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  It's (Sam's) Terrible Life

  by araftatsea

    Summary

    Set in S5 after 5x03.  Dean wakes up in an alternate universe, only to find that he's stuck in (Sam's) terrible life.  Only this time, it's courtesy of Lucifer, not Zachariah, and Dean (and Cas) are aware of what's going on, though Sam's clueless.  As they try to find a way to help Sam learn his "lesson," or whatever, Dean realizes that things in Zachariah's version of this warped reality weren't as simple as he thought.  Cas was there too, apparently, though Dean doesn't remember it, and he has a feeling there's something else that Cas isn't telling him.
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  Something’s buzzing next to his ear.  Dean ignores it, at first, but it keeps going.  He growls, swatting out his hand, and then swears as his knuckles hit the nightstand.
Wait.  Nightstand?  He’s in a motel outside of Waterville, Maine as far as he knows and it definitely doesn’t have a nightstand.  Once this clicks into place, Dean jolts out of the sheets, fully awake, and really, what the fuck.
He’s not in the motel.  From what he can tell he’s not in a motel at all, but an actual bedroom, like the kind you find in an apartment.  Or a house.  Shit, is he in some girl’s house?  Did he go home with someone last night?  It’s not really outside the realm of possibility, but as hard as he tries, Dean only remembers hitting the hay after he and Cas did the song and dance with Raphael.
And if he was in someone’s room, it would be a girl’s, right?  But this doesn’t look like a girl’s room.  It looks like it might be his room, if he had one.  Beige walls, wooden floors, a plaid comforter on the bed, Metallica poster over the door and Zeppelin on one of the walls.
So really, what the fuck?
Dean hears another buzz, and this time he realizes what it is: a phone.  Great, he thinks.  Maybe it’s got the name of my…host, or whatever.  Flipping it open, he stares at the screen.
It’s not his phone, but it says in blocky letters at the top: “DEAN WINCHESTER.”
And “he” (Dean uses the term loosely, because this is not his phone, it’s a totally different shape and color) has five voicemails.  That’s probably the source of the buzzing.
I should leave, Dean thinks.  There’s something uneasy about this whole thing, though, something wrong.  The phone is proof of that.  “Fuck it,” Dean murmurs.  Licking his lips, he flips open the phone and hits “play.”
“Dean, I did not drag your lily-white ass out of foster care for you to blow off the job that I got you.  Get the hell over here.”
He recognizes that voice.  It’s familiar, and…is that Rufus?  Why the hell is Rufus calling him and leaving him voicemails?  And why does Rufus seem to think he pulled Dean’s ass out of foster care?  And since when does he have a job?
That last he could refer to him or Rufus, really, since Dean hunts monsters and Rufus (as far as he knows) drinks Johnny Walker Blue Label professionally.
Dean’s got a sinking suspicion that this is some kind of freaky alternate universe, and really, it’s a sad commentary on his life that he has a feeling he associates with that concept.  Oh well, Dean thinks.  Least I know what to do.  Play along, right?  Jesus.
He hits redial, not bothering to play the other messages.  Probably more of Rufus yelling at him, anyway.
“Dean.  Finally decided to pick up your phone, huh?”
Good ol’ Rufus.  “Yeah, I…overslept.  Sorry.”
“Well, get your sorry ass down here so I can quit covering for you.”
Shit.  Where is “here”?  Dean pauses.  “Uh, last night was a little rough, man.  Can you remind me…?”
Rufus swears into the phone, a string of curses that’d make a sailor proud.  Or Dean, but same difference.  They’re both connoisseurs of the cuss.  “Your job.  As a janitor.  At Morgenstern, Campbell and Campbell.  Ring any bells?”
“Yeah, yeah.  Sorry Rufus.  I’ll, uh, be there in a few.”
He hears a snort, followed by a click.
Stifling a sigh, Dean reaches into his back pocket for his wallet.  He’s still wearing his jeans (must’ve slept in them), so he’s assuming that’s where it’ll be.  And yep, it’s there, only now the credit cards in it have his name on it and not some random bozo’s.  Sweet, he’s got some cash, too.  Things are looking up.
If he’s going to play along, this Morgenstern gig might be it.  Dean checks in the closet, and sure enough, it’s his worst fears confirmed: he wears a uniform.  It’s a lot less painful when he’s only pretending to be an agent, which is their usual schtick these days.  Wearing one for real is kind of demeaning, Dean thinks, especially this one.  It’s a polo (a friggin’ peach-colored polo) and khakis, which seems a little upscale for a janitor, but whatever.  Not Dean’s company.  He changes clothes with a grimace, leaving the jeans on the floor with his shirt.
Asking for directions is a pain and it’s not like this is long-term, so when Dean hits the streets he hails a cab.  There’s a lot of them, which makes Dean think he’s in a big city.  New York, probably.  He asks the cabbie, and the guy gives him a strange look but confirms it with a nod.  Dean tells him the name of the company.  Luckily, the guy seems to recognize it.
Dean tries Sam’s number on the way over, then Cas’s, but surprise, surprise—neither works.  Scowling, Dean pockets the phone and stares out the window.  It’s still pretty early, and rush hour by Dean’s guess.  They’re stuck in traffic, cars all around them, barely moving as the cabbie’s meter runs up his bill.  Least it’s not my money.
Morgenstern, Campbell and Campbell is in a really generic looking office building in downtown Manhattan, where (according to the directory) it takes up the top five floors.  Dean hits the elevator button labeled “reception,” figuring he’ll ask the nice lady at the desk where he should be.
He’s the only one in the elevator so it goes straight up, whizzing past the lower floors until it hits the forty-ninth and Jesus, Dean’s glad he’s not afraid of heights.  Just planes.  Still, he feels a little queasy as he steps out of the elevator.
At which point, he walks straight into Rufus.
“Dean, thank the fuckin’ lord,” he mutters, giving Dean an unfairly spiteful look.  “Follow me.”
It’s then that it occurs to Dean that this is a little strange, in the normal kind of sense.  “Wait.  Why are we here during the day?” Dean asks, the words popping out before he can stop them.  Don’t janitors work at night?  At least in big, fancy places like this?
“Boy, I told you this yesterday.  Half of 49’s gone, so they want us to do a deep clean while the lawyers are out.”
“Lawyers.  Right.  Because this…is a law firm,” he hazards.
Rufus looks at him like he’s lost his damn mind, which is fair, Dean supposes.  Not like Rufus knows they’re stuck in some weird alternate universe where he’s Dean’s foster dad, and seriously, who the fuck came up with that one?
Place is pretty swanky, though, Dean admits as Rufus leads him down the corridors.  Lots of hardwood, cherry, Dean thinks.  Big glass windows looking into sleek conference rooms, state-of-the-art phone systems, the few people he sees dressed to the nines.  Worse places to be a janitor, I guess.
They reach a corner of the floor that’s just full of empty offices.  A few other janitors are working, one guy cleaning windows, another working some kind of solution into the carpet.  Rufus leaves him alone with a machine that’s the size of a freaking Zamboni, and Dean kind of pushes it around, killing time until whatever lesson he’s supposed to experience appears before his eyes.  The other janitors kind of side-eye him, and Dean doesn’t really blame them for that.  They probably hate him because Rufus got Dean this job based on good old-fashioned nepotism in spite of his evident incompetence.  But that’s life.  Them’s the brakes.
