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


Through Glass

I'm looking at you through the glass
Don't know how much time has passed
Oh God it feels like forever
But no one ever tells you that forever
Feels like home
Sitting all alone inside your head

Through Glass
Stone Sour

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

“Lieutenant Colonel Cameron Mitchell.”

“My husband.”

“More coffee?”

His eyes snapped open and he did a double-take. “What?”

She lifted the pot into his line of sight. “Would you like more coffee?”

His eyes raked the almost deserted diner. “Where’s Theresa?”

“She’s gone.” The new girl shifted slightly, rested her free hand on her hip, elbow cocked at an annoyed angle. “Her shift was over a couple of hours ago.”

“Husband?”

“It’s been a long day. You’re tired. I’m tired.”

“He’s waiting for you.”

She popped her gum and lifted the pot again. “So?”

“No thanks.” He sagged just a little, shoulders curling forward as he tilted his head and slid his eyes to her. “I’ll just take the check.”

Her pointed gaze assessed the tip free table. “Your bill’s already been taken care of.”

Theresa met her at the register and she barely broke her stride, shoving something at the waitress as you watched the door swing closed behind her.

He shifted in his seat, fished in the front pocket of his jeans, pulled out some crumbled ones and handed them to her. “Thanks.”

“I’ll call.”

She flashed him a plastic smile as she spun on her heel and moved on to the couple sitting two booths up.

He breathed deep and blew out a soft exhale, slid out of his seat and got stiffly to his feet. Reaching over, he snagged his jacket; shrugged himself into it as he walked toward the front door.

The night manager looked up from balancing the register, threw a bored smile in his direction as he passed the counter. “Have a good night.”

His hands clenched reflexively, morphing into tight, white-knuckled fists. A gauzy black haze of grief hung just behind his eyes; and flashes of light shimmered and danced in suddenly blurred vision.

The taste of ash flooded his mouth, closing his throat, choking him. “You too.”

Pushing through the double glass doors, he shoved his fists into his pockets and hunched his shoulders against the cold night air as he headed across the parking lot.

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

The house was dark as he swung into the driveway, shifted into park, and killed the engine. He pulled the keys out of the ignition, popped the door and leveraged himself out of his seat.

The sound of the door swinging shut exploded in the stillness. He leaned back against the car, limbs heavy like lead, suddenly too tired to move.

His head ached; pounded in time with his pulse, a low, dull thudding. Her voice echoed in his skull, reverberated deep in his bones; soft words that sliced deep and hollowed him out to his core.

Looking up, he folded his arms over a tight chest, wrapped himself up in the dark and the quiet.

It was a beautiful night; the sky the color of her hair. A full moon hung bright-white and perfect against a pitch black, starless canvas.

The street was silent. Shadows and tiny flurries that held the promise of the first snow danced under the glow of the streetlight and in the cold breeze that whispered in the tree branches.

A shiver worked its way through him at the touch of another breath of cold air. Shrugging deeper into his jacket, he pushed off the car and began the walk toward the dark house.

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

He slid through the door, closed it quietly, and toed off his shoes. A soft stream of moonlight spilled through the window as he stood stiff and still; listening to the silence, letting his eyes adjust to the deeper darkness inside the house before padding down the hall to the study on soundless feet.

“Dad.” He stepped through the door, kept his voice even and low. “Wake up.”

Jack startled at the soft command. His eyes snapped open as he twitched to consciousness, blinked against the light that seeped through his half-closed lids, stabbed at his sleep-soaked brain like an ice pick as he shifted slightly in the deep cushions of his chair.

“John.” He tilted his head and looked up, groggy and trying to focus on the still slightly blurred outline in front of him. “What time is it?”

John’s voice floated softly in quiet of the den. “It’s late.”

He rubbed the heels of his hands hard against his eyes and blinked again; thought he heard his eyelids scraping against grit as he finally locked his gaze on his son. “You’ve been gone a long time.”

“Yeah.”

John’s tone was a warning that cut through the fog wrapping his brain like thick cotton. He pushed against the arms of the recliner, rocked back and upright; ran anxious eyes over his son.

“You all right?”

John’s lips twitched and flattened into thin, bloodless line. “No.”

“John…” Jack swiped at his lips with a thick, sticky tongue that refused to cooperate.

He threw up a hand, fingers splayed. “It’s been a long day, Dad.”

The sudden silence was deafening.

John dropped his hand, his eyes; his voice. “Go on up to bed, Dad.” Exhaling softly, he spun on his heel. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Grunting harshly against the strain of uncooperative limbs, Jack leveraged himself out of his chair, ignored the prick of pins and needles dancing along his legs. “It’s already morning.”

He stepped once toward his son, harsh words exploding like a staccato burst in the stillness. “Where’ve you been?”

John stopped mid-stride, rigid spine and tight shoulders as he blew out a harsh exhale. “Drinking coffee.”

Jack pulled up short as the solid wall of raw pain radiating from his son slammed into him. It was like pulling Gs and his fingers clenched reflexively at his side. “Did you see Aeryn?”

John’s eyes drifted closed and he saw her behind shuttered lids; saw her now, saw her always.

He dragged down a deep lungful of air, exhaled softly. “Yeah.”

“Did you…” Jack took a half-step closer to his son, kept his voice steady and low. “…get a chance to talk?”

The taste of ash was back; bitter and caustic, biting at his tongue as it scraped the arid roof of his mouth before reaching out to swipe at dry lips.

He swallowed hard in a tight throat. “Yeah.”

“And?”

“Welcome home.” His hands came up to cover his face; his stomach heaving inside out, sharp pain, like the blade of a knife, twisting in the cavern of his gut.

“I’m sorry, son.” Jack’s voice floated softly in the stillness. “I wanted to tell you.”

His head dropped as he slid a hand through his hair, rubbed hard at the knot at the base of his neck. “I wanted to talk to her.”

“And?”

The knife sliced and burned; not hot enough to cauterize the wound, staunch the hemorrhage of grief. “She likes tuna sandwiches and coffee.”

“She’s always liked tuna sandwiches and coffee.”

“You knew that. I didn’t.” His head dropped and his shoulders slumped as he sagged into himself. “And it’s important.”

“It’s not that important, John.” The words exploded in an impotent rush; an explosive decompression that left him empty and spent and feeling suddenly old.

He wished Olivia was here as he struggled for something solid and safe to offer his son, something he couldn’t find the words for. “What’s important…”

John barked a laugh. “Is that she’s married and all.”

Jack’s hand came up and he took one long step forward when it hit him; a rolling wave of grief and loss. It squeezed his heart in his chest as he stood stiff and straight, staring sightless at his son and drifting into memory, deep, dark, and silent.

Once upon a time, a lifetime ago, he’d walked on the moon. But here, now, he was deep in uncharted territory; no intel, no recon, no idea.

No resources and no hope of damage control.

To this day he remembered the words offered at Leslie’s funeral. Flat, empty, words; wholly inadequate in the face of such a solid wall of pain.

Failure and grief burned deep, and the words rang vacant and faithless to his ears even as he repeated them. “I wanted to tell you.”

John lifted a tight shoulder and raised a hand; dragging a thumb across his lips. “She told me she’d had my son; that she wouldn’t stop me from seeing him, and that she was married.”

He wondered if this time he’d used it all up, everything he’d ever had. He wondered how much of him was damaged, maybe beyond repair, wondered if there was anything left. “That pretty much covered everything she had to take care of after seeing me show up on her doorstep five years too late.”

Honesty and truth. Wasn’t that what you’d said you wanted from her all those cycles ago?

“And she said she’d call tomorrow.” He wondered how many times he could staunch the bleeding. “Later. Today.”

Wasn’t that what you punished her for not doing last time?

Jack’s hand found his son’s shoulder and steel fingers grabbed hard. “Then she will.”

Loyalty and trust. How did you ever get it so wrong?

Between the rivers of grief and blame, he thought he was drowning, couldn’t find enough air to breathe.

He sucked in a deep breath, tried to get his lungs to inflate, expand against the steel band tightening around his chest, and pushed low, choked words through his throat. “How long?”

She’d come back to you so many times. And that last time you just…

Tilting his head, Jack’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “How long what?”

Not a lot to say. She really didn't want to hurt you and there really isn’t any way to tie it up in a bow or pretty it up with words.

He shrugged again sharply and his father’s hand fell off his shoulder. “Has she been married?”

Not a bow. Need a fucking tourniquet.

Jack’s eyes slid to the floor and back up to John’s. “Four years.”

He heard his heart beat in his ears; felt his pulse pound in his head. “That’s how old…Caden is.”

Jack swallowed hard against a suddenly dry mouth; breathed deep, exhaled softly. “They got married before Aeryn had the stasis released.”

“Let me guess.” John raised his head and shadows played across empty eyes as his lips twitched to the left. “He’s just an old-fashioned kinda guy.”

Sharp eyes ran over his son’s face and he didn’t want to remember where and when he’d seen that haunted look before. “What did you expect?”

