Closer

He let out a hissing curse when he accidentally banged the back of his head against the underside of the bed.  Burning tears blurred his vision, but he blinked them back and desperately groped his hand around the floor.
   
“Dammit, where the hell – ”
   
“John, are you coming down here or do I have to come up there and drag you here?”  D’Argo’s impatient voice barked through the comms.
   
“Yeah, Dee, I’m comin’,  just gimme a microt!” Crichton snapped.
   
Just have to find my damn sock first,  he thought irritably, glaring at the darkness beneath Aeryn’s bed. Really gotta be more careful where I throw my clothes next time.
   
His hand suddenly hit something hard and he halted in surprise, squinting to get a better view of it, he dragged it toward him curiously. It was a small, leather-bound notebook, the pages dog-eared and wrinkled. Bafflement swirled in his mind; this was one of his books he had gotten...sometime during the long monens when Aeryn had been on Talyn. He had stashed it away to save for later use, but never brought it out again. How had Aeryn come across it? He quickly figured she must’ve found it and began wondering when she had gone through his stuff and why.
   
Forgetting all about his determined search for his missing sock, he backed out from under the bed and eased back to sit on the floor, staring at the notebook in puzzlement. Pursing his lips, he glanced up at Aeryn’s sleeping form beneath the covers of the bed, trying to decide what to do. He didn’t know what she’d been using it for, but would it be an invasion of privacy for him to just take a quick peek? Would she be angry with him? What if she woke up while he had it open and in his hands?
   
Returning his eyes to the book, he noted a fresh layer of dust across the cover. Aeryn obviously hadn’t touched it in a while; perhaps she wouldn’t even notice he had found it.
   
Biting down on his lip, he carefully opened the front cover. What he found on the first page caused his eyebrows to shoot up and his heart slowed to a near stop. Large, sloppy English words were scrawled across the first page, some misspelled, others incomplete, and others just perfect. Flipping through further, he found that a good portion of the first half of the book was full of pages just like the first. 
   
When he had received his belongings back after the other Crichton had died, he had noticed in his own journal various pages of random English words written in both his and Aeryn’s handwriting. Aeryn must have continued her lessons on her own in this journal. He recalled that she had known a good deal of English when they had first arrived on Earth in the wrong time frame, and she had been impressively good at it, too.
   
“CRICHTON!”  D’Argo’s voice roared through the comms, causing John to jerk in surprise.
   
“I - I’m coming!” 
   
“You said that three hundred microts ago! I need your help down here! Now hurry the frell up!”
   
“D’Argo, it’s the middle of the sleep cycle! Just have a little patience!” 
   
“I’m tired too, John, but Pilot needs us to get this done immediately! Get down here!”
   
“I’m on my way,” John uttered, hurriedly pushing the notebook back under the bed and getting to his feet. He’d just have to make a quick stop by his quarters and get a new pair of socks. 
   
Picking up his boots, he bent over his sleeping lover and placed a gentle kiss to her temple before hastily running out the door. 
   
As he rushed down the dimmed passageways, his mind wandered back to the pages of English words in Aeryn’s handwriting. Intrigue burned inside him and he felt eager to look at that notebook again.




   

He had managed to slip out of first meal early with the excuse he wanted to do some exercise and work on his module. Aeryn had had a gleam in her eye when he said so, but he hadn’t meant it as an invitation for her to meet him there, though the very idea make his heart skip. He hoped she didn’t go to the hangar thinking he’d be there...
   
Quietly slipping inside her quarters, he quickly fished out the notebook he had found earlier and settled himself comfortably on the floor, opening the book in his lap. 
   
He studied the pages of practice English for a while, his smile growing larger with each new page, impressed by Aeryn’s diligence. It wasn’t until he had made his way through a few pages that he found her first sentence: English is frelling hard.
   
Chuckling, he turned the page and was pleasantly startled to find more sentences. 
   
This is not how I wanted to come back.
   
Slowly, his grin melted away. Oh hell, was this a...journal? Aeryn kept a journal? The very idea never even occurred to him and he felt somewhat stunned. 
   
Alarm bells rang in the back of mind, warning him that this was a total invasion of her privacy. Whether he was her lover or not, he had no right to be reading. But he couldn’t bring himself to close it. Biting down on his lip, his curiosity drove him to continue on.
   
I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look so...I’m not sure how to say it in his language. But he was very upset, and I can’t blame him. 
   
His mind quickly placed the entry’s subject and time frame–it had to be after she had just returned to Moya, with Scorpius right there with her. John clamped his teeth and swallowed hard, the bitterness of that time coming to the front of his mind. 
   
None of this is going very well. It’s not just Scorpius, it’s the whole encoun...the trouble with Ullom. I really want to tell him what he wants to know, but I just can’t. You’d think of all people he would understand the importance of keeping a promise, an oath. I think he’s taking it personally that I can’t tell him.  I wish he wouldn’t, it has nothing to do with him. 
   
John shut his eyes for a moment, remembering all too well how sharp it had felt when she refused to just tell him how she got heat delirium. And it hadn’t helped at all when she added how badly she wanted to tell him, but couldn’t.
   
Taking in a deep breath, he opened his eyes and continued reading.
   
