
What has happened to it all?
Crazy, some are saying
Where is the life that I recognize?
Gone away

But I won’t cry for yesterday
There’s an ordinary world
Somehow I have to find
And as I try to make my way
To the ordinary world
I will learn to survive

Ordinary World
Duran Duran


Liquid red streams of light shone bright in the pitch black silence of the room, flowed, and then formed to the hour.

Arn.

It would have been arn she thought, in another place, another time. Now, here in this place, she sat cross-legged on her bed, on sheets no longer Moya’s soft, warm gold, on a blanket still uncomfortably unfamiliar.

Spine stiff, hands curled loosely in her lap, she listened to the soft sound of her breathing.

Hour.

It was hour now. She had to remember. Hours to fill until she had duty again. Hours until the commissary opened and she could begin at least the pretense of a normal rotation.

Weekend not weeken.

She thought that at some point in the near future, whether it was arns or hours or weekends or weekens, she really would like to be able to sleep. She should be able to sleep. The physical and mental disorientation she’d felt since her arrival was gone.

She’d slid back into her skin, a better, more familiar fit again and now, reclaimed and filled with purpose, rhythm, and a familiar cadence. She was a soldier among soldiers again, not something else; not the passive vessel, not the game piece of the past cycle and more.

She was herself. Delivered to another crossroad, she could step into her life and be strong enough to carry what she brought with her.

The knock came so quietly that she wasn’t sure she’d heard it. It came again, just a little louder the second time. She was off the bed and across the room in three steps, padding on silent feet. A quick twist of her wrist opened the door and she blinked in the sudden light that spilled into her room.

Samantha Carter stood easy in the empty corridor; almost unrecognizable dressed in jeans and not BDUs.

“Good morning.” Sam’s wide, clear-blue eyes and a smile that was too bright for this early in the morning suggested she’d obviously been up for awhile.

“Ma’m.” Aeryn straightened slightly, narrowed eyes focused on the carryout cup Carter held in her hand.

Sam’s smile flashed a little brighter. “I thought you might be up.”

Aeryn stepped back, slid her hand over the light switch and blinked again as she gestured her visitor in. “Why?”

Sam brushed past her, into quarters so bare-boned and spartan they looked like the uninhabited ones kept for temporary personnel. Running quick eyes around the room, she couldn’t find one item that suggested the room was occupied. The bed didn’t even look slept in.

She’d been right; Sun had definitely gone to ground. “You mentioned you’ve been having trouble sleeping.”

Aeryn pushed the door shut with one hand and spoke to Sam’s back. “So… you thought you’d like to share my…

“…insomnia?” Sam turned to face her, the smile tugging at the corners of her lips again. “No, not really. I thought you might like to get out of here.”

She reached out and offered Aeryn the cup. “At least for a while. You haven’t been outside…”

“…since I arrived here.” Long, lean fingers wrapped around the warmth of the cup. She slid a neutral gaze toward Carter, gathering intel, and mapped the unfamiliar terrain of a superior officer in her quarters behind carefully blank eyes. “Does anyone know we’re leaving?”

“Mitchell and Daniel.” Sam shrugged slightly, waving a hand carelessly, palm out. “In case they need to find us.”

Standing stiff, standing her ground, she radiated a wave of unease as an eyebrow arched in question. “Landry?”

“Landry hasn’t said you can’t leave.” Sam shrugged again. “And if he needs one of us…”

“Mitchell and Daniel.” Aeryn raised the cup and sipped carefully.

Sam’s lips twitched again. “Right.”

Breathing out on a soft exhale, Aeryn leveled hooded, blue-grey eyes at the woman standing in front of her. “So…”

Sam ran her calm, cool gaze up and down, taking in the black sports bra and sleep shorts Aeryn wore. Spinning on her heel she crossed the room and reached the closet in less than half a dozen strides.

Her arm disappeared as she rummaged around inside, then reappeared as she tossed out a pair of jeans that landed on the bed. “So put these on.”

Moving over to the dresser, she dropped into a crouch, fishing in a drawer for socks. She flipped them over her shoulder without looking. “These too.”

Aeryn one handed the socks, tossed them on the bed, put down the coffee, and slipped out of her shorts.

Pulling open another drawer, Sam dragged a tank top out, handing it off as she made her way back to the closet. “And this.”

Hunkering down again, she ran her hand over the collection of shoes, pulled out a pair, and shoved them at Aeryn. “And these for now.”