It’s painful, and also painfully boring.  The minutes trickle by, Dean pushing the dumb Zamboni-thing back and forth, slowly losing his mind.  It’s to the point where he’s about to do something really idiotic just to get the attention of whoever’s running this show, when he hears it.
The most beautiful sound he’s ever heard.
Cas’s stupid, gravelly voice.
“Why are these offices empty?  Is there some significance to this?”
The janitor that Cas is talking to is looking at the angel like he’s crazy, and he’s (almost certainly) about to look at Dean and think the same, because Dean feels like he’s on the verge of weeping as he says, “Cas.  Thank fuck.”
Cas looks at him blankly and for one terrible, awful moment Dean thinks he doesn’t know who he is, and he’s the only one aware of what’s up.  But then something shifts and Cas just looks relieved.
“Dean.  We need to talk.”
Castiel: full-time angel of the lord, part-time master of the understatement.
“You think?  C’mon, let’s blow this pop stand.”
Rufus will probably kill him, but hopefully they’ll be out of this bizarro world before it becomes an issue.  Dean’s had about all he can take of the weird Zamboni, anyway.  He hands it off to Juan and follows Cas back to the elevators.
It’s then that it really hits Dean: no trenchcoat, no suit.  Cas is wearing khakis and a fucking sweater vest.  It stops Dean in his tracks, and he frowns as he puts a hand on Cas’s shoulder, halting his progress, and if Dean didn’t know better, he’d swear Cas flinched when he touched him.  But that makes zero sense, so he ignores it.  “Cas, you’re wearing…”
“Not here, Dean,” Cas mutters, gritting his teeth and yeah, he’s definitely on edge.
Dean’s beginning to get an idea of why, but if Cas wants to wait to talk it out, he can do that.  So he nods, mute, and gets in the elevator after Cas.
They make their way back through the lobby, Cas walking fast enough that Dean’s struggling to keep up.  Cas, apparently, knows what he’s doing.  He moves with purpose, cutting through the crowd to get to the metro station, buying a ticket for Dean.  They ride in silence, which is a little awkward, but Cas just glares at him whenever Dean opens his mouth.  So he goes with it.
They get out and walk a couple more blocks to a graying apartment complex with sagging eaves.  Cas punches a code into the keypad and opens the door after it emits a loud buzzing noise, dragging Dean up three flights of stairs to a door bearing a rusty 3A.  There’s a key for this one, so it’s got to be Cas’s apartment.
For whatever reason, Cas gets really awkward once the door is open, gesturing for Dean to go in before him.  Dean raises an eyebrow but walks in, surveying the entryway.  Well, really, the living room-cum-kitchen.  It’s a small place, cramped the way Dean imagines a lot of New York apartments are.  The furnishings are pretty spartan, but it’s very…Castiel, Dean supposes.  He heads to the couch and plops down, waiting until Cas closes the door to say, “Seriously, Cas.  What’s with the cloak and dagger?”
Cas gives him a strange look.  “Who am I?” he asks.
And Dean feels like he’s missed some crucial step, because Cas clearly knows who he is.  Dean-Dean, not some weird version of Dean like the Rufus who thinks he’s Dean foster dad (which Dean is never going to be over, really).  He almost makes some sarcastic comment, but the whole thing is so weird that Dean plays it straight.  “Castiel.  Angel of the lord.”
Dean has to squint, then, because he swears he sees disappointment flash in Cas’s eyes.  What’s going on here?  “That’s good.  You know who I am.”
It’s so unlike Cas that Dean decides to take it slow, or slow it down.  Just a little, because they still have to find Sam and hit the road.  “Yeah, I know who you are.  What’s going on, Cas?”
Cas inhales, closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose.  “We’re in an alternate universe.  Or an altered universe.”
There’s restraint, and then there’s restraint.  Dean rolls his eyes.  “I got that, yeah.  Rufus is my foster dad here, ain’t that swell.”
“Well, that’s poor casting,” Cas says, and Dean barks a laugh.  A smile twitches at the corner of Cas’s mouth, and Dean finds himself returning it.  Cas can be a pretty funny bastard, when he wants to be.
“And you, what’re you?  Some kind of go-fer?  Office monkey?” Dean jokes.
“A secretary.  At least it’s familiar,” Cas mutters, and then he freezes.  Like he knows he’s stuck his foot in it, because he has.
“Familiar?”  And what the hell can Cas mean by that?  “Is that where you go when you’re not with us?  Sneaking off to secretarial school, taking night classes?”
Dean was joking, of course, but Cas’s response tells him that no, this is most certainly not one of Cas’s sadder attempts at humor.
“It’s nothing.”  Yeah, that’s Cas at his cagiest, eyes sliding away from Dean’s as his shoulders tighten.
“No, it’s clearly not nothing.  When were you a freaking secretary, Cas?” Dean demands.  He’s expecting a glare, the threat of some holy smiting, but Cas’s face just crumples and he looks so fucking broken that it gives Dean a moment’s pause.
“Dean.  Please.  Leave it.”
This feels too important to ignore, but he can let it go.  “For now,” he says, and Cas inclines his head at the compromise.  Time to change the subject.  “No angel powers, I’m guessing?”
Cas shakes his head.  “None.  It’s not surprising, really.”  He walks to the couch, taking a seat on the opposite end from Dean, leaving a good foot or two of room between them.  Folding his hands in his lap, he continues, “Weakened as I was, it wouldn’t take much for someone to strip the rest of it.  Temporarily, at least, which is what I expect this is.  Temporary.”
“You think it’s like that thing Zach did to me and Sam.  When I was Dean Smith, right?”  When Cas nods, Dean exhales and adds, “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too.  But what’s the dick trying to prove?”
At this, Cas shakes his head slowly.  “I think it’s like what Zachariah did, but I don’t think Zachariah’s doing this.”
Dean frowns.  “So who, then?”
Cas shrugs and purses his lips.  “Zachariah’s altered universe was about you.  This one is about Sam, so—”
“Wait.  You’ve seen Sam?  And you didn’t think to, y’know, open with that?”  If there’s an edge of anger to his voice, well, Dean feels it’s justified.  “Seriously?”
Cas opens his mouth to speak, but clamps it shut.  He swallows, looking away from Dean.  Again, and what’s with that?  “I’m sorry.  I was distracted.  I wasn’t…thinking clearly.”
Dean’s got a feeling that whatever was distracting Cas is related to whatever it was that Cas doesn’t want to discuss, but that can wait.  “Whatever.  You saw Sam?”
“Yes.  He wasn’t aware of the altered nature of this universe.”
Aha.  “That’s why you think it’s about him.”
Cas nods.  “He’s also living out his own version of a ‘dream world,’ so to speak.  He’s a successful lawyer.  The firm’s youngest partner.”  Cas’s eyes darken a little as he adds, grouchily, “And I’m his secretary.”
Dean passes on that one.  Too easy.  “OK, so—wait, you said you thought you knew who was running the show?”
“Lucifer, I think.”
“Really?”  Doesn’t the devil have better things to do then mess with our heads?  Like, end-the-world kind of things?  “I mean, why?”
“He wants the same thing as Michael, ultimately.  You and Sam, invested in the outcome.  I assume he thinks this is one way to do that.  Get Sam invested, so to speak.”  Sam did just quit the hunting business.  “It worked for Zachariah.”