He says he doesn’t care what I did or about my oaths, but I know he’s upset that I was an assassin. He doesn’t like it at all, I know he doesn’t. I wish I could explain it better.
   
The rest of the page was full of more random English words, scribbles, rows of letters, upper and lower case. He turned over to the next page and found a short entry. What he read wrenched his throat into a tight knot and his breath caught in his chest.
   
How does he know? I never...Nobody else knew. How could he know about the baby?
   
“Shit.” He slammed the book shut and dropped his forehead into his palm. “What the hell am I doing,” he muttered. 
   
He was completely violating Aeryn’s privacy, something which he knew he would pissed off about if anyone did the same to him. He shouldn’t be looking at this journal, reading it; hell, he shouldn’t even know about it.
   
“Crichton!”
   
He jolted in place, startled, and immediately stiffened. Hastily hiding the book behind his leg, he jerked his head to find Aeryn standing in the doorway, arms crossed and face harsh.
   
Oh hell, he was in for it.
   
“What the frell are you doing in my quarters?” she snapped.
   
He drew a blank for a split second before sputtering, “I uh...Um...I was just looking for the splicer down in the hangar and it wasn’t there. I thought you might have it.”
   
“So you just figured you could let yourself in my quarters and have a look around?”
   
“Look, Aeryn,” he began as he got to his feet, making sure the notebook was carefully concealed behind him. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble –”
   
She snorted. “That’s all you ever do, John!”
   
“Look, do you know where the splicer is, or not?”
   
Briskly moving toward the shelves lining her room, she pulled out the long tool and chucked it at him. “There’s your frelling tool. Now get out of my quarters.”
   
“Fine,  I’m going. Sheesh, woman,” he muttered as he moved toward the door.
   
Before he reached the corridor, Aeryn’s hand clasped around his wrist and whirled him back around. Her mouth pushed up hard against his, eagerly caressing his lips, her tongue briefly flickering over his palette. She leaned back to pull away, but he followed her, keeping their mouths together just a moment longer before they finally broke off silently. 
   
Aeryn grinned against his lips as he struggled to keep his breathing under control so nobody would hear through the comms. His heart thudded against his chest and the urge to take her in his arms and back her up to the bed was almost irresistible, but it would have to wait until later. 
   
After briefly nuzzling his nose along the bridge of her own, he grazed his lips across her cheek and came to a stop at her ear, whispering almost inaudibly to her, “Love you.”
   
In response, her hand slid over his hip to his rear, her fingers seductively scratching over his hind end. He grinned against her skin and gently nipped her earlobe; feeling her rush of breath across his neck in reaction was more than a turn on and he reluctantly pulled back before they ended up going much further.
   
He took a bodily step back from her, then smiled apologetically at her. Eyes glistening in understanding, she returned his grin and nodded. He backed out slowly, keeping eye contact and smiling the whole way until he made it around the corner and Aeryn was out of sight. Turning to walk straight, he let out a long, silent breath, his hammering heart calming down.
   
As he walked, John looked down at the notebook in his hands and felt a pang of guilt. He hadn’t meant to take it, but there was no way he would’ve been able to put it back without Aeryn noticing. 
   
Crap, I’ve really dug myself in a hole now,  he thought with a frown. She’s gonna kill me if she finds out.
   
Deciding he’d just go put it back later, he stuffed it under his arm and made his way to the hangar bay, twirling the splicer around with his fingers.




   


No matter how hard John tried to stay focused on working on his module, his mind continuously drifted to Aeryn’s journal. The one entry about the events of her return floated around inside his head, distracting him, attracting his attention. 
   
He wished he’d never found it. The guilt of reading just that one entry alone was bad enough, but what he really was feeling awful for was that he wanted to read more. A voice in his head had mentioned it was a good way to help him better understand what Aeryn had gone through and it would help them in their healing process, but that was just an excuse and he knew it.
   
The truth of the matter was he and Aeryn hadn’t really discussed any of the issues that had been hanging between them the last few monens. Their time together was mostly spent doing more physical things rather than talking. They had been making up for lost time, which he certainly wasn’t complaining about, but he still needed answers. 
   
I should just talk to her,  he told himself. We both have lots of things we need to say.
   
Satisfied with that solution, he continued on working.
   
But his stubborn mind refused to let go that easily and he found himself again thinking about the journal.
   
The wires he was working on suddenly sparked, snapping and cracking in loud protest, biting hard at his finger tips. 
   
“OW! Dammit!” John hissed through clenched teeth as he shook his hand fervently in attempt to rid himself of the pain. 
   
Screw it, I can’t work like this,  he thought bitterly, and abruptly moved out from under his module. 
   
Getting to his feet, he leaned against his ship and shook his stinging hand again. He pressed his lips together in indecision as he glanced at the open cockpit; he had placed Aeryn’s notebook in there, tucked along side the seat, until he finished with his work here. 
   
To read or not to read, that is the question, he mused, bringing his thumb up to stroke his bottom lip ponderously.
   
“No,” he breathed, turning abruptly away from the module and moving toward the tool bench. He began sorting through the array of tools on the table, then glanced over his shoulder at his module again. Sharply shaking his head, he silently berated himself. No, no, no, no. I’m not. I won’t. I can’t. Just forget about it, Johnny. Move on with life.
   
