He floated weightless in a vast sea of black, soft, sibilant breathing the only sound disturbing the perfect stillness. Eyes closed, unmoving, he might have been here, like this, for microts or arns. Or it could have been a lifetime. 

He didn’t know and didn’t care. He’d waited all this time. He could and would wait for as long as it took.

“John?” The single syllable, soft and low sliced through the quiet calm in his head. 

He ignored the hail.

“John.” D’Argo’s voice, sharper and louder, rang in his ears.

He ignored the annoyance in the Luxan’s tone, refused to acknowledge the worry. “Yeah?”

“You’ve been out there for arns.”

He snorted harshly. “Your point?”

“Are you all right?”

“No.” 

“Are you going to be out there much longer?”

“Why?” A twitch of irritation rippled across his jaw line. “You got places to go? Things to do? People to meet?”

“This isn’t healthy, John.”

He barked a laugh and asked again. “Your point?”

“It’s been five cycles since…”

Since the silence came and found him.

“Since we found a Prowler leaking red goo. Yeah, D, I remember.” He closed his eyes and exhaled softly. “I was there.”

“John…” 

He heard her scream around the white rush of wind roaring in his ears. 

“Doesn’t matter.”

“It was Aeryn’s Prowler.”

In his nightmares, in his head, he always heard her.

“Don’t know that.”

“She’s gone, John…you have to accept…”

In his heart, in his bones, he always felt the gut-wrenching pull of her being ripped away from him again.

“No, I don’t.”  

“John...”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“You have to let go.”

“No. I don’t.”

“You need to have sex.”

“Are you volunteering?”

“A little perspective, John.” The Luxan’s wary, weary voice came on a soft breath of worry. “How long are you going to continue turning down willing females?”

“I‘ll handle my own sex life, thanks.”

“That’s just it, John. You don’t have a sex life.” 

“Again. Thank you for you concern. I’ll be sure to keep you advised.”

“John…”

“Don’t you have captain type things…or Chiana to do?”

“John…”

“No. Like you said, it’s been five cycles. It’s my fucking anniversary and I’ll celebrate it any way I want to.”

It’d been longer than that since he’d heard her, listened to her and then she was gone.

“Fine. When you’re finished…celebrating…we’ll leave.”

“Fine…”  

The wormhole broke in front of him, gaping maw and undulating waves of blue-white beauty as it flared to life. He closed his eyes and thought of her, shot the curl, white wind rushing in his ears.

********************

Klaxons blared and split the air. 

“Off world activation, sir, P3X-485.”

“SG-17?”

“Under attack, sir.”

“They’re coming through?”

“We’ve received the iris code, sir.”

“Open it.”

The iris winked and stray energy blasts shot through the event horizon, ricocheting off the inner rim of the gate, sending a shower of sparks cascading to the floor. 

Berettas and P90s targeted the open gate as SG-17 came through at a run. The team turned as one at the end of the ramp, took up position, ready to lay down suppression fire.

“Close it.”

“I’m trying, sir.”

“Walter…”

The wormhole blinked shut.

“Walter, shut the damn…”

The klaxons fell silent.

“Walter, what the hell…”

The sergeant’s fingers flew over his keyboard. “It looks like one of the energy blasts that nicked the rim welded the iris open, sir.”

“Can you…”

“Off world activation, sir.”

The klaxons were blaring again. 

“Walter…”

“Don’t know who’s coming through, sir. I can’t get an…exact address.”

Uniforms scrambled below them to take up positions, weapons targeted for the incoming threat. 

A solitary figure in black was thrown through the gate. He hit the ramp hard, curled into a ball and rolled to a stop as men and weapons shifted to cover him. Hands unfurled, palms up and out from the center of the unmoving body. 

Landry leaned over Walter’s shoulder and into the mike. “Let him up.”

“Keep your hands in plain sight and get up.” The guard nearest the prisoner shifted his P90 slightly. “Slowly.”

The body on the floor shifted slowly, maneuvered himself to his knees as narrowed blue eyes slid around the semi-circle of men drawing down on him. Behind the glass, a half dozen pair of eyes waited for the man to gain his feet.

Eyebrows deeply furrowed, Daniel squinted through the glass as if staring hard enough would change what he was seeing. “What the hell?”

“Damn,” Mitchell drawled, “she wasn’t kidding.”