When Dean looks a little closer, he can see that Cas’s hands are trembling.  It’s a fine thing, but so human, so unlike Castiel, angel of the lord, and Dean’s heart dips.  Whatever Cas isn’t talking about, it was something major.  And right, not something Cas wants to talk about.  Focus, Dean.  “So he’s making the pitch to Sam.  What does he want Sam to take away from it?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Cas says, and now he just sounds tired.
“OK, so we just, what?  Play along until Sam comes to his senses?”  Dean snorts.  “Dude.  Cas.  That’s a terrible idea.”
Cas glares.  “It’s the only one I have, Dean.  I don’t see you proposing anything brilliant.”
Maybe Cas has a point.
They could try to go after Lucifer now, ignore the whole Sam thing.  He and Cas still know who they are, after all, and wasn’t that what they were trying do before they got whisked away here?  Stop the apocalypse minus one dopey-ass, shaggy-haired brother?
But even if Dean felt comfortable doing that—which he doesn’t, because Sam leaving voluntarily is a world apart from Sam living in la-la land in Dean’s book—it’s not like they’re any closer than they were.  No leads on Dean’s end, and Cas can hardly search for the G-man as a mere mortal.
It’s starting to feel like they’re stuck.
“So we live it.  This life, whatever.”  Dean grimaces.  “We don’t try to convince Sam that ghosts are real, or something?  That worked for me.”
“If you’ll recall, that took time.  Trying to explain everything to Sam right now would probably be…unwise.”
That’s one way of putting it.  Sam would probably lock us up in the loony bin.  Except how could he?  It’s not like he’s Dean’s brother here, and yeah, there’ll never be a universe where that thought doesn’t make Dean a little sad.
“Shouldn’t we be worried, though?  About what Lucifer’s doing while we’re,” Dean makes an expansive gesture at the room around them, “here?”
“I don’t think so,” Cas says, cautious.  “It takes a great deal of energy to alter the fabric of reality like this.  Hundreds, if not thousands, of lives are affected.  Zachariah had the energy of the host to draw on.  Lucifer will only have his own.  He’s powerful, but I think it’s likely that maintaining this world will take his full attention.”
Small mercies, Dean guesses.  “Right.  Should we go back to work?  If we’re going to need to keep our jobs.”
Cas sighs, looking so gloomy that Dean feels like he should offer to hug him, or something.  “I suppose.”
* * *
The rest of the day is, unsurprisingly, really fucking boring.  Rufus yells at Dean a lot—“Where the hell were you, you get here and then, poof!  Gone!  Do you want to get us fired, Dean?”—and Dean pays Juan twenty dollars under the table to teach him how to use the Zamboni.
That afternoon, Dean manages to use the men’s room on the occupied side of the floor and catch Sam’s eye across a urinal.  It’s damn awkward, but it might be Dean’s only shot in the near future.  So he takes it, nodding his head at Sam while he’s taking a piss.  Sam nods politely in return, zips up his fly, and heads out.  No recognition.
Dean was expecting it, but it still stings a little.
At the end of the day, Dean insists on going back to Cas’s.  If this really is Lucifer’s world, he argues, they shouldn’t be separated.  Cas reluctantly agrees.
There’s an awkward moment back at the apartment when Cas tries to give Dean his bed, but Dean insists on taking the couch.  As he kicks off his shoes and crawls under the comforter that Cas has draped across the cushions, Dean thinks about Sam.
He’s still pissed as hell, sure.  What Sam did, choosing a demon over him—it broke something in Dean, he can admit that.  But trapped in a world where Sam’s not his brother, where he’s got fucking Rufus for a father figure and Cas is slumming it as a secretary, those things seem a lot less important.  And Sam is sorry.  Really, really sorry.  Dean knows that.  He does.
It’s not total forgiveness, nothing like that.  But it starts that night.
* * *
It’s alarming how fast Dean falls into the routine.
He works night shifts most of the time; the first day was an exception, not the norm.  He heads to work around six at night and gets off around two or three, heading back to Cas’s to crash on the couch.  He’s usually up in time to meet Cas for lunch.  Sometimes they go out, trying places that the other secretaries have recommended.  Other times they stay in Cas’s office, eating sandwiches that Dean brings from the apartment.
There’s things Dean could do to liven it up.  He’s kind of feeling the itch, but he’s used to picking up girls at bars and now he’s always working during bar hours (his off days are Monday and Tuesday, go figure).  It just seems simpler to stay in and play house with Cas, especially since this is all temporary, anyway.
The first day or two he and Cas brainstorm, talking about ways to knock Sam out of his funk.  It’s not long before it feels like they’re going in circles, though, and those talks are few and far between after the first week.  In the end, the only thing they’ve really decided is that they should try to befriend Sam.  Which means Cas should try and befriend Sam, since Cas at least has a legitimate reason to talk to him.  Dean’s just a janitor.
It pays off three weeks in.
“Sam has invited us to dinner,” Cas announces as he comes in, beaming.  Dean feels an answering grin on his face.  It’s been slow going, and this is big.  It’s probably pathetic that it’s so big, but whatever; Dean’s always been the type to take what he can get.
“Wait, us?  Not just you?”  When Cas confirms it with a nod, Dean’s grin widens.  “Cas, that’s great.  How’d you swing that?”
He’s in Cas’s (their?) kitchen, heating up some leftovers before he heads to his shift.  When Cas doesn’t say anything, Dean glances at him.  It’s another one of those weird looks, like Cas is struggling with something.  “Cas?” he asks.
Cas’s mouth tightens and he won’t meet Dean’s eyes, like he knows he’s about to say something Dean won’t like.
“Cas,” Dean repeats, less of a question this time.
“He thinks we’re dating.”  Cas exhales, pressing his fingers into his temples, like it’s paining him to say it.  “So does most of the office, actually.”
Dean’s about to protest, because dude, really?  Him and Cas?  The guy’s his friend.  But actually, now that he thinks about it, he can see how someone might get that impression.  He eats lunch with Cas every freaking day.  He told HR to send his mail to Cas’s two days ago, and HR has some of the biggest gossips in the firm.  (Or so he’s heard.  It’s not like Dean keeps track of those things.  Except when he does.)
So instead of being a dick about it, Dean just says, “Oh.”
Cas looks a little lost, like he expected something else.  Like an outburst, maybe, and Dean feels kind of shitty if that’s the case, because it’s not like it’s Cas’s fault that people think they’re bumping uglies.  So he clears his throat, and tries again.
“I mean, I guess I see why people would think that,” Dean amends, raising his hands defensively.  “And it works for us, right?  I’m your plus one now.”
“Of course,” Cas says.  Dean thinks he might hear a catch in Cas’s voice, but like so much with Cas, it’s there (if it’s there at all) and gone in an instant.
* * *
Sam lives in a really swanky apartment on the upper east side.  Dean’s at the door, about to ring the doorbell when Cas’s hand shoots out, fingers digging into his wrist.  The contact sends an electric jolt up Dean’s arm and he starts, turning to Cas with a frown, a question on his face.
“Remember, Dean.  Sam will be—is—a different version of himself, here.  He’s not your brother.  Not quite.”
They talked about this on the way over.  Dean’s interactions with Sam so far have been pretty limited, but Cas has seen a lot of him (he is Sam’s secretary, which never gets old as far as Dean’s concerned), and Cas says he’s different.  Whatever that means.