Humming to himself, John carefully studied every tool, going over each of their purposes. Half way through, he dropped the one he was holding. “What the hell,” he murmured, and spinning around, hurried over to his module and climbed inside the cockpit.
   
Once he was settled comfortably in the seat, he pulled out the journal wedged between the chair and the side panel and opened it to where he had left off. 
   
I never thought I’d be doing this, writing all this I mean. I wonder what John would think of that. I used to think it was so odd that he did it, but now I think I understand.
   
It’s never been very easy for me to open up to anyone except John. I really want to talk to him, but I can’t. I don’t think he’d listen. And I don’t want to upset him. And I know he’d get angry with me if I talked to anyone else, so...here I am, doing what I once thought was absurd.
   
Guilt and self loathing immediately pitted in his stomach. She hadn’t thought she could talk to him? Where the hell had she gotten that idea? All he had wanted was for her to talk to him.
   
She was scared,  he realized with a pang. She was afraid to talk to me. Hell.
   
Beneath this entry was a few rows of what looked Aeryn practicing how to spell her name. Below that was another entry. The look of the writing here was considerably different. It was dark and almost angry, less controlled, messy, as if scrawled out in an fierce, emotional rush. 
   
What the frell does he want! I try and I try and he just keeps...I WANTED to talk to him but he went off to look at his stupid frelling wormhole and when I finally told him about the stasis it didn’t seem to make any difference to him at all! And what the frell is all this dren about not trusting him! I frelling TRUST him more than anyone else I’ve ever frelling met! How could he have expected me to have told him about the baby back before I left Moya? Cholak, HOW? I was frelled up, he knows that! I just can’t...I cant...I can’t TAKE this!
   
Hands shaking, John hastily shut the book, unable to read the rest. Leaning his head back against the seat, he took in slow, deep breaths, trying to fight off the tears that were eagerly searing his eyes. 
   
He knew he had been somewhat unfair to her at the time, had pushed too hard and too fast, wanting more than she was ready or even able to give. He had felt no remorse over it, too bitter and hurt to care how she was feeling. 
   
God, he was such a frelling bastard.
   
Brisk, clapping footsteps entered the hangar, the stride one he immediately recognized as Aeryn’s. With trembling hands, he hurried to hide the journal again while simultaneously scrubbing the tears out of his eyes. He looked up just in time to see her head appear over the edge of the cockpit and she smiled down at him, her expression one of pure seduction which automatically made his pants feel extremely constricting.
   
His heart pace quickened when she climbed in and slowly eased herself into his lap, her strong legs straddling his hips. John tried his best to act normal, as if nothing was wrong. He nervously swallowed, hoping she wouldn’t notice the corner of the notebook sticking out from next to the seat.
   
Some of what his reaction to what he had read must’ve leaked through, because she was now gazing at him with utter concern. Her delicate fingers stroked his brow in loving question, her eyes glossy with worry. Taking her hand in his, he kissed her palm and grinned reassuringly at her–she looked skeptical.
   
Looping his arm securely around her waist, he held her tight against him and tenderly kissed the hollow of her throat, softly nipping her skin with his lips. Her body trembled against him as she let out a soft, shuddering sigh. 
   
All his love and longing swelled and throbbed in his chest. He had been so unfair to her, had treated her so horribly, had emotionally scarred her...He didn’t want her to ever doubt his love for her again. 
   
His breathing came in deep as his mouth slowly traveled over her collarbone, her own breaths coming in sharper by the minute. Her fingers curled around a fistful of his hair when he nuzzled the collar of her shirt aside to taste the tender skin below her clavicle. Pulling his lips away from her skin, he leaned his forehead against her chest and gently placed his hand over her stomach, rubbing small circles across the fabric of her shirt with his thumb. A faint smile touched his lips as he thought of the little life residing just beneath his palm. Aeryn pressed her mouth to the top of his head in a kiss, her fingers running slowly through his hair. They remained in place for a while, simply enjoying the warm closeness of each other, savoring each forbidden second.
   
It wasn’t until Aeryn shifted in his lap that his lust was fully sparked, a strong line of sheer desire racing up from his abdomen and throughout the rest of his body. Lifting his head, he placed another kiss to her throat, making his way up her neck with soft nibbles. Her hand resting on his arm moved up to his shoulder, clinging hard, her nails digging into his vest. She visibly trembled with the strain of holding in a moan when he looped his hand around the nape of her neck and suckled at the silky skin beneath her jaw. Through all the mush his mind had become, he had to remind himself not to give her a hickey, or else that could cause a whole truck-load of problems.
   
Both of them went completely still when they heard a pair of voices coming nearer to the hangar. Panic trickled down John’s body like ice and he made eye-contact with Aeryn, his fear reflected in her own eyes. They remained in place as the voices entered the room, one of which being D’Argo, and the other was Chiana. 
   
“He’s not here,” Chiana announced.
   
“I could’ve sworn he said he was coming down here to work earlier,” D’Argo said, the puzzlement clear in his tone.
   
Oh, frell. John held his breath as he listened.
   