He scrubbed roughly at his face; buried his words behind his hands. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

Jack’s voice, low and quiet, slid through the stillness of the den. “It never is.”

“Sure as hell not Plan A.”

“You had a Plan A?”

“A fucking perfect plan.” He ran a hand through his hair. “And I couldn’t stop it.” He dropped his hand, lowered his voice. “Then it was too late.”

Spinning on his heel, three long steps marched him out of the den and into the comforting cover of darkness in the hallway. It took Jack a long second, but then he was following his son, steel fingers slapping at the wall switch on his way out.

He stopped dead in his tracks, counted to ten as his eyes adjusted to the sudden loss of light before moving again. Half a dozen long strides brought him to his son.

Moonlight spilled through a window, bathing the foyer in a silver half-light.

John shrugged his jacket off his shoulders. His arm disappeared as he rummaged around inside the closet before reappearing with a hanger.

The tilt of Jack’s head kept his eyes in shadow. “You think you can tell me now?”

John viciously shoved the hanger into the arms of his jacket, shoved it back into the closet; slammed the door. Chest heavy and tight, he could barely breathe. “Tell you what?”

Jamming his hands into his pockets, Jack rocked back on his heels. “What happened. To you. To her.” He dragged a lungful of air down deep, exhaled long and slow. “The last time you were here you were obviously operating on a need to know basis, and you’d just as obviously decided we didn’t need to know.”

A spasm rippled across John’s jaw line as his eyes escaped to the stream of moonlight flowing in through the window. “Not a lot to tell.”

“You left Earth with a ring for Aeryn. Your mother’s ring.” Jack’s voice broke quietly in the stillness. “She came back, without the ring, without you.”

Pushing past his father, he headed for the stairs. Foot on the first riser, hand on the rail, he stopped. “We always said…we never said good-bye. She always came back.”

He breathed deep; couldn’t seem to find enough air to fill lungs collapsing under the weight in his chest. “One day I made her say good-bye.”

“You have your reasons?”

“I thought so. Doesn’t matter.” The words, the memories bled again in technicolor behind his eyes. “She came back. But I was pretty fucked up…”

“The last time you were here.”

“Yeah.”

He knew that in the end, in over his head, in the Lakka induced apathy, he’d chosen to cut and run, disregarded and discarded without thought as to who might still be standing when the haze cleared. “I really messed up and…”

He’d just never really believed that after she’d stood on line waiting for him, for a clue, for some truth and trust, that he’d be left standing alone in the glare of the clarity that he’d willingly and almost effortlessly become her past.

Red-rimmed eyes pinned Jack. “Then she didn’t come back.”

“She’ll call.”

He was crystal now, alone in his bones, knowing that somewhere in between the bitter and the fear he’d let it all go, torched it all himself. “Yeah.”

“You should try to get some sleep. We have a meeting with Landry in the morning.”

“Right.” He took two steps up, stopped on the landing. “Thank you for taking care of her.”

“Good night, son.”

His voice trailed away as he disappeared into the darkness at the top of the stairs. “Good night, dad.”

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

“Thanks for taking the time to see us, Hank.”

Landry got to his feet and waved them to seats at the conference table as their escort delivered them. “No problem, Jack.”

The door closed behind two silently departing SFs, and the General waited for them to sit before settling back down into his own chair. “I talked to George and Jack this morning. Both of them wanted you to know that if there was anything you needed...”

Jack nodded. “I’ll give them a call.”

Landry cut his eyes to John, ran his own quick recon. “How are you doing this morning, Commander? Settling in all right?”

“Just like old times.” John’s lips flat-lined in a taut, thin smile. “Thanks.”

Landry leaned in, laid his hands flat, palms down on the table, competent and cool, in charge. “Jack and George weren’t the only ones I spent my morning on the phone with.” His fingers tapped quietly. “Whole lotta wires burning up into and out of Washington, considering how few people actually know that you’re here.”

John leaned back and sprawled boneless in his chair; elbow on the arm rest, chin in his palm, small smirk tugging at his lips. “Well, you know how it is when people come in from out-of-town.”

Landry shot him an annoyed look, and a tight smile that wasn’t happy pulled at the General’s lips as the tapping suddenly stopped. “Holt wants a meeting.”

The smirk shut down. “Holt wants me.”

Landry shifted in his chair; clear, calculating eyes settled on John, read him like a report. “And what do you want, Commander?”

Jack leaned forward; reached out to clamp a hand on his son’s shoulder as he sighted down the table at Landry. “Boy’s only been home a few days, Hank…”

The General’s hand came up; palm out. “I’m not pushing here, Jack, but you should know that Holt represents individuals who want a piece of your son.”

John rolled his shoulders; cracked his neck, slid his eyes to Landry. “Is that an offer?”

“From me?” The General shook his head once, quick and sharp. “No.”

Jack shifted, kept his voice low and slow, his words finely honed. “It would seem to me that he’d make a fine addition to your program.”

Landry shrugged as he shifted his gaze up and over from son to father. “I’m not saying he wouldn’t.”

Slouching deeper in his chair, John dropped the pretense and his voice. “Then what are you saying?”

Landry’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We have our own problems here with politicians trying to push their private agendas. I really don’t need another fight over funding, or another committee demanding justification for this program.”

It wasn’t sharp enough to cut, just a slow, subtle jab that split barely healed scabs as meaning battered him, reminded him that here and now he was still just another threat to what he loved.

He flexed his fingers, clenched them into a tight fist. “And you think having me here would do that?”

“I know it already has.” The General leaned forward again, arms crossed, resting on the table. “There are people…powerful people…with almost unlimited resources…and connections, who would love to see this program either shut down or forced to become public.”

Thick eyebrows furrowed over narrowed eyes as he locked John in his line of sight. “Who see you as a way to accomplish their objectives.

Landry leaned back, fingers drumming on the armrest, voice calm and quiet as he flicked his eyes between father and son. “The president remains unconvinced that either of those options is in anyone’s best interest.”

He tilted his head, threw out a casual hand. “And until he comes to a decision…”

White noise hummed like an angry hornet in his head, red rage bled just behind his eyes. “They want me.”

Landry brought up a forefinger, pointed it at John. “They want you.”

The sick fear crawling out of his gut was more than a memory making his stomach roll. He remembered it threatening to strangle him the last time he’d been back on Earth.

So many secrets. So much fear.

His hands wrapped the armrests of his seat as his gut twisted with grief.

He’d been so afraid. Afraid to keep her close. Afraid for her when she was out of his sight, wondering where she was, who she was with, who was watching her.

This time there’d be no Lakka to keep it at bay. He’d promised her that after…she’d gone. Promised himself.

His worst fear shot up his spine, thrummed just behind his eyes and split his skull; his jaw clenched so tight he could hear his teeth grind, an unpleasant undercurrent to the pounding in his head.

He snorted explosively. “Like they wanted Aeryn.”

“Make no mistake, son.” Landry leaned in and steel-blue eyes pinned him in place. “They still want Colonel Sun. They were not, and still are not happy that we kept her from them.”

“But you did it.” Jack tilted his head; leaned forward, leveled Landry with a glare. “And protecting John…

“…increases our level of exposure…of risk.” Landry threw up a hand and razor-sharp words to cut him off. “You know there were some very real physical threats to Colonel Sun…”

Ignoring Jack, Landry leaned forward, eyes hard on John. “…and yourself the last time you were here.”

He flipped his hand over and ticked off one finger. “And the most disturbing of those scenarios didn’t come from the nutcases and the whackjobs.” He ticked off another finger. “They came from people in our own government.”

Rage joined fear, boiled up and exploded, firing through his veins, coalescing deep in his hollow gut. He breathed deep against the urge to be sick; ran his eyes around the room as he blew out a jagged exhale.

Hooded eyes slid back to Landry. “Everything I’ve ever heard about you says you’ve never walked away from a fight in your life.”

“That threat hasn’t disappeared.” Landry settled more comfortably in his seat; flicked calm, clear eyes between the two men in front of him. “We buried her here in this program to keep them from burying her in the desert.”

Jack’s voice, tight and harsh, cut through the sudden silence. “We get that Hank…”

The fear throttled back and a shard of clarity, crystal and sharp as an ice pick, stabbed his brain. “I also get that he’s worried about the effect having me around would have on his people.”

“This program is elite.” Cold, hard words cut in as Landry’s eyes pinned John in his seat. “Everyone serving here is elite.”

“You wanna know what I can bring?” He dragged a thumb across his lips as he scrambled to negotiate the sand quickly shifting beneath his feet. “You got wormholes. I’m a wormhole expert.”

“I’ve already got one of those.” Landry lowered his voice; got his game face on, and a tight smile that said nothing. “She’s actually quite good.”

Jack’s voice sounded loud in the stillness of the room. “You know he’s a perfect fit…”

He trailed off as John turned his head, pinned him with a warning stare. “He’s worried about how my being here will disrupt his command.”

“The people serving here are not only elite, Commander, they’re also professional. None of them, especially Colonels Mitchell and Sun, let personal considerations affect their performance of their duties.”

