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Summary:"The fifth season of Supernatural, CW's paranormal drama, is scheduled for a return to our screens in autumn. Show creator Eric Kripke is reported to be "thrilled" with the news that show stars, Jared Padelecki and Jensen Ackles, have confirmed they'll be returning as brothers Dean and Sam Winchester. CW sources confirm that shooting is due to start soon with the first episode due to air on September 20th, 2012."


It's been nearly three years since the war against the alien race known as the Others changed the world and nearly four months since they were beaten back by Earth's natural superweapons, the dragons. Jared's looking forward to reconnecting with his best friend and picking up life where he left off. It doesn't seem much to ask but after three years, how much has really changed? And are the secrets Jensen's hiding better left alone?






Chapter 1
 
Jared moves back to Vancouver in April, about a month after the airports re-open. The city looks like a construction site and Jared feels like a tourist. The invasion destroyed a lot of the landmarks but there's enough left under the scaffolding to be just recognisable. But the city underneath hasn't changed that much and Jared's relieved. There's construction crews all over, particularly at the airport, and the taxi driver bitches the whole way. Jared's kinda not paying attention because it turns out there's a shit-load of paperwork he needs to fill out and file.


His house - their house - was miles away from any actual damage. Not that you'd know it from the way the news anchors have been talking about it. Jared's momma made him watch the 60 Minutes exclusive before he left and the presenter kept talking about the devastation along the sea-line in ominous tones. Jared had laughed his ass off when he saw the graffiti that covered the wooden fences around the massive construction site that was the coast neighborhoods. "Fuck You ET!": "First Contact: 1-0 to Earth!" and (Jared's personal favorite) "Prime directive: Don't Fuck with Humanity!"


But yeah, the city's doing great, repair work already well underway and everyone sorting out all the legal stuff. During the war, there hadn't been time to deal with insurance claims, personal injury suits or anything like that so there's been a huge backlog. Turns out there actually isn't a contingency plan for 'invaded by aliens and civil law temporarily collapses' so the courts and the politicians are running around and getting very little done. Jared found this out about three months ago when he checked on his house.


Jared likes his house. It's an awesome house with lots of memories and hopefully at least some of their stuff. It was far enough out that he didn't have to worry about squatters or anything. The production company even sent someone out to check. They said everything looked fine, maybe a little rundown but hey, he's been gone for nearly three years, he was expecting that. His problems started when he rang to check on what his insurance would cover.


According to Earl, who is some sorta accountant who Jared's only ever talked to on the phone and kinda hates by now, there's a problem with the payments or rather, there's a problem with whether or not the payments happened which is totally not Jared's fault. With the Others pouring out of the sky, apparently his bank had big problems than making sure his payments went through. Which, okay, everyone says that but in this case, the bank and the insurance company agree. If they could just agree how to fix the problem that would be awesome.


Jared's spent more time on the phone with Earl in the last three weeks than he has with his momma and Jensen combined. He likes to think of himself as a reasonable guy but this is getting fucking ridiculous. He's imagining feeding Earl to one of the Winchesters' monsters and is pretty much planning to rope Jensen in as soon as his costar gets in the door. Otherwise, Jared's going to get locked up for attempted murder. Earl phones again just as the taxi driver starts in on conspiracy theories and well, Jared isn't having the best day.


It gets a little weird but after he assures Earl that he doesn't think the moon landing was fake and tells the taxi driver that he's pretty okay about having the payments taken right on out, they both kinda shut up. Jared hangs up and thinks about turning his phone off but well, he can't really. It's been nearly a week since he's actually talked to Jensen and nearly a year and a half since he's seen him in the flesh. 


It's really his own fault; Jared's gotten so used to the regular phone calls that he forgot that there were some things - awesome chemistry and the mental equivalent of 'joined at the hip' aside - that they need to actually talk about. 


They'd talked about the show sometimes but it was one of those things that stopped being important during the war. He never had to ask if Jensen was coming back to Supernatural, his agent told him the day it went public so they could both confirm they were coming back. That meant he didn't have to ask if Jensen was coming back to Vancouver since the show was there and even if Jensen didn't like flying that much, there's no way he could commute. What Jared forgot and did have to ask, was whether or not Jensen was coming back to their house.


Jared just assumed he was; they'd talked about how awesome it was going to be and Eric'd been swearing blind that he'd have everything set up like it was and it had sounded just like every other year when hiatus started to wind down. It wasn't until he got Jensen's voice mail three days in a row that Jared realized he'd been assuming and started to freak out. He's not sure if Jensen's busy, avoiding him or maybe Jensen was planning on getting a house of his own. 


Jared's irrational sometimes. Prices were getting better in Vancouver but it was still dirt cheap to get a nice place in some areas of town. Said areas being the other side of the city from Jared's house and just the thought of it made Jared's gut twist. 


A year and a half - hell, three years - should have been enough time to get into the habit of going Jensen-less but Jared's been looking forward to this forever. He scared his agent with how happy he was to hear the show had been picked up again. He'd danced the courier down the drive and hadn't even bothered to steal Josh's phone to erase the video afterwards.





The taxi pulls up outside his house and Jared grabs his bags. He tips the driver outrageously because he mixes up the bills. The dogs arrive tte day after tomorrow and Jensen arrives sometime between tomorrow and the day they start shooting. Jared drags his bags up the steps and has to jiggle the lock to open it. 


The house is clean, thanks to the cleaning staff Jared paid a fucking fortune for but it looks kinda grey, washed out a little like one of those 'olden times' shots Eric uses. 


Jared dumps his bags in the hall and makes a beeline for the kitchen. He'd flown out of Fort Worth at ungodly in the morning, well before the only restaurant left opened for business. There isn't a lot of food but Janice-from-production is getting the biggest flower arrangement Jared can find for arranging for bread and bacon and eggs to be delivered.


His phone rings while he's frying and he doesn't bother to check who it is. "Hi, this is Jared."


"Dude. Has Eric been ringing you or something?" Jensen's laughing. "You sound like a receptionist or something."


Jared's smile is clear in his voice. "Dickass. Just 'cause some of us have manners-"


"Says the dude who puked down Kate Cassidy's cleavage at the last CW formal? You got no room to be talking shit about my manners, Padalecki."


"Fucker. It was all Mike's fault. Him and his stupid foofy cocktails."


Jensen's voice is rich with laughter but he manages to sound almost serious. "'s all on you, dude, I warned you the stuff was lethal."


Jared snorts and Jensen's laughing. Honest to god laughing and Jared's laughing along with him just like always. "So, what's up down there?"


"Weak, dude." Jensen parries then sighs heavily. "Just about done, I think. Got home yesterday and everything.."


"Got any plans?" Jared's not good at this. Responsible, reasoned conversations were Jensen's responsibility before and Jared's aware of the needy question bubbling up. He can live without Jensen, he knows that.


"I- Well, I'mma gonna have to fly up to Vancouver. Got my tickets and shit and Eric'll kill me if I'm late." There's a longer-than-entirely natural pause and Jensen clears his throat. "And I suppose someone'll have to clean the house."


Jared opens his mouth to tell him about the cleaners, then he gets it. His smile is immediate and wide enough that it hurts. "I've seen you trying clean, Jen, I'm not letting you near hazardous chemicals. I might let you dust. If me or one of the dogs is there to supervise."


"Asshole." Jensen sounds relieved and that? That right there is why Jensen Ackles is the best friend Jared's ever had. It would take Jared a whole awkward conversation to convey 'hey, I've missed you' and 'please move back in' and 'this will be awesome' to any of his other friends. Jensen's never needed him to emote at him.


It has nothing to do with the fact that Jensen told him that he'd hang up on him if Jared called him at five in the morning to quote Doctor Phil at him and tell Kripke about the jelly and the jeep thing. Really.


"When're you coming up?" Jared asks.


"Sometime Friday I think." Jensen yawns and Jared can actually hear his jaw crack. "'s on the ticket."


"Do you know where you put the ticket?" Jared's smile is still straining his cheeks but he feels the brilliant flare settling down to a warm glow of affection that has meant 'Jensen' to Jared since halfway through the first hellish long shoot for the Pilot.


"Yeah." Jensen draws out the 'aaaaah', Texas rolling thick along the phone lines. "I know where I put the damn ticket, mom."


"Dick." Jared says comfortably. Jensen snorts but doesn't answer and there's a while where they're not talking, just being quiet together and it's probably costing Jensen a fortune but fucked if Jared's telling him. This, this quiet where everything that's important doesn't need to be said, has been all he's really had of Jensen for a year and a half.


"I should probably..." Jensen says reluctantly, jaw cracking again.


"Yeah." Jared concedes, every bit as reluctant. "You gonna be free tomorrow?"


"Maybe. You?"


"I'll check my calendar, get back to you." Jared's yawning too, smile finally back to manageable proportions. Jensen says goodnight and the house is still musty and unlived in and there's still a shit-load of stuff needs doing. Such is life but he stumbles off to fall into his bed and he doesn't dream.





The next morning, Jared's sweaty and disgusting in the kitchen. He's redoing the grout because he had to redo his momma's kitchen last year and it's the only one of the DIY things he's sure he can do solo. He's been at it for hours and he can't get the iPod dock to work so he's listening to the radio, blaring out some cheesy pop. 


Jared's getting into the swing of it, shaking his ass to the beat and singing along (gotta make the most of the day before Jensen and his camera obsession and private YouTube channel arrive). He's hitting a groove, slopping grout mostly where it's supposed to go and the kitchen is looking good. He tunes back in when the pop song cuts off in the middle, throwing off the whole thing.


He fumbles the trowel and the grout so it takes a second for him to catch up to what the new voice is saying. "-nd Chief Robbins has assured us that there's nothing to worry about. We would like to thank all of our listeners who phoned in to tell us about the fly-by but unfortunately, AIRCOM have yet to identify the dragon in question. There are no reports of official IDF activity in the Vancouver area."


"Shit!" Jared drops the trowel and scrambles for the remote. The small crappy TV hisses onto City TV and there's a news ticker scrolling across the bottom of the screen while blurry cell phone footage of a winged shape skimming by a high-rise building plays on continuous loop. Jared leans on the back of the couch to stare. 


There was only about thirty seconds of footage and, thanks to the thick Vancouver mist, it's next to impossible to actually see the dragon. There is this one bit where it banks past the high rise and there's a nearly perfect silhouette of the dragon. Jared's half-tempted to grab a cab downtown to see it for himself but the news is reporting the dragon's already gone. Fucking figures, the first dragon to fly into a city - his city - since the end of the war and Jared misses it.


"Fuck, man." Jared shook his head. He's never seen one of the really big dragons up close. On the radio behind him, the DJ has shelved 'Pop's Greatest Hits' in favor of an impromptu phone-in. 


There's some chick called Debbie, who 'totally saw it' and some older guy called Marcus who is working his way up to a heart attack by the sound of it.


"We should been shooting the sonuvabitch down! This is Canadian soil and we don't need those monsters around!"


Debbie doesn't give the DJ a chance to respond. "That's bullshit! They saved thousands of lives in Vancouver alone and it's not like she's hurting anyone by just flying around."


"They're monsters!" Marcus again. "They should never have been allowed into our country in the first place! Canada was founded for people!".


He can feel the anger starting to knot up his shoulders; Vancouver got hit hard, he knows that. But Texas got hit just as bad and barring the governor and a few of his cronies, no-one down home is anything but grateful to the IDF. He leans back to snap the radio off.


The television is telling him that no-one can tell which dragon it is or if the dragon needs a permit to be in the city when the back door opens. Jensen's amused "The fuck are you watching?" is so typically Jensen that Jared doesn't register it as anything but situation normal.


"Dude, there's a fucking dragon in the city. Swear to God, a real life dragon and I fucking missed it!"


"No shit?" 


Jared's brain finally kicks into gear and he drops the remote. Jensen - a little grungy, a little older but undeniably Jensen - is standing in the back door with a pile of bags.


"DUDE!" Jared pretty much hurdles the couch, crashing into Jensen. Jensen's laughing again but fucked if Jared cares. He's here. Jared wraps his arms around Jensen and squeezes.


Jensen thumps him on the back, "Dude! Lemme breathe!" before hugging him back every bit as tight. Jared's laughing like a lunatic. "When did you get in? I thought you didn't have a flight until Friday! Why didn't you call? I would totally have come pick you up. The taxi drivers are nuts these days. How have you been? Did you eat? I don't have much, we've gotta get some shopping done before Eric gets us back on set. And we need to pick up the dogs, the kennel's going to be open tomorrow and-" 


"Seriously, man." Jensen pulls back, eyes twinkling. "Take a breath in there, I don't wanna get smushed by your gigantic ass when you pass out."


"Just because you are too tiny to fully appreciate my manly physique."


"I'm appreciating, I'm appreciating!" Jensen smirks. "I'm just not catching your ass."


"You love my ass."


Jared lets Jensen go and actually takes a good long look at him. Jensen's still recognizably Jensen - looks like he's been working out in fact. He's got actual, no-lie grey hair now, just a touch at the temples and the lines around his eyes are deeper. There's a new scar, faintly pink against his pale skin, that cuts down the left side of his face. Other than that? He's just as Jared remembers him.


Jensen takes his own sweet time looking Jared over, then smiles. It isn't the wide brilliant grin of a moment before but the private, warm smile he saves for when it's just the two of them. "You look good, Jay."


Jared strikes a preening pose. "I'll try not to show you up too badly, old timer."


Jensen snorts and grabs his bag. They banter back and forth as Jensen drags his stuff upstairs and comes back to rescue their lunch from Jared's enthusiasm and the rapidly hardening grout spread across the counter. They shoot the shit for a couple of hours until Jensen falls asleep on the couch. Jared finishes clearing up and comes to sit beside him and just basks in having Jensen back for a bit.





Jensen's snoring faintly and Jared is feeling ridiculously sappy so he doesn't grab his phone to take a video. (Jensen claims not to snore, Jared disagrees and they've been arguing about it since well before Jensen moved in.) It feels good to have Jensen back, like Jared's world has been tilted or something for the last eighteen months, hell the whole last three years and only now is it coming back to an even keel. Jensen had only been in San Antonio for a few days, after all.


He lets Jensen sleep and winds up falling asleep himself, only rousing when Jensen pushes him upright and mutters something about needing to piss. Jared flops back down on the warm spot and drifts until he hears Jensen's amused snort. "That was my spot."


"Don't see your name on it." Jared mumbles into the pillow. "Whyn't you call me to pick you up, Jen?"


"You're like a dog with a bone." Jensen grumbles and the couch moves as he sits on the arm. "I didn't call 'cause I didn't need a lift."


"Airport's on the other side of Vancouver, Jen." Jared's half-awake now but he doesn't lift his head.


"I didn't come in by the airport." Jensen sighs.


"You walk or something?" 


"No. I...there were a couple of guys heading up here after we were discharged. One of the Guard offered 'em a lift and here I am." 


"The Gua- What, like the Queensguard? ....you mean the dragon, don't you?"


"Yes, Jay, I mean the dragon." Jensen sounds exasperated and goes to sit up. "I wasn't going to, but they were coming this way anyway and I-I missed you, man. Hasn't been same."


Jared flails an arm up to grab Jensen's arm and pull him back down. Jensen lets him but stays tense as Jared flops an arm across him. "Missed you too, Dallas."


Jensen relaxes a little and Jared thinks he's smiling when he says something but Jared's real tired all of a sudden. He curls himself around Jensen so they can keep talking about this later and lets himself drift off again.







Chapter 2
 
"Bridger General Hank Rosten, head of the Air Force, today appealed to Congress for an increase of approximately 300% in the Budget. General Rosten said the funds were desperately needed to replace aircraft and facilities destroyed during last year's failed sorties against the Others.

Senator Ted Brady (IL) asked the General if he felt the increase was justified so soon after the Other War and pointed out that the IDF have proven to be the best equipped at dealing with the remaining bio-weaponry. 

General Rosten replied that while this was true, he felt that the IDF's non-partisan stance meant it would be impractical and insecure to rely on them for the nation's aerial defence. The debate is expected to continue tomorrow."

- cnn.com article, 09/10/2012

 

*****

 


Shooting starts a week later. They get the scripts and Jared's not happy when he realises the first episode is pretty much all Sam. Eric's got pages on what's happened to Sam since the last season and Jared reads it while Jensen browses a similar folder.


"Looks like I get to lie in." Jensen says, looking up from the script. "For this one at least."


"Seriously?" Jared flips through his script and "Son of a bitch. Dean's not in it at all?"


"Looks like. Hell, Kripke hasn't even told me what Dean's been doing since he left." Jensen tosses the folder back on the table. "I'm going in with you tomorrow to talk about it with him." 


Jared's still trying to imagine a whole episode with no Dean. It's not a huge deal - they've shot character-centric episodes before but usually in the middle of the season. Not the start. Plus, there's always at least one scene where they're together or close to together. The script says no Dean at all and that's just...not right. He doesn't want to bitch about it but he was kinda relying on Jensen being there and the epic levels of pranking they were going to pull.





Next morning, Jensen's awake (or upright and shuffling at least) at five and Cliff's waiting by the curb. Jared hustles him into the car, hands him his coffee and settles back into the seat. Jensen plays with his phone and sips his coffee while Jared chants lines to himself.


Jensen disappears towards the production area when they get to set and Jared's set on by a flock of make-up girls. There's a whirlwind chatter as the whole crew tries to get caught up with everyone else at once. Genevieve is waiting for him on the first set, hands shoved in her pockets and lips moving as she runs her lines.


She gives him a distracted smile. "Ready to roll, Sammy boy?"


Jared rolls his shoulders, feeling the phantom weight of Sam Winchester's world settle back in place and his voice is cool. "It's Sam."





The director's starting from the top, Sam's bloody exorcism of another demon who can't or won't tell him where his brother is. Jensen shows up with the director just as the crew finish setting up; he's wearing his glasses and has a sheaf of paper stuffed under one arm. The director ('Just call me Randy, Jay!!') is telling Jensen how sorry he is that Dean isn't in this episode. Jensen nods and rolls his eyes at Jared when Randy turns away. Jared's definitely thinking that Randy isn't Jensen's favourite person. 


Jared nods and smiles at Randy, trying not to loom over the guy. He looked about a foot taller when he was sitting down like a normal person and Jared feels like he's trying to talk to a hobbit. Randy's directing for the first time - he's one of the new crew, hired less than a month ago. He's a big fan and tells Jared that about half a dozen times. Jensen folds his arms and leans back in his chair to watch Randy bounce around the set. Jared's starting to think they're never going to get started. Randy likes to talk. Jared's not a hypocrite; he likes to chat himself but Randy just doesn't shut up. He spends nearly an hour talking "motivation" and "how to really convey what's driving Sam here." and Jared nods in all the right places.


Seriously though, it's not like he needs a pep-talk to figure Sam out. He knows how Sam is feeling from the read through the night before. His brother's gone, no deal this time, no bad guy, just a routine hunt that Sam bailed on to talk to Ruby. Guilt is a given. Dean didn't even take any weapons. Sam's going to kill him for that... or at least bitch him out about it. Dean just vanished, no signs of demons or cops or anything. It's been three years, the longest Sam's been without his brother since Stanford and that's huge. Part of Sam has to be wondering if Dean's gone for good. He hasn't seen Castiel since before Lucifer rose and Jared thinks that's got to be part of the guilt and the anger.


Dean got Sam out, got him to Bobby's and went to look for Castiel and never came back. Eric added lots of details and Jared can see how badly it must have panicked Sam when his brother vanished and the long weeks of searching. They'll actually be doing those scenes in a flashback; Sam finding the car on screen, complete with Dean's long-dead phone on the seat. Dean's bags in the back, the weapons pristine and all accounted for. 


Then there's Ruby. She's back on the fringes of Sam's life and Eric is all excited about the way she dodged the bullet, or the knife in this case. The Apocalypse is still building in the background but Sam doesn't care. Not only that but Ruby's pushing Sam's limits. They all agree on that from the first run through. She doesn't see how bad it is to lose Dean like this; Sam has no idea what happened. No leads, no-one to hunt down and hurt over it and it's gotta be driving him mad. Ruby thinks Dean was dead weight, has been skirting the edges of saying so for months and that means that Sam's blaming her.





The first shot is the Impala, covered in leaves and mulch. One of the extras - playing the local cops - prowls around it. Jared sits off to one side and watches, Sam seething under his skin. Eric's an evil genius of some kind; normally Jared can focus on the story as he knows it and kinda calm his inner Sam down by thinking of how Dean's going to be safe soon. This time he's thinking that Jensen's signed up for the full season and trying not to remember Misha's reminder that just because an actor signs up to do so many episodes doesn't mean he'll be there for all of those episodes.


He's well into Sam's skin by the time it's his scene. They've been through the scripts at least a hundred times already, Sera's rewritten it four times and Jared's ready to just shoot it and move the fuck on. 


The cameras roll and Jared lets Sam boil up and out. Sam growls and snarls; treading a dangerously thin line between despair and rage. Ruby is note-perfect, supercilious and taunting. Sam crashes her through a wall, spitting venom in her face as he yells at him.


Perfect first take and Randy slaps them both (hard) on the back and tells them to keep it up.





Jensen saves him some of the Tex Mex from catering and they go hang out in Jared's trailer for a bit. Jensen's playing with his phone while Jared's looking up more about the dragon sighting in Vancouver. The network connection is shit and Jared's thinking wistfully of last season when wireless worked. Stupid fucking aliens. Jensen looks up when Jared pitches the USB connector across the room after cnn.com times out for the fouth time. "Your porn subscriptions run out or something, Jay?"


"Ha, ha. Such wit." Jared doesn't really want to admit he was surfing for dragons. Particularly not a dragon that Jensen must know. First rule of Hollywood; it's rude to bug your friends about their friends just because you're a fan. "You know I go to the fan-sites for that."


"What, like our fan-sites?" Jensen looks slightly grossed out. "That's more about your jerking-off habits than I ever wanted to know, thanks, Jay."


Jared gives him a big open-mouthed grin as he chews his lunch and Jensen screws up his face in disgust and throws a plastic cup at him. Jared ducks easily, laughing like a lunatic. He throws a cushion and then it's on. They chase each other across the set, laughing and pelting each other with cups and plates.


They manage two full laps around the set before Eric comes out of his trailer with a sheaf of papers just as Jared puts on one last spurt and all three of them go down in a heap. It's fun and light-hearted and the most Jared sees of Jensen for the next week.





The first half of the episode wraps after the longest week of shooting Jared can ever remember. Jensen's at home most of the time, working on Dean's big comeback. Randy's relentless enthusiasm is getting on Jared's nerves. Sam is finally starting to lose hope and the breakdown is seriously heavy stuff. The last scene, Sam killing a demon who claims Dean's been dragged back to hell, has kicked Jared's ass halfway to the kerb. Jensen came in with him on the first day but Eric kept hauling him off to talk 'issues' and 'character development'. 


Jared wants Jensen to 'develop' Dean right the fuck back into his brother's life because there is no fucking way he is going to make it through another episode of Sam's emo. And he was totally blaming Jensen and his 'method acting' for the sudden character bleed. Jared never used to have a problem leaving the character behind before. Sam was really hurting and it was fucking with him.


Genevieve keeps at him to lighten up and Jared is really close to just snapping her fucking head off. Jim knows better but Jim's solution to Jared's moping is to ignore the shit out of him. By the end of another day mining Sam Winchester's fucked up neuroses, Jared's about hit the end of his rope. He sulks the whole way home, iPod blasting so he doesn't have to make conversation. He isn't suicidal enough to piss the guy driving him home off. Particularly when Vancouver still doesn't have public transport working.





It's late. Seriously late and Jared is planning on sneaking in and crashing until he gets dragged out of bed for the night shoot. He fumbles his keys, dropping his jacket on the table and trips over the phone line. "GODDAMMIT!"


A light flicks on upstairs and he hears footsteps, then the scrabble of claws on the hardwood. "Jay? 'S that you?"


Jensen sounds awake and his voice is coming from the kitchen, not his room. The dogs clattered along beside him, erupting into barking whirlwinds of slobber and wagging tails. They nearly bowl him over and Jared was laughing despite himself in like three seconds. Jensen chuckles and leans against the door jamb. "You look like shit, boy."


His voice is gruff and thick with Texas. Jared pats the dogs, shooing them back and straightened up with a groan. "Feel worse."


"Aww, poor iddle Jay-red." Jensen steps forward, hand coming up to grasp his shoulder comfortingly. "Jesus, you've got some serious tension there, Jay."


Jared rolls his head, feeling the roughness of hair against his cheek. "No shit?"


"Long shoot." Jensen didn't make it a question or a statement, just a comment. "Go lie down."


Jared grumbles but shuffles obediently towards the stairs. Jensen puts a hand on his chest. "Couch, dude."


"'m sleepy, Jen." Jared whined. 


"You go to bed now, you're going to be one big cramp in the morning. You wanna work this scene with that kinda pain?"


Jared shuddered at the thought and staggered to the couch and fell over onto the cushions. Jared loved his couch - he'd bought it a week after moving in and it was big enough to fit them and the two dogs in a comfortable pile. Jensen runs a hand along his back, whistles low and presses against the knot that used to be Jared's trapezius muscle.


Jared groans and Jensen pushes harder. It hurts at first but Jensen's hands are Grade A, 100% magic. By the time Jensen sits back, hip pressed into Jared's side, Jared is feeling no pain. Jensen laughs at him and Jared can't work up the co-ordination to flip him the bird so he sticks his tongue out.


Jensen claps him on the back, standing up and grabbing the newspaper off the coffee table. "Suck it up, Padalecki."


Jared sleeps the whole eight hours that night and gets every scene, first try. He asks Cliff to stop at their Starbucks so he can buy Jensen a huge coffee on the way home. Jensen looks up from the stack of newspapers he's reading and smiles and Jared smiles back.





It can't and doesn't last. There are technical issues with everything and Jared winds up staying late and working through the weekend. He doesn't see Jensen at all after the first night. It's long, boring work and Jared misses having Jensen on set. None of his normal missing-Jensen-routines work because this is their set. Jensen should be here but he isn't.


Jared gets tired and stressed. He can't prank anyone, they have him outnumbered and without Jensen there for a diversion, anything that does happen is Jared's fault, even if it was actually an accident. They wind up shooting the last scene on Friday and the director promises that they could have the whole weekend if they wrap tonight. 


Three takes and Jared's deep into Sam's skin. Ruby snaps off a shot at the demon, they spin to face the blocked door and bam! There's Bobby, gruff and solid and there. 


Jim nails every delivery and frankly, Jared's jealous as hell. Sam gets stuck on "I've got a lead on your brother." after take one and he jumps the gun, turning to face Bobby before he should know he's there. Guinevere screws up next time, the shot at the demon looking more like a shot on Sam.


Then they get it. Finally, it's a proper wrap. Jared looks at the director and Eric's standing there. 


"One more time, guys. Just like that, yeah?"


Jared wants to cuss something fierce but Jim's already rolling his eyes and stumping off to take his mark. Jared closes his eyes, lets Sam fucking Winchester back up front, and goes back to take his place.


They charge through the deserted house, Ruby shoots, Sam blows a demon away and turns as the blocked door is kicked open. Jared's just waiting for Bobby to-


"You need a hand, little brother?" 


Not Jim. Jensen, in Dean's leather jacket, ripped shirt and the amulet swinging around his neck. He cocks the shotgun and shoots Sam the trademark shiteating grin. There's something soft in his eyes though and Sam's brain just freezes for a second.


Then he's across the room and has his arms locked around Dean. There's just a moment then Dean's arms come up and he's there and hugging Sam back and everything's just perfect. Dean smells of smoke and leather and sweat.