“Crichton, you in here?” Chiana called. And without barely enough time for anyone to answer, she said, “Nope! Not here! Just comm him.”
   
Crichton and Aeryn jerked in utter panic. If D’Argo commed either of them, he’d hear it come from the module and know they were there.
   
Crap. This is not good, John thought desperately, his mind running wild with any possible solutions to this predicament. He subconsciously tightened his hold around Aeryn, keeping her pressed firmly against him.
   
“No,” D’Argo finally said quietly. “I don’t want to disturb him.”
   
“Why not? You were perfectly okay with that idea two microts ago,” Chiana pointed out.
   
“Things have been really strained between him and Aeryn lately, more than usual,” the Luxan explained. “He probably lied when he left first meal early.”
   
“Lied about what?” Chiana inquired, now sounding more concerned than playful.
   
“Why he left. I don’t think he was ever planning on coming here. He probably wants to be left alone. I’ll just find him later.”
   
Chiana huffed loudly. “It’s not right at all. They shouldn’t be like this.”
   
Their footsteps and voices began to retreat, getting softer as they got further away. When at last neither voices nor footsteps could be heard, both John and Aeryn released the breaths they had been holding and physically relaxed. 
   
Aeryn leaned her forehead against his shoulder for a moment, both of them noting how close they’d come to getting caught. But then, it was the very excitement and rush of that risk that made this sort of thing all the more fun.
   
John smiled against her hair and nuzzled his nose against the silky strands. She sat up and smiled softly at him, stroking his temple with her cool finger once more. He could see the love and want dazzling in her eyes and he felt his heart skip and flutter. The excited gleam in her gaze was a clear enough message to him and a silly grinned stretched over his face. She wanted him, badly, and he wanted her with equal passion. But in order to keep from getting caught, they would have to restrain themselves until a more convenient time and place. 
   
With deliberate slowness, Aeryn pulled herself up off his lap, her breasts passing directly in front of his face. John’s throat constricted and he swallowed hard, restraining himself from grabbing her and pulling her back down. He let his eyes wander her body as she moved past him, his hands gliding along her hips, thighs and legs as she climbed out of the cockpit. Before she completely disappeared over the lip of the cockpit, she peered back down at him with a parting smile, which he returned. Then she slipped away from his sight as quickly and as quietly as she had come.
   
John shut his eyes and leaned back against the seat, bringing his hands up to scrub at his face as he let out a deep, shuddering breath. He waited for his body to calm down and his temperature to return to normal before moving again. His gaze wearily rested on Aeryn’s notebook stuffed against the seat and he felt his chest clench. The furious words of the last entry he read flickered across his mind, evoking his self-hatred once more. 
   
No longer feeling like working on his module, he grabbed the journal and climbed out of the ship. He stared hesitantly at the book for a moment, his throat once more knotted up. Fear of reading anymore twisted inside of him. Rubbing his hand over his eyes, he pushed the matter aside for the time being. What he needed now more than anything was some sleep. He hadn’t had any, or at least not very much of it, for arns. 
   
Tucking the book under his arm, he made his way to his quarters.




   


As exhausted as he was, both mentally and physically, sleep simply refused to bestow itself on him. Even with the privacy curtain drawn and the lights dimmed, John was restless.
   
His mind insisted on tormenting him, echoing Aeryn’s written words through his head as if he had heard her actually speak them. He had mistreated and abused the one thing he loved more than the entire universe and everything in it. He tried to alleviate the guilt by reasoning that he had done it to protect her, but it wasn’t helping any.
   
Strangled in his raging emotions, John sat up and palmed the lights up a little brighter. Then, bending over, he fished out Aeryn’s notebook from its hiding place under his bed.
   
For a moment he merely sat and stared at it. Then, taking in a deep breath to steel himself, he opened it to where he had left off. Still feeling unable to continue the entry he hadn’t finished, he skipped it and looked for the next one.
   
After paging through a few more sheets of practiced English, he found the next entry. The ink there looked partly smeared in places and it took him a moment to figure out it had been from tears.
   
Concern pulsated through him at that.
   
I almost killed him today. Frelling Cholak, I almost KILLED him. My gun was in my hands and aimed right at his head. Frell, I even pulled the frelling trigger.
   
I really do feel the coin toss ended badly. I told him that, but Cholak knows if he believed me. He hadn’t said anything to me since we came back to Moya. Maybe my agreeing with him wasn’t enough. I regret leaving him and Moya. I really do.
   
He stared at the page with parted lips, stunned. The memory of being at a stand off with her, both their guns drawn, was still very clear; the event had nearly traumatized him. He had not only come close to killing Aeryn, but her baby too.
   
And when she had agreed with him on his statement about the coin toss, it had affected him more than he had ever let on. It was one of those times he nearly dropped everything and confessed how desperately he needed her, wanted her. It had been one of the more painful times. But for the sake of her life and the baby’s, he had kept himself hardened by taking high doses of lakka. What a damn fool he’d been.
   
He touched me, though. I can’t even remember the last time he’s come that close to me. I’m not sure what it meant, but I liked it. It was most likely just sympathy for what I did to all those people. But I’m still glad. He used to do it all the time, even before Talyn. I miss it.
   