Tossing the tank on the bed, Aeryn dropped the shoes and snagged the jeans. “For now?”

“We’ll stop at REI on our way.”

“On our way?” Aeryn shoved a leg into the jeans. “Where are we going?”

The smile tugged at Sam’s lips again, making her eyes crinkle. “Are you hungry?”

Shimmying into the jeans, Aeryn zipped and buttoned, then grabbed the tank. “Yes.”

“First stop is breakfast.”

She pulled the shirt over her head, slid her arms through, and worked it down to her waist. “First stop?”

“Denny’s.”

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

Slipping into her side of the booth and squinting against the glare of the morning sun’s bright, yellow-gold slivers assaulting her eyes, Aeryn reached over to twist the window blinds closed.

“Can I start you ladies out with some coffee?” Happy, shiny smile pasted firmly in place, the hostess slid menus into place in front of them as she dropped napkin wrapped utensils. “Or maybe something else to drink?”

Sam flashed her own small smile at the girl. “Coffee’s fine.”

“Great.” The hostess cocked her head, her eyes targeting the couple just coming in the door. “I’ll send your server right over to get your order.”

Sam buried her attention in the menu as the hostess walked away. She’d been here often enough to know it by heart, but the tight line of Aeryn’s shoulders and jaw suggested she needed some semblance of privacy as she ran professional eyes around the room taking in the couples, the families, and the weekend dads out for breakfast with their kids.

Finishing her recon, Aeryn leaned her elbow on table the table, dropped her chin into her palm, and focused on Sam. “Would you like to tell me or would you like me to guess?”

Sam pulled her eyes out of her menu and flipped her cup upright on its saucer. “Do you like to climb?”

Strong, slender fingers tapped gently against her own cup for long seconds before Aeryn turned hers over. “Climb?”

“Hello, ladies.” Their waitress, young, tall, tan, with a slight southern drawl and her long blonde hair pulled up in a high ponytail, materialized at the table and splashed black puddles into both cups. “I’m Amy and I’ll be your server this morning. Do you know what you want or do you still need a few minutes?”

Sam waved a vaguely apologetic hand. “I come here a lot so I know what I want. Do you…”

Aeryn stiffened with a quick, hard shake of her head as she slid her menu toward Sam. Staccato words escaped the small, tight smile that flattened her lips. “No. I’m fine. Go ahead.”

Sam tilted her head toward Amy and handed her the menus. “I’ll have the French Toast Platter. All sausage, please.”

Sitting stiff and still and ramrod straight, hands folded in front of her on the table, Aeryn lifted her eyes to the waitress. “I’ll have the same.”

“I’ll have that right up for you.” Amy’s plastic smile flashed big and bright and then she was gone.

“General, technical climbing.” Shifting slightly in her seat, Sam settled more comfortably in the booth. “Sport climbing. We have some great rock faces in our parks.”

One hand flipped over slightly, palm up. “If you don’t, there are trails for hiking and…” Her palm dropped back to rest on the table as her pale blue eyes rested on Aeryn. “I just thought you could really use some time outside.”

Reaching over, Aeryn pulled a creamer from the pile in the bowl. Long, lean fingers peeled back the top and poured as she watched the white stream slowly swirl into her coffee. “It’s been a long time…but yes, I climb. The last time…” Her eyes snapped up to Sam. “You are expert, aren’t you?”

“Yeah.” Sam snagged a creamer of her own. “I’m expert.”

Aeryn leaned forward again, arms crossed on the table, her words sharp and precise. “Not just on a wall, but out on the real thing.”

“Yeah, I’ve climbed the route we’ll take today.” A small, confused smile pulled at Sam’s lips as she lifted her cup. “Why?”

“The last time I climbed…” She snagged a little yellow packet from the stack, pulled open the top and showered white crystals into her coffee. “My partner guaranteed me that he was expert.”

Sam blew softly on her coffee and sipped carefully. “And?”

“He was expert at his training facility.” Aeryn snorted harshly and set the packet on the table next to the empty creamer. “He’d never climbed outside it.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Setting her cup back down, Sam leaned her chin into her palm. “Then why did he ask you to go climbing?”

Aeryn relaxed back into her seat and waved a hand dismissively, a suddenly sad smile pulling at her lips. “Stupid planet with stupid mating customs.”

“Here you go ladies.” Appearing at the side of the table, Amy slid identical platters in front of them. “Is there anything else I can get you, right now?”

