’s benefit.
“Listen, I was thinking…you and Cas,” she starts, and for one terrified moment Dean thinks she’s actually going to ask for that threesome, but then she says, “you’re gay, so you’re, like, practically women, right?”
He hears her falsetto laugh over the phone and he’s on the verge of doing something really stupid like saying “Lady, you can stick it where the sun don’t shine” and busting the whole gig, when she adds, “So I was thinking, you two should come to our book club.  We’re the Home Oaks Gals.  This Friday, my place, at seven.”
Cool it, Dean.  Cool it.  This is good.  This is good for the case.  The Alders’ home is one of two they haven’t seen, so Dean really can’t afford to tell Jennifer Alder exactly what he thinks of her.  Instead, he forces something he hopes approximates cheer into his voice as he says, “That sounds swell, Jennifer.  But, uh, Cas and I won’t have read the book.”
Jennifer laughs like he’s said something particularly funny.  “Oh, that won’t be a problem.”  What?  “But it’s Gone with the Wind, if you wanted to give it a try,” she adds.  “So, can I expect to see you there?”
“With bells on,” Dean agrees, hoping his enthusiasm doesn’t sound too forced.
“Great.  See you then!”  There’s a click and the line goes dead.
Sam and Cas are looking at him expectantly when he turns around and puts the phone in his pocket.  “Jennifer,” he explains.  “We’re, uh, invited to the ladies’ book club on Friday.”
Sam, of course, thinks it’s hilarious.  Cas, usually so ambivalent when it comes to human customs, takes Dean’s side to everyone’s surprise.  He scowls and says, “I’m not a woman,” followed by, “and Dean is definitely not a woman,” which gives Dean a warm, fuzzy feeling in the pit of his stomach for reasons he can’t quite explain.
He thinks about Cas’s response some more as they pile into the Impala and head back to Home Oaks.  Since falling, Cas has been a lot more connected with his vessel, probably because it isn’t actually a vessel anymore.  It’s just him.  Dean wonders idly whether Cas objected to Jennifer’s categorization of him as a human or her characterization of him as a human woman.  Sam would never let him hear the end of it if he told him, but Dean thinks it’s actually a pretty interesting philosophical question.
They head to bed pretty early that night, and Dean’s almost asleep when he hears it.  At first, he can hardly dare to hope it’s what he thinks it is.  But then he hears it again: the slow skitter of something that sounds like claws is coming from the ceiling.  The amphisbaena.  Or a rat, a part of him argues, but it doesn’t sound like any rat Dean’s ever heard, and given the kind of motels they tend to frequent he’s heard quite a few.
Dean rolls over to his other side, where Cas is facing him, eyes closed.  Dean slides closer, pressing a finger over his friend’s lips to keep them closed when his eyes flutter open.  Cas looks down at Dean’s thumb where it’s pinned to his mouth, and something like panic flashes through his eyes.  Dean moves in, close enough that his body is pressed up against Cas’s.  It’s a little tight, but he can’t risk the thing overhearing this.  He leans in, his lips right above Cas’s ear as he whispers, “Listen.”
If he didn’t know better, he’d swear he feels Cas shiver when he says it.  But then Cas freezes, and Dean can tell he hears it, too: the slow scrape of the creature’s claws.  When Dean looks at Cas next there’s no panic or confusion on his face, just wary acceptance and a slight glint that Dean’s come to identify as the thrill of the hunt.
Dean smiles, then, and Cas returns it.  This is a good sign: it means that they’re next on the list.  They’re the creature’s next target, not the McNeals or the other innocent couples at Home Oaks.
Cas goes back to sleep soon after that, but Dean stays up.  The noises stop about thirty minutes after he hears them, growing steadily fainter until Dean assumes the thing’s left.  He stays awake another hour after that, just to make sure.  Eventually he falls asleep.  If he sleeps a little closer to Cas than their friendship might warrant, no one’s there to judge him.
* * *
They meet Sam for breakfast and tell him the news over a bag of McDonald’s finest hotcakes and sausage.
“Just stay in the house today,” Sam advises.  He looks tired, and Dean thinks, Today is one of the bad days.  “Try to act vulnerable.  You have all the stuff you need to kill it, right?”
Dean shrugs.  “Just behead it, right?  We’ve got the machetes in a bag under the bed.”
Sam nods.  “Yeah, so just stick close to home, I guess.  Hope it comes for you.  If it doesn’t, maybe you can figure out who it is at your, ah, book club.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Dean says.  “Cas?”
Cas looks a little surprised that he’s being asked, and Dean wonders if he’s really been that bad about asking for his opinion lately.  It’s possible, he realizes with a sinking feeling in his stomach.  Definitely possible.  Cas recovers quickly, though, nodding his agreement.