“Yeah, I got it.”  Dean hits the doorbell, and a few seconds later Ruby 1.0 opens the door.
He tries not to gape.  It’s been a while since Dean saw her meatsuit, its lean curves and hazel eyes, the stringy blonde hair.  She’s still gorgeous, but she should also be dead.  Lucifer’s a real piece of work, Dean has time to think before the woman smiles, a sharp, feral thing that reminds him of the hell-bitch herself.
“You must be Dean.  Castiel I’ve met.  I’m Ruby, Sam’s girlfriend.  Please, come in.  Make yourselves at home.”
Sam’s digs look like something out of a men’s magazine, maybe Details or something, all hard, modern lines and dark wood.  It reminds Dean a lot of the law firm’s look, actually.  Ruby leads them past the living room and into a dining room, where there’s food waiting for them in glazed ceramic bowls that probably came straight from a Pottery Barn catalog.  Sam is already seated at the table, smiling as he gestures for them to take a seat.
It’s not like Dean’s been to a lot of dinner parties, but his earliest memories include a time or two where his parents had folks over.  Dean could be wrong, but he thinks it’s customary at these types of things to talk a bit before you get to the main event, then drink and eat dessert afterward.  But it looks like Sam’s all business, and Dean’s heart falls.  This is beginning to feel like it’s an obligation for Sam, and when his eyes dart to the kitchen he basically gets his confirmation.  It’s pristine, unused.  It looks like Sam ordered out for dinner, not the mark of an eager host.
“Dean, right?” Sam asks, standing to hold out his hand.  Dean takes it and shakes, a quick pump before letting it fall to his side.  “I’m sure I’ve seen you around the office.  On lunch with Cas, if nothing else.”  He grins at Dean, but it’s not Sam’s grin, not at all.  It’s distant, distracted.
“Well,” says Ruby, taking a seat at Sam’s side and grabbing a fork.  “Shall we?”
Conversation over dinner, quick as it is, is pretty stilted and painful.  The only really memorable moment comes when Sam says, “So, you and Castiel.  How’d that happen?”
Shit.  They didn’t talk about this, and seriously, what were we thinking?  That’s like the first question you ask.  When Dean spares a glance, Cas looks just about as panicked as he is, so Dean grabs the reins and goes for it, hoping nothing he says will contradict whatever Cas has told Sam about their “relationship.”
“Cas was working late one night…”  And crap, Sam is frowning like he’s trying to place the date, and maybe Cas doesn’t work late that often.  Is his story even really plausible?
“On the Markowitz case,” Cas interrupts, and Sam gives a thoughtful nod.
“Right.  That one,” Dean says, relief coursing through him.  “And I was cleaning by his desk.”  Actually, if Dean’s honest, this is kind of fun.  He lies on a daily basis when he’s hunting, but that’s different.  Nothing personal or creative, just the usual: I’m an agent, I’m here to help.  This has potential, and Dean’s starting to get into it.  “The copier was broken.  Shooting blanks,” he adds, and that earns a startled laugh from Sam.
He’s good at making Sam laugh, when he wants to be.  One of his few real talents.
“So Cas is there, cursing the stupid thing, wishing a plague upon its house, yada yada.”  That sounds like something Cas would say, right?  “You know how he gets.”
Sam gives him a sympathetic nod, Ruby quirks a smile, and Cas is looking at him like he’s lost it.
“I fixed it.  Used to do some work in technical repairs before Rufus got me this gig.”  Now comes the big sell: Dean’s got to somehow convince Sam that they’re in a real, legitimate relationship so maybe, just maybe, he’ll keep telling Cas to bring Dean along.  So he goes for the sappiest crap he can think up, smiling at Cas as he says, “I looked into his eyes and that was it.  For me, anyway.  Hoping Cas here feels the same.  You do, right, sweetheart?”
He even reaches for Cas’s hand, folding the guy’s fingers into his own, and damn.  Apparently that was an Oscar-worthy performance, because Sam looks like he’s about to melt into a puddle of goo and even Ruby looks mildly impressed.
When Dean turns to Cas, his smile is turning into a real, full-fledged grin.  It looks like things are going well, for once, until Dean sees the expression on Cas’s face and his own smile falters.
Cas is smiling at him, of course, but there’s something false in it.  It’s too big, too wide.  Sam probably can’t tell anything’s wrong (especially this version of Sam, who only knows Cas as his secretary), but Dean sure as hell can.  The smile’s off and god, Cas’s eyes.  They’re just dead, empty.
And they are going to talk about this.  Tonight.
* * *
The story of their epic romance seems to break the ice, at least, and the rest of the dinner goes well.  There’s no dessert, seeing as Sam clearly wasn’t planning on this being a thing, but Ruby dredges up some wine and they stay late, laughing and talking until midnight.  If Cas seems a little subdued, only Dean seems to notice.
He gives Cas his space, meaning he waits until they’re back at Cas’s apartment before he corners him and demands, “Spill.”
Cas, cagey fucker that he is, stills and looks away.  “I don’t know what you mean,” he mumbles.
“You do.  Oh, yeah, you definitely do.  What the hell’s going on with you, man?  Why are you so—” he starts to make a helpless gesture, and somewhere along the way his frustration just leaves, and he’s left with the fact that Cas looks really fucking depressed.
“Hey,” he murmurs, hand resting on Cas’s shoulder.  The angel stiffens and Dean withdraws his hand.  “Just—come here, OK?”  He points at the couch and Cas nods, following him to it.  The cushions sag beneath their weight, and Dean runs his hands over the nubs of corduroy as he tries to think of what to say.
Yeah, maybe Dean’s been a little hard on Cas the past few months.  Facing down the apocalypse is kind of stressful, after all, and they’ve both been on edge.  Waterville helped, but there’s still a weird tension between them and Dean just—doesn’t know what to do with it.  But this time, this place that they’re in, it’s almost like a kind of respite.  According to Cas, Lucifer’s got to be putting all his mojo into keeping them here, so maybe that means it’s OK for Dean to do this.  To take his time.  To sit and talk.  To be a friend (because if nothing else, he and Cas are friends, and Dean has a sneaking suspicion that Cas may even be his best friend), instead of the Michael sword or whatever the hell he’s supposed to be, nowadays.
“Cas, man, you gotta tell me.  I don’t know if it’s the secretary thing or whatever, but you can’t just keep it inside.”
Cas raises an eyebrow, like he recognizes the irony of that advice leaving Dean Winchester’s lips, and Dean at least has the grace to look sheepish.  “Maybe I don’t practice, but the preachin’ is sound, OK?”
For a minute, Dean thinks Cas is going to refuse.  He’s going to walk into his bedroom and slam the door and that’s going to be the end of it.  But Cas licks his lips, nodding, and clears his throat.  “I was a secretary.  Yours, actually.”
“Wait.  What?  Cas, when have I ever—”
He stops, because he gets it.
Zachariah’s fucking dream world, of course.  Dean Smith, corporate tool.  But something’s still not quite right.  Because yeah, maybe his alter ego didn’t lavish attention on the underlings, but Dean’s pretty sure he would’ve remembered Cas being there.  He’s about to ask why he doesn’t, when Cas preempts him.
“Zachariah altered your memories.  He left them intact, for the most part, but he erased all your memories of me.”
Unspoken is the fact that even if Dean doesn’t remember, Cas clearly does, and what gives?  Why didn’t Cas say something?  He’ll get to that later.  There are more pressing questions, like, “Why?  I mean, why would Zach do that?”