Landry leaned forward, arms resting on the table, hands palm down. “That being said, this command is unique. I have a responsibility to my people to consider team dynamics and their morale in my decision-making.”

He barked a laugh. “You’re worried about me.”

“Yeah.” Landry snorted an explosive exhale and stabbed an index finger in John’s direction. “You would be the wild card, son.”

He goes all in; willing to bet that he’s had better in his head than anything they could find here. “You wanna open me up, see what makes me tick.”

“If you want a place here, you’re going to have to undergo more…extensive physical and psychological evaluations.” The General shrugged and tossed him a bone. “That’s not unreasonable.”

A spasm rippled along his jaw line; the bassline in his head pounded so hard he barely heard himself, barely recognized the low, raspy rumble of his own voice in his ears. “Fine.”

“Fine.” Landry raised a forefinger. “And one more thing. There will be no contact between you and Colonel Sun outside the confines of this base.”

Jack’s hand slapped the table. “For Christ’s sake Hank…”

Landry pointed his index finger. “Until you clear your psych eval.”

His fingers clenched into white-knuckled fists wrapping the armrests. “Fine.”

“No time like the present then.” The General pushed back his chair and stood. “I’ll take you to meet Dr. Molinar. She’s cleared some time for you this morning and…” He glanced at his watch. “She’s waiting for us as we speak.”

Hands on the table; Jack leveraged himself to his feet. “Hank…”

“Jack.” Landry’s hand came up. “Let me have one of my men run you home. Leave the car for your boy. The initial consult may take awhile.”

Jack leaned over the table, palms down, lunging like he was ready to go over the top at Landry as he growled deep in his throat. “Hank…”

“Dad.” The word came out like a shot, sharper than he wanted as he pushed back from the table. He got to his feet, turned to his dad and lowered his voice. “I’ll see you at home.”

A twitch that tried to be a smile pulled at his lips. “The sooner this starts, the sooner it’s finished.”

Landry double tapped his shoulder. “That’s the spirit, boy.”

Meeting adjourned, he moved past the two of them, opened the door to usher them out.

The two SFs fell into step behind them as the door snicked shut.

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

He hadn’t seen her since John's return, and stood in the open doorway a long minute watching her. His chest tightened as he focused on the set of her shoulders, the rigid line of her spine as she leaned forward, crossed arms on her desk, still as stone and staring blindly, wrapped in the quiet tension seeping from her.

He curled his fingers and rapped against the doorjamb with the backs of his knuckles.

She snapped her eyes to him, threw him a small, unfocused smile as she stood. “Jack.”

“May I come in?” He stepped across the threshold, threw open his arms.

“Of course.” She moved in to hug him, her cheek grazing his. “I didn’t realize you were here.”

“Actually I’m supposed to be on my way out.” He slid his hands down her arms, snagged her smaller hands in his. “But I wanted to see how you were doing.” He tilted his head and winked. “So I ditched my escort and told him I’d let him know when I was ready to go.”

Her smile twitched under exhausted eyes set deep in dark shadows. “What are you doing here?”

He felt her tension flare at the ghost between them; his stomach knotted, turned inside out. “Landry wanted to see John…”

She glided out of his grip smoothly and stepped back. “John’s with you?”

His voice lowered, softened. “Getting started on his evals.”

He loved her like his own and didn’t ever want to hurt her, but he felt the ground shift beneath him as he scrambled for neutral terrain and watched the weight of his words stagger her.

Mirror flat eyes, dead pools set in dark circles pinned him in place as long, lean arms wrapped her middle. Her voice, deceptively calm and low, floated between them. “I thought he’d cleared medical.”

He slid into her space, reached out a hand to her arm. “It’s a pre-employment physical.”

The words hit her like a pulse blast to the chest, like coming through the gate that first time all those cycles…years ago. “Is that what John wants?”

His hand wrapped her arm gently, anchoring her to him. “You don’t know?”

“It’s been five years since I’ve seen him.” A glass-edged smile slashed its way across her lips. “It’s been a lot longer than that since I knew what he wanted.”

“What happened out there, Aeryn?”

“You have to ask him.” She lifted a slender shoulder, her gaze distant and unfocused and looking straight through him. “It’s his story to tell.”

“Fair enough.” He stepped in, crowded her, hands hard on her shoulders again, bringing her back to him. “Now be as honest with yourself. You know what he wants.”

She sucked in a quick, sharp breath that stabbed like a knife in her chest, burned deep in her lungs. “If he wants to see Caden…”

“If? You know he wants that.” He gentled his hands, lowered his voice. “Just like you know he wants to see you.”

She stiffened under his hands; even white teeth slid over her lower lip as her eyes settled unseeing on the far wall over his shoulder. “Jack…”

He dipped his head, caught her eyes, pinning her in place. “You know him, Aeryn.”

“I don’t know him.” The snap of her head was as sharp and violent as her words.

You’ve stood corrected enough to have learned that lesson, to not make that mistake again.

She breathed deep, lowered her voice. “I didn’t know him for the entire last cycle I was on the same ship with him.”

“All I’m saying is that he’s not a threat.” He was out of his depth and over his head here with her. “You know that.” He wondered again about what he didn’t know. “At the very least he’s your friend.”

“No, Jack.” She slid away from him, straightened and stiffened. “The last time I saw him we weren’t friends.” Her hands curled into loose fists at her sides. “We were barely even crew mates…”

A vicious stab of pain, fierce and burning, twisted deep in his gut. “Are you afraid of him?”

Her eyes fluttered shut as fingers come up to rub at her temples, at the roaring in her ears. “You’re not listening to me.”

He felt suddenly gut-shot. “John would never hurt you or…”

There wasn’t enough room in her chest to breathe as the words bled out of her. “Don’t do this, Jack.”

A heavy wave of nausea rolled through him. “He’s my son, Aeryn.”

Her hands dropped as her eyes snapped open, targeting him. “And he’s my son, Jack.”

“You don’t trust him? Don’t feel anything for him?” He laid heavy hands on her shoulders again, steel fingers digging into soft flesh. “I know there are things I don’t know. But I do know that John would never hurt you.”

He felt her tense beneath his grip, forced himself to relax. A finger lifted her chin to let him look into her eyes. “Or Caden.”

“I don’t know what to say to him.” She was suddenly cold and couldn’t stop the shiver that worked its way up, worked its way through her as her arms snaked around her middle, wrapping her tight against the pervasive chill. “I don’t know what to do.”

“That’s ok.” He pulled her into a hard hug. “Just talk to him.”

“You’re a good man, Jack Crichton.” She breathed out on a soft exhale. “A good father.”

“Just give him a chance, Aeryn.” He slid his hands along her arms, up and down. “It’s gonna be all right.”

She reached up to cup his face. “I’m glad you got to see him again.”

“Never thought I would.” He caught her hands in his, curled his fingers around hers. “It’s good to have him home.”

A small, sad smile tugged at her lips, struggled to reach her eyes. “It’s always good to be home.”

He leaned in, pressed his lips to her forehead. With a last gentle squeeze of her hand, he turned and headed out into the hallway.

Distant, unfocused eyes watch him leave. Cold deep in her bones, she knew she’d done harder things, endured worse. She’d gotten better at waiting. It was as much a part of her now as anything else she’d had to do to survive.

She shook off the shiver running through her; shivered again against the cold seeping up from the glacial hollow deep inside her.

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

The mess was a sea of Air Force blue and olive drab BDUs as she made her way through the line. Grabbing her tray, she turned and stopped, noticed the solitary figure at the far table. She gripped her tray a little more tightly as she made her way back.

“Welcome to the SGC, Commander.”

The fork stopped half way to his mouth; his head tilted up, and Sam did her own double-take as clear, bright blue eyes the color of a summer, high-mountain sky met hers.

Wow. There really were three of them.

“I’m Colonel Carter.” She set her tray down, reached out a hand across the table. “Mind if I join you?”

Reaching across, his larger hand wrapped hers securely as his lips twitched in greeting and his head jerked to the side in invitation. With a small smile she slid herself into the seat.

You’d taken a stance and brought up your P90, scanning your target window as the klaxons blared. You’d locked on the solitary figure in black that had been thrown through the gate and was bouncing down the ramp as you shifted to cover it.

She reached for a napkin, slid her eyes to him. “Aeryn tells me you’re the resident wormhole expert.”

He ran a thumb along his lower lip. “Something like that.”

You’d flicked your eyes to Mitchell, watched him nod to the guards and order the intruder up as your hands wrapped a little more tightly around your weapon. You’d shifted slightly to keep them both in your line of sight as the body pushed up, leveraged itself to its feet, and turned around.

“Long story short. The gate opens wormholes, right?” He propped an elbow on the table, chewed on the pad of his thumb. “Between here and another gate?”

You could almost hear Mitchell’s head snap back over the sound of the screaming klaxons, could almost feel the spasm rippling across his jaw line as you watched him watch her. You could almost see him start to sweat.