"Aaaand CUT!" The director shouts. "That's a wrap, people."


Jared drops his head to Jensen's shoulder, shaking with the force of Sam's relief. He laughs all high-pitched and wrong and Jensen's hand is patting his back. 


"Jay, Jay, calm down, man." Jensen's voice rumbles through him and it's only like, a minute later that Jared realizes he's still hugging him. He should be letting go but well, he hasn't seen Jensen in days and Sam damn Winchester has been making him miserable with how much he missed Dean.


It's not weird. Not for them. So Jared holds on and tries to glare at Eric. "Fucker. What happened to Bobby?"


"We needed a genuine reaction." Eric smirks and turns to start talking excitedly with the director.


Jensen snorts and tips his head back to smile at Jared. "C'mon, dude. It's not like Sam could carry this show on his own."


"Sam is totally badass enough to carry the show."


"Nuh-uh, Sam does the emo shit, Dean handles the asskicking."


"So the whole manly crying thing - the one that's all Dean, 'cause Sam doesn't cry half as much - that's just what? Dean trying to get laid?" Jared loosens his grip but doesn't really feel the need to actually let go. Jensen's smiling up at him and Jared's got a whole weekend to recover and a new Xbox, Madden 2011 and his best friend to help him along.


Situation normal.







Chapter 3


"Dragons present a challenge for any scientist, interacting as they do so infrequently with researchers. Most of what we know about dragons is secondhand information at best, often as much as fourth hand.

What facts we do have are these - the first documented sighting of a dragon was in Kenya, March 2009. The first eyewitness reports suggesting that dragons were in fact transformed humans were recorded during the invasion of Shanghai in April when Ms Xiao-ling Chang was seen by no fewer than three hundred bystanders. The fifty two survivors tell a universally consistent story. Her transformation is now understood to be an instinctive reaction to the threat posed by the Other forces. 

The first reports of a Queen were nearly three months later, towards the end of May. All three Queens were seen and the existance of all three were confirmed by the end of the month. There is, at this time, no evidence to support any conspiracy theories or claims that the Queens were active prior to the African sighting. "

-From presidental briefing material compiled by Doctor Kensington Baker of Harvard Biology in September 2010.

 

*****

 

They're working on episode four, something about gremlins and a curse putting the Winchester boys on a plane again. Jared's teasing the shit out of Jensen about Dean's fear of flying and laying bets on how long Eric's going to make Dean scream for this time. Jensen's flipping him off and Laura from costume comes over to talk to Jared about Sam's latest fashion choices.


Jared's keen to get Sam wearing warmer clothes as winter closes in. They talk hoodies, thicker jeans and proper boots. It takes Jared a minute to realise that Jensen is being very quiet. He glances sideways and frowns. Jensen's sitting turned away from them, bent over his script (which, Jared knows, the fucker knows by heart already) like he's never seen it before.


He elbows Jensen who swats him back automatically. "Dude, what's up with you?"


Jensen smiles weakly at Laura and glowers at Jared. "Some of us, Sasquatch, do this thing called learning our lines?"


Jared scowls and Laura laughs. Jensen's shoulders hunch a little and he turns back to his script. Jared finishes the conversation and Laura goes to see about Sam's next outfit for the scene in the departures hall. Jared props his chin on one hand and stares at Jensen through narrowed eyes.


"Dude, the fuck?" A tint of red stains Jensen's cheeks. "Stop staring at me."


"What the hell was that?" Jared isn't angry and he's known Jensen was shy since forever but Laura's been working on the Supernatural set since day one. No way Jensen's having a sudden attack of nerves around Laura this late in the game. "You got a crush on her or something?"


"Dude!" Jensen blushes bright scarlet and thumps Jared with his script. "She's old enough to be my mom!"


"You totally do!" Jared cackles like a lunatic and Jensen actually seriously punches him. "Jesus, touchy much?"


"Look, I don't have a crush on her. She just...doesn't like me. Okay?"


Jared blinks, Jensen has his head down and he sounds tired. "Jen, man, come on, Laura likes you fine."


"Yeah. Sure." Jensen turns back to his script and Jared's left floundering.


"Seriously? Did she say something to you?" Jared is aware that he's a little protective when it comes to Jensen. He likes Laura fine, he just likes Jensen a whole lot more.


"Just forget it, Jay." Jensen won't look up.


That pretty much signals the end of the conversation but Jared starts to pay attention after that. It isn't just Laura - there's about ten people on set who Jensen just avoids completely these days. Some of them, he didn't get on with before but there's about six people that Jared thought he was okay with who Jensen will now actively avoid the hell out of. 


It just doesn't make sense; Jensen's shy sure but even when he doesn't like people, he's fully capable of faking it. This avoid-the-shit-out-of routine is new and it's freaking Jared out. 


They haven't changed. Still joined at the hip, on-set and off and still pulling the best pranks on everyone else at set. Jensen still lives with him, mocks his fashion sense and carts his ass home when he drinks too much after work. He still bitches about walking the dogs and smiles when Sadie brings him a chewed toy as a present.


So, Jensen's only different with other people. The weirdest thing is that Jared can't see any sort of pattern to it. After the thing with Laura, he starts to notice more. 


Jensen avoids Tom but he's still talking to Mike when the occasional guest spot brings him back to Vancouver. Chris calls but he hasn't been up. Neither has Steve. He still talks to Misha and Jim and Genievere but it's more superficial, the bright smile and careful banter that he uses when they're at network parties or meeting suits. He's better at the bullshit these days, less forced, which might be why no-one else has picked up on it.


Jensen still isn't sleeping through the night. Jared worried for the first week but Jensen seems to be making up the lost hours with cat naps on set, in his trailer and on the drive to and from the set. Jared is worried until one of the US stations runs a special on the problems facing IDF veterans who decide to jump straight back into their old lives without getting any help or talking through their experiences. He's done some research and googled it and come to the realization that Jensen might be having flashbacks or PSTD or something like that. Jensen still hasn't talked about his time in the Force, not that Jared doesn't want to but he shuts him down fast if Jaded even tries. Jared wonders for a bit if he should ask for help; Jim, Eric or someone. Neither would have a problem helping out one of their boys, but in the end, he can't do it. 


It feels like failure because sure, Eric and Jim are good guys but he's Jensen's best friend for Christ's sake and Jensen shuts him down every time he tries asking. Jared's tempted to push but Jensen looks over at him. "Not yet, Jay. I'll tell you later but not yet."


Jared backs off at that. He's wondering if he should suggest Jensen talk to a therapist. But Jared doesn't know any psychiatrists who around who would know how to deal with this exact issue. Only numbers he had were the guys who advertised on TV, the medical equivalent of ambulance chasers and no way Jared's trusting his best friend to one of those money-grabbing quacks.





As it turns out most of the crew don't even know Jensen was a Volunteer, so he can't ask anyone there for advice. He only finds that out in October, during the party to celebrate having the highest weekly rating. It isn't just that they're rocking this season; CSI's latest two-parter tanked badly, despite getting a kickass guest director, and there's rumours flying that they may be cancelled if they don't pull the rating back up. 


The party is at Jerry's Bar and Grill, which makes some of the finest ribs Jared's ever found outside of Texas so he's pretty wired about the party. Jensen's been laughing at him for the whole week. Jared's kinda hoping that the party will help and for the first hour, it does. Jensen is mingling, beer in hand and he looks relaxed. Jared spends the first hour with Jensen, hovering but as the beer keeps flowing, Other people start crowding in. Jared loses track of Jensen for a bit. Laurie, from catering, is giggling and falling over herself. She's wearing a low-cut top and Jared is trying to be a gentleman, so he turns to talk to the rest of the group . It's mostly lighting crew and there's really a limit to how enthusiastic Jared can be about bulbs and wires. One of the new guys, Harold, seems a little too fond of his own voice. 


Harold is flushed and slurring slightly in no time flat, Jared makes his escape without much effort.. He winds up talking to Jim at the bar about football and the Superbowl. They're cool, just hanging until Jim looks over Jared's shoulder and frowns.


"What is it?" Jared's a little buzzed, but they may have reshoots tomorrow so he's keeping off the hard stuff. He twists around and sees Harold on his own, waving his hands in clumsy sweeps. Harold looks like a fucking moron, but you know, no harm no foul.


Jared's shoulders tighten up and his buzz is fading into a pulse of irritation. He doesn't understand until Harold stumbles and Jared realises he's got Jensen backed into a corner. Jensen's smiling - the rigid plastic smile he has for the batshit insane fans - and he looks trapped. 


"Dude, I gotta-" He says over his shoulder, not looking away.


"Go get your boy, Padalecki." Jim waves him away.




Jared's glad he's tall, it means that he can keep an eye on Jensen who's starting to look like he's going to punch Harold and that's new. Jensen's not really the 'make war' type but he looks like he did that time someone dissed his mama. Took Jared and Chris and Steve to hold him back and Jared nearly got his jaw broken when he tried to go. 


He manages to push through the crowd in time to hear Harold's voice. "-s'not like they're whores, y'know. Just...easy. Couldn't be fucked to work with real people so they went and ...what the fuck do dragons need people for, man?"


Jensen's answer went right past him, all low and angry intensity. "Dragons. Are. People."


"It ain't right." Harold slurps at his drink. "Fucking things. How'd anyone know they're not part of the Others' arsh-assnel?"


Jared nearly chokes. He didn't think Harold was that big a fucking idiot and it's a second before he realises that Harold isn't. Harold just doesn't know. Jared has to think fast now, because if Jensen hasn't said anything, then Jensen doesn't want people to know which means Jared can't say anything 'cause only a real douche outs his best friend's secrets like that. 


So Jared just crashes straight into Harold and laughs like he's a lot more wasted than he is, stumbling into Jensen and dropping an arm around Jen's shoulders. "Whoa, sorry there, man. Didn't see you."


Harold takes a while to pick himself up and Jensen's a hot line of tense muscle against Jared's side (and Jesus, he knew Jensen had put on a bit of muscle but feeling the hard angles of it pressed tight into his side was a whole other ballgame). Jared steals Jensen's beer and is totally not surprised that it's mostly full.


"'M wasted, dude." He breathes against Jensen's temple. "Wanna call it a night?"


Jensen flicks him a sharp glance, then looks at Harold who's still trying to get a good grip on an imaginary wall. "...yeah. Okay. Come on man."


Jared leans into him, smirking at Jensen's grunt. Jensen hauls him outside and hails a cab.





Jared waits until they're careening through late night traffic (Jensen has a gift for picking taxis driven by wannabe rally drivers and tonight is no exception) before he asks. "Jen, man, why didn't you just tell him? Harold's kinda a dumbass but he's not an asshole. He'da quit if you told him."


Jensen sighs and looks out the window. The flickering light deepens the scar into a black line against his cheek. "It's none of his goddamn business and..."


Jensen thumps his head lightly against the window. "Jesus, Jay, I can't. Everyone will try to be supportive for like half a second then they'll ask questions. If it was just me...maybe? But it isn't just me, Jay. I served with moms, Jay. I spent the night before the Nairobi Push, talking to this woman - she must have been forty-five at least - Maria, who was pregnant and had a daughter and grandkids already but her daughter couldn't have kids and she'd agreed to surrogacy for her. Spent damn near the whole night telling me about the oldest daughter's birthday party and how they'd saved for her new dress. She's got relatives that think dragons are demons, guys who'll kill her in a second because she left her home to go save the world."


Jared leans into him, Jen's got a fine tremble running through him and his breath smells of beer. 


"I can't do it. I can't be the one that fucks up her life, puts her in danger now she's back home, Jay."


And shit, it's not like they talked about this but Jared's seen the current affairs programs - botoxed anchors talking about the risk of PSTD going untreated. Only about 80% of the Volunteer Forces were dragons, everyone else was human, but nobody was coming forward or looking for treatment. They had too many secrets to keep. There were cases of information slipping out, sold by people wanting a quick buck. And they couldn't take chances like that. Not when there were people like Harold out there ready to tell them exactly what they thought of them or worse.


Jared had talked to Jensen every night his phone got coverage but that wasn't even one night in three. He knew, just from the news, there had been some heavy stuff but Jensen had never talked about it.


Jared wants to get in to this but he's not doing it here; drunk and bouncing around some grubby cab's backseat. "I get it, Jen. I do."


He wraps an arm around Jensen's shoulder and pretends not to feel the way Jen's shaking against him. He hauls Jensen in, calms the dogs down and they both crash out on the couch. 


Jensen won't let him talk about it the next morning. He's up and has taken the dogs out before Jared wakes. He comes back just as Jared's heading for the shower. He's sweaty and unshaven and he doesn't meet Jared's eyes. "Breakfast's on the hob. I'mma go shower."


The reshoots don't happen and they're shooting the guest spots so Jared and Jensen get to stay home. They eat in the kitchen and don't talk about anything. Jensen goes back to his room. He's reading the next day's script, glasses on instead of contacts, when Jared crawls out of the shower feeling more human. 


There's a second when Jared thinks he should say something profound. Pull a Sam Winchester and trot out something deep and meaningful. Then Jensen looks up at him over his glasses and raises an eyebrow. Jared grins and flops down beside him, making sure that the bed bounces.


"Asshole." Jensen grumbles and Jared grins wider. 


"So, we figured out what the fuck Dean's been doing for the last two years while his little brother went looking for his dumb ass?"


Jensen shrugs. "Eric isn't telling me jack. Says he's got plans."


They share a groan and laugh at each other. Then Jared leans his chin on Jensen's shoulder and reads the script over his shoulder, ignoring Jensen's muttering about giants with no concept of personal space. 


They hang out for the rest of the day and go back to work like nothing happened which is true. Jared knows what to look for now, catches Jensen's 'everything's fine' mask slipping a dozen times when they talk about the last year but he never even comes close to slipping with anyone else.





Jensen doesn't really hang out with anyone else anymore. Jared doesn't realize this either until Misha corners him on the set of Sam and Castiel's not-so-tearful reunion and asks him to talk Jensen into coming out for a friend's birthday party. "It's his fortieth, so it's a big deal. He was a friend of Jensen's back on Dark Angel."


Jared, who had been trying to stem the character bleed by eating his own weight in hard candy before the cameras rolled again, swallowed awkwardly and gulped a bit until he was sure he could speak. "I'll ask him, sure."


"Thanks man, it means a lot." Misha stresses. "He's been looking forward to seeing everyone for months."


Jared leans back, hands up. "I said I'll ask, man."


Misha actually smiles and Jared is all kinds of bewildered now. "You're welcome to come too of course."


Which is cool and all but Jared doesn't know the guy from Adam. He doesn't say so but he nods and they go back on set.


Jensen's humming in the back seat when Jared finally gets his shit dropped off at wardrobe and lopes over to the car. Cliff folds his newspaper and starts the car with a polite nod. Jensen moves over and waves an absent hello; his attention is on the stack of papers in his hand. Jared can read "ABSOLUTELY PRIVATE AND EYES ONLY! NO PEEKING!" in Eric's scrawl across the top.


He gives Jensen space to read until they're halfway home. Jensen is completely absorbed in Eric's secret plans and it's only because Misha Collins is a scary guy that Jared interrupts. He tries tapping Jensen on the shoulder and is shrugged off before clearing his throat pointedly. "So, Misha says there's this guy who used to be in Dark Angel having a birthday."


"Mmmhmm?" Jensen is still reading.


"He says you knew the guy?"


"If he was there for Season Two, probably I did." Jensen says absently.


"Jen?"


"What?" Jensen looks up, pen hanging from his lower lip and hair ruffled.


"Guy you know, birthday....any of this ringing bells?" Jared resists the urge to smooth Jensen's hair down. 


"Not really..." Jensen frowns. "Should it?" 


"Misha said the guy really wanted you there." Jared bites his tongue, that sounded off even to him.


"Why were you and Misha talking about this?" Jensen asks, looking bewildered. 


"He wanted me to ask you to the party." Jared admits.


"Why couldn't he ask me himself?" Jensen's starting to look pissy. 


"Dunno, didn't really get a chance to ask." Jared rakes a hand through his hair. "It doesn't have to be a big deal, man. Maybe he just wanted to make sure you knew in time. You know the guy, so of course you'll go to the party, right?"


Jensen hunches his shoulders and looks back at the papers in his hand. "I'll see."


Jared lets the subject drop, forgets all about it in fact until the day of the party. There's a big scene being shot - last of the episode and it's heavily Dean-centric. The angels are pushing to know where he's been, the demons are trying to play him off against Sam who even Jared can admit is going off the rails big time when it comes to his big brother.





It should be a cakewalk, they ran the lines on the way in and Jensen was word-perfect. Jared doesn't really need to hang around, they've only got a short scene together until he's done but it's nice to have the chance to watch Jensen at work. He shrugs Dean on with the worn leather coat and yeah, Dean has really amped up the 'badass' quota this year. 


He's got Ruby in a Devil's Trap, Sam having stormed out to get some space, and the air just about snaps with the tension. Dean prowls the edge of the circle like a caged animal. It's riveting, the whole set is silent except for Dean's angry monologue.


Then Dean trips over a wire and Jensen rolls to his feet with an apologetic grimace. He cradles his fingers as Eric - sitting in the director's chair for the moment - freaks out at him. Jensen hangs his head but doesn't let go of his hand and Jared can read the grimace in the way his eyes scrunch up at the corners. 


"Hey, Jen, you okay?" His question brings Eric's attention to Jensen's fingers and Jensen grimaces as Eric goes clear off the rails. 


"DON'T TELL ME YOU BROKE IT! I SWEAR I WILL HAVE YOUR ASS IN A SLING IF YOU BROKE YOUR DAMN HAND, ACKLES!"


"I think they're fine?" Jensen edges behind Jared, watching Kripke with wide eyes. "Seriously, just a little sore."


Eric goes off like a volcano and Jared nearly trips over Jensen as he backs up. "I'm just gonna take him to the first aid folks, yeah?"


He grabs Jensen by the elbow and tows him over the First Aid point. Mandy gives him a thorough once over and declares the fingers dislocated. "You'll have to have them reset now if you don't want to go to hospital, hon."


Jensen nods and holds out his hand. Jared, feeling big and clumsy, wraps an arm around his shoulder and coaxes him into a half-hug. Jensen breathes out and presses up against his shoulder. Mandy spreads his fingers out and Jensen's breath catches sharply. "Have you dislocated them before?" Mandy asks.


"Yeah, 'bout a year, year and a half ago?" Jensen's voice is nearly a whole octave lower than normal. 


"That should make it easier. You okay there?"


"'M good." Jared's grip tightens automatically and Jensen buries his head against Jared's neck as Mandy tells him to count to three.


Jared's got a bird's eye view of the way she twists Jensen's fingers nearly the whole way 'round. It makes his gut lurch and he closes his eyes as Mandy clucks disapprovingly. "Okay, it looks like your pinky didn't slot back into place so I'm going to have to pop that back in now, okay?"


Jensen nods against Jared's neck, gelled spikes brushing the bottom of Jared's chin and his breath - hot and hitched against Jared's throat - leaves damp patches on the skin. He's trembling slightly and Jared leans against the top of his head, wrapping Jensen up as best he can. 


Jared feels like he's taking Sadie for her shots; rubs short, strong strokes up and down Jensen's back. He whispers nonsense in Jensen's ear to distract them both. He can feel the rigid tension in Jensen, joints like sharp angles and hugs him closer, still petting him and soothing him as best he can.


Jensen's still breathing too fast and they're both braced for the second, louder 'pop' and then Mandy is patting Jensen's hip and getting Jared's too because they're pressed so close together. "There we go, just slap on an ice pack and take a break for a bit. Maybe grab some food and take a walk and you'll be good as new!"


She sounds perky. Jared glowers down at her because Jensen's still shivering in his arms and he's grey with the pain. Jared's voice is a cold rumble, like a distant thunderstorm as he snaps at Mandy. "Can you give him some painkillers or something?" 


Jensen squeezes his hip and Jared rubs his back again, frowning as Jensen drops his head to rest on Jared's shoulder. His breathing is slower, deliberate, careful puffs. It's sort like the yoga breathing Misha showed them that back in Season Four, the whole breathe-through-the-pain crap. Jared couldn't wrap his head around it but he knows Jensen's pretty good at it. If Jensen's doing it now, he has to be hurting bad - Jared doesn't like seeing Jensen in pain. He especially doesn't like seeing his best friend in pain when there's a first aider right the fuck there whose job is to help Jensen feel better. 


"I don't like to give anyone pills unless I have to." Mandy says and Jared? Is not having with that shit. No sir. He tucks Jensen in against his side and just looms at her. He doesn't normally make a point of how he's like a foot taller than the next biggest person around but when he wants to, he can block out the sky. Mandy flinches back. "The only thing I have is ibuprofen and he'd need to eat something with that."


"I'll get him something to eat." Jared grates at her, shoving out a hand for the small bottle of pills. Jensen's still wrapped up in the breathing thing.


"No more than two!" Mandy yells after them. Jared says something rude under his breath and Jensen wheezes a laugh. "Jay, dude, you know she's going have your ass if you get like a splinter, right?" 


"Fuck her." Jared steers Jensen into the concession tent and goes to charm pie out of the staff. He keeps Jensen there until his co-star isn't looking like the ghost of Dean Winchester. Jensen then has to reshoot the whole scene while Jared gets hauled off for some 'quick' reshoots. It's nearly eleven before they're finally free to stumble off set. 


Jensen does manage to dress himself, but Jared hangs around outside the trailer just in case he needs help. Cliff has the car warmed and everything. Jensen pops two more of the pills and slouches into the seat. Jared sits up sharply. "Wait! Dude, the party?"


"Mmmm?" Jensen blinks huge sleepy eyes at him and Jared curses. Misha is going to string him up if Jensen doesn't get to the party. Jensen is going to string him up if Jared drags him to a party while he's off his head on painkillers. It's a tough choice but Jensen not only knows where Jared lives, he has a key and knows to the ounce how much steak it takes to bribe Jared's dogs into a food coma.


Misha doesn't seem surprised, telling Jared the next day that he figured Jensen wouldn't show but that he'd thought Jared might be able to talk him into it. Jared doesn't say anything to that but he starts to notice how Jensen isn't going out anymore.





Jared actually starts keeping notes after that. Jensen walks the dogs now, sometimes with Jared, more often without. He talks to Chris, Steve and a few other people on the phone but he doesn't go out to hang. When it's his turn to go shopping, he goes to one of the twenty four hour malls at about eleven, later if he can manage it. He wears his glasses and a scruffy baseball cap to script meetings and sits as far from the centre of the table as he can get. He doesn't read books that much anymore but he signed them up for a newspaper subscription.


At first, Jared still goes out but he racks up a truly awesome bill for text messages since he texts Jensen every five minutes or whenever he thinks of something interesting. Jensen never asks him not to but even when Jared's going out, Jensen won't. 


So gradually, Jared starts going out less.








Chapter 4

"Why didn't 80% of rapists make it back to prison? While I respect the caller's opinions, I gotta point out that most people don't manage to stay on the run that long. Guys miss their homes and their families and they'll show up."


"So you don't buy the 'escapee' theory?" 


"Not at all. What you gotta understand here, Dan, is that most of those guys wound up going for the Volunteers - even the guys that weren't dragons figured the best place to be was the amateur army. And I'm saying this with all due respect to the men and women who fought in the Volunteers but it is a fact that most of them were civilians."


"Yeah, yeah, we know you support the Volunteers, Chuck. Back to the question?"


"Right, yeah. What you have to understand, Dan, is that most of the really big dragons are female. Not just the Queens, but most male dragons are only 70 to 85% the size of the females. The ladies are stronger and more aggressive too - this is a proven fact."


"Okay but what does that have to do with the question, Chuck?"


"Simple - it's again a proven fact that most of what you'd call the 'sexual' offenders will commit those types of crime again, right?"


"Right."


"So, just think what happens to a rapist who tries to rape somebody in the Volunteer forces. Even if you get the one woman in five that isn't actually a dragon, you're still talking about a violent, very emotionally-driven crime which is taking place in the presence of some highly telepathic people. I don't care how tough you think you are, there is nobody alive capable of fighting off a hundred odd pissed dragons. Particularly not with your pants around your ankles" "


- Extract from the transcript of "Dan'n'Chuck Mix" radio show (18/4/2012)

 

*****

 


It's November. The skies are dark, there's sleet or snow most days and the Winchesters are on another downward spiral. The shooting schedule is relentless, the network's riding Eric hard as Supernatural climbs in the ratings and none of the other shows competing for the slot are worth noticing. 


The days are getting longer and longer and they're spending more time in the Winchesters' skins than their own. Dean is pulling away and Sam is doing everything in his power to keep from losing him a third time. Jared is having no trouble staying in Sam's head and he and Jensen have started pulling pranks hourly to break the gloom. Eric's up for the final pre-hiatus episode so it'll give him something new to bitch about.





They're prepping for a night shoot - Sam's pissed at Dean's latest evasion and has finally managed to trap his brother on an empty road with nowhere else to go. Jared's sinking into Sam, building the timeline up in his head: poltergeist in Maine: Succubus (not a siren, thank god) in NJ: Dean scaring off a pack of hell-hounds by standing there. Jared figures Sam's guilty more than angry. It's not like he didn't keep a shit-load of secrets from Dean over the last few years. He shouldn't be begrudging his brother a few of his own.


Jensen says Dean just isn't ready to tell Sam. He's not up to the 'greatest hits of chick flick' just yet. Jared's cool with that but he doesn't think Sam can be. Dean is Sam's: his big brother, his partner, the guy who sold his soul for him and stood by him when the rest of the world thought Sam was a monster. Dean should be allowed his secrets but Sam can't bear to let his brother out of his sight any more. Dean only keeps secrets when he doesn't think Sam can help him.


Jared opens his eyes when a PA taps him on the shoulder and nods to her. He's floating, getting ready to take the final plunge into Sam's furious mind-space. He can see Jensen talking over directions with the lighting guy on the other side of the set. He nods again, this time to himself. He's ready for this.


They're just taking their marks when Sally, one of the senior PAs comes running over. The director turns to snap at her and she says something urgently to him. Ben blinks and turns back to them. "Jensen? Could you come here a second?"


Jensen exchanges a baffled look with Jared and heads over. Jared falls in behind him. He doesn't like the way Sally's wringing her hands. Jensen's shoulders are tensing up under the leather jacket and Jared reaches up to pat him high on the back. Jensen shoots him a grateful smile then looks at Sally.


"I'm really sorry, Jen. The message just came in like three minutes ago. They've been trying to reach you at the studio since this afternoon."


"Who was?" 


"He said his name was David," Jensen's eyes widen and his expression closes off. "He said to tell you he couldn't get you on your mobile but this couldn't wait."


"What couldn't?" Jared interrupts, Sally's a sweetheart but she can take ten minutes to tell you about the weather. 


"It's- He said- Someone called Suza died yesterday." Jensen goes absolutely snow-white. "He said he'd check the funeral details but he wants you to call him back. He said you have his number? If not, I can try and ask the switchboard..."





Jared gets an arm around Jensen just in time - he's breathing funny and has both hands up to rub at his eyes when he sways. "Get him a fucking chair!"


He steers Jensen to the director's chair and sits him down, keeping a hand on the back of his neck. Jensen paws the contacts out of red eyes and rubs tears away. Jared leans into him, shoulders hunched in to shield him from the crew. Ben's kinda flapping loose, no idea what to do - a blind man could see Jensen isn't going to be able to shoot today.