“Great,” Dean says.  “So let’s…go home, I guess.”
They stop by a local Barnes & Noble and pick up two copies of Gone with the Wind on the way home (“Might as well try,” Dean says as Cas eyes the cover critically).
They take a crack at the books when they get back.  Dean makes it about fifteen minutes before he gives up and tosses the thing on the table.  “Not my kind of book,” he explains when Cas shoots him a frown.  Cas sticks with the thing a lot longer, reading for another hour before he joins Dean on the couch where he’s watching Star Trek.
Dean turns it off when Cas comes to join him, turning to his friend to ask, “How was it?”
“Interesting.  I’m not sure about the historical accuracy, but it’s a fascinating portrait of life in the South.”
Leaning back against the couch arm, Dean crosses his arms over his chest.  “So why aren’t you still reading?”
Cas shrugs.  “I’d rather spend the time with you,” he says.  Like it’s perfectly normal to say that kind of shit to another guy.
Dean doesn’t bother correcting him.
“Besides,” Cas continues, “there are other books I prefer.  I enjoyed Vonnegut more.”
“Wait, what?” Dean asks.  That’s new.  He repositions himself, drawing up his knees to get a better view of Cas on the other side of their sofa.  “Since when do you read Vonnegut?”
“Since you left the books in my room.”
Oh, Dean thinks, a little stunned.  He put the books (Slaughterhouse-Five and Cat’s Cradle) in Cas’s room when Cas came to the bunker, hoping they might help him.  They’re pure, unadulterated escapism, after all.  He’s seen Cas reading since he got back, but it’s always weird stuff he gets from the bunker library, by guys like Proust and Dostoyevsky.  He’s never seen Cas reading those two, the only two books that Dean picked.
“You never told me you read them,” he says, still processing.
Cas turns away from him, looking out the window.  “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to know.”
And isn’t that a bitch? Dean thinks, because this is how they got here.  Both of them too stubborn to move, or give, or whatever they’re supposed to do to fix it.  Well, it stops now.  Dean’s tired of it.  He clears his throat, looking down as he admits, “I did.  I do.”
Cas still doesn’t look at him, not at first, but after a minute he settles into the couch and says, “I think I preferred Cat’s Cradle to Slaughterhouse-Five.”
That launches a two-hour discussion of which Vonnegut novel was better and why; Dean thinks Slaughterhouse-Five has the edge, but by the end of it he still hasn’t managed to sway Cas.  They eat a quick lunch after that, and once they’re done Cas suggests they go out front and garden in the hopes that the neighbors will come talk to them.  It’s a good plan, so Dean agrees.
They’re weeding the petunia beds when Penny Diggs stops by to say hello, bringing a lemonade for each of them.  She’s got copper skin and black hair; Dean’s betting Native American.  She’s the youngest person in the neighborhood at 25, and also probably the nicest.  She’s shy and soft-spoken, and she laughs at all of Dean’s really stupid jokes.
Dean and Cas stay out in the garden after she leaves, finishing up the work.  At one point Dean looks over at Cas, planning to ask him if he wants another break.  The guy is sweating (Boise’s still in the midst of a heat wave) and there’s dirt all over him: his jeans, his white t-shirt, his hands, hell, there’s even a smudge on his cheek.  He’s holding up one of the weeds and frowning at the thing like it’s done something particularly offensive, and Dean just…stops.
Cas is here.
Cas is here with him.
Cas is here with him, doing stupid human crap.  Cas is weeding flower beds with him.
And Dean is just so fucking glad he is.  He goes back to weeding, hoping Cas doesn’t notice the dopey grin on his face.
He does, of course.  “What is it, Dean?”
Dean contemplates lying.  But look where that got us, he thinks.  So he shrugs and says, “Nothing, man.  I’m just really glad you’re here.  That’s all.”
Cas gives him a smile, a real one, and turns back to the flowers.
* * *
They shower when they go inside, taking turns.  There’s a moment of awkwardness when Dean gets out first, Cas’s eyes sliding down his body before he brushes past him, but when Dean looks back he’s sure he imagined it.
Dinner is leftovers.  The food was good when it was fresh, though, and it’s still pretty good heated up, so Dean’s not complaining.  They watch a couple more hours of Star Trek before Dean calls it a night.  Cas heads up soon after.
Dean feels the bed shift as Cas crawls in next to him.  He has something he wants to say, something that’s been on his mind since the flower beds.
“Cas?”  Dean is on his back staring at the ceiling when he asks.  He’s got a feeling that doing this face-to-face would leave him feeling a little too vulnerable.  Too exposed.