Sam tapped a long forefinger on her cup. “More coffee would be good, thanks.”

“I’ll be right back.” She slid the check onto the table and spun on her heel.

“So what happened?”

“On the cliff all he managed to do was frighten himself out of his mind. And when I came back down to get him, he managed to pull me off.” She cocked her head and exhaled softly. “Sent us both on a very nasty fall.”

“Were you hurt?”

Aeryn reached for the syrup. “Just a broken leg.”

Sam settled her napkin in her lap. “And him?”

“I got to drag him to safety.” Aeryn slid her teeth over her lower lip, gaze settling on the far wall over Sam’s shoulder, falling into memory. “Frelling yotz.”

“I think I get the frell…it’s like the word that starts with F…

Shaking herself slightly, Aeryn drizzled a thin trail of translucent, golden-brown over the peaks and valleys on her plate. “…and rhymes with truck.”

Sam reached over for the syrup and began drawing concentric circles on her French toast. “But yotz?”

Aeryn lifted a shoulder. “Idiot.”

Snorting softly, Sam slid the syrup neatly into slot between the sugar and the ketchup. “Imbecile.”

Grabbing her fork and knife, Aeryn began dissecting her sausage. “Jerk.”

Sam began dividing up her larger triangles into smaller ones. “Jackass.”

“Asshat.”

Sam snorted and stared. “Asshat?”

Aeryn dropped her fork and knife and slapped a hand over her mouth as her eyes went wide. Sliding the hand down, she rested her chin on loosely curled fingers. “Urban dictionary.” She lifted a shoulder as a half smile pulled at the corner of her lips. “It’s more interesting than Webster’s.”

Sam shook her head slightly. “You really do need to get out if you’ve been reading the dictionary.”

“Surfing the web, actually.” Aeryn snagged her fork. “And Urban dictionary beats dictionary.com.”

“Urban dictionary?”

“It has eighteen pages of ways to use…”

Sam threw up both hands, eyebrows climbing over big, bright eyes, lips pulling up in a mile wide grin. “I get it.”

“And then there’s that really great vid...” She waved the fork carelessly at Sam. “About all the ways…”

Her face scrunched as she let the grin go and tilted her head, mentally running through the myriad possibilities. “Monty Python?”

Aeryn’s eyes glowed bright as a huge smile painted her lips and she threw her hands up in triumph. “Yes.”

“Ok. Ok.” Sam’s own hands came up, palms out. “I’ve seen that.”

“More coffee ladies?”

Sam shoved her cup over to Amy, watched her splash two cups and then slid her eyes back to Aeryn. “You dragged him to safety. With a broken leg? I’d say you were lucky.”

“Right.” Aeryn speared a piece of French toast and shoved it in her mouth in one fluid motion, murmuring around the mouthful as she chewed. “Lucky.”

“I promise you I’m expert.” Sam stabbed at a sausage. “And I am not the one who wants to date you.”

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

The sun was high in a bright blue, cloudless sky and a whisper of wind ruffled her hair as Sam pulled the jeep into the first empty spot she saw.

Aeryn’s voice was quiet and low as she exhaled softly. “This place is beautiful.”

Sam switched off the ignition and pulled the key. “It’s called Garden of the Gods.”

“The rock is an…unusual color.”

Unbuckling her seat belt, Sam ran a hand through her hair, brushing stray stands back out of her face. “It’s red sandstone that stretches from Red Rock Canyon to Ute Valley Park. These formations date back about three hundred million years.”

Aeryn raised a hand to shade her eyes and pointed with the other to the southern skyline in the distance. “What’s that?”

“That’s Pike’s Peak. In 1859 gold was discovered, and because it sits at the foot of Ute Pass, it became the major route for everyone coming across the plains headed west.”

“It’s spectacular.”

“If you think this is something, wait until you get to the top of North Gateway.” Sam popped open the driver’s side door. “Come on.”

Aeryn met her at the back of the jeep. “What’s that?”

“Sunblock.” Sam handed her the tube. “Cover your arms and your shoulders. Any exposed areas.”

“What are we climbing today?” She slathered up and handed the tube back to Sam.

Sam coated herself, arms and face, reached into the open back of the jeep, pulled a pair of harnesses out and handed one to Aeryn. “We’re climbing North Gateway.”

Aeryn flipped the harness over her shoulder. “You have a route?”