Sally's sent running for Eric and Jensen knots his hands together so hard that his knuckles bleach white. Jared rubs his thumb in circles against the close cut hair at the nape of Jensen's neck. Jensen shifts his head a quarter of an inch closer but doesn't look up. He's crying, tears dripping down his nose and breath hitching. Jared moves a little closer, blocking the rest of the world out.





Eric isn't really a bastard. He tells them that Jensen - they - can take time to go to the funeral no problem. He lets Jared take Jensen home even though there's like three Sam scenes he could be shooting so they don't waste the day.


Jared has to peel Jensen out of Dean's clothes and borrow some big baggy sweats from wardrobe. He bundles him up with a box of tissues and sprints back to his trailer to change his own clothes. When he makes it back Jensen has his phone out and is talking in a raspy voice.


"-sure it's her? No, no, man, I believe you. I just-yeah." He can hear the tinny echo of a voice on the other side but no words. Jensen offers him a small watery smile and goes on talking. "'course I'll be there. Screw the press. No, serious- dude, shut up. I'm serious. Fuck them and their bullshit. I am going to pay my respects to Suza and fuck them if they want to make something of it!"


There's a pause, then the other guy says something and Jensen smiles, tears still trickling from the corner of his eyes. "Yeah, you too. Tell your boss to lay off, yeah? See you Saturday."


He snaps his phone shut and breathes out. Jared can't help himself, he crowds into Jensen's space, hooking an arm tight around his shoulders and pulling him in. Jensen makes a weird cough-laugh-sob sound and folds in against him. Cliff clears his throat in the front seat and keeps his eyes on the road.


Jared has questions but right now, Jensen is shaking himself into little pieces and that's gotta come first. Jared wraps them up together so Jensen can rebuild himself later. The rest of the drive is quiet, a rustle of clothes and the squeak of the leather seats breaking up the hum of the engine.


They stumble into the house together and Jared gets Jensen to the couch, feeds the dogs to buy them some time and makes Jensen some of the green tea his momma sent them. He presses his forehead against the door of the cupboard as the kettle boils. Dave means the Volunteers. Jensen talked a little about his wing but Jared only knows about six names. Jared thinks he remembers a Suzie or something like that. There was a lot of secrecy around everything the Volunteers did and Jared gets it, he does, but the idea of something important to Jensen that he doesn't know about makes him prickly and irritable.


When he comes out of the kitchen, two steaming mugs of tea in his hands, Jensen has a battered green duffel with patches sewn sloppily over the fraying threads. Jared's seen it twice before, once nearly three years ago outside a dusty motel in Texas and once when Jensen came home. It's half unzipped and Jensen is sorting through a bundle of photographs.


"Hey." Jared offers him the tea but doesn't sit. He's not sure how to handle this whole thing. Does Jensen want him to stay? Or should Jared take the dogs for a run or find some chores to do?


"Hey," Jensen tips his head up. "You going back out?" 


His voice is raspy and congested and there something plaintive in his eyes. Jared snorts. "As if, asshole. You need someone to keep you from like drowning in emo."


"Fucker." Jensen sounds relieved and looks back down at the photos in his hand as Jared drops down beside him. There's a pause during which Jared sips his own tea and tries not to peek. Jensen pulls one out and looks at it before offering it over. "You'd have liked her, Jay. Swore like a sailor, ate like it was going out of fashion and always had a minute when you needed her."


The picture must have been taken in Seattle, the Space Needle just visible in the background. It's an amateur shot, blurry around the edges but the woman in the middle of the picture is smiling wide and Jared feels his own lips twitch. She looks plump and vibrant and happy. Yeah, he thinks, he would have liked her.


Jensen holds out another photo. "I was thinking that her family might like this one?" 


Jared swaps pictures with Jensen, mouth already opening around something well-meaning and bland when he actually sees the picture. There's three dark-clad men in the foreground, Jared thinks one of them might actually be Jensen but the main focus of the picture is the dragon. Dark blue scales with gleaming silver armour plates, the dragon sits with half-furled wings and looks straight at the camera.


"Is that-?" Jared sounds like he left his brains on set but he's reeling. 


"That's Suza." Jensen smiles, reaching out to trail a finger along the arch of the wing. "That was in Nambia, I think. We had like a week of downtime and there was a reporter and photographer. She was the only one who'd stay dragon for him and he took like a million pictures. We teased the shit out her over that one."


"Where there-...I mean, in your flight or whatever you call it, where there a lot of dragons?" 


Jensen laughs. "International Dragon Forces, man. That implies dragons. And yeah, most of the flight were dragons."


Jared wants to ask more but Jensen's looking through a few more pictures. He starts talking about the Nambia photographer and that leads to a story about a bar crawl in France. Jensen's eyes are tear-bright but he's not grey anymore and he's smiling.


 








Chapter 5

"The biggest surprise during the Other War was the relatively slow transmission of news. With mobile phone towers and satellite dishes among the first targets of any Other attack, applications like Twitter, Facebook and even standard Blogging software were almost useless in any major city or metropolitan area for weeks after each attack and when first-hand accounts were published on the more and more subjective depending on the time lapse.


Another factor was the reactive nature of the dragons' response. The earliest documented manifestation of a dragon in response to an Other attack was Tsunami's first appearance in the Kyoto district encounter. Tsunami was seen by no less than forty three witness to transform when threatened by an early ground-based bio-weapon (it is worth noting that none of the witnesses could describe Tsunami's original appearance or match her to any of the women photographed in that area by CCTV cameras). Her appearance followed the first contact by at least sixteen hours and most dragons who transformed during the first wave of attacks were not reported until at least a day had lapsed.


With major cities effectively blacked-out by that point in an attack, most of the early news and speculation comes from smaller towns with last-generation or older connections who weren't initially targeted. Most of the most famous dragons were named in small towns or remote areas. One of the most famous examples is the US's own Alamo, of the European Queensguard who owes his name to the residents of Bellevue TX, who wrote a number of emails to the New York Times about the so-called 'rogue' Queensguard. Most of the emails were published just before the Alamo Defence in late November 2009 and the moniker 'Alamo' stuck."

- an extract from the "Fire and the Fine Print: Dragons and the Other War in Modern Media" articles on newsmattersblog.org

 

*****

 



They're a little ahead of schedule and the next episode isn't primarily focused on Sam and Dean so Eric okays two days off for the funeral. The studio even loans them a car to get there since neither of them has had time to shop for something new since they got back. It works out cheaper than a rental and Jared insists on driving.


Jensen's quiet on the trip up, just like he's been for the last two days. He spends most of the time staring out the window. Jared has to threaten to sit on him in the middle of a Tim Horton's before he'll even order. He picks at his food until Jared threatens to feed him (and scares off the waitress in the process). 


Jared's jittery, aware of the huge chasm of shit that Jensen doesn't want to tell him opening under his feet every time he tries to start a conversation. He's not sure how much Jensen's willing to let him in and this whole 'no-go' area is still alien to him. He's never had to watch his words around Jensen like this, not even when Johanna was running her mouth live on air.


They drive for hours, listening to a mix CD the sound guys left them - greatest hits of the Winchesters. Jared's planning to talk shop the whole way home. He'll trash talk Dean if that's what it takes to get Jensen responding. He hates the way the silence swells up between them, taut and un-natural.





They're booked into a nice hotel and just have time to check in and change before they need to leave for the funeral. Jensen lets Jared take first shower, puttering around in the double room while Jared scrubs off the worst of the sweat and stickiness of the trip. He's brought a good suit, he might not have known Suza while she was alive but Jensen's told him enough that he feels he knows her now. Besides He's a good Texan boy and his momma taught him everything about respect.


Jensen dresses while Jared looks up exact directions to the church on Google Maps. It's a new suit; not one of the 'nice' suits Jared remembers from the first four seasons. It looks good; clean cut, dark charcoal and it looks soft. Jensen's fidgeting nervously and Jared wants to hug him but he doesn't think pawing Jensen is a good idea right now. He does drop an arm around Jensen's shoulders and squeeze in the elevator and Jensen smiles wanly up at him. 


They don't talk on the way over and the silence is past unnatural now. Even when they're not actually saying anything to each other, Jared's used to being able to read Jensen's expression and body language. Right now, all he can pick up from Jensen is the blank mask he gives the suits. Jensen's turned inward, it's like he isn't even aware Jared's there. It's like being in the car with a Jensen-zombie and that thought makes him snicker. 


Jensen looks over. "What's so funny, Jay?"


Jared clears his throat and waves a hand vaguely, hoping Jensen doesn't think he's being disrespectful. "You're like a zombie or something. All prim and dressed up and stuff." 


Jensen snorts, half-smiling and looking surprised by it. "You're a dumbass."


"Yeah, well." Jared shrugs and the silence that creeps back is more comfortable. 


"Sorry man, just...I'm not great with funerals." Jensen says eventually. Jared reaches out to pat his shoulder as he takes the turn into the church lot.





They arrive just in time to get seats. Jared's never been to a Catholic funeral before and it seems to go on forever. The priest looks older than Moses and Jared looks around while he drones through prayers .There are nearly three hundred people there, from a starched and proper General in full dress blues to a grubby group of hippies who hang around at the back of the church and cackle during the lulls in the service. Some of the older guests look around disapprovingly but most people don't seem to mind. Jensen sits quiet and withdrawn beside him and Jared bumps his shoulder or nudges him whenever he thinks Jensen's getting too caught up in his thoughts.


Jared keeps losing track of what he's supposed to be doing, stumbling to his feet a little too late and Jensen has to haul him down bodily at least once. It's too fucking complicated. The priest must have known Suza personally because he gives the eulogy. He talks about her 'spirit' and her uncompromising principles. He talks about her 'faith in action' then talks a lot about Jesus. Jared tries to give the priest the benefit of the doubt but it sounds kinda generic. He elbows Jensen to ask if there wasn't someone else to do the eulogy and Jensen's stiffer than a brick wall. Jared may actually have a bruise on his elbow.


"Jen?" He whispers, frowning when Jensen doesn't look at him. "You okay?"


"'m fine." Jensen hisses back. "Shush."


Jared leans back, biting his tongue on some smart-ass remark about not sinning in church. Jensen never looks at Jared when he's lying; can't keep the truth out of those big green eyes and the fucker knows it. Jared could just let it go, just like he let the thing with Laura and the one with Harold but fuck it, something's not right here. And Jared? Has pretty much fucking had it with this bullshit.


He doesn't say anything for the rest of the service because his momma'd kill him if he disrupted a church service to have a shouting match with his best friend in the middle of the whole thing. Jensen doesn't look at him, doesn't relax even a millimeter until the priest says the final blessing and disappears behind the altar. Jared stays close through the last hymn 'Joyful, Joyful" and hands Jensen his pack of tissues when he starts to cry.


He's still pissed and they're still going to have this conversation but Jensen crying is something private. Sure he can turn on the waterworks whenever Dean needs them but Jensen himself only cries when things get really bad. He leans into Jared, so slightly that Jared doesn't think Jen knows he's doing it and Jared wraps an arm around his shoulders and hauls him out a side door.


It's sunny, not quite warm but mild enough that Jared doesn't stop Jensen from dropping to sit on the stone stairs. Jensen buries his face in his hands, breath shuddering in and out. Jared grabs his shoulder, thumb rubbing against the flutter of Jensen's pulse and up to the firm line of his jaw. He gives Jensen as much privacy as he can, looking over his shoulder towards the main door where the first of the mourners are starting to gather and talk.


He can see the guy in uniform: a General, he thinks: who's looking around and craning his neck. He's looking for someone and Jared crowds closer to Jensen, blocking him from sight. Jensen is starting to get himself under control but Jared isn't going to let anyone embarrass him about this.


Jensen wipes his face and blows his nose. Jared looks down and Jensen looks back up. There's resignation in his eyes, sadness and something Jared nearly doesn't recognise so far out of context. Guilt.





He opens his mouth to ask - demand - a reason when someone clears their throat behind him. Jared turns to snap at them then stops and stares. His eyebrows shoot up to meet his hairline as he takes in what the guy's wearing. All black, but a slicker, more worn in black than the normal funeral suit. His shirt, tie and fucking massive boots are all different shades of black and Jared has to kinda angle his head to be sure but it looks like he's wearing eyeliner.


"Jensen, that you?" The guy looks up at Jared and offers a slightly nervous smile. 


"David?" Jensen rubs at his face and leans around Jared. Jared's stomach clenches as Jensen fucking lights up and he's slow to step back as Jensen pushes to his feet and fucking beams at this freak-show. "Dude! It's great to see you!"


The guy grins back and steps into Jensen, hugging him tight. Jared tightens his grip on Jensen's shoulder and doesn't let himself be moved too far away. Jensen doesn't seem to notice but David shoots him an amused glance that makes Jared bristle.


"Going to introduce me? Or do you need to, man?" Jensen blushes scarlet as David turns to Jared with his hand out. He's smiling in that awkward way that suggests he's not as comfortable as he's pretending to be. "You've got to be Jay, yeah?"


"Jared." Jared corrects, offering him a wary smile and griping his hand just this side of too tight. "And you are...?"


"David. David Wood and man, you really are fucking huge aren't you?" 


"I...guess?" Jared's still playing catch up when it clicks and he blinks sharply down at the guy. "David? As in 'Dave'-David? From the Volunteers?" 


"At your service." David smiles and holds out his hands almost apologetically. Jared gapes - he's not sure what he was expecting the mythic 'Dave' to look like but he'd pictured someone like Jeff, old enough to command respect but with that irrepressible edge of mischief. Maybe Jensen's age, at the youngest. Not this weird redhead goth kid. "Listen, Jensen, I was thinking, after we pay our respects, you wanna grab a coffee?"


Jensen hesitates. "We can't stay out too late. Need to head back early tomorrow." 


"That's fair." David looks around, eyes flicking away. "It doesn't have to take too long, but Jensen, we need to talk... and this is about as low-key as we're getting. Rogue will notice if I start flying up to Canada and the last thing either of us can afford is people asking questions.."


Jensen bites his lip, looking indecisive. Jared squeezes his shoulder and answers for him. 


"Sure, we'll be there. There's a Starbucks on the way to the motel." Jensen blinks at him and Jared keeps talking. "I could, y'know, find something to do if you guys need to talk privately."





He tries to keep the hurt out of it; it's his issue, not Jensen's. This is Jensen's business which doesn't make it Jared's. If he tells himself that enough times, maybe he'll start believing it. Jensen's still looking at him but surprise is melting into resolve. "Fuck that."


"You don't like Starbucks anymore?" The joke falls flat. 


"No, but..." Jensen scrubs a hand through his hair and looks frustrated. "You don't have to hang around Jay. Jesus, you've gone above and beyond already But you deserve to know this...if you wanna."


"Well, let me think about it, jerkface." Jared shoots back, tightening his grip on Jensen's shoulder in case Jen wants to take his words at face value.


David is looking at them with a little smile on his face and he nods. "Works for me. I'll see you guys at Starbucks in-" he pulls out an ornate pocket watch from his suit pocket. "-say three quarters of an hour?"


"Cool." Jensen shakes his hand and David disappears back into the crowd.










Chapter 6

"[Cut to Margery, sitting in her living room, flag visible through the window]


MARGERY: "It's not that I don't appreciate what they did, you know? I'm very grateful that they did fight against those aliens. What did you call them? Others? My son was part of the Baghdad unit that they rescued and obviously, I'm very grateful for that. I wrote a thank you letter to the office they have there in Washington and I got a very polite reply and they were really very pleasant to deal with.


"I just don't know that I'm entirely comfortable with the idea of these huge...creatures....just, I don't know, flying all over the world. You can't be sure where they're from, you know? I know they say that they're not taking sides but well, what if the dragon outside turns out to be a Muslim? What if he hates America? I just don't know that I could trust them, without knowing that they were America's allies.


"I mean, they can cross the sea, they could have come from anywhere and it just seems like the government isn't even trying to keep tabs on them. It just doesn't seem safe, you know?"


[Fade to NYC footage - protesters and posters.]


NARRATOR: "Margery is not alone in her doubts about the IDF's supposed neutrality. Polls suggest that up to 60% of Americans are deeply concerned about the IDF's apparent immunity when it comes to immigration control." "

-Script from "Serpent or Savior: Dragons in the post-war world

 

*****

 



It's actually more like an hour and a half before they actually make it to Starbucks. 


Jensen goes to pay his respects to the family and more people crowd up. Some are fans, some just curious. There's a few other people who Jensen seems to recognise who drift over covertly to swap handshakes and quiet words. They don't seem comfortable talking in front of Jared. It might be the fact that Jared's kinda huge or just that he's glued to Jensen's shoulder. 


One of the people who looks like she knows Jensen (and can't be more than thirteen) glares at him suspiciously until Jensen says something Jared doesn't catch and she lights up like a firework. Jared lets it happen for a while as a gaggle of old ladies come over, until Jensen's expression starts to go rigid and lines bunch up the corner of his eyes. The people coming up to talk don't seem to know Jensen except as 'the guy off TV' or the 'hot guy over there'. Jared is officially done with the funeral when one of the older women offers to take Jensen home .


Jared loops an arm around his shoulders, feels Jensen relax and says cheerfully. "Can't leave you alone for a minute, swear to god. It's bad form to pick up women at funerals, Ackles."


Jensen sputters and Jared manages to get them both out to the car park. The sun's already setting, and the wind is bitterly cold. They run to the car and Jensen starts the engine and cranks up the heat.


Jared turns on the radio and drives. The funeral party seems to be heading for a hotel on the other side of town. Starbucks is actually fairly close to their hotel. It's early afternoon by now, so the place is pretty quiet, just a few older men sitting around with newspapers and big mugs.





David has settled in the middle of the soft seating area, effectively clearing the area and Jensen ducks around Jared to head over. Jared goes to order and it's quiet enough that the barista tells him to go grab a seat and she'll drop the drinks over. Jensen and David have their heads together when he gets over. There's a moment of uncomfortable silence as David spends a minute looking hard at Jared before he starts talking. "Right. Well, best place to start is at the beginning. What do you actually know about dragons?"


"They're people, they fly, breathe fire and kicked the Others' collective asses straight back into orbit." Jared lifts his shoulders in a shrug. "That's about it."


"Pretty good." David says, that small smile back as his eyes dart away.


The barista comes around the counter balancing their coffees on a tiny tray and Jensen glances at her. David shuts up as she threads her way through the tables. Jared gets up to take the coffee when she slips on a plastic wrapper. She goes flying. The tray goes pretty much straight up. Jared lunges to try and catch the coffee. He's never going to make it. Then the mugs just...stop. Three feet over the carpet. Perfectly upright. The tray hits the floor, spins away under another armchair. The barista catches herself on the arm of an overstuffed chair. Then they're both staring at the mugs. 


Jensen is pinching the bridge of his nose. "Classy, dude. Real fucking subtle."


David shrugs, smiling a little as he sips his tea. "Self-defense, man, I'm not dealing with you if you haven't gotten your fix."


Jensen looks exasperated but he doesn't look worried. It's more like the expression he has when Chad's pissing him off; so Jared relaxes. David doesn't look strained or anything. A little embarrassed, maybe but he looks like he's being shy. Nothing to indicate he doing anything but the mugs float to the table and Jensen smiles at the barista and hands her five bucks. "Thanks."





The barista stammers and looks like she's about to have a heart-attack for a second. Jensen keeps smiling and she looks at the coffee, shakes her head and goes back to the bar. She looks back at them a few times but Jensen keeps smiling until she's distracted by another customer. David is laughing quietly into his tea as Jensen curls his fingers around his extra-shot Americano and takes a long swallow. He looks pained. "He's just showing off, Jay. He's telekinetic. Can't lift too much but he's good at the fine control."


"Telekinetic, seriously?" Jared's a little miffed that David doesn't have screw his face up or groan melodramatically. He's going to revise Sam's constipated 'using his powers' look from the next episode. 


"It's not that uncommon." David says modestly. "What is it, forty five percent of secondary psychic abilities fall under telekinesis?" 


"Forty three." Jensen says and Jared hides his smile in his mocha. Jensen's such a geek. "Second most common. But honestly, it's not like that tells you much."


"Why?" Jared's heard reasons on talk-shows and from websites but he's curious as to what Jensen knows given his insider knowledge. "I thought psychic abilities were really hard to study."


"Well, yeah but that's because it's only the secondary abilities that are really useful and you only pick them up if you hang around dragons. They reckon 98.95% of the human population has detectable psychic potential, right? That's purely based on circumstantial evidence, because almost everyone in the world is telepathic."


"Seriously?" Jared gapes a little. "But I've never heard anything like that!"


"That's because most people are just receivers - telepathy isn't just something you do to someone else. It's just like talking; you need someone who can talk and someone who can listen. A receiver is someone who can 'hear' telepathic communication."


"So what, they can hear shit but they can't say anything back?" 


"Actually, it just means they have to work really fucking hard to project anything." David interjects. "It's like trying to be heard over a jet-engine. I'm a receiver and lemme tell you, I am getting jack-shit from just about everyone in here. Normally it takes incredible stress or concentrated effort for a receiver to broadcast loud enough to hear."


"You said most people were receivers, yeah?" Jared sips at his mocha. "What's that make everyone else?"


"People with telepathic secondary abilities. Secondary abilities are the more exotic ones. The other two telepathic types are rarer," Jensen explains. "The next most common is the 'projector' - they can make themselves heard fairly easily by anyone who's a receiver. They tend to be fairly easy to spot once you know what you're looking for." 


"Really? How do you spot one then?" Jared blinks.


"You know Dwayne, from the network?" Jensen chips in. "Short guy, laughs a lot?" 


"Blond? About yay-tall?" Jensen nods. Jared pulls a face. "He's a dick."


"True, but ever actually try to tell him that?" Jensen is rubbing his thumb along the side of his mug. "Ever try to actually say something angry to the guy?"


Jared has to think about it for a minute. "...no. He just gets talking and he's much nicer when he's right there." 


"'s what I mean. He's projecting at you, Jay. I don't think he knows he's doing it but that's what he's doing. He's telling you his side of the story, straight into your brain so you see everything his way. He can't project without talking to you"


"That's fucking creepy. He's pulling an Andy on me?" Jared shivers. "That's just a fucking scary thought. Swear to god, next time he pulls that shit, I'm-I' going to punch him." 


David nearly chokes on his tea. Jensen shoves a napkin at him and reaches out to grab Jared's forearm. "You don't want to do that and honestly, you don't fucking need to. It's not going to work on you now, man. Now you know what he's doing, he can't nudge you into liking him. You know what to watch for."


"Good." Jared takes another slurp of his coffee, twisting it around so he doesn't slip Jensen's hand loose when he does. "So, that's two. Anything bigger and badder than them?"


"Just one type." Jensen scrubs a hand through his hair. "They're the rarest of the lot and I've never heard of one that wasn't a dragon. They're called switchboards." 


"They're called what?" Jared sputters, half sure that Jensen is screwing with him.


"'Switchboards'" Jensen scowls at him before sighing.. "You know most people with telepathy have got a range of about as far as they can see? That's why Dwayne isn't a problem; he can't really 'talk' to you once you're out of his sight. It's like a short range radio - fuzzy as hell once you get out of speaking range."


"But the dragons-" Jared shakes his head. "I saw the news reports, they said that the dragons could co-ordinate over like, countries."


"Yup. All thanks to our friends, the switchboards." David smiles at Jared like he's the slow kid just catching up. "They've got fucking massive ranges - Alamo has something like a four thousand kilometre broadcast range and I've known him to push it even further. He's Queensguard, of course."


"Dude, you know Alamo? For real? That is so fucking cool." Jared nearly knocks his mocha over in his enthusiasm.


David smiles again, kinda quiet and proud. "Hell yeah. I was on his flight."


"What's the big deal about the Queensguard anyway? I mean, they're just another unit, right?"





It takes another two coffees for David to explain his way through that one. Jared keeps asking questions and Jensen lets David answer. Every now and again, David will hesitate and look at Jensen who has been quietly sipping away at his Americano and staring at the table.


It turns out the Queensguard aren't actually just another unit. Jared already knew that Queens were some kind of super-dragon, he hadn't realised it was contagious. When he actually said that out loud, Jensen nearly choked on his coffee and they both had to pound him on the back for a minute. With Jensen coughing in the background, David hurriedly explains that the Queensguard (who aren't all dragons apparently) get 'boosted' by their Queen so they tend to manifest stronger abilities and in the case of the dragons, get even bigger.


"Look, take Alamo as an example, right. You've seen the pictures - he's one of the really big ones, right?"


"Right." Jared leans back a little to watch David. He's like a totally different person when he talks about dragons, animated, enthusiastic, and Jared's kinda warming to him.


"He's probably one of like the ten biggest male dragons and every single one of the others is or was part of a Queen's Guard." David shrugs. "I can't explain it and with only one Queen left, there aren't enough Queensguard for people to figure out more than the basics so we'll probably never know why but yeah, Queensguard are the biggest and best."


He goes quiet, cradling his empty mug against his chest while Jared thinks about it. It's fascinating to hear this but it's also a lot to process. Jensen rubs his thumb across the back of Jared's hand as if he's forgotten that his hand is there while he sips the last of his coffee. 


"So if everyone gets psychic abilities around dragons, what'd you get, Jen?" Jared asks eventually. He's genuinely curious but more than that, he wants Jensen to tell him something. Everything that's been said so far has been general information and most of that has been about dragons. He wants something personal, something that's just about Jensen.


"Telepathy." Jensen shrugs his shoulders; doesn't look up. "Nothing that special."


"Can you like...pull a Dwayne?" Jared asks, grinning and leaning in. 


"Dunno. I guess I could." Jensen rubs his face. "Never tried. It freaks the shit out of me to think of it."


Jared thinks about it and something occurs to him. "Laura and Harold, that's why you were being weird about them."


Jensen looks away and David stays tactfully quiet. It's as good as an admission. Jared nods, reaching out to clap a hand on Jensen's shoulder. It explains a lot, mostly the way Jensen's been acting when Jared tries to call him on it. Defensive and a little sad; Jared doesn't care what people think of him the way Jensen does but knowing people don't like you sucks. 


"I don't do it on purpose." Jensen says softly.


He's not surprised - Jensen keeps himself locked up tight. Makes sense he wouldn't be keen on pushing into other people's minds. "Can you read my mind?" 


Jensen's head snaps up and he stares at Jared. "I-Jay-, I wouldn't."


"Hey, hey, chill. 's okay, Jen. Just asking." Jared holds up his hands. Jensen looks freaked. 


"I wouldn't-I wouldn't just dig around in your head, Jay." Jensen's breathing a little too fast. "I-I'm not gonna root around in your thoughts. I wouldn't do that to you."


"I don't mind." And really, what the hell did Jensen think Jared was hiding? They'd lived together for more than a year and a half, spent nearly every minute with each other for longer than that. How many secrets did Jensen think Jared had left?


"It's...it just wouldn't be right." Jensen says, knotting his hands together.





After that, Jared keeps his questions general. David proves perfectly willing to shoot the shit with them and they move from dragons to politics to TV shows. Jensen gets drawn in from time to time but he's looking tired. Jared tries not to be too obvious about sounding David out. He's heard good things about David but he wants to know more about the guy who's had Jensen's back the last two and a half years. He decides that he likes David; shy but with a wicked sense of humour. Jensen finishes his coffee and sighs. "There's one thing, Jay. I think you need to know."


David sits up straighter, hands on his knees and he looks at Jensen, then at Jared before turning back to Jensen with a worried expression. Jared looks back and forth. "You're scaring me here, man. What is it?" 


"I- Suz-Suza was murdered." Jensen takes a deep shaky breath. "Police think it might have been an ex-boyfriend and God help me, but I hope it was."


"What?" Jared gapes.