Cas rolls over to face him.  “Yes?”
Dean swallows.  “Today—today was good, right?  I mean, you had fun, didn’t you?”
He can envision the mildly confused frown he’s sure Cas is wearing right about now.  Dean’s expecting some gruff response like “I don’t see how that’s relevant,” or “I suppose,” but Cas surprises him.  His voice seems softer than usual as he says, “I did, Dean.”
“It felt like before,” Dean admits.  He’s not sure which before he’s talking about at this point.  Before Naomi or Metatron, before his madness, or before the souls.  Cas will know what he means, though.  Cas will get it, he thinks.
“Yes,” Cas agrees.  There’s something sad, almost wistful in his voice.
It’s what gives Dean the courage to keep talking.  He gets it.  “Is that—” Dean starts, and then stops as he loses his nerve.  “Is that—do you think we can—fuck.  Do you think we can get back there?  Where we were?”
He’s not sure why it’s so hard to say the words.  They’re just words, after all, but Dean feels stripped down, like he’s laid a part of himself bare he wasn’t sure existed anymore.  He’s left sweating under the sheets, heart racing, and he isn’t even totally sure why.
Dean catches a shadow at the corner of his eye, like Cas’s hand was reaching out for his face.  It lands on his shoulder instead.  Cas doesn’t give him a squeeze, nothing like Dean might do for Sam.  He just rests his hand there and says, “I do.  And I want to.”  Dean hears Cas exhale, a little shudder at the end, and it’s comforting to know that maybe this is hard for Cas, too.  “Very much,” he adds.
Something releases in Dean.  He relaxes, the tension leaving his body.  Still not willing to look at Cas, he closes his eyes and says, “Good.  Good.”
He falls asleep with Cas’s hand on his shoulder.
* * *
“Dude.  We?  Look awesome.”
They’re getting ready for the ladies’ book club, and they’ve both just finished dressing in the best that Charlie could muster.  Dean told her explicitly, No pastels, no weird patterns, so they don’t even look too gay, as far as Dean’s concerned.
They just look good.
They’re both wearing khakis and white dress shirts, but Dean’s got a gray blazer thrown over his and Cas has a blue argyle sweater over his.  It brings out his eyes, Charlie said, and Dean kind of has to agree.
“We do, don’t we?”  Cas grins, slipping his wallet into his pants pocket.  It’s still weird to see him doing little human things like that, but he’s getting better at it all the time.  As if he can sense Dean’s thoughts, he adds, “I didn’t think about things like that before.  But I do now.  It’s interesting.”
“Huh,” he says, because that’s really all he can say to that.  Then he asks, “Do you have your book?”  Dean’s got his own copy in hand, and at the prompting Cas grabs his off their night stand.  “Great.  Let’s get this show on the road.”
The Alders’ house is probably the most impressive mansion in Home Oaks.  It’s two stories with a tented roof on top, wood paneling that probably came from an old growth forest, and a garden so immaculate that Dean knows Jennifer isn’t responsible.
The woman in question is at the door, greeting Penny Diggs as they walk up behind her.  “Oh!  You came,” she says, giving them a tight little smile.  “Come in, please.”
Dean doesn’t like the predatory look she’s giving Cas—who does look damn good in the argyle, Dean’s secure enough to admit that—so he grabs Cas’s hand before dragging him inside.  “C’mon, honey,” he mutters.  “Let’s mingle.”
The interior of the house is decorated in what Dean assumes is an homage to the book, though it’s not like he knows enough about the antebellum (or post-bellum) South to be a good judge of its accuracy.  Susie McNeal and Fran Kearney are by a table loaded with wine, but Susie smiles when she sees them and gestures for them to come over.  “Dean!  Cas!  You have to try this wine.”
As Dean and Cas walk over, Dean notices a pile of books on the table.  None of the bookmarks makes it past the halfway point, and Dean begins to suspect this isn’t about the books so much as the company.  No wonder Jennifer wasn’t worried about the book, he muses, tossing his copy in the pile.  Cas follows suit.
Susie has a glass poured for him.  “Dean, try this.  I’m serious.  Jennifer really splurged.”
Dean shoots the glass, which is filled with a dark red liquid, a doubtful look.  He’s never really been a wine person.  Beer or hard liquor are more his speed, though since Purgatory he’s cut back.  A lot.  Probably be rude not to try it.  Or weird.  So Dean accepts it with a smile and a quick “Thanks” before taking a tentative sip.
In that instant, Dean realizes he’s never given wine its due.  It’s sweet but not too sweet, rich and deep without verging on bitter.  It tastes incredible.  “Holy shit,” he says, and Susie starts laughing.