John stopped to give his eyes a good scrub and wiped his hand over his mouth. Gathering up his composure again, he turned the page.
   
It’s not easy to keeping writing like this. In English I mean. John didn’t get to teach me as much as I would like when we were on Talyn, and I’m too afraid to ask him for help now. I think my learning his language might upset him.
   
Rereading the last sentence, John felt both perplexed and mildly hurt. Had he really scared her so badly?
   
I want to learn more, but I’ll have to do it on my own. I’ve been listening to the way John talks and been trying to add it to what I already know. It’s hard, but it’s working. For now.
   
He blinked in shock. He had had no idea that she had been trying to learn from the way he talked. Well, he didn’t know about any of her self-taught lessons. When they had found Earth, he simply thought that she had been using what she had learned from the other Crichton. He felt...touched, that she had worked that determinedly to learn more English. She was amazing.
   
I miss him helping me with all this. It was much easier and not so lonely. It was fun. He used to smile when I got a word right. I miss that, his smile. He doesn’t smile anymore. At least not around me. I miss him so much.
   
It was as if her words had paralyzed him, every fiber in his body going numb. He reread the last paragraph repeatedly, trying to grasp any other meaning than what he had seen. Having no success, he shakily shut the book and attempted to breathe again.
   
All his old fear of being nothing more to Aeryn than a cheap substitute for the other Crichton came rushing back so fast it was almost painful. She missed him–the other Crichton. Still, after everything, after–  All this time he had thought– 
   
“Dammit,” he said sharply as he roughly threw the book aside. Getting to his feet, he swiftly walked to his table and reached for the raslak flask.
   
After hastily pouring the alcohol into a cup and taking a large swallow, he stood for a moment and let the powerful sting of the drink trickle down his body and relax his tense muscles. 
   
Stay calm, John, it’s an older entry. You probably misread it anyway.
   
Yet no matter what he told himself, he still felt as though he had been skewered through the gut.
   
One of the things he had wanted most from Aeryn was for her to recognize that he was not the man she knew on Talyn. He had wanted her to love him for him, not some lost ghost that she had been clinging to. And he had truly believed that they had finally reached that, that she had fallen in love with him, for the man he was now, not because he shared the same face as the other guy.
   
And she probably does love you for you, you idiot! That’s an old entry!
   
Frowning, he glanced at the book on his bed and thought, Not that old.
   
Exhaling heavily, he sank into the seat by the table and took another swig of raslak. Resting his elbow on the table, he rested his forehead into his palm with a sigh. Squeezing his sore eyes shut, he wrestled with the jumble of emotions surging inside him.

It was the first time that he felt something other than giddy excitement while on his way to meet Aeryn for the night. He felt dread and pain, the longing words in Aeryn’s notebook weighing down on him like a crushing force. No matter how hard he tried to shake it off, the wound had already been made.
   
Anxiety pitted in his stomach as he came to the old abandoned quarters, the privacy curtain concealing the inside a signal to him that Aeryn was already there. Stopping outside the entry, he chewed on his lip for a moment, considering turning around and leaving. Shaking off the idea, he took in a deep breath and slipped past the curtain.
   
The instant he was inside, he was whirled around and pinned against the wall, his mouth covered with hot, insistent lips. His stomach jumped up to his throat in the natural excited reaction he always had to Aeryn kissing him, but found he couldn’t meet her with the vigor that he wanted. 
   
Is she kissing me, or him?  he wondered distractedly as her tongue lapped eagerly at his lips. 
   
A burning shudder of desire raced down his spine and pooled in his abdomen as her hands traveled up his chest and under the shoulders of his vest, her nails scratching at his back. Yet no matter how much he wanted her, how badly he wanted to love her physically, her last journal entry plagued him.
   
“John?” her voice yanked him away from his musings and he opened his eyes to face her. She was watching him with a concerned expression, her fingers dancing lovingly over his nape. “What’s the matter?”
   
He gazed at her in silence, trying to sort out his thoughts and figure out the best way to put them into words. “Aeryn...”  He paused, working his jaw briefly before finally asking, “Do you miss him?”
   
Her brow furrowed even deeper, her expression changing from concern to perplexity. He waited with baited breath as he studied her, searching for any sort of sign in her face. 
   
“No,” she finally said firmly. “I have you.”
   
It was exactly what he wanted to hear, but for some reason it just wasn’t enough.
   
“So when you look at me,” he began quietly, trying hard to keep the hurt he was feeling out of his voice, “you don’t see him?”
   
Her features hardened with determination. “No.” She paused, as if collecting her thoughts. “You were both the same man at the core, but you’ve been through a far different set of experiences.” Gently, she leaned bodily against him and moved her fingers to stroke his eyebrow. “I love you for what you are now.”
   
“But you said that you missed it when he’d teach you English,” John pointed out. Shaking his head, he said, “I never taught you any English.”
   
Aeryn’s body stiffened and she leaned back to get a better look at him. “When did I say that?”
   
Oh, crap. “Does it matter?” he nearly snapped. “Just tell me the truth, Aeryn!”
   
She was silent, studying him with a moist gaze. In a whisper, she told him, “I missed John Crichton.”
   