“Kidding about what?” Landry snapped.

Mitchell straightened slightly, shifted uncomfortably. “That whole limited gene pool thing...sir.”

“Who the hell is that guy?” Daniel demanded.

Landry shot him an annoyed look and decided it was time for a command decision. “What do you say we go down and find out?”

***************

The blast doors closed behind them as they walked toward the group holding the intruder at bay. Marines parted as the general made his way forward. Mitchell and Jackson shifted to flank Landry, weapons drawn.  

“Identify yourself, son.”

The newcomer’s eyes narrowed and flicked between Mitchell and Jackson. 

“Well, I’m not your son cuz you’re not my father, and it doesn’t really matter who I am,” he drawled, clear, blue eyes locking on Mitchell, “cuz I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to be here and I’m pretty sure I’m not gonna be staying.”    

Landry’s eyes narrowed, his lips curved slightly at the corners. “Wrong answer, son. But don’t worry, you’ll get it right. You’ll have plenty of time to think about it…while you’re enjoying our hospitality.” 

He shifted his gaze, nodded at the guard. “Sergeant, remove our guest to the infirmary for a complete examination.”

Two marines flanked the man. A quick hand on the right side of him quickly stripped him of his sidearm before heavy hands patted him down, pulled back his arms and slapped cuffs on his wrists. 

As they started for the blast doors, klaxons began screaming again and dark shadows danced on the smooth grey walls. 

Over the noise, Walter’s voice floated down through the speakers. “Off world activation, sir.”

Landry snorted. “Anyone we know this time?” 

“P1X-287, sir. SG-5.”

“They’re coming through?”

“We’ve received the iris code, sir.”

Landry snorted again, snapping his gaze up to glare through the glass at his sergeant. “Well, we don’t need that now, do we?”

“No, sir.”

“That was a rhetorical question, Walter.”

“Yes, sir.”

No one moved as the almost unheard whoosh of the wormhole announced the arrival of SG-5. The team coming through the gate needed only three steps to assess the situation in front of them, take a stance and level their weapons. 

At Landry’s small nod, klaxons fell silent and the shadows faded as the team moved in formation down the ramp. 

“Welcome back, Colonel.”

“Thank you, sir.”

At the sound of the voice, the man spun violently, shoving a shoulder into first one then the other of his guards, before stepping forward into the barrel of a raised P90. 

“Aeryn?”

She stepped forward, spine rigid, eyes and gun locked on him. “Bass or trout?” 

Wide blue eyes targeted hers with laser-like intensity. “Trout, Aeryn. It was a trout.”

Her eyes never left his. Her aim never wavered.

“General Landry, John Crichton.”

Landry tilted his head and smiled. “Thank you for the introduction, Colonel. Debriefing in fifteen minutes. Situation room.”

“Yes, sir.”

She stepped stiff and straight past him, eyes forward. His eyes locked on her retreating form and his feet moved without his knowledge to follow. Two marines flanked him immediately and returned his attention to the general as Aeryn disappeared from his sight. 

“The John Crichton?” Landry’s eyes ran up and down him, measuring, calculating. “Well, Commander, welcome to the SGC. We’ll have to talk later. Right now you have an appointment in the infirmary. Enjoy your stay.” 

At his nod, the marines turned their prisoner and herded him toward the open blast doors. The general’s voice boomed again behind him as they fell into step.            

“Stand down, gentlemen.”

John targeted his gaze down the corridor as they cleared the blast doors but there was no sign of her. His guards hustled him forward as the general’s voice faded. 

“Walter…”

“Working on it now, sir.”

Landry looked at Mitchell and Jackson and jerked his head. “With me.”

They fell into place without a word. Sam met them at the doors.

“Colonel Carter, would you care to enlighten me as to how the good Commander ended up coming through our Stargate? 

“Well sir,” she began, falling into step. “Given what little we know about his last trip to Earth, and the fact that we had no address for the off world activation…there’s nothing that says a naturally occurring wormhole can’t intersect with an artificially created one. However, the statistical probability of that happening is one in…

“…a lot?” Landry guessed.

“Yes, sir. A very lot.” She handwaved vaguely as she walked. “There’s nothing that says that he couldn’t exit his wormhole into our gateroom, but he’s very lucky the iris was open.”

“Yeah.” Mitchell smacked the back of one hand against the palm of the other. “Welcome home.”