“Long story short.” One hand flipped over slightly, palm up. “Yes.”

She’d just stood there, easy as you please. Shot through the gate, people pointing weapons at her, obviously military, threatening her, and she’d just stood there calmly, clearly, quietly demanding to see Jack Crichton.

But for all her riffing on bravado, you’d seen her eyes. Locked on Mitchell as surely as his were on her. She’d looked haunted, hunted. Looking at the man across the table from you, you finally understood.

He shifted slightly and slouched deeper in his seat, his drawl floating across the table. “I’ve been cleared, Colonel.”

“I know that.” Her palm dropped back to the table. “I’m just…how are you doing?”

Tilting his head, he leveled calm, quiet, ice-blue eyes at her. “I’ve also been cleared by medical.”

“That’s not exactly what I mean.” Flexible fingers tapped rhythmically against her cup as her clear, blue eyes examined him. “Even for you this has got to be a little overwhelming.”

“What? Finding an entire program that I didn’t know existed inside a mountain?” He snorted harshly. “Believe it or not, Colonel, that isn’t the strangest thing I’ve ever found.”

She tilted her head and her lips curved slightly at the corners. “Finding out that you are not the only human to regularly visit other worlds.”

Reaching over, she pulled a creamer from the pile in the bowl. “Finding out that there’s an entire system of wormholes that makes it possible for you to be back on Earth again.”

“To find Aeryn here?” His voice was soft and low, and broke slightly on her name.

She pulled back the top and poured as she watched the white stream swirl slowly in her coffee. “You did seem rather surprised.”

He pulled back, locked her in his line of sight. “You were here when she came through the gate?”

She nodded absently, watching the last of the swirls die. “Yes.”

“What was it like?” He slid his eyes to the side and snagged a creamer of his own. “For her?”

Her head tilted as she reached back, deep in memory, searching for the right word. “Difficult.”

He pulled the top off the creamer, splashed the contents into his cup. “Was she hurt?”

Tipping the empty creamer up, she rolled it between flexible fingers. “She was…ill…disoriented.”

“And you helped her right?” Ice-blue eyes pinned her in place as he tapped a forefinger on his cup. “Kept her…under observation?”

Her lips flattened in a thin, tight line as her eyes snapped to his and narrowed. “Her reception was a bit different than yours.”

Anger hummed a backbeat just behind his eyes; images played like skeletons rattling in his brain. “She didn’t clear medical as quickly as I did.”

“No, she didn’t.” She set the creamer in the corner of her tray, lifted a little yellow packet from the stack on the table. “And her debriefing took significantly longer, too.”

Guilt ignited the rage and the hum exploded in a conflagration that blinded him as he brought a hand up, cocked his thumb and forefinger at her. “You kept her in a cage.”

Pulling back the top, she sprinkled white crystals into her coffee. “We kept her in our VIP quarters.”

“You caged her. You drugged her.” He strung the words like barbed wire; dragged himself along the razor sharp edges. “You examined her.”

She snorted an angry exhale, set the packet next to the empty creamer, pinned him in place with a glare. “We protected her.”

“Because you didn’t know who she was?” He raised a hand and swiped at his eyes, his face. “Or because you did?”

“When she came through the gate we didn’t immediately realize…” She tilted her head, turned up a hand. “When Jack…”

“Jack?”

“O’Neill, not your father.” She snagged her spoon and stirred. “He contacted George Hammond, who called your father.”

An unpleasant smile pulled at his lips. “And everybody lived happily ever after.”

She flicked her eyes to his. “I know this is…difficult for you...”

“Why wasn’t Aeryn assigned to your team?” He leaned in; hard, fierce eyes locking on hers. “Chain of command thing?”

“We were intact.” She stopped stirring; the tension stretched out across the table between them like a minefield she was trying to navigate blind. “SG-5 wasn’t, and as a combat and special ops team, it seemed like a perfect fit.”

He tilted his head, lips a thin, tight line, and narrowed his eyes. His voice dropped just a little lower, became a little dangerous. “Had nothing to do with Mitchell?”

“If you’re asking me whether there was any fraternization or conduct unbecoming…”

She dragged a deep breath down into her lungs, did a slow, silent count in her head before exhaling softly. “Colonel Mitchell submitted his request for reassignment rather than jeopardize Colonel Sun’s position in this program, even though they were on separate teams and not in the same chain of command.”

He leaned back and barked a laugh. “He’s your friend.”

Her voice floated softly between them. “She’s my friend.”

His face fell; his shoulders curled forward as he looked at her, bleary eyed, soft words slowly bleeding from a tourniquet smile. “That’s good.”

“This may not be your ideal situation, Commander, but things could be worse.” She lowered her voice; thought she could imagine where he’s been, what he’s seen, done, lost. She remembered seeing that look on Daniel after Sha’re. “You’ve been given access to some pretty sophisticated technology and the use of facilities for your research.”

She dropped her eyes to her cup and began to stir again, watched as the swirls once again spun into a lazy vortex. “If you don’t want to stay here, we can help you work on getting back…”

He dragged the word up through a suddenly tight throat. “Back?”

She brought clear, wide eyes up to his, her voice soft and low as she watched him. “To your ship.”

Smoky shades of rage and grief roiled at the edges of his vision, curling into eddies on the periphery of his line of sight. “You couldn’t get Aeryn back.”

She shrugged slightly. “That was different.”

He pinned her with his eyes. “She didn’t want to go back?”

“That’s something you’ll have to ask her.” She tilted her head, narrowed her eyes in thought. “But if you’re interested, I think between the two of us, we can modify the gate to create a wormhole that ends in...”

“…a non-gate location?”

She nodded once, flipped a hand up and over. “It’s a way...

“…to get me back.” Naked pain bled through his words.

She dropped her hand, lowered her voice, and offered him a choice. “If you want to go back.”

His lips twitched to the left; his voice between them thick and heavy. “Yeah.”

She flicked her eyes to her wrist, flicked her gaze away. She’s given him the best she had to offer and was out of options. “I’m late for a meeting.”

She pushed back and got to her feet. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Spinning on her heel, she felt his eyes on her back as she made her way out of the mes

The car glided to a stop just on the edge of the puddle of light pooling under the streetlight. He killed the engine and pulled the keys.

The desk in your dad’s den.

A drawer. Important papers. A name. An address. A phone number.

It was all you’d needed.

He looked across the street. Her car was in the driveway.

You’d gone looking for Carter. Siler had told you SG-1 was off-world. Recon. First contact. Weren’t due back until tomorrow. You’d called the house. Had to bite your lip to keep from saying her name.

She was home.

Perfect house in a perfect neighborhood with a perfect front porch.

It was there. All there.

Everything you’d hoped for. Dreamed about.

Right there. Close enough to touch.

All you had to do was reach out.

The street was quiet and empty; a thin layer of still-white snow covered it as silent flakes fell and their shadows danced in the silver glow of moonlight.

It was another beautiful night, cold and crisp and clear. Tree branches wrapped ice-in-crystal glistened under a full moon that hung bright-white and perfect in the pitch black sky.

He thought it had nothing on the beauty of deep space seen from the terrace.

With her.

Closing his eyes, he let the images play.

A sudden shiver ran through him and he flicked his eyes up and over to the warm light of the house. He swallowed heavily as his lips twitched; popped the door and rolled to his feet.

His footsteps crunched in the powder underfoot; the snow, solid and shifting, exploded like shots in the stillness as he crossed the street. He slowed his approach on the long, long walk up the driveway, the sidewalk; the final step up to the porch.

Freezing at the door, waiting for a cue, he listened to his heart beating hard, the wind roaring in his ears.

His hand floated up in slow motion and gently pushed the button.

Time stood still as he stood there; stood outside her door; the tingle of anticipation an electric current that thrummed along nerve endings rubbed raw by waiting.

His head pounded in time with his pulse, a low, dull thudding that echoed in his skull. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets, body humming head to toe.

She materialized in the open door and it took him a minute to realize the reality as the cycles fall away.

His vision narrowed. She was all he could see, and suddenly he couldn’t breathe.

Hair pulled up high in a ponytail she looked so much like she did in the beginning it made him want to cry.

He felt her, a current arcing through him like electric light, running up his spine, shooting straight through his veins.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her, ran them over her face as his hands clenched, fingers itching to trace the soft arch of her eyebrow, the remembered satin plane of her cheekbone, the elegant length of her neck.

His eyes tracked the curve of her collarbone peeking out from the slight scoop neck of her light heather grey ribbed tee. The open, two button front begged his fingertips to trace the cream colored satin vee.

He wanted to follow the trail, rest his hand on that spot, feel her heart beating beneath his palm.

His vision expanded along with his chest as he pulled air deep down into his lungs. She was standing there, frozen, still as a statue, staring at him, blue-grey eyes opaque and unblinking in a porcelain Peacekeeper mask.

He recognized the look, remembered her stepping off a transport pod from Talyn a lifetime ago. He’s seen her under pressure, under fire, beside him, above him, beneath him, out of options, but he’s never seen her afraid of him.