Reaching back into the jeep, Sam snagged quick draws, carabiners, belays, rappel devices, and two helmets. “We’ll take the Lower Finger Traverse over to the Finger Ramp. We’ll lead that and then top-rope to the Finger.”

She offered a helmet to Aeryn and split the gear between them. “Ready?”

Aeryn dumped the gear into her helmet. “Yes.”

Sam pulled the rope out of the jeep. “Let’s go.”

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

White, salmon, and maroon towers and spires marked their passage along the gently twisting ribbon of trail winding through the green grass, the scrub, and the trees.

Then they were standing between a pair of towers and the only thing lacking was an ocean in the background. That climb was still impressive in her memory.

“The life zone sequence is a vertical one that changes with elevation rather a horizontal one that changes with latitude. You can travel the ecological equivalent of five thousand miles north while traversing only two miles in altitude.”

The sun painted broad yellow-rose-gold brushstrokes on the canvas of Pike’s Peak and the horizon. It was different from the sun and the blue of the sky and the ocean, the colors she’d known in Florida and remembered.

“In 1993 ancient hearths of stones were found by an archaeologist…well, maybe recognized is a better word since they were visible but no one had realized the significance of the stones or the charcoal coloring of the ground before that.”

It was different from her first view of Mt. Kilimanjaro. Different from things she held deep in her memory, things that were gone but not forgotten.

“Some of them were recent, probably used by the Ute Indians who visited here on a regular basis. Others were much older, buried under feet of sediment. Runoff water cut down a channel into the sediment revealing the hearth in side view and charcoal from that one was carbon dated to about thirty-three hundred years ago.”

She’d never thought she’d miss such things, but now the sun was welcome warmth, one she felt deep down to her bones.

“It’s thought they were nomadic hunters and gatherers. They hunted on foot with spears and used the local plants for food and basket weaving. Actually, they used the same resources as the later Utes.”

It was all about expectations, and looking at the towers she realized this was not so very different than the badlands.

“Buffalo, wolves, antelope, elk, bears, deer, bighorn sheep, coyotes, foxes, rabbits.”

And she realized that if she listened carefully, she could still hear Dregon.

“They also found pottery here in the Garden. It’s from a bowl of some kind, similar to the Mesa Verde from 575 to 900 AD. It means people traveled widely on foot, before the Spanish brought horses.”

Sam started ahead and had gone less than a half dozen steps when she realized Aeryn wasn’t next to her.

Turning, she tilted her head in question. “What?”

“You really are SG-1 tech girl.” A sudden smile exploded full blown on her face.

Sam snorted. “Very funny.” She jerked her head. “Let’s go.”

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

“Anchors already in place?” Aeryn rolled her shoulders, cracked her neck, and adjusted herself more securely in her harness.

“Yes. ARI came through and took care of replacing all the worn out and badly fixed hardware.” Sam raised an arm and pointed. “You can see them there to the right in the shadow.” She began a final check of her gear. “Be careful though. The quality of the rock is inconsistent. It makes climbing extremely…interesting.”

Aeryn ran her own final check, tugging on quick draws, carabiners, belays, and rappel devices. “Couldn’t be much more…interesting than my last climb.”

Sam shifted slightly, checking her pack. “With the frelling yotz?”

Aeryn snorted a laugh. “Yeah.”

Sam held out the rope, testing the weight in her hand. “So you want to lead or second?”

Aeryn’s lips twitched to the left. “I’ll second this time.”

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

She’d forgotten how long it’d been since she’d seen the sun. Any sun.

Quarantine. Medical exams. Psych evaluations. What do you see?

She’d seen a displacement engine. A small white module. She’d seen a fireball explode from a star, large enough and hot enough to vaporize a Scarran Dreadnaught.

Her fingers crawled along the rock face searching for a hand hold.

She’d seen the swirling blue of a wormhole. Seen it reflected in dying blue eyes.

Her foot slid into a crevice.

She’d seen that swirling blue shut down in a still living body that refused to touch or engage her.

A body that no longer wanted her.

She’d never told them what she’d seen.

And now this was not so different from the badlands where she’d felt Dregon dangling, pulling her off and down.

Laying on the ground with Dregon, a small campfire between you.

Emotional pain. You wear it like a badge. It means you’ve been there. And it can’t get calloused, because each hurt stings like the first.

She was tired of the pain.

Why would you want that?

Because of all the days before it hurts. The good days, when you’re in love.

Do you really think you’re that special? You leave and then you come back. What do you think I do in the meantime? You think I wait? You really think there’s been no one else?