“And the statistical probability of the iris being open at the exact time he’s coming through is…”

“I know Colonel.” Landry held up a hand to stop her as they turned at a junction in the corridor. “One in a lot.” 

“Well, we have seen this happen before, sir.”

“Yeah,” Mitchell said quietly. “When Aeryn came through.”

“Yes. And we’ve seen stray energy blasts, like the one on P4A-771, hit the gate and cause a disruption in its normal functioning.” 

Landry pulled up short at the situation room, turned to face the team. “I have a debriefing to conduct, people. Commander Crichton will be in medical for a while. Colonel Carter, see if you can find something definitive on why he showed up on our doorstep. Colonel Mitchell, you’re on seventy-two hour stand down. Go home to your family.”

“Sir…”

“You can read the report later.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

********************
   
The door opened and Jack Crichton entered, flanked by two marines. John took a step, looked at his father’s face, and stopped dead in his tracks.

“It was a trout, John. What was the last Christmas present you got from your sister?”

“Olivia gave me something of mom’s…for Aeryn.”
 
Jack’s head jerked up and to the side slightly, he nodded once to the marine on his left, and both made a silent exit through the door. 

As it slipped closed. Jack crossed the distance to his son in four long strides and pulled him into a hard hug. John’s hand wrapped around his father’s neck to hold him close, eyelids closing against the moisture pooling there.

“God, it’s good to have you back, son.”

His arms tightened, pulled his father closer, felt the full-body shiver run through the older man. Silence wrapped them in the moment before Jack pulled back slightly, put his hands on John’s shoulders and ran hungry eyes over his son’s face.      

“Never thought I’d see you again, boy.”

“Yeah, I know that feeling. Look, can we get outta here?”

“You gotta clear medical. They want you to stay here on the base, but I…they’re gonna let you go with me as soon as the doc gives the ok.”

“Thanks for the clothes. How’d you get here so fast?”

“I live here now. In town.”

“Aeryn?”

“Yeah.”

John ran a hand through his hair, wrapped his neck and dug his fingers in against the tension there. “Can I see her?”

Jack nodded carefully. “Later.”

Blue eyes suddenly narrowed, raked the room. “Can we talk?”

“Yeah.” 

“Wanna tell me what happened?”

“Indulge your old man. You first.”

“Not much to tell.” He shrugged. “I was EVA outside Moya then I was here on the floor.”

“It’s been over five years, John.”

“Yeah, Dad, I know. And then Aeryn came through that…”

“Gate. It’s called a Stargate.”

“It opens up wormholes?”

“Between two gates.”

“So how did I get here?”

“They’re still trying to figure that out.”

He snorted a smile. “Must freak the hell out of them.”

“Actually,” Jack looked at his son, “not as much as the first time it happened.”

His eyes closed as he cracked his neck, his voice soft and low. “When Aeryn came through the gate?” 

“Five years ago.”  

His hands came up to rub at his temples. “Wanna tell me what happened?”    

“Aeryn came through the gate.” Jack shrugged again. “They figured out who she was.”

“She asked to see you?”

“You remember my old friend, George?”

John nodded once. “General Hammond?”

“Yeah. He ran this program before Hank Landry. Let me know Aeryn was here. When push came to shove…”

“…you both decided that the best place for her on Earth was here.”

“It seemed a perfect fit. We could bury her here in the program. Keep her safe from…the others.”

His stomach rolled. “Like Holt?”

“Yeah.”

“And she had skills that…”

“…made her a valuable addition to her team.”       

“Her team?”

“The SGC’s mandate is to make first contact and do preliminary threat assessments. They use teams to do that.”

“And Aeryn has a team.”

“SG-5.”

“And you came here.”

“To be close to her.”

A single knock and the door opened immediately to admit one of the guards.

“Sir?”

“Yes, sergeant?

“Commander Crichton’s been cleared by medical. You can leave when you’re ready.”

“Thank you, sergeant.” 

He watched the door close, turned to face his father. “I wanna see her.”

“John, there are still things you need to know…”

“Yeah, there are. But Aeryn can tell me.” He stepped forward, eyes locked with his father’s. “I wanna see her.” 

“She’s still debriefing.”

“Later?”