"I hope it was because I'm afraid it wasn't." Jensen looks him straight in the eye. "Because Suza's murder? Means that as of right this second, only fifteen of the Volunteers that made up our flight are still alive."


David sounds a little rough when he adds. "Out of the seventy three-"


"Two." Jensen corrects.


"-two that made it out of the war." David sighs. 


There's a moment where that just plain does not compute. Jared's sitting there, mouth open around some inane sympathy and his brain is spinning like a car in neutral. He can feel the words trickling around his brain, dimly aware that this is important shit but unable to wrap his mind around it.


It isn't until Jensen looks up at him, drawn and pale, that it hits him. "The. FUCK?!" 


He grabs Jensen's wrist, the nearest part he can reach. He's not processing this, mind blanked out but he needs to be sure Jensen's here, alive. Bones shift under his grip and there's probably going to be bruises. Jensen hisses but doesn't try to break away, his free hand coming up to pat Jared's hand. "Easy, easy there. Breathe, Jay." 


"What do you mean? What's that mean?" 


"It's starting to look like a little too coincidental, Jay. Too many accidents, spread out through the flights so we didn't see it until it was too late. Everyone else- the ones that are still alive are like me and David. We didn't have photos taken. We didn't tell people we were Volunteers."


David nods and Jared's gotta ask. "Why not?"


"Honestly?" David, when Jared peels his horrified stare from Jensen's face, looks grim. "Because I want to be famous because I'm that damn good a musician, not because I'm a Volunteer. It'd be tacky to try and get famous using that."


Jensen nods. "I volunteered because I wanted to fight back. I wanted to stop them, I wanted them to pay for killing people and attacking us. We-...most of the people who volunteered when I did... they didn't make it back. I did and Christ, Jay, that was all the reward I wanted. They were heroes. I'm not gonna pretend to be something I'm not and disrespect their memories by playing fucking war-hero."


Jared looks at him. He can feel Jensen's pulse, a little too fast but steady and strong against his fingers. He hasn't thought of it for months but yeah, Jensen was on the front lines. Jared knew that, had known from the scorching September evening in 2009, when Jensen left to catch up with Alamo's flight. Jared hadn't wanted him to go; certainly not alone but his Poppa's heart.... 


If Jensen was fighting alongside Alamo, then he'd had to have been in the thick of it. The news reports were all behind on the action, a day, a week, maybe more and he remembers sitting on his couch at home, Sadie and Harley pressed up against him. Cameras showed bodies shrouded in white while the reporters talked about the numbers and the damage. 


Jared's never been religious, not really but he damn near wore out a pew in the local church.; praying that Jensen was okay, that he wasn't taking stupid risks or getting hurt. He started going regularly when the African Queen was killed in a minor conflict over Cairo. He'd been at Jeff's when the news channels broke the story of the Asian Queen's fall.He'd said his last prayer nearly a year ago now, January 18th 2012. The day the last of the three Queens declared the 'current situation' contained and announced the disbanding of the Volunteer Corps. Jared remembers sitting there and just staring at the stained glass window while this big happy bubble just filled his mind. Jensen was okay. Jensen would be coming home soon.


He starts, drawn back to the present by the rub of Jensen's thumb across his knuckles. David and Jensen are both looking at him; calm and patient. Jared stares at Jensen and tries again to wrap his head around the idea that Jensen still isn't fucking safe. "Fifteen out of seventy two? That isn't good odds, Jen."


"I know." Jensen doesn't look away. "But whoever's doing this? They're being careful. All the other deaths looked accidental or like suicides. We were - Christ , it sounds cold - but we were expecting some sucides. Everyone who wasn't a clear-cut accident had cause. No-one wanted to dig too hard or upset families. Half the families didn't know. Whoever was doing this, they did their research and they were very careful. Suza's the first one that they slipped up on." 


"You said it was okay, because you don't tell anyone about the Volunteer thing but you're here. At her funeral." Jared sounded crazy even to himself. "They're going to know that you're a Volunteer now!"


"It's cool, Jay. Really, it is." Jensen curls the fingers of his free hand around Jared's. "It's only another fortnight to hiatus and then we won't be in Vancouver, remember? Besides, with all the security we have, no-one's going to get on set before we leave." 


He does but it really isn't helping. Bad enough to have Jensen in danger. Jensen in danger and miles away got old two years ago. Jared bites his lip and makes a note to call his mother. He can still be there for Christmas, he'll just...go by way of Dallas. Jensen keeps a hold of his hand and moves the conversation on to David and the tour his band is on.


"It's not my band, exactly. I'm still pretty new on it. Really it's Rogue's band, The Cruxshadows." David was a fan before he was a member apparently. He's got a load of awesome stories about touring in Europe and makes them both laugh with the stories he tells about travelling in a tour bus. 


Jensen breaks it up about eleven - the Starbucks is starting to empty and the baristas are cleaning tables pointedly around them and there's still the trip to the hotel with an early start the next morning. Jared hugs David outside and he squawks and flails a bit. He and Jensen shake hands and after a second lean into an awkward man-hug.





Jensen looks wrecked and Jared flat out refuses to let him drive. Jensen bitches but he's asleep against the window before they're even out of Prince George. Jared watches him out of the corner of his eye; Jensen looks too pale in the twilight, dark circles under his eyes and eyelashes fanned over his cheek. 


Jared is struck with the crazy urge to just keep driving south, back to the States and Texas until he can find somewhere warm and private and just hide Jensen away from the people who are trying to hurt him. Jensen's brow furrows and his breathing quickens, jarring Jared back to reality.


"S'okay man. I'm here." He promises, freeing a hand to pat Jensen's thigh.


Jensen sighs and relaxes back into sleep, head lolling back and over towards Jared. Jared leaves his hand where it is and keeps driving. He can make Vancouver by nine.







Chapter 7

"When they come to write the history of this great state during this time of upheaval and crisis, they will write of the common people who stood when those who called themselves leaders fled back to Washington. They will talk of the cross-border militias, united and stalwart in their defence of this, our home.


They will say that this is the place, that was the time when our nation, our very way of life was in gravest peril. And then? Then, my brothers and sisters, they will talk of the heroes. They will talk of Bruce Alfano, Scott Kashmir and Sonya Tenson. They will talk of the people who would not be moved; the common people who stood on their doorstep and said 'We will not be moved. This is our home. We will fight in its defence.'


Then - and truly, my brothers and sisters, I think it only proper that it is after we reflect on and thank the common, ordinary people who fought so hard that we think of them - they will talk of the most extra-ordinary folk who fought so valiantly and so fiercely on our behalf. They will talk of the Queen, of the long fight from Asia and the battle for the sovereignty of the United States of America. They will talk of the Guard, the proudest and greatest of their kind.


But most of all, my brothers and my sisters, I tell you that when the history of this fight, not just for the independence of Texas but for the whole of our proud nation, is written...they will write of Alamo!"

-Address by Reverend T. J. Wilkes, United Baptist Church, 13th April 2011

 

*****

 

Jared spends the last two weeks of work trying not to a) freak the fuck out and b) stalk Jensen's every move like a rabid fangirl. He doesn't do so well. But Jensen puts up with it, and with having Jared pretty much in his space 24/7, with surprising grace but that's Jensen all over. He'd tried talking to Jared about it in a logical, grown-up way and Jared had nodded his head in all the right places. Then he'd gone back to trying to rig an alarm around Jensen's window.


So now Jensen just doesn't say anything, just lets Jared shoulder his way into just about every corner of his life. Eric's mad plans are actually working in Jared's favour; the Winchesters are under seige, Ruby's trying to kill Dean and the taunting phantom of Sam going full-on darkside means that Jensen is deep into character bleed territory. After four and a half years of this, the crew kinda know what to expect and Jared crowding into Jensen's space, grabbing his shoulder and all but force-feeding him during the few breaks they manage to grab is pretty much par for the course.


Jared himself is having a bad case of bleed; Sam is wired, terrified that some new big bad is looming up to take his brother away for good. Dean isn't talking and over the last three episodes, Sam is coming to realise that he has no clue how to coax information out of his brother. Dean always cracks first but this time, it doesn't look like he's going to. It's a little too close to how Jared's feeling to be entirely comfortable. 


Jared's new stalker routine means that he hangs around during the shooting of the Castiel/Dean scenes and his inner Sam is viciously glad that Castiel is getting an even more dismissive brush-off when he tries to push. Misha is back for most of the rest of the season and he and Jensen are back to being fairly good friends and when the shoot wraps, they stop for a second to chat.


Jared keeps his ass in his seat and absolutely does not have the urge to go over and get his arm around Jensen. He's not jealous of Misha. There was a while back at the start of season four when Jared kinda epically hated Misha Collins. It actually wasn't personal; the hiatus had gone on for fucking ever and between one film and another, he hadn't had a chance to see Jensen over the summer.





He'd rolled back to set and found Misha sitting in Jensen's chair. It took three PAs and Eric to convince him it was an honest mistake and no, seriously, they hadn't recast Dean without telling him. Misha was amazingly cool with Jared's spazzout and when he started to be a recurring character, he got production to get him a deckchair that looked nothing like Jared and Jensen's matched director's chairs. Jared had felt like a bit of an asshole but not enough of one to get Misha to change it.


It hadn't helped that Jared and Jensen had like a day together on set for that first episode and Misha's big entrance had taken four. Jared is aware that he's a possessive son-of-a-bitch when it comes to Jensen.


He'd been sorta cold toward Misha until Jensen figured it out and punched him in the arm with no warning one morning. Jared'd sworn a blue streak and Jensen planted his hands on his hips and arched his eyebrows. "There is no world that you are jealous of Misha fucking Collins."


"What the fuck are you talking about?" Jared protested but Jensen knows all his tells and all it gets him is the Eyebrows again. "I ...just haven't seen you in a while. I miss you fucker."


Jensen rolled his eyes, huffed and let it drop. Then he got Eric to give them a whole weekend off and they watched every Indiana Jones, Star Wars and Die Hard movie over a couple of cases of beer and pizza. Jensen knows Jared far too well; it's not news.


Jared knows he's Jensen's best friend. He's not insecure or anything. He just...doesn't always get how Jensen can click so easily with Misha and his yoga and shit and then slot straight back into Jared's life.





He snaps back when Jensen swats his head. "Dude, the hell?"


"Leave the moping to Sam, Jay. I'm starved." Jensen is half-grinning and Jared grumps but pushes himself up.


There's actual barbecue today and they manage to grab about half of it through some Winchester-level tactical planning. They retreat to Jared's trailer to enjoy their spoils and start talking about how Sam and Dean must have cleaned out the tables at Blue Moon every time there was a church do.


Jared's laughing, fit to choke on the ribs when there's a rap on the door. There's a call from the States and Jensen bitches but he goes. Jared is left to poke at the last of the barbecue. He doesn't like having Jensen out of his sight and even knowing that he's going straight to post-production to take the call, Jared's twitchy. He focuses on the food and his plans for Christmas.


The door clicks open and Jensen comes back in, looking over his shoulder. "Well. That was weird."


"What? What was the call about?" Jared asks around the last of the ribs.


"Oh, Just someone calling to wish me happy holidays. I swear, I don't know why I have a cell phone these days." Jensen waves it off. "But I think Eric might have finally snapped."


"How could you tell?" Jared jokes but he's alert suddenly. Eric can be a spaz but he's got great instincts for people.


Jensen grabs a fistful of chips and shrugs. "He wanted to talk to me on the way back."


"About what?" 


"Hiatus. He kept talking about how important it was that I be back on time because Dean's plotline is going to be on such a cliffhanger."


"He thinks you're not gonna show?" Jared stares. "Why does he think you're not gonna come back?"


"Fucked if I know." Jensen shrugs and swipes a wing from the platter.





Jared lets it go but something's not adding up. They have a night shoot the next day, so Jared calls his momma when Jensen's out with the dogs. Just hearing her voice makes him feel better and she is totally on board with Jared going to Dallas with Jensen before coming home. "Lord knows you missed that boy, JT. You take a few days and we'll see you when you get here."


"Thanks, momma." Jared moves the conversation on to family gossip and is still laughing about Jeff's latest attempt at home improvement when a freshly-showered Jensen smacks the back of his head. "Dude! The hell?"


"Car'll be here in twenty and you need a shower, Jay."


Jared says goodbye to his momma and stomps upstairs. The car is early and he nearly pulls something trying to get his clothes on as he comes down the stairs. Jensen has their jackets, two travel mugs and a huge bag of dime store candy. He gives one of the mugs and the candy to Jared. Jared is totally immune to bribery but the mocha is fresh, piping hot and has exactly the right amount of sugar. He decides to forgive Jensen for being a rude asshole because he's awesome like that. 


The shoot runs clear into the dawn and it's frustrating as hell. They're nailing the lines but the props break, the lights fail and one of cameras eats an entire roll of film. Jared is beyond relieved when they finally get waved away with a 'see you in six hours'.





He's in such a hurry to get home that he forgets his laptop, which has all sorts of useful things like the Air Canada website saved on it. Jensen goes straight to bed, Sadie bumping along beside him like a guide dog. Jared's hit that weird hyper awake state that comes after finally nailing a scene. 


He paces the house, Harley following hopefully, and tidies a little as he checks the locks again. Ever since the funeral, he's insisted that all the windows and doors be locked. Jensen's still bitching about it. He's restless and he knows he should be in bed but he can't relax.


On his third pass through the living room, he spots Jensen's laptop half-hidden under a cushion. He doesn't think Jensen'll mind if he uses it; it's new and Jensen's already threatened to dye the dogs pink if Jared gets any bright ideas about downloading stuff.


He presses the power button and yawns. The computer powers up and there's Firefox, open on the Air Canada. Jared's starting to crash, fuzzy edges around his thinking so he doesn't remember that this is Jensen's computer until he's clicked 'change flights' button. He remembers just as it loads and swears softly.


He looks down to find the touchpad which is freakishly tiny on this computer and proof that Jensen should have just manned up and gone Dell. Then he stops; looks up at the screen which is taken up with a warning page. "You currently have no booked flights to modify: Book Flights?"


For a moment he thinks it's a mistake; Jensen has to have flights booked - they're wrapping in just under three days and it is flat out impossible to get flights at the last minute. His family can't be coming up - his momma posted Jared's Christmas present up a week ago. Then Jared remembers the casual deflections, the way Jensen carefully said nothing about Texas, just talking about heading out or getting away from the studio. 


Jared can hear his teeth grinding together. Harley whines a litle, putting a paw up on Jared's leg. "'S okay, boy."


It's not. It might never be again but damned if he's letting this slide any further.








Chapter 8

"'What would you say is the biggest post-war security problem currently facing the nation, Madame Secretary?'


'The biggest concern as of right this minute is the remaining bio-weapons. They're continuing to attack any aircraft they encounter and so far, we're having to work to hurt them. Developing some way around that is crucial, particularly since the president is so eager to get our troops home.'


'Surely the logical solution would be to recruit dragons into the Air Force and use them to protect flights; as the IDF is already doing with commercial flights? Or even to use the dragons that must exist in the armed forces already?'


'That would be an optimum solution, yes, Larry. Unfortunately, the Queen has not seen fit to change her standing orders so even if we knew of dragons among existing servicemen, we simply cannot utilise them.'


'Have you considered appealing to the Queen to revoke the neutrality order?'


'It is definitely something we've considered but unfortunately, the Queen is still in seclusion. We are definitely hoping to raise the matter with her as soon as she does reappear but frankly, that doesn't look like something that's going to happen anytime soon.'"


-Larry King interviews the Defense Secretary 4/11/2012

 

*****

 



The wrap party is the most extravagant party in the history of Supernatural. The network actually subsidizes the whole thing which Eric's thrilled about. It means that they're hoping to keep their ratings up which seems to be working fine. DVD sales are up, merchandise and everything. It should be one of the happiest days of Jared's life.


Instead he's tired, cranky and watching Jensen mingling with slightly bloodshot eyes, while Sera and Ben talk about the next half of the season. They've left the Winchesters in a precarious place; Sam is desperate to hold onto his brother and is getting less and less picky about the methods he's willing to use. 


Andy's reappeared behind a pair of black eyes and the last scene of the show was him ordering Dean to step off the roof of a high rise building. Sam, who may or may not have been diverted by Ruby, is running up the stairs just as Dean takes the penultimate step...and reaches for the gun under his jacket.


Sera won't tell him what's going to happen next but Jared isn't really trying to get it out of her. It's just the easiest conversation to have right now. Genivere is drifting around in his general vicinity. It isn't normally a problem but she's been hinting for the last few weeks that they'd be good together again. 


Jared disagrees but he can't put his finger on why. He likes her, she's hot, he's hot and they've done the dating thing already and it worked pretty well. It's not even like they've changed too much or anything; they're still good friends and all. He just doesn't think he likes her like a girlfriend anymore. 


"Hey, Jay-man!" Eric reeks of tequila and he bumbles cheerfully into Jared's personal space. "Loved the work, man. Y're rocking it for the boys."


"Thanks?" Jared isn't nearly drunk enough to be having fun with this conversation. Touchy-feely Eric is only fun when he's happening to someone else.


"We're gonna be the most awesome show ever! All viewers shall love us 'n despair!" Eric strikes a heroic pose which cracks Sera up. She has to hang onto Jared's shoulder to keep her balance so he can't run for the hills (or at least the mens room). 


"Eric...dude..that's like a geekery too far even for me." 


"What is?" Sera's hand gets dislodged as Jensen slings an arm around Jared's shoulder. He's flushed, cheeks pink and eyes sparkling and a smile keeps pulling at the corner of his lips.


"Eric is a bigger geek than me." Jared says mournfully, taking a drink from his warm beer. Jensen snorts.


"In other shocking news, the sky is up." Jared has to bite his lip to keep from spraying Eric and Sera with tepid beer. He chokes, sputters and really hopes it only feels like some of it came out of his nose. 


Jensen laughs like a hyena and now he's hanging from Jared's shoulder. Jared elbows him but his own smile is already breaking through. Jensen's laughter is too infectious. He loops an arm around Jensen's waist when it actually looks like he's going to fall over. "You're fucking wasted, asshole. No way am I dealing with you hung over tomorrow."


Jensen pouts and Jared drops him when he starts to laugh. "Fucker."


"Alcho."


"Bitch."


"Jerk."





Jensen lets Jared drag him home and stumbles off towards his bathroom. Jared plays with the dogs who are all excited to see him and is in the kitchen hunting for a late night snack when Jensen wanders back it. He's taken off his shoes, shirt half unbuttoned and hair rumpled. He's splashed water on his face or something, eyelashes clumped and he's wearing his glasses. He looks tired and a little out of focus. 


The thought hits Jared soft and low in the belly; hey, yeah. Jensen's hot. 


He's not blind and he's spent years in Jensen's personal space so yeah, he knows Jensen is stupidly pretty and adorably shy about it. He also knows of no-one with a pulse that wouldn't be ready and fucking willing if Jensen even hinted he was interested. They've never done anything but Jared's human, male and in his sexual prime. He'd be lying his ass off if he said he's hasn't wondered. 


It's just that he can think of Jensen naked and spread out underneath him, panting and begging for Jared's dick whenever he's in bed or in the shower. Times like this, he has the fleeting thought that Jensen would look hot, pushed back into the counter with the shirt twisted around his wrists. Then Jen smiles at him, the soft-edged private smile that lights up his eyes and yeah, Jared really can't imagine anything better than this.


"Thought you'd be in bed."


"I'm going. I just-...it was a good night, Jay. I had fun." Jensen rubs behind Sadie's ears, making her yip softly and lean into him. He doesn't quite meet Jared's eyes before looking at the open fridge.


"Yeah. It was a good night." Jared agrees. "Want somethin' to eat?"


"Naw." Jensen's drawl stretches out to match Jared's and he yawns. "I just...thanks Jay."


"For carting your heavy ass home?" Jared smirks. "You can pay for the hernia operation."


"Fucker." Jensen says comfortably, then hesitates. "I just meant ...for all of it. I know I haven't been the easiest person to be around since I got back so, y'know, thanks for putting up with that."


"Dude." Jared catches his arm to pull him around. It feels like Jensen's saying goodbye and no, just no. He opens his mouth and he wants to bring up Suza's killer and Jensen's secrets but Jensen's too washed out and his calm in-control-expression is going brittle around the edges. He's still too drunk for that conversation. Jared wants to put him to bed and feed him chicken soup or shit like that. So he does what he always does when Jen looks like that, wraps his arms around Jensen's whole torso and hugs him. "You're my best friend. The best friend I've ever had. What the fuck would I be doing but spending time with you?"


Jensen makes an inarticulate sound and hugs him back. Just for a second and wow, he can feel Jensen's heart racing and he's warm through the thin T-shirt. In that one second it'd be really easy to imagine pushing Jensen back and kissing or fucking the emo right out of him.


Jensen pulls away just before Jared has to worry about having the 'inappropriate erections' talk again. He smiles up at Jared but he looks like he's saying goodbye. Jared tries to keep his own smile natural and may actually manage it, judging by how Jensen relaxes a little. "I'mma go t'bed. Got an early flight so 'night, Jay. I may not see you, so fly safe, yeah?"


"Same to you, jerkface." Jared says cheerfully and watches Jensen leave. He forages a little more and adds a big box of the weird 'all natural treats' to the dogs' bag. He pets them both and shoos them into the back living room, putting up the gate so they won't follow him back out.


He sends Cliff a text, asking him to drop by the house tomorrow to make sure the dogsitter's taken the dogs to the kennels. Then he heads back upstairs to stuff a spare toothbrush and his toiletries bag into his duffel. He's hungry but going back to the kitchen means the dogs will hear him and start barking.


Jared settles for plundering Jensen's not-so-secret candy stash in the living room. Then he bundles up in his coat and goes to sit outside on the front step. He doesn't expect to be waiting too long but again, Jensen surprises him.





It's nearly two hours later before he sees the truck pull up just down the street. The guy behind the wheel gets out and closes the door, then heads off down the street. Nothing terribly suspicious but Jared knows most of the neighbors and the truck is new. He takes a look but stays where he is.


Twenty minutes later, he hears Jensen on the stairs. Most people wouldn't, but there's a squeaky board on the third step that Jensen is just physically incapable of not stepping on. Jared munches the last of the jelly beans and stands up just as Jensen opens the door and drops his bag.


"Jared? What the fuck?" Jensen hasn't shaven but his hair is wet. He's wearing jeans and a shirt that looks like he stole it from Dean and the big woolly coat Jared's momma bought him three years ago. He's also wearing his glasses which makes him look about sixteen. 


"You're up early." Jared stands up and keeps his tone casual as he crowds up into Jensen's space. 


"Places to go, people to see." Jensen glares up at him. "Seriously, Jay, what the hell?"


"Where are you going?" Jared lifts a hand when Jensen opens his mouth. "And don't fucking lie to me this time. I know you're not going home for Christmas, Jen. And you sure as fuck don't have a flight." Jensen's eyes go from wide to huge and he takes a step back. Jared keeps coming, looming over his best friend. "No tickets, just a carry-on bag and no cab? You don't have a fucking flight to catch. I'm sick of you lying to me. Just tell me the fucking truth!" 


Jensen's eyes narrow to slits and he lifts his head to glare right back at Jared. "Don't fucking call me a liar."


"Then don't fucking lie to me!" Jared snaps back.


"I am not lying to you!" 


"Bullshit!" Jared spits, voice going low and dangerous. "You didn't even book flights, asshole."


He's leaning in so close that Jensen has to tip his head up to keep eye contact. Jensen's hands are flexing into fists and relaxing. He takes a slow careful breath and closes his eyes for a second.


"I haven't lied to you, Jay." He gestures, cutting off Jared's instinctive response. "I haven't told you all the truth, I'll put my hand up to that but everything I told you was God's honest truth."


There's a second where they both just breathing, vapour clouds hanging between them. Jared's anger mixes with hurt and embarrassment. Jensen's just looking up at him and he's shaking.


"Why?" Jensen looks down, away and Jared's desperate, been thinking and twisting this around in his head for weeks. "Didn't you trust me?" 


Jensen's head snaps up, eyes shocked wide. "Christ, Jay! Of course I trust you! Jesus, man, you cannot seriously be asking me that!"


Jared breaks the gaze this time, looking away into the dark. He can't put it into words that don't make him sound like a pre-teen girl with her heart broke. "Then why can't you trust me enough to tell me?"


"I would- Jesus Christ, Jay, I'd trust you with my life. Hell, I'd trust you with my momma's but this isn't just my secret and it ain't like-like the Winchesters shitstorm. You don't get to leave it hanging and go home like it never happened. Kinda takes over your life 'til it's hard to think of anything else." 


Jared looks back at him; Jensen looks every bit as torn up and desperate as Jared feels.


Jensen clears his throat, eyes dipping to the top step as he steps around Jared. The flickering neon of the Christmas display across the road washes out the colours in his face. 


"I was gonna tell you everything." He stops, breathes for a minute. "Right after I got hom-back up here. Spent fucking ages working out how to bring it up when I was packing. Had the whole fucking thing planned out. What to say, how to tell you."


Jared huffs in shared amusement and that rings true too - Jensen's always needed plans for anything that means dealing with people.


Jensen looks over his shoulder, smiling sad and fond. "Then, fuck, I dunno. You were...you were you, Jay. I thought I'd forgotten it- thought I'd fucking dealt with being a co-dependent fuckwit that missed you every damn day you weren't there." He swallows, eyes cutting away like the mutant Rudolph across the road is suddenly more interesting. "I said I'd tell you once the show started. No pressure and all. It was stupid but...I wanted it like it was, y'know? Just you, me and the dogs. Nowhere to go, nothing to do...just for a while."


There's another pause and Jared can hardly breathe around the warm lump swelling in his throat. Jensen's breathing is just a little uneven. "Then...I saw it in the newspaper. Sara Hamilton, 34, mother of two, dead cause a drunk driver ran a red. Took me a week to confirm it was the right Sara. Served with her for three goddamned years and she's gone cause some guy wouldn't hand over his keys and I-I couldn't put that on you tell you. Couldn't make it your problem too. She was one of mine , she was my responsibility and now she's dead. How the fuck do I explain that? I tried, Jay. Swear to god, I tried to tell you but every time I even fucking thought about it, I wanted to bawl my fucking eyes out."


Jared closes the space between them, not touching; not yet. Jensen needs space sometimes, to get all the jagged pieces of whatever's hurting him out and Jared respects that. He just can't watch Jensen tear himself open from all the way across the porch. He leans in, close enough that the vapour of his breath condenses on the back of Jensen's neck.


Jensen shivers then clears his throat. "Took me a while to get my head around it. Then there were more - in the papers or I'd get a e-mail from Dave about it. Took a while to spot the pattern and by the time I did, there were orders when I did...when I did, I thought 'Thank Christ, I didn't tell Jared.'"


Jared flinches and Jensen must feel it because he turns around. Jensen's eyes are red but he looks completely earnest. "Not like that, fuck, Jay. I still wanted to tell you but I thought, this way...you weren't in danger. If you didn't know, you were safe."


The last sentence, hoarse and raw and true, hits Jared solidly in the solar plexus. He needs a second just to process and okay, it's been a long fucking day, all right? He stares at the back of Jensen's head, at the hunch of his shoulder and breathes in. "Sara was...she was Queensguard, wasn't she?"


"Yeah." Jen says quietly. "I didn't know her that well - we didn't exactly have a lot in common but she was one of us."


Jared nods slowly, adding that to the picture he's still building in his head. "When did she die?"


It takes Jensen longer to reply and his voice rasps like sandpaper when he finally says "August."