Cas picks at a hangnail, a gesture that’s so terribly, futilely human it makes something clench in Dean’s gut.  It’s not right, seeing Cas like this.  Human, and getting more human every goddamn day.  “It wasn’t just a lesson for you, Dean.”
It figures.  Zach’s that kind of a grade-A douche.  “OK, so what happened?”  When Cas turns away from him, Dean’s stomach sinks.  “Cas?”
“It’s not important.”
“Bull.”
That gets Cas’s attention.  But when he looks at Dean, it stops him.  Cas looks lost, but there’s something else there, too.  Shame, and yeah, Dean’s felt enough of that in his own short life that when Cas says, “Please, Dean,” Dean doesn’t have the heart to push him.  Not yet, at least.  It’s not like he can justify asking, even; not like they’re about to fight some big, earth-shattering battle and Cas needs to get his head in the game, not like some dick angel’s lesson for Cas is going to affect what Lucifer wants out of Sam.
So he drops it.
* * *
It doesn’t mean he stops thinking about it.
The days slip past until they’ve been in this version of the world for a full month.  Things are going better with Sam.  Dinner becomes a weekly thing, and there’s even a double date (weird, still weird, always going to be weird) at the movies one Saturday.
It’s easy to lose himself in the routine, the small things.  But Dean thinks about it.  A lot.  What happened to Cas in Zach’s world?  Dean can’t help but feel it has something to do with him.  Otherwise, why wouldn’t Cas just tell him?
Was he a dick to Cas, or something?  Dean Smith seemed like he was kind a jerk, but Dean doesn’t get what he could do that would make Cas so upset.  Dean’s pretty sure he could hurt Cas if he really wanted to, but the words to do it—probably something involving angels or a nonexistent god—wouldn’t be things Dean Smith would even know to say.  And if he’d said something that would’ve hurt a secretary’s feelings (because Dean gets the impression that Cas, like him and Sam, really thought he was whoever he was in that place), he doubts Cas would hold it against him in the here and now.  Hell, they’d probably laugh about it together, given that Cas is about as far from a secretary as Pluto is from the goddamn sun.
And the shame.  Dean doesn’t know what to make of that.  Did Zach make him something bad?  A hobo?  A hooker?  He can’t imagine those things would mean much to an angel, especially because it wasn’t like Cas had any control over the situation.
Dean’s at a total loss.
* * *
Near the end of the month they get wind of a ghost haunting a flat in Brooklyn.  They spend a whole week trying with varying degrees of subtlety to get Sam interested in the case, but no dice.  During one particularly awkward dinner date, Dean even manages to ask whether, if ghosts were hypothetically real, Sam would want to (hypothetically) torch the one in Brooklyn.  Sam just snorts and says, “Not really my area of expertise, Dean.”
Only Cas’s hand on his arm, fingers digging into his skin, stops Dean from saying something stupid.  Because it is his area of expertise, goddammit.  It’s his and Dean’s, and Sam isn’t this—this whoever, he’s Sam, Dean’s brother, and this is not the way things are supposed to be.
But it’s the way they are.
After the ghost nearly pushes a little girl off the balcony, Dean and Cas agree that they need to handle it themselves.
It’s a simple salt and burn, nothing too complicated, but Dean’s buzzing with a restless energy the whole way back to their apartment.  It’s the way he always gets after a hunt, keyed up and anxious, and all he can think about is the Thing that Cas won’t tell him.  He’s not sure why his mind sticks on that, but it does, and once they’re inside he cracks, weeks of frustration spilling into three little words.
“What happened, Cas?”
Cas, like him, is covered in attic dust and graveyard dirt, shirt torn and looking a little worse for wear.  “There was a ghost.  We got rid of it,” Cas says flatly, limping into the kitchen.  He’s not looking Dean in the eyes, though, which means he probably knows what Dean’s talking about.
“You know what I mean.”
And now Cas looks up, something almost angry in his expression as he grips the edge of the counter and says, “Dean, I asked you to leave it.”
“You did, and I left it.  But enough is enough, man!”  When Cas just stands there, quiet and unmoving, Dean braces himself and asks, “It had something to do with me, didn’t it?”
He’s hit the nail on the head, apparently, because now there’s full-fledged panic in Cas’s eyes.  “Dean,” he begins, but Dean cuts him off.
“It was me, wasn’t it?  Shit, Cas, you didn’t think I deserved to know?”  And yeah, Dean’s angry, because he was right—this isn’t just about Cas, it’s about him, somehow, and if it’s about him Dean has a right to know.
Cas flinches, but to his credit, he doesn’t try to say anything really dumb like it’s none of your business.
“What the hell did I do to you, Cas?  Was I a dick?  Did I fire you?”  Shit shit shit, he fired Cas and Cas had to live on the streets, and maybe his hobo/hooker theory wasn’t too far off.  As it sinks in, the idea that Cas might’ve had to live that, to experience that kind of life, Dean feels something constrict in his chest.  “Please, Cas.  Just tell me.  What did I do?”  He swallows and adds, “Whatever it was, Christ, man.  I’m sorry.  I’m really fucking sorry.”
Because it’s not like he hasn’t noticed.  Whatever he did, it’s been killing Cas slowly but surely over the course of the last month.  It’s broken something in Cas, and Dean hasn’t got a clue what could do that.  What he (or Dean Smith) could do that would do that.
And then Cas just falls apart in front of him, shoulders shaking as he leans against the sink, a hollow laugh escaping from his lips as he says, “You didn’t do anything, Dean.”
“Then what?”
He says it evenly, no hint of inflection in his tone.  But when Cas looks up, his eyes are blazing, a smite ‘em first, ask questions later look in his eyes.  “You want to know?  You really want to know, Dean?  Fine,” he spits out the word, lunging towards Dean.  They don’t touch, but Cas is really, really close, up in Dean’s space so there’s barely a hand’s width between them.  “We were partners.”
“Partners?”  Like, cop show partners?  No, that doesn’t make sense.  Partners, like colleagues?  But Cas was my secretary.
Cas answers it for him.  “We were together, Dean.”
The world stops as the pieces fall into place.  He and Cas were together together, partners in the really, really gay way.  Jesus Christ, he was Cas’s boyfriend.  But he’s straight, and maybe Zach did something, but he didn’t, did he—shit.  Dean makes a note to deal with his impending sexuality crisis later, because this may be the one and only time that Cas is going to talk to him about this, and he’s not going to waste it.
Especially because he’s pissed, and more than a little hurt.  Dean hears himself say, “Well Jesus, Cas, I’m sorry being with me was such a goddamn chore for you.  I’m sorry you had to suffer through that.”
A choked noise escapes Cas’s throat as he turns away, moving too quickly for Dean to see what’s in his eyes.  He might imagine it, but he thinks he hears Cas whisper, “He was right, of course.  All along.”
But no, Cas does not get to punk out on him like that, especially since he hasn’t got the mojo to wing it, so Dean says, “Well?  Aren’t you going to say something?”
And it’s back, that anger, moving through Cas like a goddamn force of nature.  The other man bristles and turns, his own voice loud enough to count as shouting as he says, “We were together, Dean.  You may not remember, but I do!”
And just as Dean’s starting to wrap his mind around what that means, Cas does the job for him, his voice low and dangerous as he continues.  “We met in college.  My roommate introduced us.  We started dating our senior years.  We’d been together eight years, Dean, and I remember every second of it.”