“It’s been five years, John. There are things…”

“I need to know. I get that, Dad. Aeryn can tell me. I’ve waited five years to find her. Talk to her.” His hands scrubbed roughly at his face, his voice came thick and low. “I wasted the time I had with her before talking to everyone but her. I’m not going to do that again. I want to see her.”

His father nodded once. “I’ll call her later.”

“Fine. Let’s blow this pop stand.” 
 
********************

He looks at the clock above the counter for the tenth time in as many minutes. Throwing back the last of his coffee, he turns his head to look out the window at passing traffic, waiting for her car to pull into the parking lot. 

It’s occurred to him more than once sitting here that he wouldn’t know her car if it ran over him. It’s also occurred to him that while he craves silence and privacy and time alone with her for this, she’s opted for neutral territory.

He can’t blame her for that.   

He feels her before he sees her, an electric arc running up his spine, cutting through the haze of white noise wrapping his brain. His eyes target the door; lock her in his line of sight. Her eyes are moving, scanning the late night crowd.

His stomach rolls, his insides turn to liquid as a white wave of silence rolls over him. He can see it in her rigid spine, the tight line of her shoulders and jaw. He can feel her; threatened, trapped. Of him. By him. 

It’s a flavor of her he’s never tasted before. It’s ash in his mouth, choking his throat.  

He slides out of the booth, stands facing her, hands out to his sides, palms up. 

It’s all he can do. He can’t move. The steel band around his chest is so tight he can’t draw enough air into his lungs. 

And then she’s moving toward him, long, living strides and easy sway of her hips that have graced his memories forever. He can’t help himself. He thinks the double button indigo boot cut jeans encasing those legs and hips are one more fine addition to his memory. 

Starving eyes devour her, drink every detail in. Her hair is still pulled back in her tight mission braid, but that’s the only thing that remains the same since he saw her last.

Her brown and cream textured tweed pea coat is open and moving with a life of it’s own as she walks, revealing the silk-striped crème necktie shirt she’s wearing over a camisole. A brown pocket shoulder bag is shrugged carelessly over her shoulder. 

It’s an image of her he’d never thought he’d see except in the dreams locked tightly in his heart. Aeryn, looking like any woman he’d see on earth, yet nothing like any woman he’s ever seen before. He’s struck senseless, stupid grin painted across his face as she stops before him, storm-grey eyes wide and looking at him.    

“Hey.”

She shrugs the bag off her shoulder, tosses it onto the bench as she looks at him. “Hello, John.”

“You look great.”

She stiffens suddenly, hands fisting white-knuckled at her sides, the tension in her flaring into rigidity as her eyes shift away. She forces them back to him, forces her shoulders to drop, her hands to uncurl as she crosses her arms in front of her, rubs absently at them.

Her eyes flick to the table. “Can we sit?”

He nods stupidly and reaches to help her with her coat. She steps, shifts slightly, shrugs it off her shoulders, tosses it over her bag, slides smoothly into the booth. 

His hand drops and he can’t do anything but follow her lead. He thinks it’s always been that way, knows he’s ok with that now, wonders why it took him so long.

He also knows he’s on the outside, looking in. Knows he’s on the road home, looking for the door back into her life, looking for her to let him inside, looking to see if she cares anymore. 

He can’t help himself, he still wants to believe.

He’s waited all this time, knows he’ll wait as long as it takes. It’s taken him a lifetime to understand that he’s been desperately seeking grace and hadn’t recognized it standing right in front of him. 

He thinks it’s probably progress that it hadn’t taken him long at all to promise himself that he wouldn’t make that mistake again.    

Time and space converge for him right here, right now. Five cycles on, he’s finally face to face with her, on Earth, sharing a meal. 

A chill runs up his spine.

The irony isn’t lost on him. He feels the separation across the span of a diner’s table in the cold hollow of his gut. The gaping chasm of everything left unspoken, the carnage of things spoken, between them.  

She’s wary. It radiates in waves from her as she sits stiff and still and ramrod straight, hands below the table, eyes looking at something somewhere over his left shoulder. 

He can’t blame her. He’s done a lot of damage. 

He cocks his head, rests an elbow on the table and runs a thumb across his lips. “Have you eaten?”    

She shifts and her eyes return to his as her hands appear, long slender fingers opening the menu on the table in front of her. “Mmmm…”

He’s been here long enough to know the menu by heart. “Are you hungry?”

She picks it up, eyes dancing across the pages. “Mmmm…”

“Evening, folks. I’m Theresa. You guys know what you want?”