Jared shudders and he sees Jensen hunch his shoulders and that's it. Jensen's too fucking far away. He grabs him up into a hug, ignoring Jensen's surprised gasp as the air is squeezed out of his lungs. Jared's holding on too tight but just the idea of Jensen spending three months terrified and grieving right under his nose makes him want to bundle Jensen up and put him to bed and keep the whole world at bay. He squashes the hurt and shock that Jensen's gotten so damn good at hiding what he was feeling. "Jesus, Jensen. All that time? Jesus! Shoulda fucking told me, asshole." 


Jensen relaxes, leaning back into him. "It...I was handling it. Then more people started dying and I-I got scared, Jay. We couldn't tell who was behind it, what they wanted and I kept thinking...every time we went out, the people in the bar, in the club, hell, at the bowling alley, I couldn't stop looking at them and wondering if one of them was there to kill me."


"Morbid much?" Jared teases but his arms tighten around Jensen at the thought. 


"By the time they...by the time Suza died, we knew there was a pattern." Jensen shudders, dipping his head. "I know I'm not really a Volunteer any more, got my discharge papers and everything. But these were my people, Jared, my fucking friends. They weren't supposed to be killed after the war. They were supposed to be going home, getting back to their lives and their families. They were supposed to be safe. So when I got the recall, when they called me and told me they needed me...how the fuck was I supposed to say no to that, Jay?"


Jared leans his chin into the side of Jensen's neck until Jensen tries to shrug him off. "You're a douche and a martyr, Jen, but yeah, I get you."


The tension just empties out of Jensen and he's nearly dead weight all of a sudden and Jared comes closer than he ever wanted to dropping him. Then Jensen breathes out and straightens up. He slowly pulls his way free of Jared and turns to look up at him. "I swear I didn't lie to you, Jay."


Jared feels the anger-hurt flare again and clamps down hard. "I wanna believe you, man. But every time I think we're getting somewhere, I find out about more shit you didn't tell me. I'm sick of it."


Jensen squares his shoulders and looks up at him. "A'right. Fine. Fuck this. You wanna know that damn bad?"


"Yeah." Jared says immediately. "Fuck, yeah. I want."


There's another pause, Jensen closes his eyes. "We're not doing this here - I got places to be. You wanna know so damn bad? You're going to have to come with."


Jared manages not to punch the air or wake the neighbours. Instead he grins, wide and wicked. "Works for me."


"I ain't waiting for you, Jay." Jensen warns. "I wasn't kidding when I said I gotta be places."


Jared replies by pulling his duffel out from behind the railing and Jensen's eyes narrow. Jared snorts. "Don't give me that look. Like fuck were you leaving without me, Ackles."


Jensen stomps off down the stairs, leaving Jared to hurry after him. He goes straight for the truck, pulls the keys from the wheel bay and gets in. Jared chucks his duffel in the back and runs around to get in.


Jensen has the radio on before they're halfway down the road, not loud enough to completely drown out any conversation. Jared keeps his mouth shut anyway, glancing sideways at Jensen's clenched jaw and tapping fingers.





It takes about an hour to get out of the city, early morning traffic is light and the sky is going grey overhead by the time Jensen takes on last turn and cuts the engine. Jared was dozing but the sudden silence rouses him and he blinks around at the empty road. "Jen? We here?"


Jensen nods and throws his door open. He's left the lights on and Jared can see him pace out in front of the truck, sigh misting the air in front of his face. He opens his own door more cautiously, shivering at the pre-dawn chill. "Jen?"


They're a couple of miles outside Vancouver, down a back road. In the distance, he can hear engines but the road they're on is deserted. Bare trees block it in and in the dim light, it looks just like a set from the show. Jensen stops pacing when Jared calls out to him but he doesn't turn. "Keys in the truck, Jay. You wanna go back, forget this ever happened, I won't stop you."


Jared folds his arms, 'cause Jensen's looking far too fucking punch-able right now. He has to grit his teeth to stop them chattering. "Fuck you. You said I could come and I'm here. I ain't quitting on this, Jen. Stop tryin' to make me!"


Jensen hunches his shoulders like Jared just hit him and doesn't reply. He's getting kinda sick like feeling like a jackass every time he gets righteously pissed. Jensen's the one who trying to run and Jared's trying to give him the benefit of the doubt here but he is getting sick of this shit. The silence builds between them, Jared can hear the whine of a motorbike close at hand and he steps forward. "Look, Jen...seriously. Stop trying to hide this shit. I'm here and I'm not fucking leaving so stop trying to make me go!"


"A'right." Jensen squares his shoulders and turns to look at Jared, eyes sad. "But remember, I gave you the chance to walk. This is on you from here."





The motorbike comes around the corner behind him. Jared starts forward - it's a big-ass bike carrying two big-ass dudes and Jensen's suddenly dangerously far away. The bike pulls up. Jensen glances over his shoulder. Jared's thinking of every Discovery Channel documentary he's ever seen on Hell's Angels and hurrying to reach Jensen. The guys step off the bike. Jensen nods to them, smiles. They salute.


Jared stumbles to a halt and blinks. He thinks his jaw might be hanging about his knees. He looks at Jensen and makes a helpless 'what the fuck?' gesture. Jensen smirks and throws the keys to the bigger of the two guys. "Last chance, man."


Jared glowers at him and storms back to the truck to pull both their bags out. The two bikers are staring at him like he's taking a walk across a tightrope, whites showing around their eyes. Ignoring the shit out of the hairy dudes, Jared dumps both bags by the side of the road and plants himself beside them, arms folded.


Jensen's smirk softens into a rueful smile. "Stubborn asshole. Alright, guys, you know what to do."


The bikers salute again. The guy Jensen threw the keys to goes to the truck, carefully giving Jensen about three feet of personal space. He edges past Jared as if he's not willing to take his eyes off him. The bike roars to life, then the two vehicles drive off into the dawn. 


Jared watches them go, Jensen doesn't. When Jared finally turns around, Jensen's moved to the middle of the road and is rolling his shoulders. "Dude, what-?"


"Shush. Gimme a minute."





Jared's mouth opens around the 'okay', then just keeps going. Jensen rolls his shoulders once more, a short jerk as if he's shrugging something off. Then he just ...unfolds. 


Massive leathery wings unfold out of thin air and spread up and out to roof the sky. Huge taloned feet hit the ground on opposite sides of the road and Jared gapes as Jensen blinks eyes nearly as big as Jared and twists his neck to look down at him. The whole thing can't take more than two seconds. Jared has to back up like twenty feet to take it all in.


Jensen's fucking huge. He has to be nearly two hundred feet long; a third of that in the long narrow tail and he pretty much takes up the whole road, wings fanned out over the hedges and ditches. Like this, he's tall enough that Jared could walk right under him without having to duck his head.


The sun's nearly up and first sunlight hits dark scales, throwing up a rainbow of greens and blues. The heavier armour plates along his spine are polished bronze and his eyes are more gold than hazel. Jensen curves his neck so he's looking down at Jared and there's something...familiar. 


Jared takes a second to process. It's not just that he can actually see Jensen in the dragon towering over him. There's something else but it takes a few seconds to filter through the shock. He's seen the news reports and every household in Texas has a picture in the window or on the mantlepiece so it doesn't take long. "Dude...Jensen. Fucking-Jesus H. Christ! You-Seriously? ALAMO? You're honest-to-god ALAMO and you never fucking told me!?"


Jensen's neck curves back, wings ruffling up. His tail cracks through the air and it's hard to tell but Jared thinks he's embarrassed which is just too adorable for words. Finally he dips his head so he can look Jared in the eye or rather the face. "I'm not. That's just...what some people started calling me."


His voice is really different, Jared can still pick up on the genuine mortification but it's harder to tell. Jensen sounds deeper, 's's hissing more and 'r's growl which warps his accent beyond recognition."When we get a chance, we are so talking about this, you know that, right?"


"Yeah." Jensen lifts his head, sniffs the air. "But right now, we gotta go or we're gonna be late."


Jared picks up the bags and stops because, yeah. Even if Jensen's staying on the ground, the only way Jared could keep up is in a rocket car. He blinks up at Jensen who has his head up. "Dude, this is going to be a pain in the ass. Also? It is really fucking weird to have to look up at you."


Jensen makes a weird huffing snort kinda sound and Jared hears his rumbly laughter in the back of his mind. "Yeah? Payback's a bitch, Jay."


Jared glowers at him. "Asshole."


Jensen snorts, smoke and a gust for fire curling out of the corner of his mouth. Jared startles and Jensen glances away, wings rustling a little. "We should go."


He curves around, circling behind Jared. "You're not going to freak out on me, are you? Cause I know you don't-didn't get airsick and this would be a shitty time to start. So no getting air-sick, cool?"


"Air-sick?" Jared tips his head back to look up and up and up at Jensen.


"Well, yeah." Jensen tips his head and it's such a Jensen movement that Jared can't help but laugh. "I'mma going to carry you."


"You...you can do that?" Jared blinks. He's having a hard time taking in the fact that Jensen's about the size of a jumbo jet and therefore can probably carry him halfway to Texas. Jensen's just...Jensen.


"Yes, dumbass. I can carry you and the bags. Hell, I coulda hauled the damn truck if the guys hadn't been able to pick it up." Jensen shifts his weight, lifting his right forefoot. Jared looks at the long curved claws, longer than the machetes they used in the vampire episodes. 


"All right. let's go." His voice doesn't waver and the pleased gleam in Jensen's eyes makes him feel warm despite the chill.









Chapter 9

"The greatest diplomatic problem confronting the United States Government in attempting to establish a formal relationship with the International Dragon Forces is in fact an entirely home-grown one. During the hostilities of 2009 and early 2010, IDF members were subject to a concentrated and calculated campaign of deliberate harassment. Particularly vicious commentary was reserved for American IDF members who were accused of being 'unpatriotic'.


 

The most notorious group associated with this harassment was the Lodge Cobet Patriot Alliance. The group's founder, Derek Kensington, was recently indicted on charges for hate crimes. He continues to defend his position, issuing statements in defence of his actions on the group's website with increasing frequency.


 

The State Department issued memos in February 2010, following the example of the Armed Forces and the FBI, warning employees that any attempt to use privileged information for unofficial purposes was grounds for immediate dismissal and criminal proceedings. While this has helped improve relations with IDF members, it has yet to have a lasting impact and the number of American dragons who have 'outed' themselves since this concentrated government effort remains at an estimated 1.87% of total population.


 

Although no clear policy has been laid down, it is the opinion of this office that sustained and coherent campaigning needs to happen on a local and federal level to address this issue before fear and concern for the safety of those around them leads to the total collapse of IDF operations in the continental USA."

- Internal memorandum, Office of the Secratary of State

 

*****

 


Flying with Jensen is like nothing Jared's ever done before. Jensen's much faster than he expected for one thing - by the time Jared has adjusted to the grip of his foot and is able to look out, the landscape is scrolling out underneath them like it's on fast-forward. 


Jared thought he'd be fine - it's not like he's a stranger to flying after all. But being carried by a dragon is worlds away from shuffling onto an airplane and waiting to be shuttled somewhere. Flying in a plane is like traveling in a bus or train; just sit in your seat and wait, read, sleep, doesn't matter. Flying with Jensen is much more immediate and real. He's half-frozen from the wind that blasts through Jensen's talons and he has to work to keep himself braced away from the tips of Jensen's claws. It's jarring and bumpier than he expected and if Jensen wasn't holding him so carefully, Jared would be bruised to hell. The weird contrast between Jensen's careful grip - the feel of powerful talons holding him safe and unmoving - and the flashes of sky and ground zooming past that he gets when he peers through Jensen's talons is enough to make him giddy. 


He whoops like a madman and Jensen's wingbeats slow. 'Jay? Y'all right?'


There's no way Jared should be able to hear Jensen this high up. Maybe he's suffocating? Maybe he's got alcohol poisoning and this is all some whacked out hallucination as the EMTs pump his stomach and Jensen calls his momma to tell her?


'Jesus, Jay, morbid much?' Jensen's not-there voice sounds equal parts amused and horrified. 'And you're forgetting, dumbass, I'm telepathic. Remember?'


And okay, yeah, Jared's feeling kinda stupid now but in his defence, he's been awake for nearly twenty-six straight hours by now and he's exhausted. 


'Go to sleep, dummy.' Jensen's voice is warm and Jared hears it as a vibration in his chest, like he's hugging Jensen. 'You got about an hour before we'll get there.'


"Don't wanna sleep." Jared sounds a particularly bratty three years old even to himself. "Wanna-" he yawns, jaw cracking twice. "-enjoy the flight."


'Idiot.' Jensen says fondly. 'It's not like I won't take you up again. You can take pictures or whatever next time.'


Next time sounds promising. Jared mumbles and settles down, feeling Jensen's grip shift around him, holding him more securely. He closes his eyes and listens to the swish of Jensen's wings as he falls fast asleep.





It takes a second for his heart to quiet enough that he can hear anything else. Then his landing pad elbows him in the stomach. "Dude! OFF!"


"Shit, sorry!" Jared scrambles madly to get upright and blinks at the poor bastard he landed on.


David - well, it sounded like David - picks himself up with exaggerated care and dusts himself off. Jared takes in what he's wearing and tries not to gape. He's seen hundreds of pictures of Volunteer uniforms but this is the first time he's seen one so close. It's mostly soft black armour, he can almost see the panels of Kevlar, with solid black boots, thick gloves and some weird face-mask/goggles type of helmet. It covers just about every inch of skin and Jared can't tell if it's actually David.


'That's the point, Jay.' Jensen sounds a little breathless and Jared turns to look at him but Jensen's not there and Jared's heart just about stops. 'It's okay, Jay. Seriously dude, I'm right over here.'


Jared can't exactly follow the sound of his voice but David grabs his shoulders and pushes him around a little further, pointing out over the lake where Jared can just about see two shapes zig-zagging above the waves. "What are you doing?"


'Trying to keep Ling from drowning me.' Jensen's voice is that rich amused rumble that sends tingles down Jared's spine. The idea of someone else making him sound like that makes Jared bristle but he shrugs it off.


'Not drowning you!' A complete stranger's voice, shaking with suppressed laughter makes Jared jump. 'You need a bath! You need wash! I wash you!'


'Fuck you,' Jensen shoots back, rolling away and speeding up. 'I had a shower this morning!'


David pats him on the shoulder. "They could be a while. Come on, let's get you kitted out."


Jared grabs his duffel, then Jensen's and trails after David. The other people seem to be clustered together near the water. "You knew I was coming?"


"Kinda." David leads him into the trees. "I knew he was going to try telling you before he left. I figured you weren't going to let him leave alone." Jared shrugs, cheeks pinking under the windburn. He's not used to being that transparent. David doesn't look around as he continues. "Of course, I wasn't sure but I thought I should plan ahead just in case."


"Plan ahead?" Jared ducks a knobbly branch.


David nods and tosses him a bundle of clothes. "Get changed. Size might not be exact, we don't get many as big as you. I'll give you a hand with the helmet and mask if you need it." 


"This isn't exactly the best place to change, man. I'm gonna freeze my balls off!" Jared protests.


David coughs and looks away. "Uh... Don't worry about it, just put them on over the clothes you got on. It's better to layer up."





Jared grunts and leaves the duffels with David while he pulls on the clothes. The helmet turns out to be incredibly complicated, mostly because the straps are at all at the back. Jared curses and contorts himself but it he manages. He can't actually see the clothes until he gets back to David just that they're warm and a little too snug to be entirely comfortable. He doesn't see the insignia until he's back in the weak sunlight. 


David looks him up and down and nods. "Looking good."


"Thanks but, I...this is- Dude, this is a Volunteer uniform." Jared holds out his arms. 


"Well, yeah. You're part of the flight...unless you're just here to wave Jense off?" David sounds like he's smiling under the facemask and Jared glowers at him. "Here, put these on."


He hands Jared a seriously cool set of goggles and an oddly shaped thing that unfolds into a face mask. "Do I have to wear these?"


"Yeah, you really do." David does help him get the facemask, which has twice the straps and fasteners that the helmet had. It covers his nose and clips into the bottom of the helmet, fitting skin-tight. "Offical policy - the IDF likes the human Volunteers to be able to breathe when we're flying with the dragons."


"Okay. How's this supposed to help?" 


"These," David tapped the goggles, "stop your eyes from popping and this," he tapped the face-mask, "stop you from suffocating. Most dragons have a comfortable flight altitude of about twenty thousand feet. Humans stop being able to function comfortably at about twelve thousand so there's a thing in there that enriches the air. You trade out the internals after every flight. It's not that difficult and I'll show you how later on."


"So that's the official reason. Does that mean there's unofficial reasons?"


"So no-one sees your face." David says simply. "I'm nowhere near as famous as you and Jense, but the one time I didn't have the helmet on? We were working with some sailors who were big fans of the band. Dragons aren't discreet and everyone wants to know who they are. Everywhere we go, people will be coming out to see us. Even if we stick to small towns, everyone's got mobiles or internet these days. How exactly were you planning on not outing Jense and yourself on this trip anyway?"


"I-" Hadn't thought of it, Jared admits to himself.


"Look, you're not the only newbie here." David says carefully. "People are going to fuck up, that's a given. But no-one in the wing wants to be outed and we're all on the same side. This is probably the best place to get any mistakes out of your system. We try not to look, Jay."


"Okay, right." Jared checks the fit of the face-mask again and rolls his shoulders. 


"Come on, we'd better get back." David leads him back to the clearing.








Chapter 10

"The trial of Andrew Paulsen opened today in Philadelphia District Court. Mr Paulsen was charged with murder under the new Hate Crime legislation in May after he confessed to the murder of his partner Naomi Goldberg. Mr Paulsen freely admits to killing his partner but claims it was an act of self-defense as Ms Goldberg was 'using her dragon-powers to control [him]'. 


The prosecution's opening statement stressed that there was no evidence that Ms Goldberg was a dragon nor was there any evidence that she possessed any notable telepathic abilities. It is believed that Ms Goldberg was a Volunteer but neither side has entered any concrete evidence of this and Judge Ramirez has already ruled these secondhand accounts as inadmissible. Such accounts fall under 'hearsay' and may not accurately reflect the truth of Ms Goldman's alleged involvement with the IDF.


The IDF released an official statement following Ms Goldberg's death, offering their condolences to Ms Goldberg's family and friends and condemning the murder as 'a brutal and unprovoked attack'. The IDF has refused to confirm whether or not Ms Goldberg was a member as this information is deemed confidential and any record released may compromise former or current members. 


The US Supreme Court is currently debating the legality of subpoenas served to the IDF as all the members with known dual identities are non-nationals. The trial continues tomorrow."


- Philadelphia Inquirer, 12/10/2012

 

*****

 


The uniform is just tight enough to make Jared aware of it and he's too aware of his breathing, harsh and too loud in the closed helmet. He tries to push the thought away, focusing on it like it's one of the Winchester costumes. Just a costume and hell, it's not even the weirdest one they've ever used. He imagines what Eric's idea of an IDF uniform would be like; more leather and spikes, maybe chaps?


'Suggest that to Eric and I will drop your ass in the coldest lake I can find.' Jensen sounds amused but his 'voice' still makes Jared start violently. He wasn't saying any-. His heart speeds up as he suddenly remembers. He hadn't actually had time to process but fuck, Jensen's goddamn Alamo and he remembers the fresh coffee smell and David's serious voice as he talked about Alamo's range and Jensen telling him about Dwayne and how easily he could get into your head. 


Jesus fuck, he doesn't want to think about it. He knows Jensen, he trusts Jensen; even if Jensen's a fuck-ton stronger than he told Jared he was and too fucking good at keeping secrets. Jared breathes carefully, forcing his voice casual as he looks around. "How much can you hear, man?" 


'Mostly it's static.' Jensen says, sounding distracted. Possibly because Ling is still trying to dunk him in the lake. 'Is everyone ready?.'


"Looks like." Jared replies as he looks around. There's about twenty people standing around; five are definitely women, three are definitely guys and just about everyone else could go either way. He tucks in behind David and cranes his neck to watch Ling's laughing attempts to give Jensen a bath.


"Guys? C'mon, time to talk." David's voice is low enough that Jared can barely hear him. 


Nonetheless, the dragons bank sharply and Jensen leads Ling back to shore. Jared is struck again by how fucking huge Jensen is as a dragon. His wingbeats sweep up a mist of water as he slows and lands hard enough to shake ground. Ling barrels into him from behind. Jensen's wings snap out and he hunches forward, sending the other dragon tumbling over his head. Ling twists like a cat, landing on her feet hard enough to shake the last few leaves from the trees.


Jared doesn't realise he's stepped back until David turns to look over his shoulder. He takes some comfort from the fact that everyone else has backed right up to the trees. Jensen folds his wings and Ling peers around at them.





"Right, I think we're ready to start." David says a little too loudly. "Can everyone hear me?"


There's a general mumble of 'yes'. Then Jensen dips his head. 'Can everyone hear me?'


There's a ripple through the group and Jared guesses most of them didn't know about the switchboard thing. He tries not to feel too smug as Jensen keeps talking. 'A few of you are new here but we don't have time to introduce everyone. We'll have to save the proper introductions, until we stop tonight. Some of you know me, some of you don't. Most people call me 'Alamo'.'


Jared has to damn near bite his lip off to keep from sniggering at the resigned inflection in Jensen's voice. He is going to tease the shit out of Jensen about this for the rest of their lives. There's this awed hush and at least three people have their mobiles out. David and one of the other guys step in politely. Everyone's staring up at him and a lady crosses herself. Jared hears her murmuring 'Praise Jesus. Praise Jesus." 


'You're all here because you were a Volunteer or one of the veteran Volunteers is willing to vouch for you. I'm assuming you've all been told about the murders.' Jensen pauses and the crowd stir uneasily. 'There's something going on and we're assuming the worst. We're to report to the IDF Headquarters in Paris as soon as possible.'


One of the guys clears his throat overtly. "Uh, yeah. Hello, my name is Shelby Evans and I have just a quick question. Who are we reporting to?" 


'The senior commander of the Guard.' 


"Not the Queen?"


'The Queen, last I checked, was still in seclusion following the war. Her senior commander does enjoy her complete confidence.' Jensen says in a polite tone that conveys that's all he's saying on the matter.


"Umm..." Someone else raises her hand. "How are we getting to Europe? I know some people have flown with dragons but um..."


'We have that covered. You'll be flying in planes when we cross the Atlantic.' Jensen promises. 'Any more questions?'


Jared shakes his head and no-one else seems to have questions. David nods to Jensen then Ling fans out her wings. 'We talk about this later, yes? Time to go. Is cold here.'


Jared could really get to like Ling. He's aware of the cold, even through five layers and though it's not too bad, he doesn't want to hang around any more than he has to. Jensen looks at Ling, neck twisting into a graceful swan-like curve then back at the huddle of people. 'Agreed. All right. Everyone give your bags to Argent here, and get a set of tacks from David.'





Four people hang back as everyone else goes to grab their stuff. Jared, still carrying both duffels, sidles over to David. He's planning to ask what the fuck he needs tacks for (if this is some sort of freaky survival training, Jensen is buying him a Wii3 when they get home) when the four stragglers transform. The bay is suddenly a lot smaller with six dragons taking up most of the space. 


The new dragons are much smaller and lighter than Jensen and Ling, even the biggest is only about half the size. They were leaner, wings ragged and horns narrower. They looked more serpentine than Jensen, slow-blinking eyes and swaying necks and yeah, Jared just likes Jensen better. 


David pokes him in the ribs and Jared swats his hand away. "What?"


"You'll need these." Jared takes a pair of small clunky metal discs, juggling them and the two duffles for a minute. He took a closer look then put the bags down to take a closer look.


"What are these?" Jared turns them over. They're about eight inches across and five thick and there's a soft red rubber button in the middle.


"Tacks. I'll show you how to use them in a minute. Go stow your bags in the bundle, yeah?" David shows him how to attach each disc to what looked like custom straps on his shoulders. The others were coming back out of the woods and stacking their bags on a patch of cloth that looked like a flattened tent with a silver dragon (Argent?) watching them.





David collars the returning people, handing out more of the 'tacks' as Jared adds his and Jensen's bags to the pile. One of the smaller dragons moves over and starts to wrap the cloth around the bags, pausing to let one of the humans tie straps together every two or three times. Jared watches until David clears his throat loudly.


"Alright, guys, I'm just going to show you real quick how to use your tacks. Some of you know this but it doesn't hurt to be reminded, okay?"


One of the smaller dragons, a delicate serpentine red, crouches beside him. With his/her belly in the grass, Jared can just about see over her. David scrambles up on to her back, holding a tack that isn't attatched to a strap. "Right, first things first - never use a tack unless it's strapped on. Check the straps before you use it and make sure nothing's frayed or loose. It seems like a no-brainer but it can and will get you killed if it breaks during flight. You've all got them on your shoulders at the moment. Once you're sure you know what you're doing, myself or one of the other veterens will be happy to show you how to attach to different straps. You've got three main sets of straps; one on your shoulders, one on your waist and one on your ankles. The ankles don't get used for living people that much. Just bear that in mind."


There's a whispering ripple through the crowd as David straps the tack on. "Then there's the other rule and I can not stress this enough. Do NOT use the tacks on scales. Always, always always, on the armour plates. Belly plates are fine, but most of the time, it's easier on your carrier to have you using the spinal plates. Means they don't have to worry about squashing you by mistake."


David claps a hand to the hard ridge of the armour plate crossing the shoulder. "These plates are always at least three inches thick. If you or your carrier have any doubts, use 'em where the armour's thickest; along the line of the spine. Never try to tack onto a dragon that doesn't know you're there. Never tack on unless the dragon gives you permission although most of them will understand if you're all running for your lives. Always tack onto the armour plates. If you use a tack on the scales, not only will you potentially cripple your carrier, you're going to hurt them a helluva lot. You are smaller than your carrier and they can hurt you without meaning to. So remember, always always on the plates. Okay?"





Everyone nods, a few people looking warily at the dragon who isn't paying much attention to David's speech. David holds up his tacks so everyone can see. "Each tack has one charge in it. Do it wrong and you have to change the gas canister and that takes an expert at least fifteen seconds. If we run into trouble, that fifteen seconds could mean the difference between getting away safe and being carried home by the ankles. Right now, you have time so learn to do it properly. Slower and right beats fast and wrong any day. We clear?"


Another round of nodding and Jared wishes he'd brought a notebook. This sounds fairly serious. David kneels down, pulling out the strap until it's about half a foot long. "The great thing about this is that it's pretty easy. Put the tack down and keep it steady," he holds it down with the opposite hand. "Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, problems come from people not holding it steady."


The group is pressing in around him, some of the shorter folks standing on tip-toe to see. David waits until everyone seems happy with what they saw, then starts talking again. "Once it's in place, you just hit it right in the red bit."


His free hand slams down, driving the heel of his hand into the tack. There's a CRACK-hissssss sound and when he takes his hand away, the tack stays in place.


"It's solid enough to keep you there through a hurricane. Believe me, I know that for a fact." Jared makes a note to ask him about that later. David pushes back against the strap, unable to rise above a crouch no matter how hard he pushes. A growing murmur of sound swells up as people start moving in closer. David answers some questions, seemingly happy to stay right there until everyone's had their say. Jared studies the tacks swinging against his chest and raises his voice. "How do they work?"


David has to crane his neck to see over the group. "Good question, I'll just show you how to release them, give anyone else with questions a chance to ask and we'll be good to go."


He hunkers back down and this time, some of the group are bold enough to clamber onto the dragon to get a better look. "This is more complicated, because the last thing we wanted was people accidentally releasing their tacks mid-flight. Feel for the ring around the top, it's the bit that moves. Turn that three times to the right," he spins the narrow ring carefully, "one, two and three. Click twice, don't have to hit it so hard this time, just click it like you would a mouse. Then spin once back right."