Something’s not right.  Something doesn’t make sense.  Dean swallows the lump in his throat as he says, “But I—I could see it, Cas.  You weren’t happy.  You’re ashamed of it.”  And Cas is getting more and more pissed, but when Dean asks, “What did I do?” it just vanishes.  Gone, leaving something empty in its wake.
“You didn’t do anything, Dean.”  Cas laughs, a bitter thing that sets off warning bells in Dean’s head.  “You want to know what I was ashamed of, Dean?”
He’s not sure he does.  This Cas is a whole new animal, something Dean’s never touched or seen (though apparently he’s touched and seen a lot of Cas, which is really fucking weird), and he doesn’t know what to make of it.  But he hears himself say, “Tell me.”
Cas takes a deep breath, like he’s preparing himself for what he’s about to say.  “I was happy, Dean.  I was happy.  Deliriously so.  It.  Was.  Idyllic.”  Cas bites off every word like it’s physically painful to say it, and maybe it is, because Dean’s got the feeling that this is Cas, professing his love for Dean.
“Do you know what my lesson was, Dean?” Cas asks, his tone accusing.  “What Zachariah wanted me to learn?”
No, he really doesn’t, and if Dean said as much right now he’s got the feeling that Cas would stop, just drop it and never speak of it again, but even Dean’s not that big of a coward.  So he keeps his mouth shut and lets Cas get it out.
“I loved you, Dean.  I was in love with you and you were—are—never going to feel the same way.”
Cas deflates, all the fight going out of him.  Dean just stares, trying to assimilate whatever the fuck it is that Cas has dropped at his feet, and it’s been like a minute and shit, Dean should say something, shouldn’t he?  “Cas—” he begins.
“Goodnight, Dean,” Cas says firmly.  He walks (limps) to his bedroom, going in and shutting the door behind him.
Well, shit.
Dean stumbles to the couch in a daze, idly plucking at his dirty, sweaty shirt as he collapses on the cushions, head spinning.  “Shit,” he whispers, letting his head fall backwards and his eyes rove up to the ceiling, its tacky white stucco.
Cas as good as told him.  He’s in love with him.  Dean’s pretty sure it’s present tense, given the way Cas’s voice caught as he changed the were to are in that last declaration.  On some level it doesn’t even really matter if it’s real or not, something genuine or just a holdover from Zach’s set piece.  Cas believes it.
If Cas remembers that life, if he remembers everything, if he misses it…
Something churns in Dean’s gut.  This past month must’ve been hell for Cas, assuming Dean’s reading this right.  He thinks of all the times he played up their “relationship” for a laugh, sliding his hand over the small of Cas’s back in front of coworkers, feeding Cas bites of his pie at lunch, thinking Cas was in on the joke when it was anything but a joke for him.
Dean doesn’t really feel guilty about it, because it’s not like he knew.  And it’s hard to think he should’ve seen the big reveal coming.
He remembers, suddenly, the awkward way Cas ducked his head in Waterville, running a hand along the back of his neck.  “I’ve never had occasion, OK?”
He feels a blush shoot up his cheek as he realizes that the reason Cas felt fucking awkward about it wasn’t his virgin status, but probably the fact that he’d lost it to some weird version of Dean in an alternate universe.
Because Dean knows himself, and Dean Smith, Dean Winchester, whoever—if there was regular sex on the table, he’d be taking advantage of it.  And they were in that world for at least a week or two, right?  If he and Cas were…together like Cas seems to think, then he and Cas definitely fucked.
And then Dean’s cheeks are burning as he realizes the full weight of that.  I slept with Cas.  Holy crap, I slept with Cas.  He may not remember it, but Cas sure as hell does.
What is he supposed to do?  He could ignore Cas’s confession, but Dean’s not cruel.  Not like that.  It’s not like he’s going to sit Cas down and try to get him to talk about it, but he can’t leave Cas alone with this, either.  Because something’s changed between them in the past month, and Dean thinks it’s that he’s realized he likes Cas.  He’s always liked Cas, of course, but this is different.  He just likes being around Cas, likes having him there.  It started in Waterville at the brothel, and it’s just grown since then.
They’re friends, that’s what Dean’s realized.  Best friends, if he’s being honest.
So Dean gets up and heads to Cas’s door, quietly turning the lock.
It’s dark, darker than the living room.  There, the windows are open and the glow from the streetlamps filters in (always some light in New York), but Cas has his blinds drawn and it’s almost pitch black in the bedroom.  Hands out in front of him, Dean feels his way to the far side of the bed, relief pitching in his chest as he gets there without doing something really stupid like walking into the dresser.
He hesitates as he grabs the edge of the comforter, but then he grits his teeth.  Man up, Winchester.  Pulling it back, he crawls under the covers and slides closer to Cas.  Not too close, though.  He leaves space, for Cas’s comfort as much as his.  His heart is fluttering in his chest as he rests a hand on Cas’s shoulder.
Cas has actually managed to fall asleep, judging by the way he starts under Dean’s touch, so maybe he was on the couch for longer than he thought.
“Dean.  Dean?”  There’s a question in Cas’s voice, or more than one.
And Dean doesn’t have the answers, fuck no, but there are things he can say.  His voice cracks a little as he admits, “Cas, I don’t know what to do with this.”  Cas goes still, and Dean, whose hand is still on the guy’s shoulder, gives what he hopes is a reassuring squeeze.  “But man, I don’t care.  You’re my friend.  We’re friends.  And everything else, that’s…”  Dean exhales, throat unexpectedly tight.  “Whatever it is, it’s OK, Cas.  It’s OK.”
For a minute, Dean thinks Cas isn’t going to respond, silence blanketing the room.  It’s more than a minute, actually, long enough that Dean’s starting to drift off when Cas speaks.
“I tried to ignore it at first.  It was easier after—what did you call it?  ‘Bible camp,’” he says with a snort, but Dean doesn’t see what’s funny.  He doubts Cas does, either.  “I think Zachariah realized his little ‘lesson’ caused more problems than it solved.  He weakened the memories, made them fade.  He didn’t erase them, though I’m not sure why he didn’t.  But after my resurrection they returned.  As clear as ever,” he says, sounding resigned.
“And you just…what?  Ignored it?  Waited for it to go away?” Dean asks.  His thumb is moving of its own volition, rubbing little circles into Cas’s shoulder, and the thought hits him like a truck: it feels nice, really nice.  Dean’s first instinct is to jerk his hand back, but that would send Cas one hell of a message, so with an effort of will he keeps it where it is.
“No,” Cas replies.  “I’m an angel, Dean.  Or I was.  I don’t forget, not like people do.  But I thought the feelings might fade, in time.”
The rest of that sentence is clear enough: they haven’t, not yet.
“You have to understand, Dean,” Cas says, voice so soft that Dean almost misses it.  “I loved you before that.  I loved you from the moment I saw your soul in hell, even if I didn’t know it at the time.  Zachariah’s experiment didn’t teach me about love.”  Castiel swallows, a click of his throat that Dean hears across the bed.  “It taught me about…I think you’d call it ‘romantic love.’  That and lust.”
It hits Dean sometimes how much Cas has really done for them, and maybe he didn’t fully appreciate it before Lucifer trapped them here, but he’s starting to get it now.  And Cas, being honest, vulnerable, saying these things—if they’re hard or awkward for Dean to hear, he knows it’s ten times worse for Cas.  The least he can do is listen, so he does.