His stomach lurched; his lungs seized under the pressure rolling around in his chest, feeling her locking down as she looked at the ghost of her nightmares.

He couldn’t help it. She was air, water, life; he’s missed her like breathing, was starved for the sight of her.

He’s never been able to let her go.

Grief and guilt bled through his cracks, rumbled deep in his chest. His hands curled into tight fists at his sides, and he blinked sudden tears, looking at her through glass.

She was ethereal; pale, perfect skin he remembered touching almost translucent bathed in the small spill of light.

Black knit jersey lounge pants sat snug just below her waist, hugging her hips. Bare feet, as elegant as her hands, peeked out from beneath the hem.

The little girl on her hip bounced, and she shifted slightly, settling her more comfortably. Curls the color of night framed the small, pale, heart-shaped face as it nestled against her mother’s shoulder. A boy with dark wavy hair and eyes the color of…yours…wrapped himself around her leg.

The silence was suddenly deafening and he could hear his heart beating in his ears. He was so close, had so much to say.

A broken smile split her lips; didn’t reach the blue-grey eyes that shimmered in the silver light of the moon. “Hello, John.”

Her voice was quiet and low, almost inaudible under the roaring in his head, and smooth as twelve year old scotch as it slid through him, sliced through the distance between them as cleanly as a scalpel.

The sound of her voice saying his name gutted him.

He remembered to breathe, swallowed heavily against his dust-dry mouth, and exhaled softly. “Hey.”

“I called.” Brittle words hung in the stillness, and hooded eyes fixed him in her line of sight as her hand slid over her son’s shoulder. “I left you a message.”

“I know.” He breathed the words; wanted her to know he wasn’t a threat; wasn’t here to hurt her. “I got it.”

Even now he couldn’t help himself, knew he was staring, couldn’t stop.

His lips softened, his eyes opened, made her an offer; a promise of everything he had, his love and honesty.

He was here; needed her to know he meant her no harm. He was past that now. “I know you didn’t expect me…”

Her tension flared as shadows played across the planes of her face and her eyes flicked away. She forced them back to him as a glass-edged smile cut her lips, lingered, and died in the face of the invader.

“No. I did.” She shifted slightly, angled her body as she stepped away from him.

He watched as she forced her shoulders to drop, her hand to uncurl.

She took another step back, took a stance; held her ground in mute invitation as she rubbed absently at the curls on her child’s head.

Wary eyes tracked him like an approaching storm. “It’s ok.”

He felt the separation in the cold hollow of his gut, felt her threatened and trapped, saw it in the tight line of her shoulders and jaw and knew it was anything, everything but ok.

He couldn’t blame her for that; knew he’d brought this to her door. But his feet moved as he swallowed his grief, caged his loss, buried them both bone deep as he stepped up and over the threshold and back into her life.

The snick of the door closing behind him exploded in the stillness.

Heavy-lidded, liquid eyes rested on him as the little girl nestled in closer to her mother and murmured something sleepily around the fingers in her mouth.

Aeryn tilted her head, rested her cheek on her child’s head, twin streams of black silk framing perfect faces. “This is Zoë.”

Lead-limbed, his hand pulled against gravity, hovered just short of touching the living, breathing image he thought he had a memory of seeing once before.

It felt like a kick in the head; his stomach rolled, turned inside out as a wave of grief and loss slammed into him. His insides turned to liquid, his brain unable to process what his gut was telling him.

“Zoë Elizabeth.” She was wary; it radiated from her in waves as she stood, storm-grey eyes locked on him, stiff and still and ramrod straight.

She shifted her child; slender fingers burying themselves in the spill of dark curls. “My daughter.”

His hand dropped and he curled his fingers into a loose fist at his side as a small voice floated up in the stillness.

“Who’s that?”

He’d always wondered what their child…his and Aeryn’s…would look like. He’d seen him in his dreams. His dreams have never done the reality justice.

He sucked in a sharp, ragged breath as a steel band snapped and tightened around his chest, made it painful to breathe.

He swallowed hard, exhaled, and offered his hand. “Hi. My name is John.”

His own eyes looked back at him in the silence of the foyer. His hand dropped as if burned.

He dropped into a crouch, eye level, elbows on his knees, and tried again. “You know Grandpa Jack?”

Wide-eyed and serious, the boy wrapped himself around his mother’s leg more tightly and nodded once.

“You know how you have a daddy?” Serrated, glass-edged words sliced him open with surgical precision right there in the middle of her hallway.

A smile pulled at his son’s lips as he nodded again.

He blinked hard against the moisture blurring his vision. “Well, Grandpa Jack is my daddy."

The small voice floated in the foyer. “Grandpa Jack is your daddy?”

“Yeah.” He offered his hand again.

His son’s small, soft, living one slid into it like a glove. “I’m Caden.”

“I know. Your mommy told me.” He squeezed softly and exhaled. “It’s nice to meet you, Caden.”

“I’m just putting them to bed.” Her lips twitched as she granted him a quarter-smile, tension quietly seeping from her body and her voice. “It’s been a long day…”

He didn’t drop Caden’s hand as he stood. “Can I wait?”

“Of course. It’ll just take me a little while.” She slid her hand through her son’s hair, herded him gently toward the stairs. “There’s a kettle on the stove if you want some tea or coffee. Help yourself to anything in the refrigerator.”

He finally let his son’s hand slip out of his, watched her take her family upstairs. “You want some tea?”

She stopped on the stair without turning around, her voice floating down and back behind her. “Tea would be good.”

He wondered when tea became the best he could offer her as he watched her disappear up the stairs.

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

His head snapped at the whistle of the kettle as it split the silence. He stared at it blindly, rooted in place, weighed down and wrapped in the heavy sense of loss crushing him.

“I’ll get it.” Her voice floated soft in the stillness of the half-lit kitchen as she glided past him, easy grace padding on bare, silent feet.

He ran his eyes over her; a familiar, welcome warmth bubbled up and out from deep in his core where she’s always lived.

He’s been so cold and empty.

His voice rumbled quiet and low as breathed out softly; his words easy and comfortable as they ran out of his mouth, like he’s said them forever, a caress across the canyon in between them. “You look great.”

She stiffened slightly, her head swinging slowly in a half-turn as the scream of the whistle died. Her voice was smooth, silky satin and steel in the sudden silence. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For that…” She waved a hand toward the front of the house as she padded across the tile floor to the counter. “Earlier. You handled that very well.”

“What did you expect?” His mouth snapped shut as he clamped down tight, grinding his teeth so hard his jaw hurt.

He couldn’t blame her; knew she was right. He’s always known reentry was difficult, friction and burn, and that gravity has never been a friend of hers. Flexing his hands, he breathed in and out, swallowed the fear and blame, and remembered how badly it all ended last time.

“I don’t know.” She set the kettle on a small, square, wooden trivet and slid her eyes to the distance and safety of the far wall. “This isn’t how I imagined…”

Grief clenched in his gut with memory, crawled up and out to camp in his chest. “I know.”

“I’m sorry…”

“Don’t. You have nothing to be sorry for.” He fingered a picture blindly. “I’m clean and sober now, thanks to you.”

“That’s good.” A soft, small smile graced her face. “Is chamomile all right?”

“Chamomile’s fine.” His hand hovered just shy of the pictures again.

Baby pictures, bath time pictures, nap time pictures lying on his father’s chest as they both stretched out on the couch. Learning to crawl and take first steps pictures. Running, chasing, playing catch pictures. Family pictures.

His fingered curled into loose fists in their attempt not to touch. “I’m sorry. I saw them…”

Pictures of a lifetime.

“It’s ok. Really.” Reaching up, she opened the cabinet and snagged two cups, set them on the counter. “Caden needed some pictures…for show and tell at school.”

Grief and loss cascaded through his veins, bled through his voice. “He’s in school?”

“Pre-school.” Pulling two bags from a box, she dropped them into the cups, shoved the box back into the cabinet, and closed the door. She grabbed the kettle and poured, eyes fixed on the steam rising from the cups. “Half-days.”

He blinked hard against burning eyes.

“Here.” She walked around the counter, handed him a cup, tilted her head in invitation. “Come on.”

He followed her to the French doors, stepped down. Moonlight flooded the glass walled room and shadows danced on the tile floor as they moved.

Waving him to the wicker sofa, she moved to the opposite side of the room and dropped gracefully into the soft, overstuffed cushions of her favorite lounge chair, legs curled up under her, hands wrapped around her cup.

He slid his eyes to her; saw her pale, perfect face alive in the spill of silver moonlight. “You did good.”

A gentle smile curved her lips.

He set his cup on the side table, leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, hands dangling loose between them. “He’s beautiful. They both are.”

The tilt of her head kept her eyes in shadow. “He looks like his father.” Her voice floated soft in the silence. “Like you.”

He felt the weight of her words heavy in his chest, in his gut; felt them wrap him, settle over him like a silken shroud. They battered his brain, echoed soft and quiet in too much headspace.