There's another 'CLICK' and the tack falls away, leaving a neat circle cut into the armour. David holds up the un-used tack as everyone takes a closer look, Jared and a few other brave souls actually touching the roughened edges of the incision. "This is a bit tricky to do since we spent a lot of time making sure you couldn't accidentally do this."


He fiddles with it for a minute then pushes sharply on the red and a row of triangular blades snap out as the gas hisses for a second. The group recoil as one and the girl who was worried about flying with dragons reaches out to stroke the dragon's net protectively. Jared looks at the razor sharp blades, glinting in the pale sunlight and gulps back the bile rising in his throat.


''s not that bad, Jay.' Jensen's voice is serious but soothing. 'There's no nerves in the armour so we can't feel them unless you use them on scales.'


Jared looks up, needing to see Jensen rather than just hear him for a second. Jensen is sitting on the lake edge, prim as a house cat with his wings tucked back and his tail wrapped around his feet. Jared snorts in amusement and Jensen blinks huge green eyes at him and Jared can practically see the arched eyebrow.


"Any more questions?" David calls behind him.







Chapter 11

"I was seven years old when the bad things came to our village. My father was working in the fields of the rich man in the next village and he was often away from home for many days. My mother was afraid of the militias and she brought blankets and a tent out to the coffee bushes. She made us a place so we could hide. She told us that if anything bad happened, we were to run to that place and wait until she came to find us.


My sister was two years older than me. Her name is Kioni and she was playing with me on the day the bad things came. We heard the engines first and they were so loud that our goat and cow were frightened and they ran away. I thought it was a thunderstorm or an earthquake. I wanted to hide under my bed but Kioni took my hand and told me we had to go to the safe place.


We ran all the way. I had never run so fast but Kioni would not let me stop so I had to run even when my legs hurt. We were very fast. My cousin who lives in the village told me later that he chased us but we were too fast and he could not catch us. 


When we got to the safe place, the bad things had come to our village. There were so many of them that I could not see the sun. I was afraid then but Kioni told me to pray to the Virgin and to stay inside the safe place. We were there for a long time. I was very tired because we had run so far and so fast and I fell asleep.


I do not remember when the bad things came. I only remember that Kioni told me to stay in the safe place and told me that she was happy that she had me as her brother. Then there was more loud noise and fighting sounds from outside. I was afraid and Kioni had told me to stay inside.


It was night time when my mother and father found me. They were not alone. There were many people from the village and great creatures like angels were in the sky. My mother told me they were called dragons and they had fought the bad things and saved our village. Then she cried. 


My father says that Kioni has gone to be with the other dragons and she is watching over me and the village. The priest says if I behave well and say my prayers I will be able to see her again one day. I am looking forward to this very much." 


 

- 'Gacoki's story', an extract from 'From the front lines; Kenya': transcribed by Fr John Samuel.

 

*****

 

Jared winds up flying with Jensen, which isn't a surprise. It's just him and David and that is a surprise. David tells him it's standard. Jensen and Ling don't really carry passengers because they have to be ready to fight off an attack at any time. It's weird talking to David while they're flying because they're talking through Jensen. It's just like talking to Jensen was, but it's David's voice with an echo of Jensen's voice.


It gives Jared the creeps at first. He's hesitant to talk back at first but Jensen finally tells him that it's okay and he's cool with it. Jensen and Ling are having their own conversation at the same time which is a whole new layer of surreal. Jared can't exactly eavesdrop but every so often he or David say something at almost exactly the same time as Jensen or Ling and it's like the EVP the sound guys mix up, static and both sentences running over each other.





Jared stops asking questions after David explains counter-balance and the dangers of aerial combat. He's happier in the quiet, because it's still hard to believe even with Jensen carrying him through low lying clouds. Jared tries to imagine what the fighting must feel like; hanging off a dragon in the middle of a dog fight doesn't sound like the greatest place ever. He wonders what it's like for Jensen fighting with his friends clinging on for their lives. 


He imagines how hard Jensen would hit someone at this speed and shivers at the thought. Jensen's wings are delicate, fragile and Jared thinks about broken bones and the long fall. David starts to talk to Shelby about organization and Jared thinks about the flight instead.


Jared's only been surfing a few times, mostly during his growth spurt when he was lanky and uncoordinated. He'd never been too good at it but there were a few times when he'd gotten it right that had felt like this. It wasn't a great comparison; he never risked surfing in the really big waves and the sea was never this massive but it's the only thing that comes close. Jensen beats his wings a little faster than a rip-tide but it's that same huge motion, carrying Jared along like an afterthought. Jared already knows he'll be dreaming of waves tonight. There's something soothing about it, watching the changing shadows of the sky and the toy-sized landscape.


After a while, Jared joins in the conversation. More people join in and after a few embarrassing mistakes, most people have worked out how to 'project' what they want to say without including more private thoughts as well. David encourages them. Jensen doesn't talk much, occasionally pointing out things like a flock of geese who aren't sure how to deal with the super-sized carnivores. Jared laughs his head off when one particularly clueless goose tries to peck Ling's nose. There's a babble of voices and Ling snaps at the goose, missing on purpose or so she insists.


There's laughter all around and it's hard to believe that this is really happening when Jared's cracking jokes with someone half a mile away, like the guy is sitting next to him, while the dragons they're being carried by tease the shit out of Ling.





It's completely surreal so Jared doesn't actually notice when he falls asleep. The next thing he registers is someone poking him in the side. They're really poking hard and Jared swats irritably at them. "F'k off."


"Jay, dude. C'mon. You gotta get off." 


"'m sleepin' here." Jared slurs, keeping his eyes closed and hoping the persistent fucker goes away.


"Jay, seriously, you can't stay here." There's barely suppressed laughter just under the serious tone and Jared scowls. "It's not fair on him, man. The motel's right there, you really gonna make him sleep in the parking lot?"


"'s warm here. M'comfy." Jared grouches but he's waking up, slow and resentful but nearly all the way awake.


"C'mon man, you can crash in the room. It's like four feet away, just let me get at-ha!" There was a whirring sound, a click-click and Jared suddenly slides sideways. His eyes snap open and he catches David across the face with one flailing arm. There's a lot of cursing and Jared winds up dangling like an over-sized apple from the tack still anchored to Jensen's shoulder.


David, pinching the bridge of his nose to try and stem the blood, reaches up past him to fumble with the tack. He's swearing in a thick, guttural tone and stops to spit blood onto cracked tarmac before he finally gets Jared free.


Jensen doesn't say anything and when Jared realises how uncharacteristically quiet his co-star is being, he leans out to look. Jensen's chin is resting on the the bottom step of the room's stairs. His eyes are closed and he's breathing slow and even. He's asleep and Jared is fumbling for his cell-phone on reflex. Jensen just looks so cute! 


David smacks his hand away and glowers at him. Jared blinks back. "You're not wearing your helmet!"


"Good powers of observation there, Jay." David bitches and thumps Jensen's shoulder. "C'mon you two. Time to sleep."


There's no way Jensen could have felt that but his eyes flick open, blinking in a muzzy pattern that Jared immediately identifies as 'Jensen-two-seconds-before-he-falls-over'. He lifts his head, looking around and blinks more rapidly. David actually throws his hands up and looks at Jared. "It's all you, Jay. I'm gonna go sleep. See if you can at least get him to change back."


Jared nodded dopeily and turned back to Jensen. "Jen? C'mon dude, it's fucking freezing out here. Time to go t'bed."


Jensen twisted his neck around to look at him, tottering on the edge of losing his balance. "Aw, shit, Jen! Watch yourself!"


Jensen swayed, toppling sideways and Jared had time to think his mama was gonna be pissed if he came back a pancake. Then Jensen was folding in on himself, scales and wings tucking away to reveal pale skin and dark blond hair and the clothes he was wearing that morning. Jensen totters and Jared catches him with an arm around his shoulders. Jensen grunts and settles against him, eyes already sliding closed again.





The motel isn't anything remarkable; not the Ritz, not the Winchesters' usual shitholes. There's only one door open so Jared steers for that and hopes for the best. Jensen's moving slow, like he does after a hard day with the stunt crew, but he's keeping most of his own weight upright. Jared doesn't think he can ask more than that.


The room is bland beige that Jared barely registers. All he can see is the king-sized bed sitting right in the middle of the room and he makes a bee line for it, Jensen warm and willing at his shoulder.


Jensen hits the bed face first and that's all she wrote. He's breathing deeply through his nose, just shy of snoring and Jared looks down at him, all rumpled and bearded. There's a warm feeling in his gut, the sort he associates with his baby cousins or his dogs.


Jared forces himself awake long enough to roll Jensen aside and pull back the covers, then he tucks them both under and sinks gratefully back into sleep. He dreams of wide open skies and blue fading into black.





The smell of bacon and coffee gets Jared halfway awake. He's hungry but still asleep enough that it isn't an urgent need. He's comfortable and warm and he'd be perfectly happy to just doze right here for a while. He snuggles closer to the warm body beside him and sighs happily. He's drifting back towards sleep when he feels a vague, gnawing sense of dread.


Jared grumbles, arms tightening and he breathes in clean sweat, hair gel and the indefinable 'Jensen' smell that has always meant best friend/brother/loved. His eyes pop open and yeah, that's the back of Jensen's head and just beyond, he can see the open door which means they must both be crowded up against the edge despite the fact that Jared's hazy memory of the bed suggests they could both fit with enough space that they wouldn't need to touch.


In the second it takes to process this, Jared realises two things; first and not surprisingly, he's hard. It's morning, Jared's a healthy young man in his prime and, yeah, it's not like this isn't a regular morning thing. The second thing is that Jensen is too still, breathing too evenly to still be asleep which takes number one from barely worth noticing to potentially epic levels of awkward and bad. He loosens his grip and a few seconds later, Jensen scoots to the very edge of the bed, half hanging off. "Mornin'"


Jensen sounds mortified and Jared has the highly inappropriate desire to laugh his head off. Only the very real possibility that Jensen would never forgive him and would in fact pursue a bloody vengeance that Rosenbaum would be proud of, keeps Jared quiet. The silence stretches uncomfortably for a minute, then Jared remembers that he hasn't answered. "Morning sleepyhead. I guess I don't gotta ask if you slept well?"


"Didn't get enough sleep." Jensen grumbles, shoulders relaxing a milimeter or two. "Feel like I could sleep a month."


Jared snorts and rolls onto his stomach. He can feel Jensen's body heat all along his side and the hair on his arm stands up. Jensen tenses up for a second before relaxing grudgingly. It leaves a weird vibe in the air and Jared's not nearly conscious enough to figure out why. He doesn't like the way Jensen won't look at him. He turns his head to look at the back of Jensen's head and tries to think of something to say to break the tension and get them back on the same footing.


"Don't, Jay." Jensen says savagely, throwing the covers back and disappearing into the bathroom.





Okay. Weird. Jared rubs at his face, wincing at the scratch of stubble against his palm. He's used to Jensen picking up on what he's thinking but usually Jensen has to be looking at him to- Jared freezes. Of course Jensen doesn't have to be looking at him. He just has to be thinking and Christ, who knows what sort of shit Jensen's been picking up on?


Jared can't think of anything dramatic but there are a thousand thoughts that pass through his head every day that he's ...not ashamed of but that he's glad are private. Things like just how fucking annoying it can get when Jensen drums his fingers on the wheel or the dashboard. It never gets annoying enough that Jared needs to actually complain but he bitches about it in his head. Then there's checking out hot girls (and guys but they had the 'not-entirely-straight' talk around the time they shot episode two), which isn't offensive but isn't really the sort of thing Jared's comfortable having someone listen in on. He's not Chad.


The greatest thing about his friendship with Jensen has always been that they were on an equal footing right from the get-go. Jensen's never made him feel like a kid or an outsider, no matter what. This...thing; it changes everything and Jared feels like he's got salt in his eyes and he stumbles out of bed.





David's on the other side of the door, juggling six steaming take out containers. He looks up at Jared for a moment then says "Dude, speaking as the guy who's going to be tacked on beside you for the next five hours, trust me when I say, we are not in that much of a hurry. Take the damn shower."


Jared's opening his mouth to explain how it's not like that when Jensen says "He's just hungry. Food over personal hygenie again, Padalecki?"


David bites his lip and a grin and Jared glowers over his shoulder as he grabs the food. He nearly drops it again when he gets a good look at Jensen; who is wearing an actual, honest to god uniform and damn, Jared's going to be taking that picture to bed for weeks. Then he remembers that he's not thinking about anything he doesn't want Jensen to know and he drops the food on the bed. "Shower free?"


Surprise flashes across Jensen's face almost too fast to see before his expression shifts to neutral. He straightens up, all expression wiped off his face and nods."All yours. Should be plenty of hot water." He looks at David. "Ling ready to go?"


David scratches the side of his face. "Might need a warm up. She's a bit stiff. It's a long way from Korea. Plus, no telling if anyone noticed us coming in last night."


"Check." Jensen says crisply, snagging his helmet from the bedside locker. "And we're leaving in forty. Spread the word."


He doesn't say anything to Jared, just leaves. David looks after him, then looks at Jared with raised eyebrows. Jared glares back and David shrugs. "You heard the man. See you out front in thirty."





By the time Jared finishes his shower and the cold bacon breakfast on the bed and gets outside, everyone's outside. Jensen's standing on the edge of the parking lot, Ling by his shoulder. They're both looking east and the smaller dragons are talking with some of the more awake humans while David and a couple of others hand out fresh gas cannisters. David pauses by him for a second. "You still with us or you wanna catch a ride with one of the others?"


Jared snags the cannisters. "I'm good where I am."


David looks at him and Jared can't read his expression though the dark lenses. He shrugs. "Cool. We'll be going soon, so make sure you didn't forget anything."


Jared nods and turns his attention to the tacks. He can see Jensen out of the corner of his eye, see the cars and trucks rubber-necking on the road past him while Jensen and Ling ignore the shit out of them. Argent is following their example but the other two are showing off, preening and posing. He fumbles for the gas cannister and starts to open the tacks, focusing fiercely on the simple task.


Jensen finally looks down at them. Jared can't read any expression in his eyes and it chills him. Jensen looks right at him, then away. He checks them all over and nods. He rises to his feet, wings fanning out. 'Tack on and get ready to move out.'










Chapter 12

"Dienogigavenator, or as it is more commonly known - the common 'bio-wop' is an intriguing example of the Others' vastly superior genetic engineering knowledge. The first of these bio-wops, the primitive avisvenator, appeared during the initial hostilities although it was September 2009 before a specimen was secured. Dissection of this specimen, called 'Charlie', took place in the Smithsonian Institute on September 30th, 2009. 


The study was overseen and funded by the military, specifically the Air Force who were eager to develop counter-measures to the Others' overwhelming aerial advantage. Most of the active aircraft has already been destroyed at this point and with the African Queen's first appearance several months away, the outlook was grim.


The dissection would do nothing to improve morale. 'Charlie' was a marvel of genetic precision with several backups of all major organs, impressive natural armour and a skin layer that disrupted all commonly used radar, both commercial and military types. Natural coloration gave 'Charlie' a camouflage advantage against even pilots' own vision and the scientific team concluded that there was no currently available technology which could counter 'Charlie's natural advantages.


Their final report was issued on January 28th 2010, three days before the African Queen debuted at the Battle of the Congo. Within weeks of this, the Asian Queen appeared to assist a beleaguered division of the Red Army and the European Queen's first appearance came less than twenty days later.


In what is believed to be an instinctive response to this, dragons started to manifest with increasing frequency across the world and to band together in a loosely organised alliance that would become the International Dragon Forces. The next generation of bio-wops, which would rapidly replace 'Charlie' and the rest of the avisvenator type, were called dienosavisvenator and it was apparent from early on that these new bio-wops were intended to counter the dragons' control of the skies.


Dienosavisvenator was a significantly different type of bio-wop. From the earliest encounters, it showed significantly more intelligence than its predecessors and most notably an ability to adapt its thinking to a changing situation. Despite some early successes, however, Dienosavisvenator was incapable of measuring up the dragons' greater intelligence and co-operation.


It was not until the second half of 2011, with the Others now in retreat, that their genetic engineers seem to have struck on a potential counter; the Dienogigavenator maximus or 'Dragonkiller'. Notable for its explicit biological weaponry, particularly the neurotoxins in its sting.


The toxins have been analysed and comparisons drawn between them and the venom of the cobra family The toxins of the Dienogigavenator maximus act directly on pain-receptors, massively overstimulating them while releasing chemical messengers which accelerate respiration until the subject succumbs to massive coronary or respiratory failure. Survivors describe the venom as 'agonising' and the only know treatment is to overdose the patient on painkillers, striving to remain short of an actual overdose."


- Dr. James Woodward, 'The Others and Genetic Engineering in the Arena of War'

public lecture, July 2012.



 

*****

 

Toronto International Airport is huge. Jared feels tiny and clumsy as David steers them through the crowds of people who are moving out of their way. He can hear cameras going off, the occasional flash but David just tells them to keep walking, not to stop, no eye-contact and don't give them a chance to think. There are a half dozen cops, all wearing hi-vis 'Airport Police' jackets, shadowing them. It's like walking through a convention only with about ten times the people.


Irene, the Queensguard Volunteer who met them at the door, laughs across the link and Jared thinks again that she has an awesome voice. 'Why, thank you, mon ami. But truly, do not concern yourself. They have checked your ID and David and myself have vouched for you. IDF members have free passage through airports on official business and doubtless they are concerned at what brings so many Volunteers to their airport. It is more common for the Atlantic forces to send two or three human Volunteers on a flight.'


Jared looks around at the twenty eight other people and thinks he gets why the police are freaking out. 'Is it going to be a problem? I mean kicking twenty people off a flight? That's pretty hard to justify.'


'The price of protection.' Irene sounds unfazed. 'And it will not all be on one flight. There are nine scheduled trans-Atlantic flights, normally we would not be able to service them all but with two Queensguard, we may happily tell the airlines that they can fly their planes and make their money.'


Jared nods before he can catch himself. He's anxious and wondering where Jensen is. He and the other dragons had dropped them off just outside the city and taken off again before Jared thought to ask. They came in by the 'scenic route' carefully criss-crossing Canada to throw off anyone, human or Other, who might have taken an interest and things have been strained between him and Jensen since that last night.


David is looking irritated at them both, Ling has taken to pouncing on Jensen at the least provocation and Jared still refuses to talk about the looming elephant in the room. It's not like Jensen can't pull it out of his head, right?


They march past security, ignoring the way the security gates go off. No-one tries to stop them, even though Jared tenses up a little as the security guards look at him. 'Relax.' David says in a bored tone of voice. 'They're just looking. Must be a few rookies.'





They pass the duty-free without incident and David stops them just beyond the gates. 'All right, we got seven planes and twenty people coming. We're going to divide up into threes and then we'll decide which planes we're putting you on. You'll all get first class, so don't worry too much about the airline. Everyone clear?'


Everyone nods and they start to divide themselves up. To Jared's surprise, he and David wind up being the odd couple out but then, he hasn't really had much of chance to sit down and talk with the others. David picks a Lufthansa flight and tells everyone to have the Volunteer ID cards he handed out ready to give the attendants as he points the other eight groups towards their flights.


Irene walks them to their gate, wishes them 'Bon voyage!' and waves them off. The other passengers are already on board and they have to walk past three sections of passengers before they make it to their seats. Jared's grateful for the face-mask as everyone stares at them. They actually have the whole row to themselves. David explains how to unhook the mask enough to drink or eat while the crew run through the pre-flight safety lecture. An airhostess, who's nametag reads 'Tina', smiles nervously at them and offers to get them anything they need. Jared shakes his head but David asks for a bottle of water and thanks her.


Jared's got the window seat because David apparently prefers to be on the outside. 


'Call it a goth thing.' He jokes.





The engines are revving up and Jared has to settle for tapping his finger against the face-mask then the roof. The captain starts his speech as they begin to taxi out. "Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Captain Wilibald Franz and I will be your pilot for this morning's flight from Toronto to Berlin. My co-pilot is Mark Hans and your flight attendants are Tina, Gregor, Arthur, Edina and Sara. Flying conditions are good and we expect to be arriving in Berlin in about ten hours." 


They're out to the runaway and Jared looks out and smiles as the captain continues. "Our IDF escorts today will be Lien-tzu and Alamo of the Queensguard who can be seen on the right and left sides of the plane respectively. We would like to take this moment to thank them for escorting us and wish them a pleasant flight."


'Flight-LH234, good morning. This is Alamo.' Jensen's voice rumbles through Jared's mind. 'We would like to wish you a very good morning and a safe flight. IDF reports light bio-wop activity over the Atlantic today so we're expecting an easy journey and quick flight. In the event of any incident developing, please obey the instructions of your flight crew and the Volunteers traveling with your flight. Thank you and good morning.'


There's a spontaneous round of applause before the flight attendants start checking seatbelts. Jared leans back in his seat and tries to get a good look at Jensen who is stretching out his wings as he takes his place on the grassy verge beside the airplane. The plane's engines are starting to whine as they power the rest of the way up. They're actually on the runway, Jensen (and Ling presumably) pacing alongside.


The pilot tells the cabin crew to go to their places as the engines roar. Jensen is watching the plane as the last checks are run. Then he turns towards the end of the runway and starts to run. He reminds Jared, a tiny, tiny bit of Harley and Sadie, just putting their heads down and running like the wind. Then he sees Jensen's wings open, just as the plane starts to move and he's up and flying, the plane bumping off the runway after him.


It's one of the coolest things Jared's ever seen and he strains to keep track of Jensen as the plane climbs through the clouds. There are other planes, closer than Jared's used to seeing them and they're all heading east. It isn't until they're above the clouds that Jared catches sight of Jensen again.





He watches his best friend, flying smooth and steady, and lets himself drift. He can hear David and one of the guys they picked up in Toronto comparing the airline food through the link and wondering if they could get the Queen to insist on edible food on all planes. The German dub of 'Nemo' is playing but Jared doesn't pay any attention to that, closing his eyes and leaning back into the seat. 


He's not actually asleep, just relaxed and letting his thoughts wander. The last time he was on a plane for a trip this long, he was still dating Genivere and she'd been determined to make sure he left with a smile on his face and a reason to hurry back. Jared falls into the memory and it's a good memory. A safe memory and Jared doesn't let himself finish that thought.


A whole night fucking and he'd slept most of the trip because damn, Gen knew how to put a smile on a guy's face. Jared lets himself remember that night and the way Jensen had been sleepy and snuggly and waking up with Jensen's breath against the side of his neck when they served a Continental breakfast.





He stirs, coming back from that half-asleep state when David stands up. He opens his eyes and the first thing he notices is that it's brighter than it was, probably heading towards late afternoon. The second thing, as he sits up and blinks the sleep out of his eyes, is that he's hard. The uniform is tailored enough that it isn't obvious but Jared shifts uncomfortably in his seat, blushing despite himself.


'Good dreams, Jay?' Jensen's voice is suggestive and Jared can hear the smirk in it. 


"Why don't you tell me!?" he hisses angrily, embarassment - oh god, what did Jensen see? What does he think? - bleeding easily into a sudden flare of anger.


'Why-? What? Jay, what the hell? What are you talking about?' Jensen sounds baffled and a little pissy himself.


"Why don't you tell me what I was dreaming about?" Jared snaps.


'I- Dude, the fuck!? I wouldn't read your mind like that!' Jensen sounds horrified and Jared would like to believe him but fuck, he knows first hand what an awesome actor Jensen is.


"Yeah right." He doesn't want to have this conversation here, not where Jensen's got all the advantages, like being able to reach right the fuck into Jared's mind and pull out everything he's thinking of and Jared can't even run away.


'Fuck you!' Jensen snarls, actually physically snarls and Jared jumps, looking out the window to see Jensen less than a hundred feet away. His eyes are hard, narrowed with anger and Jared can hear the growl from here. 'You seriously think I'd do that, Jay? You think I'd get into your head and...what? What exactly are you accusing me of here, Padalecki?'


"You can read minds!" Jared snaps back, still angry but not as sure as he was. "You read my mind in that motel! Who knows what else you've been looking at? Enjoy the show did you? Anything you'd like me to show you again?"


He knows the second the last word leaves his mouth that he's gone too far, Jensen stops for a second, plane pulling ahead before his wings beat strongly and he's level again. This time his eyes are that dark emerald green that means he's about one step from crying. Jared can count the number of times he's seen Jensen, not Dean, like that on the fingers of one hand and have fingers to spare. "Jen, I-"


'No. Just...you don't want me in your damn head? Fine. Fuck this.' Jensen dips a wing and banks sharply away into the clouds. Jared gets a hand to the window but the warm feel of Jensen is already gone.


"I'm sorry!" He whispers. "Fuck, come on, Jensen. Don't do this. I'm fucking sorry, all right!"


There's no reply. A second later, David's jogging down the aisle. He drops into his seat, leaning over Jared to peer out the window. He swears and turns to Jared. "Can you hear Alamo? I lost the connection a second ago and he won't answer me."


Jared shakes his head and has to clear his throat before he can say "No, sorry, man. I can't hear anything."


"Dumbass fucker." David flops back into his own seat. "I swear, I'm going to tape a cellphone into his ear and put a Britney song as the ringtone. Then I'm going to keep ringing him until he says something."


"Dude, cruel and unusual." Jared says. "Aren't you meant to be upholding the Geneva Convention?"


"Only with the other side." David mutters darkly.





Jared tries to settle back but he keeps trying to think at Jensen and getting no reply. He's got a nasty feeling rolling in his stomach and he can't settle or keep his eyes off the window. He spends a few minutes seething; fucking Jensen running away from the conversation when Jared was winning. His anger burns out fast though, when Jared calms down enough to think. Jensen's reaction to the idea of reading Jared's mind was genuine, he's sure of that but how could Jensen have missed Jared's suspicions if he can read Jared's mind? Jensen's tired too, they've been flying for two days and Jared's exhausted. Jensen's actually been flying for those two days.


The thought that he might have gotten this horribly wrong starts to form and Jared squirms in his seat. David, still oblivious and thank god for that, starts to read the in-flight magazine and Jared wants this flight over. Now, please. Then he wants somewhere private to sit Jensen down and talk about this. 


He can't focus on his own magazine and stuffs it back into the seat-back. He stares out the window, stewing in his guilt for what feels like forever but is probably on about twenty minutes. Then Ling shouts 'BIO-OPS!' at what feels like a million decibels inside his ear.





He sees a flash of blue scales as she swoops past the wingtip of this plane, then the intercom chimes and the pilot, sounding a little shaky, comes on. "Ladies and gentleman. The 'fasten seatbelt' sign has been switched on. Please make your way back to your seats as fast a possible and switch off all phones and battery operated equipment. Please pay attention to your flight crew and be ready to follow their instructions immediately."


The flight attendants are looking pale but smiling and guiding passengers back to their seats. Jared looks at David who is leaning over him to look out the window. Jared sees a burst of flame, then something screams, loud and shrill behind them. The plane's picking up speed, climbing out of danger Jared can feel himself being pushed back into the seat. 


David's swearing in what sounds like German and Jared is praying as hard as he can. There's snatches of voices running through his head. '-ank left! LEFT! Watch for him!'


'Shit! Winged me!'


'That's a 'killer! Watch it, Ling! Look out!' Jensen's voice makes Jared jerk forward.





There's another burst of fire behind them, another scream then a low, pained cry that makes Jared shake. David's practically in his lap, both staring out the window. There's more fire; lots more fire and a chorus of those shrill screams. It's terrifying and frustrating as hell to be stuck in the plane with no idea of what's going on.