Wind whispered against her skin with the ghost of memory that had burned itself into her heart and mind.

You left me on the Royal Planet? Remember? I got married and fathered a kid. And you weren’t there. Too busy running away. But Chatto was there. In more ways than one. Fucked that PK tralk. Did ya know that, Aeryn?

She breathed deep, trying to calm her breathing, the racing of her heart, the pounding of her pulse as she angled herself and splayed across the rock face reaching for the anchor.

And Caroline? You remember Caroline? Ever wonder what I was doing in that cabin with her? Let me tell you. She was fucking my brains loose. You really think I was thinking about you while I was nailing her? That I was fucking her because I loved you? Newsflash, baby. I don’t need you.

She’d hoped. She’d tried. She’d mourned what had been lost. She’d tried to rebuild, to reclaim, but she knew that was gone.

She’d loved him with everything in her. Both of him. All of him. And it hadn’t been enough.

She’d left him. Left everything, and everyone.

She’d always seen the end with utter clarity. And she’d been right. That life had been real.

Once.

Sharp, stabbing pain, vicious and vociferous, alive and threatening to swallow her whole.

Penetrating trauma. No way to seal the wound.

Loss, longing, and loneliness burning so deep and so fierce inside her, into her heart and mind that she’d gone to Valldon to die, to kill the pain.

She’d wanted to jump.

Drowning in a crimson wave of rage, regret, and betrayal, bleeding grief, looking for deliverance and too lost to be saved, she still wasn’t sure why she hadn’t.

No way to staunch the hemorrhage of life. No tourniquet.

She’d killed her mother instead.

And then it had shifted, listed badly to the unforeseen. No longer sharp, clean pain, she was living with ghosts and floating in the acrid haze of everything that had burned to ash under her touch.

An endless, mindless murk; featureless, unfeeling, where nothing moved and all was voiceless, paralyzed waiting.

No rhyme. No reason. No cadence.

No armor. No protection. No hope.

She’d been unable to breathe in the slow death of dreams that she’d finally buried. Now it was just a dull, empty ache; the grey, charred ember of something gone, lost except in the deepest recess of memory.

She’d been alone, and then she was somebody else. She’d changed and she was not the same.

Somewhere between the isolation and the quarantine it had happened. And she’d never even noticed.

She felt the tension bleed out, the pressure ease in her chest. She felt suddenly light, lighter than she had in cycles, as clear as the cloudless blue sky around her.

Free.

He was safe on Moya. Off the old witch’s drugs. He was a survivor.

She could not take what he would not give her. She thought she’d known that forever, deep in her heart, in her bones, but the irony wasn’t lost on her that it was here on his homeworld that she finally understood.

And so she let him go.

Suddenly she was free and falling, jerking to a bone jarring stop as the rope ran out. She rotated quickly, smacking her shoulder hard into the rock face.

“Watch out.” Sam’s voice came clear and sharp. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” She breathed deeply. “I’m fine.”

She leaned her forehead against the rock face and thought that just might be true for the first time in cycles.

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

She thought the view really was spectacular, as impressive as anything she’d ever seen or could remember. Wrapping her arms around herself, she starred at the mountain that dominated the southern horizon and thought that Sam had been right.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” Sam tilted her head and lifted her hand to shade her eyes as she squinted against the glare of the sun on its mid-afternoon arc.

She wondered when Carter had become Sam. “Bringing me here.”

Sam bumped her with a shoulder. “Don’t mention it.”

Aeryn tilted her head, a slow smile stretching her lips. “Why would I ever mention it?”

“It’s good to get outside.” Sam straightened and stretched. “Get some perspective.”

She looked down, watching climbers below them crawling across the rock face. “Perspective is good.”

Turning, Sam chivvied her in from the edge. “So, did I do all right?”

“All right?” She dropped gracefully, folding herself fluidly, pulling her legs up to her chest and wrapping her arms around them.

“Expert enough?” Sam upended her water bottle, taking a long pull before holding it out to Aeryn. “Not like your frelling yotz?”

“Nothing like my frelling yotz.” Stretching a long, lean arm out, she took it and splashed some water on her face before taking a hit off the bottle. “I’d be happy to do this with you again.”

Sam dropped beside her. “He asked you to do it again?”

“He was hoping we could…go out again.”

“You’re kidding me, right?

The smile exploded full blown on her face. “No.”

“Do you miss him?”