“I know.  I know!”  She grabs the bottle and tilts it so he can see the price tag on the bottom.
“Holy shit,” Dean repeats, because it’s $80-a-bottle wine.  And really, when in his life is he going to have another chance to drink $80-a-bottle wine?
Dean decides he really can’t be blamed for having a second glass.  Or a third.  It’s when he’s on the fourth that he realizes he might have taken things a little too far, and he’s probably legitimately trashed.  It’s been a while since he’s had wine, and Dean thinks he forgot how strong it was.
A fuzzy part of him thinks this isn’t totally his fault.  Susie and Fran have been encouraging him.  Susie keeps saying things like “God, you’re an adorable drunk,” and Fran (on her second glass—a kindred spirit, Dean thinks, cause that’s probably a lot for the little lady) has been giggling for the past fifteen minutes, patting Dean’s arm every so often.
Once he realizes he’s had a little too much, Dean thinks: I should find Cas.  Then he proceeds to announce, “Should find Cas,” and stumble away from the two women.
Cas is sitting on the sofa and talking to Penny.  Dean plops down beside him.  Cas twitches a little and sets a tentative hand on his knee, but doesn’t otherwise acknowledge his presence.
He doesn’t really process what they’re talking about.  Something about bees, he thinks.  Dean gathers that Penny might want to start a beehive in her backyard, and really, there’s no one better to ask about that than Cas.  Cas, for his part, is clearly into the discussion.  His eyes are practically sparkling, free hand moving to illustrate his points with gestures, and he’s obviously entertaining Penny.  She laughs at something he says, covering her mouth as she snorts.
Dean’s staring.  He thought he was, but it’s confirmed when Cas turns to him and asks, “Dean?  Is something wrong?”
He kisses him.
It’s pretty chaste as far as Dean-kisses go, but it’s still on the lips.  When he pulls back Cas is staring at him, shell-shocked, eyes wide and mouth open.
“Nothing,” Dean says.  “That’s all.”
And then he runs to hide in the bathroom.  It’s easier said than done (because Jennifer’s house is huge), but he eventually finds it.
Fuck, he thinks, hands shaking as he locks the door and sits on the toilet lid, holding his head in his hands and staring at the pale pink linoleum on the floor.  Shit.  His thoughts feel loose, circling his head like water around a drain.  Why’d I do that?  Stupid question, he decides.  He knows why he did it.  Cas.  Fuck, Cas.  Cas, with his ridiculously blue eyes and perpetual bedhead.  Cas, who’s died way, way too many times for the Winchesters.  Cas, who makes things like burgers because Dean likes them.  Cas, who’s fallen and is still one of the scariest motherfuckers Dean’s ever met.  Cas, who pulled him out of hell.
“Fuck,” Dean says aloud, voice hoarse.  Fuck is really all there is to say.  He’s in love with Cas.
There’s a tentative knock on the door, followed by a quiet “Dean?”
Cas, his drunk brain helpfully supplies.  Dean gets up, stumbling to the door and unlocking it, turning the handle.  Cas must recognize the sound because he pushes as Dean pulls, sliding in and shutting it behind him, locking it again.  “Dean?” he asks.  “What’s wrong?”  He puts his hands on either side of Dean’s face, squinting at him, and Dean has time to think this is kinda nice before Cas’s hands drop and he looks away.  “You’re drunk,” he says quietly, something like disappointment in his voice.
Disappointment? Dean thinks, and then the pieces fall into place.  The way Cas was touching his face on the couch.  The way Cas looks at him.  The way Cas has handled everything these roles have forced on them.  Fuck, he wants me.
“Yeah,” he agrees, and pushes Cas up against the wall to kiss him again.  If he was sober he’d definitely do it better.  He’d ask, or give Cas enough time to say no.  But he’s not, so he doesn’t.  And it’s not like Cas seems to mind, given the way his hips push into Dean’s.
It’s weird, kissing another guy, and Cas is definitely a guy.  If his body wasn’t enough of a clue, there’s also the stubble sliding across Dean’s face.  The sounds he makes are in a lower octave than Dean’s used to, but he doesn’t really care.  Cas feels fucking fantastic, and Dean’s not sure why they didn’t do this earlier.  He’s guessing there were reasons, but he’s also drunk enough not to care, running his tongue along Cas’s bottom lip until the guy opens up.
Great, he thinks.  This is really great, and then, more.  More would be better.  His hands fall to Cas’s belt buckle, but as he’s sliding the tongue out Cas grabs his hands and goes still beneath him.
“What?” Dean asks.
Cas swallows, loud enough that Dean can hear it.  He closes his eyes and says, “Dean, you’re drunk.”