His eyes closed as he rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck; his words hung in the stillness and the moonlight. “She looks just like you.”

She smiled again, a real one that he hasn’t seen in cycles, and it lights up her face.

He wondered why he’s always been outside, just out of reach. “Aeryn…”

She blew gently into her cup. “This is my favorite room.”

He flicked his eyes up and over to her. “Reminds you of the Terrace.”

“Sitting here at night, nothing but glass between…”

“…you and the stars.” He wanted to ask her how, why, but knew that was too much. “It must have been hell for you.”

“I wanted to die.”

His fingers tightened around his cup; gut-punched. “Aeryn…”

“But Sam…helped. And your father. I couldn’t have done this without him.”

“Yeah, you could have.” He’s always known how strong she was, wanted to tell her how proud he was, how much he’s always counted on her being able to dig deep and keep moving, how much he wished she didn’t always have to. “I’m glad you didn’t have to.”

“They can help you, too. They want to.”

He barked a laugh as a white-hot blade speared his chest. “You mean I can have all this?”

She lifted a slender shoulder. “If this is what you want.”

“What? This?” The words hemorrhaged out of him and he couldn’t staunch the flow. “You? The kids?”

Her voice was low and quiet, a whisper in the moonlight. “You can take back your life.”

He thought he was bleeding out. “Did you miss…?”

Her voice was steady, strong, direct pressure. “Like I missed him.”

His eyes drifted shut as he breathed deep, exhaled softly. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“Then accept this for what it is. A gift.”

She wavered in his vision, in the moonlight, as his eyes fluttered open.

He remembered to breathe again. “This is all a gift.”

“It might not be what you imagined…but you can make it what you want. Or Sam can help you get back…"

He raised a hand, wrapped his neck; rubbed at the knot of tension there. “Why didn’t you try to get back?”

Her voice was as flat as her eyes. “To what?”

His voice was thick and heavy. “To Moya.”

To me.

“What do want, John?”

“What I’ve always wanted.” He wanted to curl up around her, feel her pressed up warm against him. He wanted to know why he was always one step behind, one step too late. He wanted her to need him. “That hasn’t changed.”

“But other things have.” She reached up, slid a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “And we don’t get to pretend they haven’t.”

He wondered how he could ever have been so far out of touch. How he ever confused that with being in control. “Aeryn…”

“I’m not sorry about…him.” She rested calm, quiet eyes on his, her words quiet, razor-sharp and precise. “I’m not sorry about leaving. I’m not sorry I came back.”

That’s your girl. When everything’s gone to shit, when there’s nothing left, she’ll always cowboy up.

“Not even during the…worst of it?”

“The worst of it?” Her eyebrow arched as she tilted her head. “When I was dying, before Scorpius found me, I kept remembering Dregon.”

White noise, like the whirr of a drill buzzed behind his eyes. “Fond memories before he almost got you killed?”

“Well, maybe not as fond as your memories from the lake…”

The bite of the bit bored into his skull clean and smooth, cleaving some clarity.

What did mom tell you about throwing stones?

Forget stones. He knew he tossed rocks. He was still a jealous bastard.

He stole small comfort that here, on earth, she was still Aeryn; his once and future girl, more herself, more recognizable to him than the silent shadow he’d last seen on Moya.

Her voice was soft in the stillness, her gaze distant and unfocused as she slipped into memory. “As I drifted in the delirium, I kept seeing him there, so serious and trying to make me understand.”

The words hemorrhaged from him, his voice soft and low. “Understand what?”

His eyes drank in the small smile that played at her lips, the soft sheen in her eyes that flared with the brief reflection of what he knew could have; might have been.

“How the good days when you’re in love made the bad times bearable.”

The taste of ash was bitter in his raw, tight throat. “He was right.”

A small, sad smile pulled at her lips. “I’d made so many mistakes.”

He read her eyes, read her body, the tilt of her chin, the curve of her lips, and thought she’d always hoped, tried for more.

His gut twisted with grief. It was all he could do through the pain in his chest to remember to breathe. “You weren’t the only one.”

A small shadow spilled into the moonlight. Sleepy eyes fixed on her mother as small steps crossed the distance, blanket trailing behind. Setting her cup down, Aeryn reached for her, settling Zoë against her chest as her daughter nestled at her neck, eyes drifting closed as the blanket settled around her.

“And when Scorpius found me…I was afraid. For you. For me. I was so weak. I thought about how I’d failed you. Failed to protect you, keep you safe. And I knew when I was gone he would do that for you; when I no longer could.”

She dropped a kiss on Zoe’s head as the child shifted in almost-sleep. “That you could hold him close, nullify his threat to you.”

Her fingers trailed up and down along the small spine as mother and daughter merged. “And all I could think of was how very badly I wanted to see you again, one last time.”

Tilting her head, she rested her cheek against her daughter’s dark hair and her quiet eyes found his. “Things didn’t go the way I imagined.”

It was the most honest conversation he’d had with her in cycles and it was killing him. “That wasn’t your fault.”

She lifted a slender shoulder. “It doesn’t matter.”

He couldn’t feel his skin as he sank into himself, his shoulders curling forward around the thing clawing deep in his chest.

He’s lost five years…and so much more to the wormhole.

“The coin toss ended badly.”

She slipped away into the haze of memory. “Among other things.”

“Things can be different.”

The ghost of a smile shadowed her lips as she softened her words. “I’m not sorry I’m here.”

He barked a laugh. “And I don’t have to be either?”

“He’s your son.” The smile bled through to her eyes. “I never meant to keep him from you.”

“I know.”

“Hope I’m not interrupting.” The soft, quiet drawl cut through the silence.

She slid her eyes to her husband, standing easy; duffel bag slung across his shoulder, hard, ice-blue eyes targeting the intruder in his home. “You’re back.”

“Got back early. Wanted to come home.” His voice dropped low and dangerous. “Didn’t know we had company.”

“Cam…”

His vision narrowed in the glare of the flash-bang exploding behind his eyes.

He crossed the distance to his wife; reached for his sleeping daughter. “I’ll take her.”

“I’ll be up in a mic…minute.”

He cradled his child against his chest, spun on his heel, and stalked silently out of the room.

She uncurled herself smoothly, unfolded long legs gracefully, and rose in one fluid motion. “It’s late.”

He leveraged himself to his feet and followed her out of the room, watched her walk down the hall a step ahead of him; elegant lines, a cascade of ebony hair spilling down her back. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

A quick twist of her wrist opened the door and she was backlit by the sudden spill of moonlight that pooled around her as she turned to look at him. “I have early duty.”

Cold air hit him in the face as he stared at her across the distance of time and space, the distance of his arm. “Is he good to you?”

He looked into her eyes and recognized love, remembered it, knew the other him had put it there, too.

“He’s good for me.”

He reached up, feathered his fingertips along her brow, down her cheek to cup her face in his hands. It felt so good, so right to touch her as he leaned forward, eyes drifting closed against the start of tears, and pressed his lips to her forehead.

He pulled back; trailed his fingers down the silk of her cheek, cupped her chin in one hand, traced the outline of soft, full lips before brushing past her out into the night.

He missed her already.

The snick of the door closing behind him exploded like a shot in his head, stabbed like a spear through his chest as he stumbles blindly toward his car.

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

The soft spill of light from the ceiling bathed the room in a golden glow that’s always reminded her of Moya’s sleep cycle. She’d picked the color without thought, without hesitation from the hundreds of swatches they’d seen.

Cam had never asked why. She couldn’t have explained it if she’d tried.

He was standing at the armoire, back to her.

Watching the play of muscle ripple along the broad shoulders outlined beneath his tee, she wanted nothing more than to run her hands over those shoulders, feel him solid beneath her fingertips, safe and sound after his mission.

She stepped silently into the room; a familiar rush of warmth firing through her, settling over her, wrapping her like a blanket. “So everything went well?”

He felt her voice, low and honey smooth slice right through him.

Blowing out a harsh exhale, he cut his eyes to her. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

She stopped dead at the sound of his voice, watched his spine go suddenly rigid, his shoulders draw back in a hard, tight line. The tension radiating off him hit her like a shock wave.

Crossing her arms, she wrapped her middle, stared at him trying to read the lines of his body. “I’m glad you’re home.”

Taut as a tripwire, he slammed the drawer shut; stalked across the room back to the bed.

She dropped her hands and three long steps brought her to him. “What’s wrong?”

Tendons corded in his neck as his head jerked around and he hurled his words at her. “What the hell was he doing here, Aeryn?”

Tilting her head, she kept her voice quiet and calm as narrowed eyes lock him in her line of sight. “You know why he was here.”

“Yeah, well…”

He grabbed his bag and pushed past her; throwing bitter words back like daggers as long, angry strides marched him to the closet. “I didn’t expect to walk in and find him sitting in my house with my wife in the middle of the night.”

Her arms came up again, twined and snaked around her waist as anger, hot and sharp, skewered her gut. “We knew he’d be coming.”

The first spike of real fear mixed with rage and shot up his spine straight into his brain. Blood pounded in his head; made his face burn as he turned to look at her. “So he just called and you said sure, come on over?”