He’s waited for this moment to be here, waited for this shot at redemption and restitution. “Can you give us a minute?”

“No problem, folks. Take your time. Can I get you something to drink?”

Her eyes flick up and over as a small smile paints her lips. “Coffee, please.”

He’s wound tighter than a corkscrew, but figures a little more caffeine can’t be a bad thing. “Me, too. Thanks.”

She looks at him over the menu. “Is your father here?”

“No. I dropped him off at his place.”

Theresa materializes at the table again, splashes a black puddle into each of their cups. 

Hungry eyes track her as she reaches for a creamer from the bowl and a little yellow packet. He watches strong, slender fingers pull back the top of the creamer, tilt it slightly and let a thin, white stream swirl into the black. 

She places the empty container on the table, pulls open the top of the yellow packet and pours a shower of white crystals into her cup.

The empty packet joins the empty container on the table. She picks up her spoon and stirs. His eyes never leave her hands, follow them as she lifts her cup.

“Welcome home.”

He leans forward, tries to catch her eyes, his voice low and soft. “That should have been my line.”

She shrugs, blows softly into her coffee. 

“You like coffee.”

“Cream and sugar.” She sets her cup down carefully, gently wraps her hands around it. “Where’s Moya? Are she and Pilot…all right?”

“They were fine when I left them.”

Her head tilts. “Why did you leave them?”

“Because the wormhole pulled me in. Next thing I knew…”

Her eyes drift shut and she exhales softly. “You always did know how to make an entrance.”

“Well, they can tell me what happened when they figure it out.”

She leans forward, rests crossed arms on the table. “You have no idea how you got home?”

“I have no idea how I got…here.”

“You and Sam may be able to…”

“Sam?”

“Samantha. Colonel Carter.”

He barks a laugh. “They’re offering me a job? I freaked them out that bad?”

“Actually,” she raises a slim shoulder, “they handled this much better than the last time.”

“When you came through the gate?”

“Yes.” She reaches for another creamer, rolls it between strong, slender fingers. “And for the same reasons, they’d like to offer you the same protection they did me.”

“They hope I can help them solve their problem with unexpected guests popping through their gate?”

“They think you might have something to offer them.” She sets the creamer down next to the empty, picks up another and lines it up, too. “They can protect you, give you a safe place to work, give you a life while you try to find a way back.”              

“What if I don’t want to go back?”

“Your decision. Your world. I know that…this …” she throws a hand out, palm up, “being back on Earth, filled your head, was your goal.” Her hand finds its way back under her elbow. “And now...you have a second chance. You’re home.” 

He pins her with his eyes, his voice soft and low. “Been a long time since I called this home.” 

He doesn’t want to talk about himself. He wants to know about her.  

“Do you know what happened?” He’s scrambling, still trying to find the right door. “When you came through the gate?”

“No.”

“Was it…hard for you?”

“After the initial…it was easier the second time around. Not so…unnatural. The people at the base were…kind…considerate…”

“Not like Holt?”

“No. They kept any knowledge of my arrival here buried. Holt eventually found out, but by then it was too late. He couldn’t touch me.” She brings her hands up, rests her elbows on the table, her chin on her intertwined fingers.

“And your father was very good to me. He and his friends Hammond and O’Neill and Landry worked very hard to make sure I was protected and that I could integrate myself into the program.” Her eyes focus on a memory. “It really was a perfect fit.”      

Theresa arrives right on time, pen in hand, plastic smile in place. “You folks make up your minds?”

Aeryn holds up her closed menu. “A tuna sandwich and fries, please.”  

Theresa slides it smoothly under her order pad, looks at John. “And for you?”

“I’ll have the same.”

“Ok. I’ll put that right in and get you folks some more coffee.” Grabbing his menu, she turns and moves in the direction of the counter.

“You like coffee and tuna fish sandwiches.” It’s recon and he knows deep in his gut that he sounds as lame and pathetic as he thinks he does. 

She obviously agrees. “I liked coffee and tuna fish sandwiches the last time I was here.”

That’s not somewhere he wants to go now, or maybe ever. The clenching in his gut creeps up and out to camp in his chest. His heart hitches and his lungs seem unwilling to inflate. A sympathetic vise begins squeezing his head, setting up a booming bassline. 

He can’t believe he’s still getting this so wrong when he’s had so much time to practice getting it right. 