“So?”
Cas pushes him off, putting the belt’s tongue back into place.  “You don’t want this.”
“I do,” Dean insists.  “Fuck, Cas.  I do.”
“You won’t,” Cas says, raising a hand to his forehead.  It’s only then that Dean notices his hands are shaking a little, and he realizes that Cas is serious.  Cas is actually worried he’s going to change his mind, and that sobers him up more than anything.
“Cas, it’s still me.  I’m telling you.  I do.”
“Tell me when you’re sober,” Cas mutters, fumbling with the handle before realizing it’s still locked.
Angry.  He’s angry.  Why?  Dean grabs his wrist to stop him and asks, “Cas, why’re you being like this?”
Dean isn’t really expecting an honest answer, but Cas gives him one anyway.  “Because I have wanted this for far too long to allow you to taunt me with something I can’t have.”  With that incredible confession, Cas finally looks at him and says, “We have to get through the rest of the night.  We’re going to go out there and pretend like nothing has changed.  I trust you can do that.”
And then he leaves.
Dean sits in the bathroom for a good five minutes more, trying to process what just happened.  He thought Cas wanted him, but that sounded different.  A lot more like heartbreak.  A lot more like love.  That’s good, right?  If we both…that’s good, isn’t it?  But Cas doesn’t believe me.  That thought doesn’t sit right, which is probably why Dean leaves the bathroom feeling a little sick.
He gets lost on the way back to the living room and ends up in the kitchen.  Dean can hear the gentle swell of voices, though, so he knows he’s got to be close.  He’s getting ready to head towards the sound when he sees it.
Crawling along the edge of the window, around it, and up into the rafter is a line of ants.  Not just any ants, though.  Big, fat ants.  The kind you’d expect to see somewhere exotic.  Not a mansion in an Idaho suburb.  Mother of Ants, he thinks, then opens the refrigerator door on a hunch.
There’s nothing, not even a beer.  It’s totally empty.
The Alders are the amphisbaena, and Dean’s three sheets to the wind.
Cas, he thinks.  Need to get Cas.  They can leave and regroup, but they can’t do this here.  Not with Dean like this, not with thoughts swarming in his head like angry bees.
He finds Cas on the sofa, looking a little flustered (a leftover from the bathroom incident, Dean assumes) and talking to Penny and Susie.  He feels a moment’s concern that Fran and Jennifer are missing, but the amphisbaena has been pretty diligent about covering its tracks so far, and trying anything in this house with all the women present would definitely ruin that.  There’s safety in numbers for them.
Dean grabs Cas by the shoulder and hauls him up, hissing, “We have to go,” in his ear.  Cas is immediately on red alert, body stiffening as he nods.
“You’re leaving?  So soon?” Susie asks, disappointed.
“What can I say,” Dean says, trying for a charming grin.  “I’m a horny drunk.  Some things can’t wait.”  The belly laugh that Susie gives is followed by a surprisingly deep chuckle from Penny, and Dean figures they’ve done a good enough job covering their tracks.
They wind up holding hands as they leave, walking shoulder to shoulder.  Once they’re off the Alders’ property, Dean leans in and says, “It’s the Alders.  I saw ants in the kitchen.  Weird ones.  And there’s nothing in the fridge.”
Cas sucks in a breath.  “That sounds right.”  He’s quiet, and Dean can tell he’s going through the same thought process he did when he concludes, “The women in the house are probably safe.”
“Yeah, thought so too,” Dean says, proud of himself for sounding remarkably sober in the moment.  That illusion’s ruined when he almost trips over a crack in the sidewalk the next minute and Cas has to catch him.
“We’ll go back tomorrow and kill it.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Because he’s drunk (and only because he’s drunk), Dean lets Cas manhandle him up the stairs and into their bed.  He even lets Cas undress him, hoping it might lead to other things, but Cas is unfortunately clinical.  He takes off Dean’s shoes but lets him do the rest, tossing a t-shirt in his direction and heading into the bathroom to change.
Dean’s already nodding off when Cas climbs into the bed.  He must look dead to the world for Cas to do what he does next.  The guy curls up beside him and presses his face against Dean’s back.  Dean almost misses it as he whispers, “I hope you meant it.”
The words make something clench in Dean’s chest, but the pull of the alcohol is too much.  He falls asleep a few minutes later.
* * *
“Dean!” Cas shouts.
Not good, Dean thinks.  A second later, something rips him from his bed and sends him flying into one of their bedroom walls.  He hits it hard, but luckily his head doesn’t make contact.  His whole back aches, though, which is never a good sign.