“I’m not sure if I regret it, or whether I should.”  There’s a break, and then Cas sighs, “It made me want you in all the ways I know I can’t have, Dean.”
And what can he say to that?  Cas is a dude, or at least in a dude’s vessel.  Dean is straight, as far as he knows.  Nothing’s going to happen.
Because there’s nothing Dean can do, nothing he can say to make it better, he just squeezes his shoulder again and says, “Go to sleep, Cas.”
* * *
The next week is really fucking awkward, if Dean’s honest.  They don’t talk about it, which is normally Dean’s preferred way of coping with emotional trauma, but he and Cas still have to pretend to be in a relationship.  They still eat lunch together, still see Sam and Ruby after work, but it’s not the same.  Dean’s still going through the motions, but now that he knows those motions mean something to Cas, it’s all different.  Every word of affection, every touch has a meaning it didn’t before.  Dean feels like he’s walking on eggshells.
Worse, he’s starting to notice things.  The way Cas’s lips curl when he smiles, or the way his hair looks when he’s fresh from the bed and scowling at their Mr. Coffee.  The way his hips move when he walks, because Cas always walks like he has a purpose, like Tink’s going to lose her wings if he doesn’t make it to the metro on time.
And his stupid brain just won’t stop.  Now that he knows he and Cas had sex, he can’t seem to help wondering about it, constantly.  Was it good?  Did he like it?  Did Cas?  Was he the top?  No, that’s a silly question, he was definitely the top (right?).  Did they do it a lot?  Once a day?  More or less?  In the bedroom, or all over?  Was it adventurous sex?
(Dean’s heard that sex tends to get more adventurous the longer you’re with someone, but his experience with long-term relationships is pretty limited and Dean Smith and Cas were together eight fucking years, which is an eternity in Dean’s book.)
Sometimes he feels like if Cas would just tell him, if he knew, he could get over this.  But Dean’s fairly certain that asking Cas to describe their fake sex life just to satisfy his curiosity would qualify him as a bigger douche than Zachariah, who started the whole mess.
So he doesn’t ask.  He just wonders.  A lot.
* * *
His acting skills aren’t as good as he thought, apparently, because Sam corners him in the law firm two weeks after The Revelation.
“What’s going on with you and Cas?”
Dean stiffens, tightening his grip on the vacuum handle.  “What do you mean?”
Sam gives him a bitchface, and it’s nice to know that some things never change.  “Come on, man.  Even Ruby’s noticed.  Something’s wrong.”
Well, yeah, Sam.  See, Cas and I aren’t actually dating.  He’s actually an angel and this isn’t the first time we’ve been stuck in a weird, alternate universe—by the way, that’s what this is, you knew that, right?—and the first time, Cas and I thought we were in a long-term romantic relationship.  Except the guy running the show made me forget after we got back to the real world, but Cas remembers and he’s decided he’s in love with me.  And things were fine until he told me all this, and now things are really awkward because I’m not gay, or at least I didn’t think I was.  I’m less sure these days, mostly because I’ve started dreaming about him.  Well, kissing him.  Nothing more advanced, so far, but hey—you never know!  So, Sam, how should I fix this?
Dean forces a laugh.  “Nah.  We’re fine.  Just work stress, that’s all.”  And Sam’s face falls, and shit, Dean needs to remember that Cas doesn’t just work, he works for Sam, so he amends, “Uh, my end.  Rufus, man.  He’s a real hard-ass.”
Sam buys it, giving Dean a sympathetic pat on the shoulder and heading back to his office.
* * *
On a Wednesday in the third week post-Revelation, Cas makes Dean lunch as some kind of peace offering.  Dean thinks it might be in recognition of the fact that they’re going to be here for a while and maybe they should get along.
Cas doesn’t make a big deal out of it, just leaves it on a plate, covered with plastic wrap for Dean to find when he wakes up with a note taped to the side, written in Cas’s careful handwriting.  Thought you might be hungry.
It’s such a stupid, thoughtful thing to do, and it’s the kind of thing Cas probably learned to do when he was playing house with Dean Smith, and when Dean realizes that he just loses it.
That’s the best way to describe it.  He winds up on the couch, hunched over, holding his head in his hands (his shaking hands) as it crashes over him.  Cas loves him, really loves him, and not just in the big, “I’ll hold them all off!” kind of way.  This is something else, and Dean—Dean thinks he might want it.
Maybe Dean’s always been into dudes and he’s just been too pigheaded to notice, or maybe it’s just Cas.  It doesn’t matter, not really.  He’s attracted to Cas, and even if he’s not in love with the guy, not yet, he does love him.  Cas is on the shortlist, the one labeled “family,” and since there’s really only two other occupants—Sam and Bobby—that’s pretty fucking significant.  It means something, and Dean thinks if he let it, it could mean something more.
He decides to let it.
There’s nothing dramatic, no big sprint to the office to spill his guts.  Dean’s life may be a lot of things, but it’s not a rom-com, god help him.  No, he doesn’t run.  He doesn’t give Cas a tearful phone call.  He makes a second sandwich and packs it with the one Cas left for him and sets out for Morgenstern, Campbell and Campbell.
Cas looks a little surprised when he sees Dean walk through the doors.  “I left your lunch on the table, Dean."
“I know.”  Dean’s mouth is suddenly dry, but goddammit, he decided he was going to do this and he’s going to do it.  “I thought I’d come eat with you.”
“Oh.”  Cas looks confused and Dean thinks it’s kind of adorable, which is really a symptom of the problem that’s brought him here.  Before he can second-guess himself, Dean leans in and presses his lips against Cas’s.  It’s slow and deliberate, and when Cas opens his mouth Dean moves in, making it a real kiss.  His hand finds its way to Cas’s forearm and Dean grabs it, squeezing like he did the night of Cas’s confession.
Someone whistles, and Dean jerks back on instinct, a blush heating his cheeks.  Cas is staring at him, eyes wide as he raises a finger to his lips, frowning as he traces the edge with his thumb.  And then his eyes lock on Dean’s like lasers as he asks, “Dean?”
Cas probably deserves some kind of explanation, but Dean’s not one for speeches, so he shrugs and says, “I want to try, Cas.  I do.”
“Oh,” Cas says again.  But this time a smile follows on its heels.  Dean sees it, even though Cas is quick to duck his head, and yeah.  Yeah, this could work.
* * *
Sam sees it all from his office and a smile springs to his face, unbidden.  His brother, Adam, would probably bust a gut laughing at Sam’s relief that his secretary’s big gay love is going to work after all, but as Sam’s told him many a time before, Adam’s free to go screw himself.  Cas and Dean have something special.
Not like what I’ve got with Ruby, he thinks, a twist in his gut.  Sam cares about Ruby, he does, but not like that.  He’s seen the way Cas looks at Dean when he thinks Dean’s not looking.  Like he’s his whole world, like the guy would do anything for him.  It’s what he used to have with Jess, and Sam misses it.  He does.
He’s not getting anywhere with Ruby, so maybe he should end it.
“I think I’m going to break up with Ruby,” he says aloud, and then starts.  Why did he do that?  Better question: why did he do that in front of Luke Morgenstern, one of the firm’s named partners?