He backs off and tries another door. “You have a team.”

“SG-5 needed a Captain. Their Colonel decided it should be me.” 

“Good choice.”

“A year later he was…gone. Our Major moved up, and I followed. Two years later, bad intel left him dead and the team in the middle of a failed joint operations mission.”   

“Field promotion to Lieutenant Colonel?”

“Mmm.”

“You’ve always been very good at what you do.”

Sharp eyes pin him. “Everyone at the SGC is very good at what they do.”

“You like it?”

“Like you said, I’m very good at what I do. It’s important.”

“You’re planet bound.”

“It takes me off-world.” She lifts a shoulder. “And there are worse places to be than here.” 

He wants to see her relax, tries to catch her eyes. “Would that be all right with you?”

“Would what be all right?”

“My staying here.” He tilts his head, lowers his voice. “Becoming part of your SGC.”

“You’re already here.” She shrugs again. “And that would make your father very happy.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.” 

He wants to tell her that he’s not angry all the time anymore, that he’s clean and sober thanks to her, that he’s never stopped thinking about her. That he won’t hurt her anymore. 

He wonders when he lost the ability to talk to her; to get her to talk to him. 

When this became the best he could offer her. “You know, this is nice. Quiet. Kick back and talk. I could get used to this.”

She treads lightly, treads water. “John, how much did your father tell you about the last five years?”

“Pretty much what you just did. I told him I wanted to talk to you. The coin toss wasn’t the only thing that ended badly.” 

He leans forward, hands in plain sight on the table, presses hard to still the trembling, hoping she won’t notice. He’s going to get this right. 

“We have unfinished business, Aeryn, things that I’d like to say.” He gentles his voice. “I spent a lot of time talking at you and around you…I’d like to try…talking to you.” 

She stiffens, wary eyes tracking him like a storm that threatens on the horizon. Her voice is as dead as her eyes. “You mean the baby.”

“I mean you. The baby. Me. Everything.” A small, sad smile pulls at his lips. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

“I made mistakes, John. I made a mess.” Her voice is thick and heavy. “I tried to fix them. Clean up after myself…”

He doesn’t want declarations, doesn’t need apologies. He’s missed her like breathing and he wants to see her smile.

“You don’t have anything to apologize for. Not anymore. You never did.”  

Her eyes flick wildly away, as if searching the room for escape, for release, for safety. He can hear her soft exhale of breath as she brings her wary eyes back to rest on him.
 
“About a cycle after I got here, medical figured out how to release the stasis. I was worried about how long it had been since I’d…conceived, worried about possible effects on the baby from…other things.”

“So you had the stasis released.”

“Yes.”

“Was everything all right?”

“Yes.”

“The baby?”

“A boy.”

He’d thought the heavens held a sense of wonder. Heaven had nothing on the rush of adrenaline firing up his veins. “We have a son.”

She’s quiet, razor sharp and surgically precise. “I have a son.”

Yeah, you just got here asshole. Remember?

That kicks him right in the face. He knows he hasn’t always exactly reacted well to the whole baby thing. He can give her that. Knows he can do better. 

“Is he all right?”

She genuinely smiles for the first time since he’s seen her, as if she can’t help herself. “He is much more than all right.”  

“How old is he?”

“Four years.”

He wants to say he’s sorry. Sorry for the lies, for being so cold, for being what he was. He decides that’s for later, settles for a question.

“What’s his name?”

“Caden.”

“Caden.” He breathes the name, savoring the sound on his lips, in his head, in his heart. 

“Caden Jack.” 

He’s always wanted to believe. 

“For my dad.”

“Here you go, folks.” She sets one plate in front of Aeryn, one in front of John. “I’ll be back with more coffee. You need anything else?”

What he needs is right in front of him, close enough to touch. “No, we’re fine, thanks.”

“Can you bring me a box, please?”

“Sure.” Theresa tilts her head as her eyes move to the couple coming in the door. “No problem.”    

“Caden Jack Mitchell.”

“Mitchell?” His mouth moves even as his brain reels from the sudden kick to the head, refuses to engage as the ice pick drives straight into his brain and glacial cold floods his gut.

An image flashes in his mind’s eye. He knows that name. “Lieutenant Colonel Cameron Mitchell,” he repeats stupidly from memory.

“My husband.” 