Dean blinks, assessing the scene: there’s a creature that Dean can only assume is the amphisbaena, and Holy hell, it’s a lot bigger than I expected.  The thing looks kind of like a scaly chicken with smaller wings and a long tail, and it’s got two dog-like heads.  The first is in the place a normal head would be, but the second is at the end of the tail.  Both have razor-sharp teeth.
He’s still a little drunk, or maybe just veering into hangover territory, but that does nothing to mute his reaction when he sees the thing has Cas by the throat.  It’s clutching his neck with one of the spindly arms that sticks out from under its wings, and Dean doesn’t even fight the growl that forms at the back of his throat.  “Get the hell off him,” he says, and then the tail-head swivels towards him, eyes glinting.
Bad idea.  Dean dives under the bed as it lunges towards him, jaws snapping.  He must be less drunk than he thought because the maneuver works.  He winds up underneath the frame and the creature misses him.  His hands fumble with the duffel as he unzips it and pulls out a machete, grabbing the spare in his free hand for Cas.
Dean rolls to the left just in time to avoid an unhappy end at the jaws of the amphisbaena as it sticks its tail-head under the bed frame.  Tightening his grip on the machete he slashes out, continuing to wave the sword back and forth in front of him as he crawls out from the bed.  One of his wild swings lands a hit on the creature’s tiny arm, causing it to drop Cas.
Cas falls to the ground, wheezing and clutching his throat.  Dean shoves him to the side just in time to avoid the main-head’s teeth.  “C’mon,” he says, dragging Cas out the door.
Their one real advantage is the thing’s size.  Sam told them it could change it at will, but it’s evidently decided that bigger is better.  In the small confines of the house, that gives them a tiny edge.  Dean presses the spare machete into Cas’s hands as they hit the hallway, stumbling down the corridor.
The amphisbaena roars and comes after them, its clawed feet ripping up the floorboards as it crams itself into the small space.  The tail-head is first, which means the thing ends up walking backwards.  As it’s rounding the corner, the amphisbaena bumps into a table in the hallway and loses its balance, the tail-head hitting the floor hard.
Dean sees his window and takes it.  He jumps forward and swings down, severing the tail-head in one clean blow.  The main-head isn’t pleased, roaring as it rights itself and turns, finally facing the two of them.  It gives another bellow and jumps, shooting forward at a speed Dean didn’t think possible.
He swerves to the side in time to avoid the worst of it, but Cas gets trapped against another of those decorative tables, and he isn’t so lucky.  The amphisbaena falls on him, and Dean goes cold when he hears Cas scream with pain as the thing tries to move, talons digging into his flesh.  He dodges the thing’s tail (now headless, but still thrashing back and forth and likely to trip him if he’s not careful), jumping onto its back and bringing the machete down on its neck, praying Cas can survive the extra weight he’s just put on his body.
His first stroke isn’t strong enough to sever the head, and it takes two more to detach the thing.  Dean rolls off the creature as its body shudders and slumps, twitching weakly a few more times before going still.  Dean doesn’t wait for the movement to stop.  He’s already beside it, pulling Cas out from under the creature.
Cas is a wreck.  There’s blood all over his face, and Dean can’t tell whether it’s from one of those head cuts that bleed a lot or if it’s something more serious.  It almost doesn’t matter, because the talon holes in Cas’s chest are serious enough, not something that he and Sam can patch up with a first aid kit.  His fingers find a pulse, though, and he can hear Cas’s thready breathing, so there’s still hope.
He grabs his burner phone and dials 9-1-1.  The police can find a way to explain the thing in their hallway; at least this way, they won’t take the blame for it.
* * *
Because he’s Cas’s partner they let him ride in the ambulance, even though Idaho doesn’t recognize same-sex marriages.  The EMTs are really nice about it, and no one makes a crack when Dean holds Cas’s hand.  He knows he should feel more grateful, but he’s too worried about Cas to really say anything besides a gruff “Thanks.”  They seem to get that, keeping quiet and letting him babble to Cas.
That’s what he’s doing.  Babbling.  Telling Cas ridiculous things, making absurd promises, like “I’ll never make you do the dishes in the bunker again, I know you hate that shit,” and “You don’t need your own room, you can share mine,” and “Buddy, if you pull through this, I’ll kiss you every damn day for the rest of your life.”
He doubts Cas hears any of it, but it makes him feel a little better to say it.  He has a feeling a lot of it’s long overdue.
As soon as they get to the hospital there’s a gurney waiting.  The EMTs load Cas onto it, already prepping for surgery.  “Is he going to be OK?” Dean asks one of the techs, grabbing the guy by the shoulder.  “Is he?”
Dean thinks he knows the answer, but he can always hope he’s wrong.