He stared at her with parted lips, not quite sure how to take that.
   
“I missed you insisting that I open up to you all the time,” she continued, her voice strengthening. “I missed it when you would smile at me and when you’d use all those odd Earth sayings of yours. I just...I just missed you.” 
   
‘You’ meaning John Crichton. The deeper meaning in her words sank in slowly and he finally began to understand. 
   
Tears were peeking out from the corners of her eyes and her brow was creased; the look always did him in, making his stomach melt and his knees weak. 
   
Enveloping her in a firm embrace, he held her tight against him as he placed a kiss into her hair. Her body was tense, stiff with the emotions he had so bluntly evoked. 
   
“John,” she breathed shakily after a moment. “Why...What made you ask? What you said about me mentioning you teaching me English, how...I don’t remember ever telling you that.”
   
His arms tightened around her and he buried his face in the silky strands of her hair. He couldn’t get out of this one; he was going to have to tell her. 
   
“You’re gonna hate me,” he whispered.
   
“That’s impossible,” she whispered back.
   
Her arms tightened reassuringly around him when he let out a deep breath. She stroked the back of his head, waiting.
   
“I um...I accidentally found your diary,” he finally confessed in a murmur. “The one you were practicing writing English in.”
   
At first she made no response, her hand only halting momentarily in reaction. He held his breath in fear, anticipating her anger, a physical sign of her disapproval. Instead, she merely breathed, “I had forgotten about that.”
   
“I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “I didn’t mean to...I had no idea it was a journal. Once I started looking at it I just...I couldn’t...I tried, but I couldn’t stop.” Guilt ridden tears pricked his eyes and he struggled to keep them back.
   
"How much...have you read?”
   
“When you said you missed...me.”
   
“You can keep reading, if you want.”
   
He blinked. “You’re not...You’re not mad?”
   
Leaning back, she met his gaze and said seriously, “I have nothing to hide from you, John. If you want to read it, then read it.” Then she added sternly, “But you have to promise me one thing.”
   
He only looked at her quizzically, waiting to hear the rest.
   
“You have to promise me that you won’t feel responsible for anything I wrote in there.”
   
“Aeryn –”
   
“You did what you believed you had to in order to protect me and the baby,” she interrupted. 
   
There was more to it than that. So much more, and he hadn’t even begun to show her. His long monens in lonely, abandoned isolation, being caught in the hands of Grayza...There was so much that contributed to his shutting off to her and pushing her away. He wanted to tell her that, but the words were caught in his throat.
   
“I won’t deny that it was painful,” Aeryn went on, her eyes momentarily flickering with pain. Then a faint smile touched the corners of her lips. “But things between us have never been easy.” Gazing at him with loving adoration, she gently touched his mouth with her fingertips. “I want us to be able to move on from this, John. I love you, and that’s never going to change.”
   
Love fluttered inside his chest, warming his stomach and trickling down his legs. Without saying a word, he closed the small space between them to capture her lips, his hands sliding around her waist to pull her up fully against him. All the excitement and desire that had been smothered by his depression earlier broke free and surged throughout him, fueling his passion. His growing fervency triggered a strong response from Aeryn, her hands tightening around his shoulders as her hips pushed against his, her leg brushing over his thigh. A moan rumbled in her throat, vibrating into his mouth, stimulating his desire even further.
   
Pulling her up with her legs around his waist, John hastily carried her to the bed. After he laid her down, he climbed on top of her, his breath coming in hot and heavy as he latched his mouth onto her neck. A sharp gasp escaped her lips and her hand was already desperately trying to push off his vest. 
   
He groaned her name into her skin, his stomach and hips eagerly pushing in on her own. “Aeryn,” he gasped, pulling back to speak clearly. Locking his eyes on hers, he panted, “I’m sorry...for doubting you.”
   
A broad smile stretched over her lips. “Just shut up, John.”
   
And she smothered his mouth with hers before he could say anything further.




   

It was moments like this that he most longed for during the day, when they could just sit and be content with each other’s company, talk about the little things, or the big things, and not have to worry about anyone hearing or seeing them. 
   
She lay stretched out on her back and he had his head rested against her ribs, gazing at her stomach as he gingerly ran his palm over her skin. Her fingers danced lazily through his hair, the touch and her soft breathing transfixing, soothing.
   
His mind wandered to the embryo trapped in stasis inside of her. They had yet to really talk about it, to try to patch up any misunderstandings and get through the static hanging around the situation. The last thing he wanted was for Aeryn to think that he didn’t love the baby simply because they didn’t know who the father was, or that he wouldn’t love it even if it wasn’t John Crichton’s at all.
   
Dragging his fingertips lightly around her bellybutton, he breathed, “Aeryn...”
   
“Hmm?”
   
He waited a moment, figuring out exactly how he wanted to express his thoughts. Lifting his head from her torso, he locked his gaze on hers. “I want you to know that...I don’t care who the father of your baby is. I love you, and I love it as my own.”
   
Her eyes widened slightly, the exhaustion pulling back from them. A watery, shy smile pulled on her mouth and her gaze moistened. He knew, then, that his words had meant the universe to her, and he had said the right thing. Her fingers tenderly stroked his temple, his jaw, then danced adoringly over his lips. Taking hold of them with his hand, he pressed a warm kiss into their tips, then into her palm. 
   