'Alamo? Alamo, this is Zephyr of the mid-Atlantic Station. We're responding to your distress call, can you hear me?' It's a woman's voice, probably Spanish from the accent.


They're fighting for their lives, Jared thinks, maybe that's a bit more important than answering right this fucking second.


'They have made contact with the enemy? I see, do you have any idea of numbers or placement?' Zephyr is all business now.


'Zephyr, this is D-Goth of Alamo's flight.' David interrupts. 'They were fighting behind and below our current position. Alamo indicated there was at least one 'killer with the group. We've heard at least thirteen bio-wops die. No word from Alamo or Ling.'


'Understood.' Zephyr says. 'We're coming up on you now.'


There's a sudden blaze of colour and something like thirty dragons shoot past in the time it takes to blink. There's roaring and more static-chatter through Jared's frontal lobes and his heart beating hard enough to crack a rib. More screaming and roaring and the sound of snapping bones. Jared knots his hands together and prays. The sounds of the fight fade into the distance and there's deathly silence. In the cabin, a baby starts to cry and is hushed immediately. Everyone's looking at him and David.





'The bio-wops have been repelled.' Zephyr announces coolly. 'Most of your flight are uninjured.'


Most. Jared squeezes his eyes closed and tries not to think of how bad things could still be.


'We'll escort the aircraft the rest of the way. Do you want to transfer now, or wait until the plane lands.'


'Now.' Jared thinks as David says it.


'Very well.'


Jared wonders how exactly you take someone off a plane in the middle of a flight without killing people. David taps his arm and stands up, Jared following automatically. He's still trying to hear Jensen or get Jensen to hear him. There's another Volunteer, a woman, standing in the aisle. The air-crew are standing well back. She's breathing heavily and holds out her hands. David takes one then elbows Jared until he takes the other. 


'Don't puke.' He says before they jerk sharply sideways. There's a blur of shadow and Jared stumbles onto cracked tarmac. He's not gonna puke. Not gonna puke. He's just going to wait for the world to make sense.


 







Chapter 13

"The International Dragon Forces or IDF was never intended to be a permanent entity. The rudimentary organization was formed in direct response to the Other threat and was intentionally specific in its aims. From January 2010, any volunteers were accepted without question, although the IDF admits that 'undesirable' or 'unworkable' personnel were dismissed if they failed to co-operate with other Volunteers or posed a threat to Volunteers or allied forces.


The exact dismissal procedure is hard to reconstruct since no official procedure existed and methods varied depending on the ranking Queensguard commander and the severity of the offense. The IDF is also reluctant to disclose how many of the former Volunteers were dismissed because of evidence obtained from 'projector' or 'switchboard' telepaths.


The IDF also suffered from the deeply ingrained instincts around the 'Queens' or ruling elite. Although comparisons are difficult due to the anecdotal nature of most observations of each Queen, all three appear to have had similar and near-equal physical strength and comparable psychic abilities. It is known that all three Queens were profoundly uncomfortable in the presence of one or both of the other Queens.


This was believed to stem from instinctive rivalry as all three present for the Johannesburg Declaration and were in close proximity to each other for the duration of the event. Unsubstantiated rumours suggest that the European and Asian Queens co-operated on sorties throughout Russia but no solid evidence has yet emerged to confirm this.


Despite what appears to have been a genuine respect for each other, this division denied the IDF a cohesive leadership on global issues as no Queen was willing to trespass on another's territory and response was limited to a local level no matter how severe. This policy would indirectly lead to the deaths of the African and later the Asian Queens in combat. 


In a post-Other world, with the last reclusive Queen nominally in command, the IDF is struggling to find a new direction and no one seems to have any idea what it should be doing now. "

- Sky News Special Report with Adam Boulton

 

*****

 

The first thing he notices is the wind. Then the spatter of rain across his goggles. His stomach settles as he straightens up and the fresh air is crisp and cold. He's ankle-deep in a puddle on what looks like a road straight out of one of the sets, all broken tarmac and grass peeking through. David is standing about three feet away but the strange Volunteer's gone. David pulls at the straps until he can push down the face mask and spit into the overgrown verge. "God, I hate teleporting. Y'all right?" 


"Peachy." Jared grits out. "What the hell just happened?" 


"Mariana. She's one of the European Volunteers." David says, then folds under Jared's glare. "She's one of the rare powers, teleportation and she sent us on ahead to get everything ready."


"Ahead? Why?" Jared looks around. "Actually, where the fuck are we?" 


"Donegal, Ireland." David says. "There's a Volunteer staging point and medical services place here, for the Atlantic flights."


"Medical services..." Jared pulls his goggles off to rake a hand through his hair. "Do you know who's hurt?"


David looks away, Jared can see the waves just at the edge of the horizon and when he pushes down his own face mask, the air is salty. It's early evening and the clouds are dark grey. David starts to jog towards a squat building in the distance. "Doesn't matter. We have to make sure the team's ready for them."





The building turns out to be much bigger than Jared thought and David talks to a handful of people and there are phone calls and people running around. Jared's watching the sky too intently to pay much attention to anything but the knot of dread in his stomach. Trucks and cars are pulling up and people are unpacking equipment all along the runway. Jared ignores everyone in favour of pacing up and down, eyes on the horizon. So he's the first to see them.


"There! They're coming in!" He points to a ragged V-shape of wings and everyone starts to move. People start running for the trucks because even from here, there's something obviously wrong. The bigger dragons are flying too close, some of the smaller ones flying too low and the whole formation is coming in a lot slower than usual.


David's beside him but Jared's looking for the blue/copper-gold of Jensen's scales. His heart drops to his boots when he sees him, almost hidden in the middle of a cluster of other dragons. Jensen's wings are beating in a lurching lopsided way and the only reason he's staying in the air is that Ling's flying right under him. Even as Jared watches, Jensen tips sideways, wings flailing trying to catch the slipstream to keep himself flying. For one endless second, it looks like he's going to crash into the sea and Jared's throat closes up. There's a flurry of wings and Ling bumps up against him. Jensen rallies, leveling out a bit. 


Jared starts to run when it becomes obvious that Jensen isn't going to make it to their end of the runway. Ling slips out from under him, gliding just in front of him as they cross the shoreline, still half a mile away. Jensen's wings are barely beating. 


There's the sound of engines as other people presumably work that out for themselves but Jared's watching Jensen and running as hard as he can.. He stumbles a few times, not willing to take his eyes off Jensen long enough to look down. He's still about forty feet away when Jensen doesn't so much land as crash headlong into the tarmac. The tarmac cracks and splinters out as Jensen skids to a stop. Jared keeps running, oblivious to the other dragons skimming in over his head.





Jensen's wings are canted up and back in a way that makes them look broken. The shattered tarmac is stained red in the headlights of the approaching cars or trucks. There's a foul smell, like a trailer the morning after a Mexican binge. For a few seconds, the only movement is the shudder of muscles around the jagged rip in his side. Jared runs harder.


Jensen groans, shaking his head (and his whole neck) woozily but Jared's focused on the way blood is pumping out of the wound on his left side. That's got to an artery and Jared's trying to remember everything he's ever read or heard about dragon anatomy. Humans are screwed if they lose about a third of their blood. Is it the same for dragons? How much has Jensen lost on the flight in? 


Jared skids to a stop, hands landing on Jensen's neck. The scales are burning hot even through the gloves and he can feel the sharp edges as Jensen breathes in. The trucks roar past, brakes screaming as they slam to a stop. The headlights bounce off the glossy scales and something dark and jagged jutting out of Jensen's side. There's too many lights and none of them can get the right angle to illuminate the whole wound. Jared can just about make out the clawlike edges and the green ooze dribbling along the edges. Jensen groans, neck shuddering under Jared's hands as he struggles to get his feet under him. He's moving too slowly and the talons scrabble fresh chunks of tarmac and concrete into the air with a lack of co-ordination that makes Jared shake.


He moves just in time as Jensen drops his head to pant roughly, small plumes of smoke escaping his open jaws. Jared pats at his muzzle, his cheek; any part of Jensen he can reach, ignoring the heat and the racing pulse under his hands. "Jen! Jensen! C'mon, it's all right. You made it, you made it!"


He carries on babbling nonsense as Jensen blinks and shivers under his hands. There's noise, people and the roar of engines but it's just static. He wants Jensen to say something, anything, with a tight miserable urgency. He listens to every rasping breath, still mumbling nonsense as if Jensen can hear him. Tears pool at the bottom of his goggles, making the rubber sticky and swollen.


David closes a hand around his shoulder. "Jay, dude. We could use your help."


Jared shakes his head and has to clear his throat twice before he can manage. "'m not leaving him."


"Not asking you to, man. Just need your help. Doc needs a few more pairs of hands." David's voice is low and soothing and he's talking like Jared's three. Jared would be pissed off but his head is full of Jensen. He suddenly needs to be doing something.


"All right, what do you need?" David tugs him towards the huddle around the gapping wound.





The 'stinger', such a small word, is at least as long as Jared's tall. Ling looms up out of the twilight and curls herself around Jensen's wings, pinning him down. There's a cluster of people in scrubs and hi-vis jackets with steel clamps and blood on their gloves. A woman wearing a bubble jacket with a stethoscope looped around her neck is shouting instructions in a thick accent that Jared can't make head or tail of. David translates; the woman is the Doc, the guys are clamping all the major blood vessels they can before they try to move the stinger. 


Doc is talking with a lanky Indian man who looks like a sumo wrestler with all the coats and sweaters he's wearing. There's a lot of talk about 'air-bladders' which turn out to be the source of the smell. "He was damn lucky. Bladders took the brunt of it so I don't think there's organ damage." 


Jared looks at David because it's better than watching Jensen's blood flow around the boots of the rescue workers. David misunderstands and starts to explain what the air-bladders are. He's getting far too into explaining how dragons generate methane to fill the bladders when the guys clamping step back and Doc hollers for them.


The sting is lodged somehow and Doc wants it out. Someone asks why and Doc gives a graphic description of what'll happen if Jensen tries to change back with the stinger still lodged in his gut. Jared has to go throw up at the side of the runway while Doc talks about internal hemorrhage and ruptured intestines. When he comes back, spitting bile and choking, David gives him a bottle of water. Jared washes his mouth out and pulls on long rubber gloves. He, David and a couple of other guys are hosed off, then handed lengths of chain. There's one of those little car things that they use to tow baggage trailers in real airports at the other end of the chains.


Jared can't think about what he's doing. He can't think about the baggage car or why the chains are attached to it. He can't see the shredded flesh as Jensen. He can't think of it as flesh or he's going to throw up everything he's ever eaten. David bumps his shoulder and Jared steps forward with a shaky breath. He pushes his hands into the wound, following the flat edge of the sting. The gloves are thick and he's hyperaware of the texture against his fingers. Jensen's muscles contract, shredded edges rubbing against Jared's arms. He swallows hard and pushes in harder. The sting tapers off and he gropes for David's hand and together they fumble with the catches. The chains lock with a 'click' that Jared can feel through the gloves. He pulls his hands out and staggers back. One of the volunteers hoses him off again as the other guys move to take their places.





Jared only realises he's crying when he can't fucking breathe. Huge snotty sobs and he stumbles away from the bloody ground and the vivid, clean pink of gashed muscle. His wet hand smacks into the scales, leaving a trail of water that steams in the icy air. Jared keeps going until he reaches the jagged spurs along Jensen's jawbone. Jensen is panting and his eye rolls to track Jared. He pants, laboured gusts of air that almost shape words. Jared shuffles close enough to lean heavily against Jensen's cheek and buries his face in his arms so he can bawl his fucking eyes out. It's not fair, Jensen's the one with the massive fucking poison stinger in his side but Jared's terrified.


Jensen-as-Alamo is huge, layered with armour and faster than most airliners. Jared let himself be fooled by that - Jensen-as-Alamo was so much bigger than Jared imagined that he forgot this was a war that killed one in twenty dragons. Jensen-as-Alamo seemed invincible.


Guilt is curdling the fear in his stomach. Jensen can't die, not here. He can't bleed out on a soggy, half-frozen runway in Nowhere, Ireland. He damn well does not get to die before he and Jared clear the air.


Jared wants to wrap his arms around Jensen and just hang on; keep him safe from Others and everyone out there who wants something from him. He leans into Jensen's cheek, close enough that Jensen's eyelashes sweep along his shoulder and arm every time he blinks. Jared talks, stupid shit like set gossip and crazy things Chad's been doing. His voice is fucked and he has to stop to cough or hiccup when the tears well up. 


He talks louder when he hears the engine start behind him. He presses his face against Jensen's cheek and talks about Texas. Tires screech and Jensen jerks. Fire and smoke and a pained cry that hurts Jared's heart. Jensen goes slack, chin thumping into the broken tarmac.. Jared tries to steady him; ignoring the several tonnes of weight advantage Jensen has over him right now. Jensen sags, sliding belly down onto the tarmac as his eyes roll back.





David's back at Jared's shoulder, shaking him gently. "Jay? We got it. Jay? Jay, c'mon. He needs to change."


Jared is still petting Jensen's scales and crooning nonsense like he does when the dogs get a shot. David's words take a minute to sink in. "What?"


"He has to change back. Doc's got him patched up but he's been poisoned. Doc can't treat him for that as a dragon." David's got that 'talking to three year olds' tone again and dude, the fuck? Why isn't he saying this to Jensen who's right the fuck there? "I can't hear him, Jay. It's got to be you."


Jared doesn't get it but the 'can't treat him'? That he gets better than he wants to. "Jen?" His voice cracks like he's twelve and he has to clear his throat for a second. "Jen? C'mon, man, need you to change back."


Jensen's eye opens, already glazing and pupils blown. Jared pats and croons some more, keeping up a steady mantra of "Need you to change. Please, Jen, need you to change." until Jensen sighs and his eye closes again. Then he's twisting, contracting in on himself and it's too slow, too drawn out but before Jared can finish having a heart-attack, Jensen, human Jensen, is toppling into his arms and Jared hugs him tight. "Thank you. God...thank you."





He feels something hot and wet against his hands and Jensen mumbles something before going slack against him. Jared nearly has a heart attack for real when he realises that it's blood.


"Easy! Easy there, boyo!" Doc's voice crashes through the panic. "It's just a little seepage. It's nothing to worry about. We'll clean him up in a minute. I just need you to hold him steady. Can you do that for me, lad?"


Doc shouts for light as Jared adjusts his grip so Jensen's a limp weight across his lap. Ling is hovering overhead and Jared can hear a murmur that sounds sorta like her. He can't make out the words, doesn't try to when Doc fills a massive syringe. Jared looks at the discarded bottles because he can't look at that monster of a needle. The labels are covered in warnings and it takes a second before Jared sports 'Morphine: 50mg' in neat little black letters. "What the-?"


"Only way to treat it, Jay." David sounds like shit, voice raw and rasping. "It gets into your blood and it burns. Overloads your brain and you die. Only way to treat it is to shut down the ability to feel pain for a bit. Still lousy to go through but this way, he's alive on the other side."


'Die of hurting.' Ling echoes and Jared looks up to see her hunched over. 'Bad way to die. Takes a long time and you scream for all of that time.'


Jared bites his lip, looks down into Jensen's slack face and wishes Jensen would say something. But Jensen's sweaty, eyes half-closed and focused on nothing. He's starting to twitch, brows furrowing and wincing away from the light.. "A'right. But 'm not leaving him. Not until we know."


"Works for me." David nods to the Doc and Jared can't watch the needle go in but he tries up all the same. At the last second, he ducks his head and tightens his grip on Jensen's waist hard enough to bruise. Jensen just sighs into his neck and the twitches even out. Jared presses his forehead into Jensen's neck. "Don't die on me, asshole. Still gotta say I'm sorry."





He carries Jensen to the small car and crowds them both into the passenger seat. Ling scoops David up, running easily alongside them on three feet as the car races down the runway towards the building. This time, Jared sees the 'IDF Dunfanaghy Emergency Medical Facility'. It's brightly lit inside, with clean bright painted walls and comfortable seats. Jared barely notices.


There's medical staff waiting and Jared has to carry Jensen into a treatment room. They make him move his hand so they can bandage up Jensen's side and redo some of the stitches shut but he point-blank refuses to let them take Jensen out of his hands. He's well past irrationality but he can't shake the fear that if he lets go, Jensen won't be there when he reaches out again.


Ling and David back him to the hilt, Ling's 'voice' loud enough to drive one particularly persistent staffer to his knees. He's helped away and the rest of them work around Jared. They cut away Jensen's shirt and Jared tastes bile in the back of his throat when it hits the ground with a liquid 'squelch'. There's more jargon and Jared tries to listen, tries even harder to understand.


The world is getting kinda fuzzy and he's aware of pillows being piled up behind him. Someone guides him back and helps him settle Jensen comfortably. Jensen smells of antiseptic and soap and sweat but Jared can still smell the blood. He passes out sometime after that.


 







Chapter 14

"On this day, in this place, let it be known to all who look to us for guidance, who look to us for protection, that we have heard your plea. The world of humanity faces the greatest threat in its history. Our enemies are many and they are cunning. We are few as yet, but our numbers grow with every day.


So, today and forever more let it be known to all the peoples of this world; we will help you. We will be bound by no law, no creed and no boundaries save our own. We will fight for every precious life in our care and we will never stop as long as that need is there. 


To our allies, we say: you are not alone. We will stand by you, we will fight by you and we will die by your side if we must. 


To our enemies, we say this. We are coming."

- The Johannesburg Proclamation, also known as the Queens' Declaration. May 18th 2010


 

*****

 

Jared wakes up late the next morning. Jensen doesn't.


Doc, who looks a lot smaller without the layers of warm clothing, comes in to check on Jensen out while Jared is marched off to shower by David and some massive Volunteer who doesn't give his name. Jared gets back just as she finishes changing the bandages. He hangs onto the door frame as she resettles the sheets over Jensen's bare chest and turns to look up at him with a grave expression.


Jared starts to shake as she stands up. "Is...is he-?"


"Just sleeping. The blood tests are back however." She looks back at the bed. "Judging by the proportion of the toxin in the samples, he's been exposed to a potentially fatal dose. We've done what we can here but the only facility that can do more is in the IDF HQ in Paris"


"Is it safe to...? Can he be moved?" Jared asks. Jensen looks tiny in the hospital bed, there's fresh blood on the discarded bandages in the bin.


"There's transport, medi-pods and things." Doc waves it away. "And with the morphine in his system, they're better equipped to treat him."


"Will they be able to-?" Jared couldn't find the right words. Fix him sounded cold, 'cure' was a little too comprehensive.


"They're better equipped to treat him." Doc said simply. "Honestly, I'd be happier with him there even if he is Alamo."


"What's that supposed to mean?" 


"Alamo's...lucky. There isn't really another word for it." Doc reaches out to touch the scar. "Some of the 'Guard, they're more scars than skin. He only got one scar where he should have hundreds. I was part of his command during the Atlantic offensive, saw him take enough damage to kill any other dragon and drag his ass out the next morning to do it again."


"....why?"


"Never got a clear answer. He wouldn't talk about it unless he was delirious and then....well, it wasn't really understandable." Doc smiles a little, the sort of smile Jared remembers his Nanna wearing at his Granpa's funeral. "He was fighting for someone. Fighting hard enough to pull himself back from the brink every time. This one?" She pointed to the pink scar on Jensen's cheek. "Cracked his skull, damn near collapsed his eye socket. We retired Volunteers for less but he just...went away. Took his phone, but he never answered it. Came back just in time to fly in the Queen's flight for the last battle."


Jared looks away. He remembers the phone calls, Jensen throaty and quiet while Jared chattered on. He wants suddenly to believe that he helped, somehow. He moves to sit on the bed, reaching out to rub his fingers along Jensen's arm. Doc watches for a minute. "I'll set up the medi-pod. Ling will insist on flying, no doubt."





The medi-pod is actually kinda nice, for a claustrophobic little cell with more room for medical equipment than beds. It's plusher than either of their trailers, perhaps Jared will steal one to bring back to set? It's about the size of a caravan, with what looks like a whole medical suite built into the walls.


It's strapped onto Ling with some complicated arrangement of straps that Jared doesn't bother investigating. The rest of the flight is on escort duty and supposedly there to protect Ling since the pod kills her mobility. Jared's well past caring, he straps himself in beside Jensen who's wearing an oxygen mask in case the pod loses pressure. He takes one limp hand in his and tries not to assume the worst for the ninety minute flight.


Paris is lit up for Christmas, all cheer and multi-coloured lights. The IDF headquarters are more subdued. There's some tinsel and a couple of trees with simple silver decorations and the menorah from Hakkunah is still lit in the window of the hall outside Jensen's room.


Jared pretty much moves into Jensen's hospital room. The medical staff have done everything they can, transfusions, an experimental anti-venom, anything they can think of. After the first day, one of the nurses offers to set up a phone so Jared can call home. Christmas is less than a week away and Jared wants to call his momma. He wants to be told that everything's going to be okay but he can't and even his momma can't fix this. That's all on him.





Jensen's 'holding his own' and mostly he's asleep. For the most part, what the nice Italian nurse tells him are the 'good hours', Jensen lies in the bed like a waxwork. During the bad hours, when Jensen's pulse is an intermittant, thready thing, Jared can only hold on and pray in a voice long since worn through; those hours, he isn't thinking of anything but Jensen.


Jared and Jensen. It'd been the two of them for so long, so deeply, that Jared couldn't imagine life without Jensen. Then there was the war and Jensen went from warm, laughing and there to an exhausted drawl on the phone. Jared hated every second of that eighteen months. He hadn't liked the year and a half before much but at least then Jensen had just been in Vancouver and that might not have been a picnic but they were hanging on okay. He'd wanted to go with Jensen when he visited San Antone that November, but convinced himself that it would be 'over by Christmas'. 


Lying in the narrow bed, Jensen sweating and shivering against him, Jared has an epiphany; he needs Jensen. He's as co-dependant as Sam and Dean and that's...pathetic but true. He doesn't want a life without Jensen, can't imagine it and the idea that Jensen might die is enough to keep Jared hyper-alert to every change in his breathing, every missed beat of his heart. The idea of Jensen dying while believing Jared hates him for pyschic powers Jensen never asked for makes Jared want to throw up every meal he ever ate.





Jared's exhaustion drags him under after about thirteen hours and his dreams are dark, frightening things that he doesn't remember. He wakes up but doesn't open his eyes. In a minute, he'll have to open his eyes and start being a grown-up. He has to make calls, figure out what to do next. There's a low sound from beside him and Jared opens his eyes. The overhead light is directly overhead and he's blind for a second, swearing softly. There's another sound - definitely a groan and it's not coming from him.


Jensen groans again, rolling onto his stomach and coughing. Jared nearly lets him roll clear off the damn bed before he manages to catch the foul t-shirt Jensen's wearing and haul him upright. Jensen squints at him and paws at his eyes. "Need t'piss."


"Bathroom's right there, Jen." Jared rasped. "Need a hand?"


Jensen glowered sleepily at him. "C'n handle m'own dick, jerk."


Jared rolled out of bed and kinda lingered close enough to hear the steady stream and Jensen's nearly orgasmic gasp of relief. Then the shower (which is seriously the size of a shoebox and Jensen's gotta be like, washing whatever bit he can fit under the showerhead at a time) hums to life and starts the wall vibrating.


Jensen totters out ten minutes later, tiny towel slung low on his hips. "Shower's free if you wanna?" 


Jared licks dry lips and nods, inching past the mostly-naked and nice-smelling Jensen with his eyes closed and thinking about Jim Beaver pole-dancing as hard as he could. The shower is too small but there is awesome pressure and hot water and yeah, Jared takes a long time getting the gunk of two days off him. He has to jerk off too, but that's more a habit than anything else. And if he thinks about Jensen's hipbone and the curve of his lip while he's taking care of it...well, he'll just claim sleep-dep if Jensen calls him on it.





Jensen's most of the way back in uniform by the time Jared finishes up and eating the breakfast that was sitting on the bedside locker. Jared hadn't even heard anyone come in this morning so he's guessing it was David. Jensen eats carefully, sitting gingerly on the edge of the bed. His eyes are tired but lucid and colour is flowing slowly back into his face. He looks up when Jared opens the doors, then his eyes shutter and he looks away.


Jared clears his throat and closes his eyes. It stings to see Jensen look away from him like that and the anger's back. Sure, maybe it's justified but if Jared wants to keep Jensen in his life (and he wants, dear God in heaven, Jared wants) then he can't blow this. "You feelin' better?" 


"Depends on your definition of 'better'." Jensen says carefully. "But I can think, I can move and I'm hungry."


"That's good." Jared says. "That's real good, Jen. I'm glad."


"Yeah?" Jensen pushes the food away and looks up at him. 


"Yeah." Jared says sincerely. "You scared me there, man. Thought we were going to lose you."


Jensen opens his mouth, closes it, looks away. "...would it have been such a bad thing?"


Jared stiffens. "The hell's that supposed to mean, Jen?"


Jensen shrugs and picks at the blanket. "It'd be a good death. Dying to save people, yeah?"


Jared can feel the bitch face. "The fuck? What the hell is wrong with you? You're not Dean, Jen! Where the fuck are you getting this shit? It is NOT a good death. The only good death is home in your own goddamn bed, with the people that love you after a long and very fucking happy life!"


Jensen gapes up at him and Jared's kinda looming over him with no idea how he covered the three feet from the door or when. "But you sai-"


"I said what? What the fuck could I have said that was worth you dying over, asshole!?" Jared shouts, furious again.


"You said I was fucking with your head!" Jensen roars right back, surging up to glare at Jared as best he can. "You said- you thought I was poking around in your mind, Jay! What the fuck was I supposed to think!?" 


"That I was scared. That I'm a fucking douche when I'm scared and you fucking know it!" Jared pants for a second. "I jumped to conclusions. I ain't proud of it but fuck, you never told me shit about all of this until I had your back to a goddamn wall, Jen! What the fuck did you expect me to think, huh? I have no fucking idea what you can and can't do. And we haven't exactly had a chance to talk about any of this."





Jensen sags down to the bed and drops his head into his hands. Jared settles down beside him, not quite touching and waits. No overt pressure but it only takes about a minute before Jensen runs a hand through his hair and starts to talk. "My dad...he can't stop thinking about it; he doesn't think it's natural. I mean, he fakes it but- I can't read all your thoughts, just-just the loud ones, you know? Whenever I'm around him, he's thinking all this crap about monsters and unnatural while he's telling me how proud of me he is. It's fucked up, Jay. I-I couldn't risk it. My papa, I love him and that's never going to change but I don't gotta see him every goddamn day. I can handle it for a couple of days but I couldn't do it every day."


"You don't gotta see me every day." Jared points out, ignoring the way his chest tightens at the thought of Jensen dropping out of his life. 


"Yeah, well, maybe I wanna." Jensen tells his knees. "You 'n me...it got me through the war, Jay. I always just assumed you'd get it. Then the murders started and god, I don't know! I just, kept putting shit off and I know it wasn't fair and I should have told you but I kept thinking if I didn't think about it...it didn't have to matter."


Jared leans in, wraps an arm around Jensen's shoulders and just sits for a minute until Jensen's got his composure back. He hugs him tighter and presses a dry kiss to Jensen's temple. "You're damn lucky that you're pretty, Ackles."


Jensen elbowing him in the gut is probably just a reflex. Jared laughs and reels Jensen in for a proper hug. "Later," he says into Jensen's ear. "You'n'me? We're going to find us a steakhouse, order half the damn menu and talk until it's all out there. Cool?"