Heavy lidded eyes locked on his; a cut-glass smile slashed her lips. “He didn’t call.”

“What?” Three angry strides and he was in her space; crowding her close and tight. “He just showed up?”

She held her ground. “Yes.”

He leaned in, blue eyes dark with rage, voice lilting, low, dangerous. “And you didn’t think to tell him no?”

“We knew he’d be coming.” She pushed past him, headed toward the door.

“Yeah. When he cleared his psych eval and we were sure he wasn’t any kind of threat to you or…”

She stopped dead in her tracks, turned to look at him. “He hasn’t cleared his psych eval?”

“No.” He cocked his forefinger and thumb at her. “But I’ll bet he didn’t tell you that.”

“He’s no threat, Cam.”

“Why?” He spat the word; breathed harsh and hard, the band around his chest tightening just enough to hurt. “Because he shows up on our doorstep and says so?”

“Because if he was a threat, I’d handle it.” Slitted eyes and a smile that torqued to the left pinned him in place. “And I know him…”

“You knew him.” He snorted harshly, anger and fear simmering just below his skin. “Five years is a long time, Aeryn. You really good to go with five year old intel?”

White-hot rage boiled up and out, spread like wildfire in his veins. “I’ve never asked you about what went on between you and him, but I figured it wasn’t all that good.” Fingers clenched into a white-knuckled fist as he stepped and took a stance. “Or am I wrong?”

“No. Things weren’t good when I came through the gate, but…”

“But what?” Streams of light and heat exploded in an incandescent blaze and a crack of thunder in his head. “Now they’re better? Cuz he’s decided to show up and what?”

Narrowed eyes targeted her as he growled low and fierce deep in his throat. “Be a father? Be part of your life?”

“Keep your voice down.” Closing the door behind her, she slipped forward slowly. “We talked about this.”

He stepped to her, invaded her space as she trailed off. “Yeah. We talked about it.” His hands wrapped her wrists as he pinned her arms and used his hips and shoulders to chivvy her back up against the nearest wall. "You and me.”

He dropped her hands, brought his up and planted them, palms down on the wall, bracketing her head. “Apparently he didn’t get the memo.”

The surprise subsided in her eyes as she canted her hips and backed him up a step, her voice surreal and sleek, quiet as death. “He’s not a threat…”

“Whatever you say, Aeryn.” Caught in the crosshairs of her cold, contained rage, fear flashed hot and bright in his gut; he closed his eyes as his world turned over. “You’re the one who knows what happened. It’s your call.”

“Grow up, Cameron. Quit acting like him.”

His eyes snapped open as he reeled from the kick to his gut, hands clenching into tight fists, breath coming hard. “Don’t go there.”

“It’s our call. Our family.”

“Right.” He leaned in close, rasped low and harsh in her ear. “Whatever.”

“Don’t do that.” She pushed him off and around, backed him up to the wall. “I know this is hard for you, but I really don’t need you acting like…”

He exploded, his hands moving to grab hers. Strong fingers snapped shut; wrapped her small wrists like a steel band as he pulled her even closer to him, spun the two of them around, driving her back, pinning her against the wall with his greater mass.

He dragged in a jagged breath, slid his cheek against hers; brought his lips next to her ear. “Like what, Aeryn?”

She moved slightly beneath him, soft breasts and sharp hipbones. “An insecure. Little. Boy.”

A shiver ran through him as words sharp as razor-wire carved him to the bone.

She breathed warm and low in his ear. “I’ve had more than enough of that to last me a frelling lifetime.”

Lust and sex and power and control all collided, clawing their way out of their cage. “That’s him. Not me.” He didn’t even bother wondering what this was about. “Get that straight.”

Memory stabbed her heart, her head. She’s been down this road before.

She stilled beneath him, her voice low and hoarse. “If you don’t trust me, well…what’s the point?"

His heart pounded deep in his chest; his entire body pulsated with the rush of blood roaring in his veins, throbbing in his groin, short circuiting his brain in the process.

Her wrists still wrapped in his hands, she felt his need to establish control, dominate her, take what’s his, burn the memory of him here and now over the memories of the ghost that had come calling.

Coiled tight, pinned between his greater mass and the wall, she was wrapped in a raw, bitter chill, a killing cold that was a living, breathing thing stretched out taut between them.

She’s never been territory he needed to mark.

He buried his face in her hair, hot breath close to the delicate shell of her ear as he exhaled softly. “Trust?”

He never felt her move. She snapped her hands back up to her shoulders, shoved hard against his chest, driving him back as she regained her footing.

Her husky, smoke-filled voice floated back to him in the stillness, tossing a grenade into the smoldering carnage as she walked toward the door. “What do we have now?”

The shock wave hit him with concussive force, rocked him back as she disappeared in the incandescent glare behind his eyes

He slapped the wall hard, dug deep for some control. A shudder worked its way through him as he struggled to suck enough air into his lungs.

He stepped to the door, found the hallway empty. His hand crawled along the wall and slapped the switch. Spinning on his heel, half a dozen long, angry strides marched him to the bed. He pulled back the comforter, punched the pillow, and sat.

Swinging his feet up and around, he dropped and stretched out. He shoved his hands under his head, laid on the bed staring up at the shadows of branches dancing on the ceiling in the sliver of moonlight streaming through the window.

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

His footsteps echoed in the empty corridor as he rounded the corner and entered the mess. He stopped dead in his tracks when he spotted her, took a step back, changed his mind, came up behind her.

“Hey.”

Carter turned annoyed eyes on him. “Hey.

“What are you still doing here?”

“Thought I’d run some sims on the new operating system and the freaking thing locked up and crashed and then I got the blue screen of death and now I gotta wait for the techs to do the data recovery and if I didn’t need the files on it I’d blow the damn thing up…”

“You work too hard.” He shot her his best half-assed grin. “You should have more fun.”

She didn’t dignify that with a response, just looked at him from under her lashes.

“What are you waiting for?”

She leaned over the counter and looked toward the back room. “My jello.”

The corner of his eye twitched. “Your jello.”

“They’re outta blue.” She leaned back and waved a hand at him. “They’re always outta blue whenever we come back early.”

“Always?”

“Always.” She nodded. “It’s Ferretti. I know it is.”

“How do you know it’s Ferretti?”

“Because he knows. And because I beat him on the firing range last week.” She turned and jabbed a forefinger at him. “I’m gonna kick his ass.”

“Here you go, Colonel.” The young airman on duty leaned over the counter, blue jello in hand. “Found it in the back of the cooler.”

“Thanks, Morse.” She flashed him a smile as she wrapped her hand around the glass, set it on her tray and turned back to Cam. “I thought you went home.”

“I did.”

“So what are you doing back here?”

He reached across her and snagged a bottle. “Getting something to drink.”

She grabbed her tray and made her way to a table, slid into a seat. “I meant why did you come back?”

He dropped opposite her and opened his bottle. “Wanted to shoot some hoops.”

“Shoot some hoops.”

“Yeah. Maybe run…or just bang my head into a wall for awhile.”

She pulled off the plastic cover, crumpled it, and dropped it on the corner of her tray. “What happened?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Went home.”

“And?”

“And that son-of-a-bitch is just sitting there in my house with my wife in the middle of the night.”

Her spoon stopped short of the jello. “That son-of-a-bitch being Crichton? What were they doing?”

“Talking.”

“Talking.” She waved the spoon at him. “Just talking?”

He nodded, his eyes not meeting hers. “Just talking.”

“You knew that was gonna happen.”

His eyes snapped to her. “You sound like Aeryn.”

Shaking her head, she looked at him with that whole you lost your pants again look, and he could almost hear her very amused Cam, Cam, Cam…

But her voice was not amused as she cocked her head and pinned him with her wide, ice-blue eyes. “And what did you sound like?”

He tilted his head and shrugged again. “Like a guy.”

“And now you’re here.”

“Yeah.”

She stabbed her spoon into the jello. “What else did she say?”

“She told me to grow up.”

“Good advice. You should take it.” She reached over, capped his bottle, and handed it back to him. “Go home, Cam. Tell your wife you’re sorry.”

“Yes ma’m.” He tilted the bottle in a mock salute and leveraged himself out of his chair.

She watched him unfold and bounce out of the mess. Her eyes dropped to her wrist. Looking at her watch she mentally made the time change and decided to call.

Pushing back from the table, she grabbed what was left of her jello and started for the door, smiling as she stepped.

Jack should be home by now.

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

She felt him and her eyes opened and tracked through the dark as she tilted her head to a more comfortable angle. Her fingers slid down the length of her neck to rub at that spot on her shoulder that’s always tight when she sleeps wrong. There was no clock in this room, and she couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but she was cold.

He was standing there, looking down at her, still and silent, a darker shadow outlined in the pale silver moonlight painting the shadows. His voice, soft and low, floated in the stillness. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

“You didn’t.” She uncurled her legs, swung them down and out, flexing her feet. “I was waiting for you to get home.”