“Frell no.” She rolled the bottle between her hands as the smile dimmed. “It wasn’t like he was a comrade or a friend or a recreation partner…or anything.”

“He was…”

“…just someone who wanted to spend some time with me.” She let the smile go. “He was actually quite nice.”

“You miss him.”

“No.” Sitting here, she thought it was easy to believe she could reach up and touch the sky. “But I remember him.”

Sam slid her eyes over to the woman sitting next to her. “So you’re single?”

If she let herself think about it, the red-gold of the sun on the front range reminded her of Moya’s golden glow. “Single?”

“Unattached. No one waiting for you to come back.”

“No.” She remembered sitting outside under a dark, moonless night sky which could have been the pitch black of space. And if the stars were farther away than they’d been before, she thought that there were worse places to be than here. “There’s no one waiting. You?”

“Me?”

Aeryn took a long pull off the bottle. “Are you single?”

“No.”

She held out the bottle to Sam. “Jackson? Mitchell? Teal’c?”

“No. No one at SG-1.” Snorting a soft exhale, a small smile pulled at the corners her lips. “And definitely not Mitchell.”

“Why? Because it’s prohibited?” Resting her cheek on her knee; she fixed eyes narrowed against the iridescent glare of the sun on the woman sitting next to her. “No personal indulgences?”

“Not in your chain of command.” Sam began reworking her lines. “They may not encourage it, but outside that involvement is generally overlooked. And as far as Mitchell goes, it’s never been like that for us, chain of command or not.

Aeryn’s own hands worked her lines. “Why not?”

“I’ve known him forever.” Sam was on her feet and moving to find their anchors. “Military brats. And besides,” she threw back over her shoulder, “it’s not me he’s interested in.”

Aeryn’s eyes tracked her as she moved. “You’re suggesting…”

Sam stopped in her tracks and her head swiveled a quarter turn. “He’s not in your chain of command.”

Aeryn uncurled herself and rose in one fluid motion. “Race you to the bottom.”

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

They rounded the bend and ran right into him.

“Hey. You’re back.”

Sam flashed a hint of a smile as Cam looked past her to Aeryn. “Yep.”

“Have a good day?”

Aeryn’s lips twitched at the corners and her eyes softened. “A very good day.”

He reached out and feathered a finger down her cheek. “Looks like you got some sun.”

She tilted her head slightly at the touch. “We were out at Garden of the Gods.”

He pulled his hand back slowly, fingers curling into a loose fist as it dropped to his side. “Climbing?”

Sam’s voice floated between them. “Yeah.”

“It’s almost dinner time. You guys must be hungry.” He bounced on his feet as his gaze flicked between the two women before coming back to rest on Aeryn. “Unless you already stopped to eat?”

“No.” Aeryn lifted a slightly reddened shoulder. “We came right back here.”

His clear, bright blue eyes the color of the sky she’d seen today locked on hers. “You wanna go grab something?”

“I’m gonna have to take a rain check. I’ve got plans.” Sam’s lips pulled up in a small smile that neither one of them noticed. “But you guys can go ahead without me.” She took a step back and waved a hand, rolled her eyes as she saw them paying no attention, and spun on her heel.

They stood staring at each other as the sound of her boot steps faded.

Shifting slightly on his feet, he raised a hand, wrapping his neck. He flicked his eyes to the side, dropped them to the floor, and then slid them back to her, warm and inviting and just a little bit hopeful. “So…you wanna?”

She felt herself relax into the invitation, the welcome warmth, and a small thrill of something she’d thought lost flared deep inside her. “Wanna what?”

“Get something to eat.” He reached up and scratched behind his ear. “With me.”

She held her arms out, palms up, her face slightly scrunched. “I need to get cleaned up.”

“That’s ok.” A small smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “I’ve gotta finish some reports…and then change.” He shoved his hands deep in his pockets and rocked on his heels. “It’ll take me about half an hour, and then I can come back and get you.”

A quick twist of the corner of her mouth curved up into a half smile. “Half an hour?”

His grin flashed from ear to ear. “Yeah.”

He turned and they fell into step, walking the final distance to her quarters.

Leaning forward, he opened the door and stood aside just enough to let her pass. “I’ll be back to pick you up.”

Her head tilted slightly as she slid past him. “I’ll be here.”

She turned and closed the door slowly. He stood there grinning like a loon until it shut with a quiet snick, and then spun on his heel and took off double time down the hall.