Luke doesn’t look offended, at least.  He just tilts his head and crosses his arms, studying Sam.  “Why?” he asks.
Sam huffs, gesturing to Dean and Cas, sitting at Cas’s desk and eating lunch, trading sandwiches back and forth.  “It’s stupid, I guess, but I want that.  Something like that.  That’s what’s important, you know?”
Grinning, Luke raises a hand and says, “I agree, Sam.  Completely.”
He snaps his fingers.
It all comes rushing back.  He’s not Samuel Campbell III, grandson of one of the firm’s founding partners and son of the other.  He’s Sam Winchester, he just watched his brother kiss their guardian angel (and it looked like something close to love), and he’s standing a foot away from the actual devil.
Sam’s at a loss and he sits there, gaping, for a full minute before he starts to pull it together.  There’s a lot he could say, but for whatever reason, he goes with, “Do they know who they are?”
Lucifer nods.  “They do.  They’ve known all along, and they’ve been trying to make you get with the program for—oh, about eight weeks.”
That’s a long time, and crap, what did we miss?
And Lucifer is a mind-reader, too, because he smiles and says, “Nothing, Sam.  I admit, without the host behind me I’m not as powerful as I once was.  Maintaining this illusion has taken most of my considerable powers.”  The devil looks almost proud, a smile on Nick’s face as he extends his arms to encompass the offices of Morgenstern, Campbell and Campbell.  Or whatever’s here when the devil isn’t interfering.
Sometimes the simplest questions are the best.  “Why?” Sam asks.
Lucifer purses his lips, shrugging.  “You were out, Sam.  I needed you in.  It worked for my brother, didn’t it?  Thought I’d give it a go.”
“And I—I did what you wanted?” Sam persists, heart sinking.  This is why he tried to get out.  All he does is screw things up, which is what must’ve happened since the devil is pleased with him, and he’s just so tired of it.
“For now, yes.  But I don’t know if you’ll do what I want, ultimately.  This is just a step along the way, Sam.”  And yeah, it’s kind of a relief that he hasn’t done anything, not yet.  Maybe it’s stupid to believe the devil when he tells you crap like that, but Lucifer told Sam he would never lie to him and Sam, for whatever reason, believes him.
“You had to care again,” Lucifer continues.  His eyes drift away from Sam, landing on Dean and Cas.  They’re still eating lunch, oblivious to what’s happening a few feet away in Sam’s office.  “But you know, that’s not the horse I would’ve bet on.”
Sam starts in his seat, following Lucifer’s gaze to his brother and the angel.  “What do you mean?”
“It’s like I said.  I needed you to care again.  I needed you to find something you thought was worth fighting for.  I wasn’t sure what it would be.  You and Adam were getting pretty chummy for a while, there.  Thought it might be him.”  Lucifer raises a hand to his mouth, tapping his chin with a finger.  “But maybe I should’ve seen it coming.  I know how important Jessica was to you, Sam.”
Sam’s fists clench, and for a second he considers slugging the devil.  But he’s pissed, not stupid, so Sam stays in the chair as his knuckles turn white.  He focuses on breathing, and as he calms down, he takes a moment to think it through.  What did Lucifer say?  Sam needed to care, and seeing Dean and Cas together apparently did it. 
Lucifer might be surprised, but Sam’s not.  His brother’s happiness is something worth fighting for, in Sam’s mind, because Dean’s never been happy.  Not really.  It’s not like he’s constantly depressed, but Dean’s happiness is always snatched from the jaws of defeat.  It’s in his fleeting encounters with women, those moments where they actually manage to save a life or two instead of just cleaning up the mess.  But that’s not happiness.  That’s not what Sam had at Stanford, or what he had with Jess.
So yeah, if fighting the good fight means Dean stands a shot at getting something like that (even if it means his brother is apparently gay for angel, which, wow, not one Sam saw coming), fuck it.  Sign him up.
“Will they remember this?” Sam asks.
Lucifer looks thoughtful.  “No,” he says slowly.  “No, I don’t think so.  It might work to my advantage, but it might not.  Too many variables.”  He turns to Sam, curiosity etched on his features as he says, “But you will, Sam.  And I have to admit.  I’m anxious to see what you’ll do with the knowledge.”
The devil smiles and says, “See you soon, Sam.”
He snaps his fingers.
* * *
Sure enough, Dean and Cas don’t remember anything.  Sam does, though, and for a while he thinks about trying to tell them, Dean and/or Cas.
If Sam’s reading this right, Cas probably has some inkling of how he feels, where Dean is totally clueless.  Cas might believe him if Sam said something, but Dean definitely wouldn’t.  He’d scoff and bluster and God, knowing Dean, he’d probably push Cas farther away.  And Sam thinks that really, they’d both need to be on the same page for something to work.
So Sam doesn’t say anything, not until it’s the end and he’s running out of time.  He doesn’t tell Dean to go after Lisa and the apple-pie life, which was Plan A before Lucifer took a page out of Zachariah’s book.  Instead, he pulls Castiel aside right before he’s about to give it up to Lucifer, and he says, “Listen, Cas.  I know.”
Cas squints in the dim light of the alley, a crease appearing in his forehead as he frowns.  “Know what, Sam?”
Sam sighs.  This is a conversation he’s been dreading, because he’s got a feeling Cas is going to deny it and it’s going to be a thing, but—well, no time like the present.  Especially since he’s almost out of time.
“I know you’re in love with Dean.”
Cas stiffens, a host of emotions flitting across his face: fear, shame, guilt, pain.  “I don’t—”
“Can we just skip the part where you deny it?” Sam asks, running his hand through his hair.  “Don’t ask me how, but I know, OK?  I know.”
The ex-angel shuffles, tucking his hands in his pockets and staring at the ground.  “It’s all right, Sam,” he says quietly.  “I’ll leave him alone when this is done.  I won’t bother him.”
Sam screws up his face.  “What?  No.”
Cas’s frown deepens and he looks up at Sam, confused.  “What do you mean ‘no’?”
“He loves you too, Cas."
And Castiel’s expression goes from shell-shocked to skeptical in the space of a few seconds.  “That’s not possible.”
“Well, maybe he doesn’t know it yet,” Sam amends.  Taking a chance, he moves forward and puts his hands on Cas’s shoulders.  “But he does.  Trust me, Cas.  He really, really does.  And when I’m gone, he’s going to need you.  More than ever.  So just—just don’t leave him, OK?  Don’t give up on him.”
Whatever protest Castiel has on his lips dies in his throat.  He opens and closes his mouth, eyes darting once, briefly, to Dean, who’s trying to give them a minute alone like Sam asked, before he nods.  “I won’t, Sam.”
Sam squeezes his shoulder and lets go, swallowing the lump in his throat.  “That’s it, Cas.  That’s all I want.  Just make him happy.”
He’s not going to know how it turns out, but Sam likes to hope that they’ll get their happy ending.  That this isn’t another part of Lucifer’s plan, that he’s finally doing the right thing.  For the world, and maybe for his brother, too.
Sam hangs onto that thought as he walks out of the alley and into the streets of Detroit.






    


  
      
        End Notes

        This was loosely inspired by a number of really great Terrible Life !verse fics where Cas plays a role in the world of Dean Smith.  No one fic in particular inspired it, but there's a really great list of Terrible Life fics like this here.
Let me know if you enjoyed it! :)


      


  


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work!


    