He’s suddenly sinking in a white wave of silence as his world blurs around him. “Husband?”

“Yes.”

Theresa drops the box and the check off on her way to another table.

“Aeryn…” He can barely breathe her name. He can barely breathe at all. 

Through the white noise roaring in his head, the white wind rushing in his ears, he wonders why he’s never been able to get this right.

Her voice is soft, demanding his attention. “It’s been a long day. You’re tired. I’m tired.”

Everything’s white then everything’s grey, swirling in his head before a single thought cleaves the mist, leaving behind cold, crystal clarity. “He’s waiting for you.”

“Yes.” She slips her coat over her shoulders, shakes it on. “But I also have duty at 0600 tomorrow. I know there are things we have to say, but now is really not the best time to have this conversation.”

He can’t help the longing, can’t hold back the full-body yearning screaming inside. “When?” 

“Tomorrow.” She grabs her bag, the check, slides out of the booth and out of his space before he can stop her, her voice floating back as she turns her head. “I’ll call.”

His eyes never leave her back. Theresa meets her at the register and she barely breaks her stride, her hand shoving something at the waitress. 

He watches the door swing closed behind her as she disappears into the darkness. 

********************

The house is dark as she pulls into the drive way except for a low light shining in the upstairs corner window. As she shuts off the engine and cuts the lights, shadows from the dogwood dance across the walk in the glare of the streetlight. 

She steps out of the car in one liquid motion, quietly closes the door and makes her way to the front porch. The key slides smoothly into the lock and turns silently. Her hand on the door knob twists slightly, and she steps up and in. 

She doesn’t hit the foyer lights, stands for a moment letting her eyes adjust to the darker light of the hallway as she slips her shoes off her feet, her coat off her shoulders and into the closet. 

Moving silently, she covers the distance to the back of the house, hits the light switch in the kitchen. She hears the water start to run upstairs as she moves to make her rounds, check the perimeter.    

The door to the garage, the French doors to the sunroom, locked. She flicks off the light on her way back down the hallway, turns the deadbolt on the front door. 

Silence envelops her as she pads to the top of the stairs. It’s darker here and the sound of the water is closer. 

The small sound of breathing greets her as she steps through the door in front of her, and her eyes quickly adjust. Three steps take her to the bed. 

She feathers her fingertips over the sleeping body curled under the comforter, bends to press her lips to a warm forehead. With a final touch to a warm, smooth cheek, she turns and leaves the room.

Across the hall, streams of silver moonlight slip through drawn curtains, bathing the room in a pale glow. She enters silently, makes out the shape of a small body and crosses to the bed. Her fingers ghost along the tiny arm clutching a small, white bear. 

She reaches over, pulls the covers up over the raised butt, bends over to kiss smooth, silky hair. She can’t help the smile that softens her lips as she makes her way out of the room and down the hallway.

She enters the room, closes the door. A ribbon of light slivers through the closed bathroom door, as she moves to the bed and unbuttons her shirt. It’s tossed to a corner and her hands grab the hem of her camisole to pull it up and over her head. It follows the shirt. 

She slides her hands down her braid, pulls gently at the band, unplaits the long silk strands. Her hands roam her scalp, fingertips gently massaging as she works the worst of the kinks out of the base of her neck. 

Slender fingers undo a hook and eye, slide a zipper down. Pants and panties slide over the flare of her hips as she shimmies, and she kicks both to join the growing pile in the corner. Her hands reach back to undo her bra.

The rush of cool air over his warm, wet body as he stands under the spray lets him know she’s there. He breathes deeply, forehead pillowed on his hands against the shower wall. 

The waterfall pounding against his tight shoulders hasn’t encouraged them to loosen up and he knows she can feel that as her hands slide along water slick skin, strong slender fingers probing and digging out hard knots of tension. 

His shoulders drop, his body eases, welcoming her touch. He pushes off the wall, back through the spray and straightens. His hands drop back and meet hers, fingers intertwining and pulling her forward. “Are you ok?”

She needs to feel him, craves him strong and solid and safe against her, the physical here and now. 

She presses up against him, breasts pillowed against his back as she wraps slender arms around his narrow waist, molds herself to him. She rests her cheek on his shoulder, takes in the clean, fresh scent of his skin, whispers into the hollow of his neck. “I will be.”