The guy flashes him a sympathetic look.  “I don’t know.”
One of the EMTs hangs back by the truck, and she catches Dean’s arm as he starts to follow Cas in.  Dean is on the verge of brushing her off and striding after Cas when the EMT, a woman in her early twenties, points out, “Hey, hold up.  He’s going in.  You’re going to be waiting either way.”  His shoulders sag, but he stays to hear her out.  “You’re not family, so you can’t technically go in to see him.  But talk to Doris at the front desk.  Her son’s gay.  She’ll let you in if you explain.”
Sometimes, Dean is just struck by how nice people can be.  Maybe it’s because the side of humanity they deal with ain’t too pretty most days, but he tends to forget that there are people like this.  He feels pressure building at the back of his eyes as he nods and says, “Thanks,” going into the hospital.
It’s only then that he remembers to call Sam.  Dean fumbles with the phone, flipping open the top to punch in his number, the reality of what’s happened starting to sink in as he hears the dial tone.
“Dean?”  And then, because it’s like two in the morning, “What happened?”
“It jumped us.  We killed it, but we’re at the hospital.  I’m fine,” he says, forestalling the obvious question.  He swallows as he adds, “Cas isn’t.  It’s bad, Sam.  Really bad.”
“Shit.  OK, Dean, I’m coming.  Where are you?”
Dean gives him the address and directions.  “Bring clothes, too,” he adds, remembering that he’s still in his boxers and a t-shirt.  He stayed with Cas until the EMTs came, and there was no way they were getting him to leave after that.
Sam shows up about fifteen minutes later, jeans and a clean t-shirt in hand.  Dean didn’t ask for them, but there’s also a clean pair of boxers.  The ones he’s currently wearing are covered in blood.  Cas’s.
He changes in the bathroom and walks out, stopping by the desk.  “Hey, is there a Doris here?” he asks, remembering what the EMT said.
“That’s me,” the woman said, her round face dimpling as she smiles up at him.  “What can I do for you?”
“My, uh, partner just got brought in.  Cas Smith.  One of the EMTs said you might be able to help.”
For a minute her face goes blank and Dean thinks she’s going to refuse, but it seems she’s just thinking.  Once understanding hits she nods.  “I can do that,” he says softly.  “It was Ann, right?  Small girl, brunette?”  Dean nods.  “She probably told you, then.  My son’s gay.”  Doris gives him a wan smile.  “I’ll let you know when he’s out of the OR.  We’ll make sure you get in.”
“Thank you,” he murmurs, then takes a seat next to Sam.
“So what happened?” Sam asks, keeping his voice to a whisper.
“We went to the book club.  I started drinking.  Didn’t end well.”  When Sam gives him A Look, Dean frowns and feels the need to defend himself.  “Dude.  It was $80-a-bottle wine.  It just sort of happened.”  Sam rolls his eyes but motions for Dean to continue.  “I went to the kitchen,” he says, neatly glossing over the kiss(es) and subsequent argument, “and saw these ants.  They weren’t native.  Then I checked the fridge.  Empty.  Nothing, not even soda.  We left early.”
“You left early?  How’d you manage that?”
Dean feels his cheeks heat up.  “I told ‘em I was a horny drunk and dragged Cas’s ass out of there.”
Sam starts laughing.  After a second, Dean joins him.  Probably because there’s really nothing worth laughing about with Cas in critical condition, but sometimes it helps.  “And you totally are,” Sam adds when he (finally) manages to rein in the chuckles.
“Whatever,” Dean says.  “Anyway, we left and went back to sleep.  I woke up to that thing throwing me across the room.  Now we’re…here.”
A sudden, horrible thought occurs to Dean.
“We argued.  Cas and me, at the party.  I don’t know what we said, but do you think it heard?”  He swallows the lump in his throat.  “Do you think it knew?”  Fuck, am I the reason Cas is in here?  God, all he had to do was keep his stupid mouth shut, maybe stop at the first glass of wine.  It’s my fault, isn’t it?
“Dean.  Stop.  You knew it was stalking you, right?  You heard it.”
“Yeah, but what if—”
“Was anyone around when you argued?”  Sam has a hand on his shoulder now.  He’s using the patient tone he saves for difficult witnesses, and normally Dean might bitch about it.  Right now, he can’t help but be a little bit grateful.  “Did anyone hear you?”
“I don’t think so.  But those things, they can change sizes, can’t they?  What if it was in the vents or something?”
“They’re either both human or both the…thing, Dean.  If Jennifer Alder was hosting, it couldn’t have been in its true form.  It’s not your fault, OK?”  He moves his hand down to Dean’s, giving it a comforting squeeze.  “It probably just figured you’d be tired after the party and it would be a good time to try something.”