Her hips arched softly against him as her leg came up around his waist. Urging his body back on top of hers, she pulled him into a full kiss.




   

Considering that Scorpius was sitting at the other end of the table, it was dangerous that John was having a hard time just keeping his eyes off Aeryn.
   
Damn, I shoulda sat further away from her,  he thought, biting down on his lip as he risked another glance at her.
   
She was conversing with D’Argo as she ate, the motions of her mouth captivating John in a trance. Flashes of the things she had done with that mouth from the previous night ran through his mind and he swallowed hard, willing his temperature back down. He immediately regretted allowing his mind to wander, his pants feeling uncomfortably tight. 
   
In attempt to distract himself, he took a large gulp of his drink, then focused intently on his food.
   
Suddenly something hooked around his ankle and yanked, making him jerk forward in his seat. D’Argo and Aeryn turned to him with confused expressions.
   
“You okay, John?” D’Argo inquired.
   
Locking eyes with Aeryn and seeing the playfulness dancing behind her gaze, he immediately knew what was going on.
   
Oh, she wants to play that game, does she?

“Yeah, Dee, I’m fine. Just had a little trouble gettin’ that sucker down,” he mumbled, taking another drink.
   
He waited until his comrades slipped back into conversation, then pressed his foot down threateningly on Aeryn’s. She managed to slid her foot out from under his and he quickly tried to follow, his heel accidentally jabbing into her shin. Across the table, he saw her grimace and cover it up by spitting out her food into a dining cloth. 
   
The sole of her boot came down hard just under his kneecap and he bit back a yelp, pain trickling down his shin. He looked up at her in alarm, but she seemed completely involved talking to D’Argo. This game was getting rougher every time. 
   
Moving his knee out from her foot, he trapped her ankle between his legs and pulled back. She tried to yank back, but he held tight. To his surprise, she reversed directions and dove inward, the toe of her boot running along the inside of his thigh. Shivers ran down his body and he barely had time to wonder what she thought she was doing when the tip of her boot reached its goal. Sensation shot through him like an electric shock and he jerked abruptly, quickly getting to his feet, blood rushing to his head.
   
Every pair of eyes in the room was on him, each of his ship mates staring quizzically. 
   
“What the frell has got you so tinked, Crichton?” Chiana asked cheerfully. “You okay?”
   
Purposefully keeping his gaze off Aeryn, he swallowed hard and nodded. “Y-yeah, I’m fine, I just...I gotta...Gotta go.”
   
Shakily stepping over the bench, he moved around the table and briskly left the center chamber. He felt some mild relief as the group fell back into its casual chatter behind him.
   
Taking in another deep breath to calm his racing heart and try to get his body back under control, he looped his thumb in the waistband of his pants and made a weak attempt to loosen the tightness between his legs.
   
Damn, she likes to play dirty,  he thought, a silly smile pulling on his mouth. Gonna get her back for that later.
   
Believing himself incapable of walking back in the center chamber with a straight face or safe from further similar assaults, he commed Pilot. 
   
“Hey, Pilot, what maintenance bay was it that you asked to have sorted out?”
   
“Tier three maintenance bay,”  Pilot’s voice responded.
   
“Right. Thanks. I’m on it.”
   
“I appreciate it, Commander.”
   
After making a quick stop at his quarters to pick up Aeryn’s book, John made his way to tier three.




   

I was staring right at him and he just...vanished. It took him in less than a microt. I’ve always been worried something like this would happen. He gets too close to wormholes too often. And this time he wasn’t even in a frelling ship, just floating out there. 
   
Frelling Cholak, he’s GONE. Taken to who knows where and might not even be...He could be...No, he’s not. We’ll find him. We have to. I have to. I can’t do this again. 
   
It took him a few minutes before seeing that this entry pertained to when he had been abruptly sucked down a wormhole–the wormhole that had first led him to the Ancient he called Einstein. 
   
Leaning back against a stack of crates behind him, he stretched out his legs and settled the notebook in his lap. Turning to the next page, the first word written there made his heart stop.
   
Earth.
   
It used to be like a story to me, something not real. A myth. I would always hear John talk about it, and he told me much of what he loves about it, his family, certain places he values. After all these cycles, we’ve found it.
   
It’s not at all what I had imagined. And I’m starting to think that it’s not what John had in mind either.
   
We all think it’s beautiful, which it is one of the most gorgeous planets I have ever seen, and we all adore his family, but the rest of it...I could do without. I think the others would agree.
   
The people here, these humans, they are...more frightening than I could have really imagined. They have too many questions, some far too personal for comfort. They pry, are nosey, sometimes inconsiderate. 
   
It’s been...very difficult. None of us feel very safe here, nor welcome. Except with John’s family. They’re the only ones who truly treat us like people instead of things. I like them, John’s family. Especially his sister, Olivia. She is very kind. Bobby is nice as well. His eager curiosity is entertaining, somehow refreshing. It’s far different from the other humans’ questions. 
   