He turns slowly in her arms, wrapping his around her and lifting as his lips press hers. The walls spin as she curves an arm around his shoulders and a hand around his neck to hold him close. 

The reality of him floods her senses, sight, touch, smell, and a welcome warmth that has nothing to do with the waterfall cascading over her that settles in her gut, pools in her chest. 

She hadn’t known she’d been so cold.

He loosens his grip on her slightly, lets her body glide down his. Her hands slip around his neck, slide down his spine, settle on his hips to pull him closer. She can feel his full body shiver, feel him hard and ready and wanting.

His lips leave hers as his hands come up to cup her face, tilt her head back into the warm mist. His hand wraps around her neck, bringing her lips back to his as his arms circle her again and lift, spinning her out of the spray.

She knows what he wants. To run his hands, lathered and slick through her hair, glide them along her body, seeking all his favorite spots, watch her with heavy-lidded eyes as she responds to him.

She wants something else. Needs it like she needs him.

Her hands slide up his sides, ghost across his chest and she smiles as his head tilts and his lips fuse to hers in a deep, wet, open mouth kiss.

His tongue twines with hers, seeking, searching, mapping territory as familiar as the skin his hands glide over as he crushes her to him. She pushes against him, walks him back through the waterfall of water, presses him against the back wall.

Strong slender fingers feather down his face, his neck, to glide along broad shoulders. Tearing her lips from his, storm grey eyes meet cerulean blue ones dark with desire. Palms down, she presses hard and he slides slowly down the wall.

She follows him down slowly, her body gliding against him, gracing him with satin friction as she pins him beneath her. 

She cants her hips, feels him hard and hot beneath her, opens to him as she glides along his length. She’s needful and wanting, molds herself to him, lips to hips. He’s waiting for her, hands anchored on her hips, fingers digging in deep, lips and tongues melding.

She’s on her knees, rises to run herself over his swollen tip, feels him straining, seeking entrance. She swallows a groan as she suddenly shifts, takes him in, slowly sliding down until she is seated comfortably on him, his entire length buried deep inside her, the connection complete. 

She’s not sure how long she holds him there, the warm spray spilling over them, the sound of their breathing soft in her ears. 

She begins to move, slowly, surely setting up a rhythm as familiar and comfortable as the beating of her heart. He wraps strong arms around her, holds her close, letting her take what she needs.

She buries her fingers in his hair and begins moving faster as his large hands settle again on the curve of her hips, anchoring her, guiding her as she drives them both.

He’s close. 

She feels it in his wildly beating heart against her chest, the harshness of his breathing as his hands clutch her to him. She clenches inner muscles, moves over him as he moans and arches into her. Stars explode behind her closed eyes as she follows him into blown out bliss, collapsing into him.

His warm breath ghosts along her cheek as she nuzzles his, buries her face in the warm, welcoming join of his neck and shoulder, murmurs the words he taught her, words engraved on her ring and in her heart. “Mo ghaol ort.”

His arms pull her tighter to him as he shivers and settles beneath her, his lips at her ear. “I love you, too.”                                            

********************

The numbers at the bedside glowed red in the silver slivers of moonlight streaming into the darkness of the room. She was lying on her side, her favored sleeping position, familiar and comfortable as the body wrapping hers. 

He’d spooned in close behind her fused head to toe, his hand curled in her hair, his face nestled close to hers, his breathing soft and slow in her ear.  

She knew she should be sleeping. She had to get up in three hours. Instead she shifted gently in his embrace, slipped his arm from around her middle, maneuvered herself to the edge of their bed and to her feet. 

He followed her, rolling to his stomach, burying his face and hands with a soft sigh into the pillow and warmth she’d left behind.

She stood still as a statue until his slow, even breathing told her he was still deeply asleep. Silently, she pulled sleep pants on, up and over her hips. She snagged her camisole and moved with long, measured steps to the door. 

Twisting the knob, she slipped into the hallway, past the bedrooms, down the stairs. Bare feet didn’t register the cold of the kitchen floor after the warmth of the carpet as she made her way past dancing shadows to the French doors.

Soft moonlight flooded the sunroom as she moved to her spot and sank into the soft, overstuffed cushion of her favorite chair, sank into the silence wrapping her. 

She folded her legs up and under, wrapped her arms around her middle and curled tightly into herself, head tilted back, staring up through the glass roof at the glittering pinpricks of light in the black sky.