“Yeah,” Dean mutters.  It’s then that it all starts sinking in, and he looks down as he asks, “What if he’s not OK, Sam?”
Sam hesitates before he says, “He will, Dean.  He’ll be OK.”
* * *
Cas isn’t going to be OK.
Every doctor who’s spoken with Dean has said the same thing.  He lost too much blood.  The amphisbaena tore him up too badly.  Dean figured as much.  The thing did a number on Cas.  It left him looking like he went through the wrong end of a meat grinder and god, does that thought make Dean’s stomach twist.
He’s spent every minute he’s been allowed in Cas’s room since he was admitted (which isn’t a lot, the doctors have been working on him almost non-stop) by his bed, holding his hand.  The first time they allowed Sam in with him, his brother’s eyes widened as he saw it.  Sam didn’t say anything, just looked at him, his face a silent question.  Dean looked back and thought, Sam, don’t make me say it.  It’s too much.  Not now.  Just use your goddamn giant brain and figure it out.  Please.
Sam did.  If he’s been walking on eggshells around Dean ever since, Dean chalks it up to the fact that he barks at everyone who comes within three feet of Cas, and not some weird aversion to Dean’s newly-discovered sexual fluidity on Sam’s part.  He gives Sam more credit than that.
The doctors say it’ll be his lungs that do it in the end.  They’ve patched up what they can, but at this point it’s a transplant or nothing and a transplant’s unlikely to come soon enough.  Not that they would know what to do if it happened.  Cas’s care would probably require regular doctor’s visits and money and insurance, all things they don’t have.
It’s one of those rare moments when they allow Dean in his room.  They’re only going to get rarer, Dean figures, now that it’s getting down to the wire.  He plans to make the most of them, so he sits down beside Cas’s bed and threads his fingers through the guy’s hand.
That’s when it happens.
A miracle, to be precise.
The scratches on Cas’s face vanish.  Color returns to his cheeks.  He takes his first full breath in days, and when Dean rips one of the bandages off his chest he sees clean skin.
It’s divine intervention.  Not god, Dean thinks, but other than the head honcho there’s only one asshole left in heaven to pull that kind of stunt.  Metatron, Dean thinks, and later he’ll worry about what this means for them and the fallen angels.  For now he’s just grateful.  He even shoots up a small prayer.  If it goes something like, Thanks, you sick son of a bitch.  I’m sure you’ve got your reasons, so don’t expect much.  Guess I’ll kill you quick instead of bloody like I want, well, who can blame him?
Dean leans forward and pulls the tube out of Cas’s mouth.  He’s rewarded with some dry coughing and the flutter of Cas’s eyelids.  “Cas?  You there, man?”
“Dean?”  Cas sounds confused.  “I’m in a hospital.  What happened?”
Fuck, Dean’s got tears in his eyes.  “Close call,” he says, because Metatron can wait.  “That’s all.  But we got it, Cas.  It’s dead.  Not surprised you don’t remember.  They put you on the good drugs.”  And then, because he can’t seem to help himself, Dean starts babbling.  “They called it an ‘escaped zoo animal’ in the papers, man.  I mean, really?  But they’re blaming it for all the Home Oaks deaths so that’s good, I guess.  Everyone’s OK.  I mean, the Alders are probably dead, but we thought that, and—”
“Dean,” Cas interrupts, putting a hand on his arm.  “Did you kiss me?” he asks.
He swallows.  “Yeah.”
Cas nods, processing.  He looks down when he asks, “Did you mean it?”
Of course.  The guy escapes a life or death situation, and that’s what he wants to know.  Cas probably deserves to hear it, though, so Dean says, “Yeah.  I can do it again.  If you want.”
“Maybe when I’m off…what did you call them?  The ‘good drugs.’  I think I would like that.”
Cas is starting to slur his words at the end, so Dean gives his hand a squeeze and keeps his mouth shut.  Minutes later, Cas is asleep.  Dean stands, stretching, unable to fight the smile that falls on his face.  He leaves to tell Sam the good news.  After he does that, he figures they’ll start planning how to bust Cas out of the hospital.
They’ll worry about the other crap later.






    


  
      
        End Notes

        So, if you check out the wiki on the amphisbaena (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amphisbaena), you'll see I took some extreme liberties with the mythical creature in this fic.
If you're curious as to why Metatron healed Cas, my idea was that he's already busy dealing with a war in heaven waged by Jo, Ellen, Ash, Bobby, etc., and he didn't want Cas (with all his angel lore) dying and joining the heavenly ranks.
Comments are always appreciated!  Thanks for reading. :)
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