"I-it's not just the dragon thing, Jay." Jensen mumbles into his shoulder. "I ain't writing you a blank cheque like that."


"Asshole." Jared tightens his grip when Jensen goes to pull away. "You're ...you're Jensen, man. There isn't a damn thing you could do that would make me think anything less of you."


"Yeah?" Jensen turns his head and his lips are kinked in that rueful, sad smile that makes Jared want to punch people for hurting him. "Wanna bet?"


"Hell yeah!" Jared's response is automatic. He always bets on them because they are awesome and they always win.


Jensen looks at him for a second then nods to himself. Jared's opening his mouth to ask what fool ideas Jensen's brewing up now when Jensen leans in and kisses him. It's light and tentative but it sends Jared's blood racing for his groin. Jensen goes to pull away but Jared makes a faint whiny sound and hangs on, leaning in to make it his kiss too.


They stay like that for ages, just kissing, tongues rubbing against lips and teeth and fuck, Jared's hard enough that he's expecting to hear his pants rip any second. Jensen tastes of mint and copper and the spicy taste that Jared tangles up with him. He's a damn good kisser - the slightly glazed expression on his co-stars' faces is something Jared can relate to completely.


Jensen's still weak and his eyes flutter half shut as Jared guides him back against the pillows. He looks up at Jared through his eyelashes and Jared has to pull back enough to press down hard on his eager cock before he comes in his damn pants. Jensen's skin is pale under the stubble, dusted pink along his cheekbones as Jared rakes his eyes along the vee of skin showing in the half-open shirt. 


He hooks his fingers in the waistband of Jensen's pants and tugs down, kissing Jensen. Jensen's arching up into the kiss and it's good, so fucking good.


Then the sirens go off.








Chapter 15

"It is the opinion of this committee that any future attack of the Others will target IDF personnel classified as 'Switchboards' due to their vital role in communications and reconnaissance. The tactical assaults of the Others have always included a co-ordinated and rapid strike at communications hubs and it is the opinion of this committee that the personnel included in the 'switchboard' classification fall under this definition.


Consequently, the committee makes the following recommendations: (1) That all affected personnel be alerted to the potential danger before being decommissioned, (2) That all affected personnel be encouraged to remain in contact with a minimum of one member of their flight. (3) That the affected personnel be alerted of any suspected Other activity regardless of geographical distance, (4) That affected personnel be directed to continue to conceal their role and IDF identifier even from their closest friends and family. (4)(a) That the preceding recommendation be presented in the strongest possible terms to the affected personnel to minimise civilian involvement."


- Internal IDF Memo, January 2012

 

****

 

Jensen goes stiff. Jared breaks the kiss. He 'hears' Jensen broadcasting a wordless query. A panicked voice shouts back, loud enough to make Jared's head ring. 'OTHERS SIGHTED! WE'RE UNDER ATTACK!'


Jensen's ghost-white as he pushes free of Jared. "Jay, I gotta-"


"You're fucking kidding me, Jen!" Jared protests, grabbing Jensen's shoulders. "You've still got a hole in your side. And that's on top of poisoning and blood loss!"


"Won't be an issue once I change." Jensen puts his hand on Jared's chest and smiles sadly up at him. "Those are our people, Jay. I'm not- I can help."


"You are stupid, dumbass moron with a martyr complex that would turn Dean neon fucking green." Jared says, hands fretting at Jensen's buttons.


"Redundant much?" Jensen drops his hand. 


"Promise me you'll take care of yourself." Jared begs even as he lets Jensen step away. "Promise me, Jen!"


Jensen looks up from where he's buttoning his shirt and offers Jared a sweet smile. "I love you."


Jared crushes him against his chest, breathing in Jensen's heat and smell and aliveness. "Fucker. And I'm supposed to let you go after that?" Jensen nods and Jared kisses him sloppily on the cheek. "A'right. Love you too, asshole."


David comes barging through the door. There's a second when Jared can 'hear' his relief and happiness then Jensen looks at him and there's a fleeting murmur too low for Jared to catch. Jensen turns back to him. "Jay? You wanna stick with David? He can show you what to do."


"Okay." Jared ducks in to steal one last kiss before he has to pull on his face-mask. 


Jensen claps a hand to his shoulder, looking at Jared like he's memorizing his face. Jared tries to put everything he feels into his eyes and Jensen leans in to steal his own last kiss. Jared pulls his mask on with shaking fingers and checks the tacks David hands him.





Jared has to hurry after Jensen who's halfway down the damn corridor by the time he's ready. He catches up just as Jensen throws the fire door open. It's nearly dawn, the sky empty and grey. The dragons flying out are dark shapes and Ling is waiting on the vast expanse of lawn. Jensen nods to her and squares his jaw. The transformation is more fluid, easier and Jensen's stitches vanish, leaving a swathe of off-colour scales along his side. It's still a lot slower than it should be, even if it's faster than it was in Ireland. He looks down at Jared for a long second. 'Be safe.'


Then he's following Ling into the air and Jared can't shake the feeling that Jensen was just saying goodbye.


"What do we do?" Jared shouts over the sound of wings. David looks at him and shakes his head, pushing up his goggles to rub at his eyes. Dread boiling in his stomach, Jared grabs David by the arm and shakes. "What can we DO?"


"Nothing." David shouts back, bitter and angry. "There's nothing we can do but run."


"But-But Jen..."


"Knew what the fuck was happening. He wants me to get you away. Wants you safe." David sounds bitter. "We're fucked and he knows it. Ling just broadcast an evacuation order. There's at least five thousand of them coming, must have pulled every bio-wop from the East Atlantic for this attack - and there's only about a hundred dragons here. The Guard are doomed. Alamo knows that. Knows it better than I did. Without the Queen, they're going to die." 


Horror freezes Jared in place. He 'shouts' for Jensen but there's a echoing silence. He can see other (human) Volunteers running in the opposite direction. Running away.


"You- he- NO!" Jared grabs David's arm again and the world skews sharply, falling out from under his feet then coming back at the wrong angle. His stomach clenches.


They stagger. Then a horn blares loud and angrily. Jared shoves into David; knocking them both out of the way of a red SMART car. David, too disoriented to keep his footing, goes down like a house of cards. Jared totters and puts out a hand to steady himself. His palm slaps into a hard, smooth surface. Jared looks up at the brightly painted sign with "Montpriel" in huge letters against a picturesque background.





He shakes his head and looks around. Behind the sign, he can see what must be a fairly small town nestled among the hills. It's picture perfect rural France; right down to the castle on the top of one of the hills. It's also nothing like the IDF Headquarters or Paris. He can see a church with bright lights and a cheerful Christmas tree outside it. "What the everloving FUCK?"


"Jesus, Jay, you- Fuck, man." David is looking over his shoulder (well, around his side), still a little unsteady but he laughs a little. "Helluva time to discover your abilities, man."


"I- you- what?" Jared says intelligently, the three brain cells not currently screaming at him that Jensen's back there, hurt and out-numbered and-Jesus, his head hurts. Just a single sharp burst of pain, gone as soon as he feels it. "It 's been like a week!"


"Stress is a pretty fucking potent trigger." David says matter-of-factly. "Uncontrolled manifestation in a life-or-death situation isn't exactly unheard of. They're tied into the survival instinct and you've been around Alamo how long now?"


"Fuck me." Jared says, looking around. "I did this? Seriously?"


"You had to. That was a teleport and I sure as hell can't teleport. You must have an awesome range; must have been at least a couple of hundred miles." David's tapping at the GPS/watch thing he has strapped to his wrist. "Pretty fucking impressive and all but why here?"


"I dunno." Jared's rubbing his temple, easing out the last of the ache. "Just somewhere at random?"


"Doesn't work like that." David contradicts him. "You always go to someone or somewhere specific, it's the only thing I'm sure of. Always got to have a destination in mind otherwise you don't jump."


"Well, I must have fucked up, cause I've never heard of this place in my life." Jared bitches.





David walks around the sign and just stops. Literally, he just freezes in place and for a minute in there, Jared thinks he's stopped breathing. He rolls his head and blinks then he looks back at Jared. "Holy shit. You- you and Jensen. You worked out your problems, I'm guessing?"


Jared's so fucking grateful for the full face mask right then. He's still knotted up with dread and guilt but at the memory of Jensen saying 'I love you' still gives him a big-ass goofy grin . "Yeah. You could say that."


"I...Holy shit. You! You and him! Swear to God, Jay. You're going to be fucking legends for this." David is shaking his head; actually, he's shaking full stop.. "Christ, you might actually have fucking done it."


"Dude, what?!" Jared steps up to him, fully prepared to beat it out of David if he has to.


"Did he get a chance to tell you why he was being called back to HQ?" David asks as he starts to hurry towards the town. 


"No." Jared had forgotten, kinda. "I just assumed it was because of the murders. Needing to tell someone or get some help."


"Right, yeah. They wanted help but what exactly did you think Alamo was bringing to the table here?"


Jared shrugs. "He's Queensguard and he's pretty famous."


"Yeah...they didn't exactly want to advertise those murders They wanted help alright but they wanted the Queen."


"The Queen?" Jared's confused now. "Don't they know where she is?"


"Nope. She left to grieve, Jared. The last thing she wanted was some self-important asshole bugging her so she didn't leave a forwarding address."


"So why'd they need Jen-?"


"Alamo, and I told you before, he's got an awesome range. Plus, he talked a lot to the Queen, right? I mean he was part of the 'Guard, one of the best flight-leaders and all that." David waves his hands distractedly. "He was the best chance of finding her. Near as we can figure she must have gone to some kinda 'dead zone'. There's a few of them around here and there's a few of the Guard that went with her who could whip one up. It's nearly impossible to use telepathy in a dead zone which is why she doesn't know the rest of the Guard are looking for her. So they bring in Alamo who can find her even through a dead zone. But he's unconscious when he comes in and no-one gets a chance to tell him the theory of the day. But there's you. He's got no fucking shields when it comes to you, dude so you can pick up on anything he knows. Then I told you that we needed the Queen and you pulled the location out of Jensen's subconcious and brought us as close as you could."


"But-wait, I pulled this out of Jensen's head? That's not how telepathy works!" 


"Two way street." David shrugs, picking up the pace. 


"But-...I- You- Nobody told me it worked like that!" Jared wails, breaking into a jog. 


"We can talk about the details all you want, first things first - we gotta find the Queen, if I'm right and she's here." 





By unspoken agreement they go for the castle, which turns out to be an expensive looking spa resort. The guard at the gate waves them on through without any problems after one look at their uniforms. There's a long driveway, really long, as in nearly a mile long and Jared groans. He breaks into a jog after David who is practically vibrating. "She's here. I am fucking sure of it, Jay."


Jared grunts, concentrating on getting his legs moving right. His body clock is fucked and he's starving. Under all the discomfort, there's the frantic beat. Gotta find her. Gotta save Jen. Gotta find her. He's so focused on running, he nearly misses the muffled 'thump' in the woods. He looks sideways and his stomach drops into his shoes. "Do you see that?" 


David looks over and nearly chokes. "Oh shit." 


Something big moves through the trees. Jared's reminded of a stalking panther. "Is that a-?"


"Bio-wop. Yeah, one of the ground pounders. Fuck. C'mon Jay, move. We've got to warn the people." David breaks into a run and Jared has to push himself to catch up. Then it's just running, boots skidding on the gravel and panting and swearing at each other in frantic panic.





The bio-wop is pacing them, loping steadily alongside. Jared can hear it pounding along and fuck, it's got to be huge. When he risks a glance sideways, its eyes are a weird red-purple in the shadows of the woods. Jared pours on the speed, pushing hard. David is already panting hard and heavy, no way he's going to keep up. "Go! ...Fucking...warn them!" 


Jared looks back once, then runs like hell. He comes around the last bend, totally focused on the sign pointing to reception. So focused in fact, that he doesn't see the woman coming around the corner until he runs her over.


"Shit! Sorry, sorry! I mean uh- Je t'ai...je suis desole?" Jared apologises, shoving himself back to his feet and holding out his hands.


The woman ignores them, studying his uniform carefully before lifting weird orange-gold eyes to look right at him. Jared freezes, shoulders and legs and back all locking in position. The apologies clog his throat. It feels like she's looking into his goddamn soul. Jared's afraid to move, afraid to fucking breathe when he hears movement behind him. Belatedly, he remembers the bio-wops and the battle and struggles to say "You need to get out of here. Hit the fire alarm or whatever but you need to go!"


"Jesusfuck!" David, winded and staggering. He blunders straight into Jared, head dropping so he's all hunched over. He pulls hard on Jared's shirt and Jared realises, with a sinking feeling that he's bowing. He turns back to the woman who is still watching them with those strange eyes and ducks his head awkwardly.


She smiles. Jared looks up in time to see it. Then her eyes snap past him and he hears the crash of the bio-wop ploughing through the ornamental hedge. He turns. There's a stop-motion impression of teeth. There's a rush of air, hard enough to knock him off his feet. Jared lands hard on the gravel, rolling to one side. He gets a perfect view of the bio-wop as it scrabbles frantically back. It doesn't get a chance to run. A jet of white-hot flame blasts over Jared's head and turns the bio-wop into an ashy smear on the driveway.







Chapter 16

"The Others, and really, I think we should have a better name for them than the 'Others' but what can I say? The Killer-Super-Smart-Gas-Clouds doesn't roll off the tongue like that. But yes, the Others aren't Hollywood aliens. You would be laughed out of the business if you proposed a story about the Others. The bio-wops, sure, genetically engineered killing machines are the sort of thing movies like Terminator are made of but we only found out about the bad guys behind the curtain in 2010 and even then, we had to wait another year before we were sure how to tell there was one on the battlefield.


But yeah, like I was saying, you'd never make a movie with the Others. Why? Well, it's simple really. No one to this day knows why the Others attacked us. No one knows how the Others communicate because we've never been able to contact them. All the scientists say they got the transmissions from like, NASA and the EU but they never showed any sign of understanding. They just hit us as hard and as often as they could until the IDF and the UN kicked their pungent butts straight back into space.


We call it a war but there's no sign the Others saw this as anything but an extermination. We don't know what they wanted and that's not even the scariest thing. The scariest thing? We don't know if they'll be back for another try."


-Interview with IDF Volunteer Christian Bale, 12th September 2012


 

*****

 

Holy fucking God almighty is all Jared can think. The whole world is full of dragon. Jensen was big but the Queen has to be at least three times bigger than Jensen. He staggers backwards, David pulling on his elbow. He still has to look practically straight up to see more than her lower armour plates. She's built like a tank, all bulky muscle and more armour than any four of the normal dragons. Her eyes gleam red in the dark and Jared can just make out the distinctive 'crown' of horns as a black silhouette against the cloudy sky. 


She roars, a sonic earthquake of sound with a thirty foot jet of fire. Jared has to hang onto his head with both hands; it feels like his ears are going to vibrate right off his skull. There are people spilling out of the hotel, just visible between powerful legs and crowding around while keeping a respectful distance around her. The rippling waves of transformations spread out as the Queen gathers herself and leaps straight into the air..


Dragons swarm into the air after, blocking out the sky. Jared's never seen so many Queensguard and the static of telepathy fills his head. He and David get scooped up by a sleek ice-blue dragon who has the biggest wingspan Jared's ever seen. 


'Glacier.' She introduces herself absently as about twenty bio-wops erupt from the woods below, heads down and running for their lives.


Jared scrambles to get the tacks in place as Glacier hurls herself headlong after the Queen. The mental chorus is a jumbled hungry babble in the back of his mind. Jared, dazed and delirious, clings to the dragon with one hand and David with the other. He's shaking and it takes him a whole minute to realise it's because he's laughing. Big and bright and loud. 


The bio-wops race past cars and trucks but the Queen catches the trailing bio-wops in seconds. The 'snap' as she bites one in half sounds like a thunder clap. The drivers and passengers in the cars are trying to get out of the way. The Queen turns her head and that white hot flame turns another three bio-wops to ash. Then the swarm of dragons catches the rest and Jared has to close his eyes and hang on for all he's worth as Glacier spins and roars beneath them.





Altogether, the chase and the fight last less than half a minute. Jared opens his eyes to see the massed ranks of the Queensguard circling like migrating swallows getting ready to leave. The clouds are parting and the occasional sunbeam shows glossy vibrant scales. Glacier is hovering, neck angled down. In front of her, the Queen's wings beat easily. Jared swallows as he meets red eyes.


'You said there was another attack. A real attack, not this petty scavenging. Show me.'


Her voice is low but it resonates through Jared's head filling it with the sound and meaning of her words until he can barely remember his own name. Paris. He thinks, pulling up the memory of Jensen, wounded and taking off anyway. They're attacking Headquarters.


The Queen looks aside sharply, sniffing the air. Every other dragon is watching, Jared can almost see the thrumming tension in the pack. The Queen hisses and Jared feels Glacier startle. This time when the Queen roars, it's a shockwave.


She launches herself into full flight, the Queensguard scrambling to follow. The Queen in full fight is faster than a fighter jet, Jared remembers hearing that and he doesn't have any problem believing it as he watches her move through the sky. Even Glacier has to push herself hard to keep up. It's like being on a roller coaster, uncontrollable speed and crushing forces pinning him flat against the dragon scales. Jared shouts, the sound snatched away. Even with the goggles, the landscape is blurring beneath them and the Queen is dwindling away in front. There are roads, houses; small groups, bigger clumps and thicker roads. Glacier tenses up and strains forward, eyes on the horizon.





Jared sees the battle before he hears it. The defending Queensguard have all but set the sky on fire in their desperate battle. There's a confused whirlwind of winged shapes, locked in lethal combat. If they ever make a movie of this, Jared thinks idly even as his body tenses up, the effects budget is going to run to billions. 


The Queen is coming in high and fast. 'Thirty five hundred feet.' One of the Guard thinks at him - higher even than most dragons go. Jared tries to listen for the chatter of telepathy from the embattled Queensguard but all he can 'hear' is the fierce concentration of the incoming 'Guard. The Queen slows just enough that the Guard can close the distance. Jared gets a disorienting flash of the battle through her eyes. Something flashes and his breath is stolen by a red-hot surge of rage.


David manages somehow to smack him and Jared jerks. The rage drops back into the static and he shivers. 'Others.' Glacier growls. 'They've actually shown up.'


There's fangs and claws in her voice and Jared's smile is a narrow vicious line.





The Queen folds her wings and drops. The Guard pour after her. Jared can feel the strain on his harness. The defenders fighting on the higher levels peel out of their way. Jared thinks (hopes) one of them is Ling. He can see the flashes of silver through the massed ranks of the bio-wops. 'There you are/', the Queen's jaws open wide. Her 'voice' is savage and her roar is loud enough to shake the whole world.


The bio-wops react. Too fucking slow, Jared thinks viciously. The reinforcements hit them like an express train hitting an egg. The bio-wops crumple under the attack. The Queen leaves them to the Guard, arrowing straight towards the strange ship. The bio-wops go ape-shit and try desperately to cut her off. Suddenly there's a swirling melee, tiny groups scuffling and clawing at each other.


Glacier dives lower, spitting a crackle of fire at any bio-wops brave or stupid? enough to lash out at her. She veers for what looks like a pile of sandbags. Jared starts to fumble with the tacks. He's nearly loose when Glacier levels off sharply less than three feet over the grass. David drops past Jared's shoulder and screams "Remember to break-fall!"


Jared frees his tacks, feeling Glacier push away. He hears her wings beat as he hits the grass. Jared tucks and rolls. David curses behind him. There's people, black uniforms, waving at them from behind sandbags. Jared makes it to his feet and lurches towards them. David passes him, running in far too straight a line for a guy that just got dumped on his ass at that kinda speed.





He's nearly there when the sky goes dark. Jared doesn't look back. He just runs for the sandbags. He hears a bio-wop shriek and flings himself forward desperately. Then there's a swoosh and a roar and Jared hits the grass, rolling onto his back in time to see Jensen crash headlong into the bio-wop, biting savagely at its neck and throat. The bio-wop thrashes around but its wings are tangled and Jensen has it by the shoulders, hanging on grimly. There's green blood spattered across his muzzle.


Jared rolls back to his feet and runs for the sandbags. The other Volunteers are getting some bigass guns turning to target the bio-wops coming in to support the first. 'Jen! Fuck, Jen! Get out of the goddamn way!'


Jensen rolls, powerful back legs driving claws into the bio-wop's gut. He kicks away, ripping it in half and skimming just under the lines of the guns as they open up. The roar of the guns makes ordinary conversation nearly impossible but Jared hears Jensen's grumpy 'Thank you sooo much for saving my life, Jensen. You're welcome, Jared. It was my pleasure.'


'I'd be more grateful if you hadn't nearly been shot to hell by our own guys, Jensen.' Jared's grinning fit to split his face under the mask. 'But, yeah. Thanks.'


'I'm in it for pure selfish reasons.' Jensen pumps his wings, rising higher to get a better look at the battle. 


'Oh?' Jared nods to David who's shouting something that he can't hear. The other Volunteer points to the shells and Jared nods, hurrying over to help the harried runners already trying to haul them to the various guns. 


'I had to wait three years to kiss you. Dammed if I'm gonna wait another year to fuck you.' Jensen looks back at him, eyes sparkling and Jared laughs.







Chapter 17

"Our main story tonight; reports are flooding in of a massive conflict between the Queensguard stationed in the IDF headquarters outside Paris and what is believed to be to be a large Other-commanded force of bio-wops. The conflict is still on-going and reports are only now starting to filter back to us here in the studio but we can confirm that the remaining Queen has been positively identified as a participant and that the IDF appear to be winning.


We'll bring you more on that story as it unfolds."


- BBC Nine O'Clock News, 19th December 2012

 

*****

 

Jared doesn't really remember much of the rest of the battle. He's exhausted. Huddled behind the sandbags, helping the other Volunteers reload when a bio-wop ventures close enough to threaten them, he can see that the dragons are winning. The Queen tears the UFO apart like it's made of foil and the bio-wops seem to get confused, crashing into each other and falling easy prey to the furious dragons. It takes another two hours but soon enough the only ones left in the air are dragons. 


David drags Jared off to get checked over by the human medics as soon as it's clear. He's bruised to fuck and he's wrenched his shoulder but he was lucky. Nothing that wouldn't be better after a couple of days rest. Jared insists they check David over next and waits by the window, watching the circling news helicopters circling in. He's counted sixteen different helicopters, half of them from the States before the doctor tells him David will be fine. He hangs around long enough to thank him, then sneaks off to find Jensen at the Red Cross tents.





Jensen is easy to spot, he's still a dragon and there are medics fussing around the pale patch where Jensen had a gaping wound less than three days ago. There's a few dozen cuts and scrapes but Jensen is sprawled out comfortably, eyes half-closed. He still spots Jared almost immediately, perking up visibly. 'Hey.'


"Hey. What'd they say? You fit to fly?" Jared looks up and wonders if that's ever gonna stop being wierd. 


'I'm not to fight any more battles this week but yeah, I'm good.' Jensen dips his head. 'David said you did well.' 


"I don't think I did a goddamn thing." Jared admits. "Just hauled shells-"


'-and found the Queen and got her back here in time to save our lives? You did good, Jay'


Jared flushes at the genuine emotion in Jensen's 'voice'. He sinks down to sit against Jensen's shoulder. "Is it always like this?" 


Jensen curves his neck around so he's looking at Jared and the curl of his neck hides them from the rest of the world. 'Pretty much.'


Jared leans into him. "Man, this sucks."


Jensen laughs. 'Yeah. It really does."


"I'm glad I was here though." Jared says, closing his eyes. "You shouldn't be alone for something like this."


He's expecting Jensen to point out that he had hundreds of other Volunteers for company. Jared's trying to think of a way to explain himself that isn't stupidly soppy. But Jensen surprises him, 'I was going to ask you to come with me. In San Antonio. Back in 2009. I don't think I got a chance to tell you that.'


"Really?"


'Yeah but your dad was sick and your mom needed you and I didn't want you to have to choose.' Jensen admits. 'But I wanted you to come. Felt like I was missing a fucking arm or something all that time I was fighting.'


Jared reaches out to pat the very end of Jensen's nose and blinks a few times. "I talked to Doc, back in Ireland?"


Jensen blinks warily. 'Doc Macreedy?' 


"Probably. She said....she said you got hurt a lot." Jared looks at Jensen. "And that you were fighting for someone. Fighting so goddamn hard you nearly got yourself killed."


'....yeah, that sounds like Macreedy.'


"You tryin' to tell me she was lyin'?' Jared's voice slips into the deep Texas twang and Jensen looks away. "....Jen? How long have you been in love with me?"


Jensen closes his eyes. 'Christ, Jay.'


Jared pats him again and he can kinda feel the shape of the answer. Two-way street and yeah, he's getting it. It's hard to understand because he's picking up on Jensen's feelings, the sort of thoughts and memories that don't have words attached. Jensen's hopeful/in-love/worried/tired/nervous and the flip-flopping emotions are strong enough to make Jared's head spin. 


"She was talking about me." He's sure, doesn't need the resigned look Jensen gives him to know. He can feel it, thrumming under Jensen's weariness. "I'm flattered, Jen. Really I am but I swear to God, you go fighting aliens without me again and I'mma kick your ass. We clear?"


'Crystal.' Jensen curls a little close and Jared leans a little more. They doze for a bit until the medics finish looking Jensen over. The air is cold but Jensen's warm and Jared's feeling much more rested when Jensen nudged him. 'A'right. I'm good to go.'





Jared mumbles a bit and stretches. He can see more helicopters circling. "CNN's here. So's Fox and NBC and like a load of others. I'm thinking we may wanna get out of here before they land one of their choppers for an interview with 'Alamo'."


Jensen follows his gaze. 'Sounds like a plan to me. They've got a place booked about ten miles away. It's not as plush as HQ but it's a bed and some food and a whole lotta privacy...'


"How big are the beds?" Jared asks thoughtfully.


'No idea, probably kings?' Jensen looks aside, there's a moment of static and he nods. 'Yeah, Ling says big beds. Why's it matter?'


"Seems to me," Jared says, dropping his voice. "Someone said something about getting fucked."


Jensen stares down at him for a moment and Jared can actually feel the churning emotions running from shock to joy to boiling lust. 'Oh, what if I wanna fuck you?'


Jared shrugs. "I'm flexible. Plus, y'know, I'm not planning on letting you outta bed until we gotta fly home so I figure we'll have time to try a lot of...positions."


'Fucker.' Jensen breathes, staring down at him with eyes wide and breath smoking. 


Jared flashes him his filthiest smirk and concentrates real hard on all the things he wants to do to Jensen; from waking up in the same bed to fucking him over the hood of the Impala on one of the backroads sets. Jensen's jaw actually physically drops. He nearly trips over his own feet which Jared thinks is adorable (and is going to hold over his head for the rest of his natural life). 'You...you sure, Jay?'


"Never been sure about anything in my goddamn life, Jen." Jared says loud and clear. "So, we doing this?"


'Fuck yes!' Jensen says sincerely.. He lets Jared up to sink his tacks then trots past the competing waves of secret service personnel to bow to the Queen. She looks them both over with a knowing gleam in her eye but thanks them both for their efforts and wishes them a pleasant night.


Jared can see the helicopters starting to circle closer, the red Fox machine closing in and he can see the camera being brought to bear. Jensen looks over and Jared can hear the mischievous smirk in his voice when he asks 'All secure, Jay?'


Jared nods and Jensen gathers himself into a powerful leap that has to take him at least fifty feet straight up. His wings open, beating sure and strong for the open blue expanse. Jared hangs in his straps and laughs at the buzzing helicopters left milling in his wake. 


 

END
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