Leaning in, his fingers found her hair. He buried them, palmed her skull, gently massaging the join of her neck and shoulder. “I went to the base.”

She slid over slightly, soundlessly, allowed him to slip in beside her. “I saw your note.”

He shifted as they negotiated shared space, lifted her up and into his lap, wrapped his arms around her.

“You’re cold.”

“Mhmhmm. You’re not.”

She slid an arm across his shoulders, settled more comfortably like a hand in glove as she tucked her head in under his chin. “What did you do there?”

One arm tightened around her, pulled her in closer as his free hand feathered up and down her arm. “Shot some hoops. Ran into Sam.”

Her hand curled around his, twined their fingers. “What was she still doing there?”

His head rested at the silken join of her neck and shoulder as he breathed her in. “Blowing up her computer. Bitching about no jello.”

She snorted a laugh on a soft exhale. “She couldn’t find any jello?”

“She says there’s never any blue jello when we get back early.” His free hand slid into her hair and fisted gently there. “She thinks Ferretti takes it and she’s gonna kick his ass.”

Her lips slid up his neck, along his jaw line, and she felt the shiver run through him as she breathed soft and warm in his ear. “I want to see that.”

His voice was soft and low, a whisper in the moonlight. “You shoulda kicked mine.” He cradled her gently, as easily as he cradled their daughter. “I was a real dickhead.”

“Now that’s a mental image.” She wiggled in his lap, felt him harden beneath her. “I love the way you talk.”

“You like that, huh?” One hand slipped around her middle to anchor her tightly to him as he wrapped himself around her and his tongue trailed a line up her neck. She shivers as he breathed in her ear. “I can do that all night.”

“Or not.” Her hand came up to cup his chin, pulled his face to hers; fused her lips to his in a deep, wet, open mouth kiss.

He broke the kiss with a small groan. Sliding his arm under her knees, he leveraged himself to his feet. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he settled her more closely against his chest and headed for the stairs.

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

He nodded to the two SFs in the otherwise deserted hallway. He missed the gold of Moya’s corridors, wondered if she still did, as he ran his fingers along cold, grey, sterile walls.

He wondered if she ever thought of it now, their time together on Moya and how it used to be, if she’d locked it away in her secret place like he had or if she’d given that up along with the rest of her life when she’d come through the gate.

He thought she’s always been better at picking up the pieces, paying the freight, burying her sorrows, moving on.

She’d always been able to cowboy up; stand up. He wondered how he ever forgot that. He checked his watch as he rounded the corner and ran right into the man currently living his life.

Mitchell stepped up, right into his space, got in his face. “Did you really think you could just show up on our doorstep and everything would be fine? Cuz you’re ready to pick up your old girlfriend and maybe be a daddy?”

Sudden white hot rage flamed in his gut, a flash fire that shot up his spine and exploded white-hot in his head. He stepped in, brought up the palm of his hand hard against Mitchell’s shoulder. “Fuck off.”

Mitchell shifted; hand coming up to clamp on his wrist and pulled, spinning him. He stepped in close behind, flat, broad hand coming up hard between his shoulder blades, shoving him roughly into the wall.

Pulling his arm up high behind his back, free hand pushing his head against the cool, smooth surface, Mitchell covered him and pressed in tight, pinning him in place.

He squirmed, tried to throw back his shoulders; couldn’t find the leverage.

His face burned against the cool wall as he growled deep in his throat. “Get the fuck off me.”

Mitchell pressed him harder into the wall, breathing harsh and heavy in his ear. “You think the rules don’t apply to you? You think you’re too good for them? You think you can just make them up as you go?”

Steel fingers tightened on his head as Mitchell pushed harder. “I don’t give a good god damn about you. But I believe a boy should know his father, no matter how piss poor an excuse for a father that daddy might be.”

He stilled under Mitchell’s weight, his lungs on fire, breathing hard.

“So get this straight. I’m only gonna say it once. Don’t fuck this up.” Mitchell leaned in closer. “Your son. My family. My wife.” His voice was slow, soft, dangerous. “Aeryn is off limits.”

A sound like thunder boomed down the corridor.

“Colonel Mitchell.”

He felt Mitchell peeled off his back, pushed off the wall and spun; ran into the mountain standing between the Colonel and him.

The Jaffa had a huge hand planted on Mitchell’s shoulder, holding him back and away like an errant puppy. His other hand was up, forefinger extended in warning; eyes pinning the smaller man in place.

John’s hands, open and palms up, came out from his sides. Teal’c tilted his head, lowered his hand, and nodded once.

He took one step forward and to the side of the Jaffa, ran his eyes up and down Mitchell, dragged the back of his hand across his lips. “You and me…we’re never gonna be friends. You love her. I love her, too.”

He locked Mitchell in his line of sight. “Enough to want to see her happy. So I’m gonna give you one piece of advice. Don’t fuck this up.”

Mitchell stood down, shoulders dropping.

Teal’c dropped his hand and his voice. “General Landry is waiting for us, Colonel Mitchell.”

Mitchell nodded once, a hard, sharp jerk of his head. He spun on his heel and double-timed it down the corridor. Teal’c tilted his head and turned to follow.

When they’d rounded the bend and cleared the junction, he turned and drove his fist into the wall.

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

The airman ushered him into Molinar’s office, closed the door behind him.

“Sorry I’m late.”

She gestured him to his usual seat, walked around her desk to sit down across from him. “What happened to your hand?”

“Slipped in the shower.”

She nodded. “Broken?”

“Lam took care of it.”

“Ok. Let’s try this again.” She laid a mini tape recorder on the table next to her chair and hit the record button. “From the top.”

He slouched in his chair and began to recite. “Once upon a time there was an all American boy named John. He was better than all American. He was golden. And his eyes were blue. One day John went for a ride in his module…”

She hit stop. “You know, this would be a whole lot easier if you…”

“…cooperated?”

“I was going to say participated. We can get to cooperate later.”

“For the eighty-ninth time Doc, I have been participating.” He stood suddenly, crossed the distance to her desk with long, angry strides, and picked up some pictures.

He flashed one at her. “See? Clouds.” He flung it to the desk, showed her another one. “Moya.” He dropped that one and flashed another. “Aeryn’s hair. Aeryn’s eyes. Aeryn’s lips.” He threw it to the desk and held up another one. “Me and Aeryn. Aeryn and him.”

He saw patterns in a wormhole, in behavior, relationships repeating them like weather.

“John…”

“No. You don’t get it. Better people than you have been in my head.”

“So you’ve said.” She shifted in her seat, slid one knee over the other, and rested folded hands on them. “Wanting what you had in there. I don’t want anything. I just want to help you…

He dropped the rest of the pictures and stalked to the bookshelf. “Right.”

“You don’t want to be here. Fine. But you want to be in the SGC.”

He ran the fingers of his unbroken hand along the spines, as if looking for an answer. “Beats hanging with Holt.”

“The only way they can offer you…what you want is if they’re sure…”

He spun on his heel and stared at her as he recited. “I’m not unstable and I’m not a threat to Aeryn.”

“This isn’t about Aeryn, John.”

He threw up a hand to stop her. “I know what I had. I know what I lost. I know why.” His hand dropped and he lowered his voice. “So, as much fun as this has been, can we just move on?”

“You don’t have to be here, John.”

“No.” He walked back to his chair, dropped into the seat. “But if I’m not, I won’t get your little seal of approval.”

“There are other positions, other places…”

“No. What don’t you get? I’m being honest here. I love her. Always have. Always will. Even though I never got it right and I’m never gonna get her.”

The fingers of his unbroken hand flexed as his eyes ran around the room. “I’d love to be able to say that I don’t know how the hell this happened to me, but I remember every damn mistake along the way.”

“Do you think that’s what Aeryn wants for you?”

He’s waited all this time, knew he’d wait as long as it took. “This isn’t about Aeryn, Doc.”

“You don’t you think you’ll find someone else?”

He heard her in his dreams. He always has. He thought he always would.

“There’s always someone else. That’s a guy thing, right?” He leaned forward and leveled clear blue eyes on her. “Come on. Look at you. Absolute sex. You work at it.”

An unpleasant smile pulls at his lips. “Yeah. Once upon a time, I’da been all over you. Now?”

He settled back, sprawled boneless in his seat. “Not interested. Why? Because sometimes even guys grow up.”

Sometimes, when he closed his eyes, he could see her, reading his letters to her, letters he’s never given her, written in the space left behind by the wormholes.

“I’ve seen her crazy in love before. And I hated that son-of-a-bitch as much as I hate this one. I also saw what it did to her when she…lost…him. I love her enough to never want to see her like that again.”

She was his life. They were his family. It was all a gift.

He’d take what he could get. He was never walking away again.

“No man would ever want that to happen to a woman he loved. So I’m not gonna do anything stupid. I know what I can have with her. I’ll take that over nothing any day, and be goddamn grateful for it every day.”

Molinar reached over, picked up her recorder, and smiled at him. “Welcome to the SGC.”