John’s father is...something else. Hard to explain. I’ve heard John speak about him so much, with such respect and love. But when I look at him, I can’t help but think of the Ancient using Jack’s face to stay in this realm. It’s a bit difficult to keep them apart in my mind. 
   
John let out the breath he had been holding in a rush, surprise settling like a rock in his stomach. He had never even considered that connection between his actual father and the Ancient disguised as Jack. He didn’t recall Aeryn ever acting particularly odd around his father, but then again, he hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to her at the time. 
   
The humans get more frightening every day. I’m not sure how much longer I can do this. I don’t like the way they look at me. And what that television man asked me today...Dear Cholak, do they know that John and I used to be in a relationship and are trying to secretly pry some sort of confession out of me? Do they know about the baby? Frell...I...Dren! 
   
His mind came to screeching halt and John sat bolt upright. What the hell? What television man? And just what the hell did he ask her? Anger sparked inside him and he pressed his lips into a tight line, glaring at the words on the page. Just how much of this had happened to Aeryn while he had purposefully blinded himself to it? What had he allowed them to put her through?
   
I really wish John would help me with all this. I want to tell him, to ask him about...But...I can’t. Does he even know about it? 
   
Frell, this is not how I imagined coming to Earth would be like at all. I always pictured being here with John with me, introducing me to his family, taking me to all the places he’s told me about, teaching me how to drive, making me try all the foods he’s missed, like chocolate.
   
But it’s not like that at all. I’ve hardly even seen him, and when I do, he doesn’t even so much as look at me. The only times he’s ever spoken to me were out of necessity. I can’t say how much that hurts.
   
He used to tell me how well I’d fit in here. I had always been unsure, but I eventually began to believe him. That’s all dren now. I don’t feel like I fit in here at all. I feel like some sort of prisoner, an outcast...a frelling alien. I feel like I can’t breathe down here. 
   
Shutting his eyes, he roughly dropped his head back against the crates, then purposefully hit his head against them three time times. 
   
You damn idiot! he berated himself harshly. 
   
He had shut Aeryn out completely while on Earth. He had practically let himself forget about her and let her deal with the pressure from his race on her own. He had destroyed both their visions of being on Earth together. He had one-hundred percent frelled things up.
   
Before he could return to reading, he heard approaching footsteps in the outside corridor. Recognizing them as Aeryn’s, he grinned slightly and looked over at the entryway in time to see her stroll in. She stopped and their eyes met, sharing a smile. Aeryn held her finger in front of her mouth, signaling him to stay silent. Then, moving toward him, she bent down to pluck his comms badge off from his vest, then disappeared behind a few rows of crates. When she appeared again, she smiled broadly at him.
   
“Are we comms free?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
   
“Yes, we are,” she nodded.
   
Sitting down beside him, she rested her chin on his shoulder, looking down at her journal in his lap. “How’s the reading?”
   
Frowning down at the book, he answered, “Very...revealing.”
   
Her fingers grazed his as she reached to touch the page, her brow furrowing slightly in recollection. “Earth,” she breathed sadly. “Not quite how I had imagined it.”
   
“Me neither,” he replied, resting his cheek against her head. “I’m so sorry for abandoning you like that. I had no idea...I didn’t know you were under such pressure. I knew you all had a rough time of it, but...Not like this.”
   
When she spoke, her voice was quiet, weak, emotion seeping through. “It was very hard.”
   
Closing the notebook, he set it aside and pulled Aeryn in snug against him, placing a kiss on the top of her head. She began to fiddle with a buckle on his vest, fingering it ponderously. 
   
After a moment of silence past, John said lightly, “That was a nasty little move you made during breakfast.”
   
Smiling, she replied, “You know you liked it.”
   
“I didn’t say that I didn’t,” he chuckled, subconsciously dragging his fingertips up and down her arm.
   
“I didn’t expect you to leave, though.”
   
“I think you got me more than you intended. Not to mention you completely put me on the spot.” His grin broadening, he added, “I think you enjoy this game a little too much.”
   
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself,” she purred in a purely seductive tone.
   
John’s breath hitched when she moved her hand down to his stomach, her fingers teasing the spot just above his belt buckle. He inhaled shakily as her nails scratched lightly through his shirt. 
   
“Aeryn, if you keep doing that – ”
   
“Then what?” she interrupted, smiling mischievously. 
   
Tightening his arm around her, he managed to choke out, “Then I won’t be able to restrain myself.”
   
She hummed thoughtfully against his neck, then let her hand drop below his belt to stroke the inside of his thigh. 
   
“Oh, God, that’s it.”
   
Grabbing hold of her, he urgently pushed her back onto the floor. Hovering over her on his hands and knees, he bent down to catch her lips in his, covering her mouth completely as he vigorously drove his tongue inside. Moaning into his mouth, she insistently tugged on his vest, wanting him closer. Ignoring her urges, he remained in place as he devoured her mouth, his teeth scratching over her lips and his tongue exploring thoroughly, drawing up more passion from her by the second. Moving from his vest to his stomach, she ran her hands up to his chest and then back down again, her fingers coiling around his gun-belt suggestively. His hips automatically pushed against her hands, demanding more. 
   
But before she had the chance to fulfill his desires, hard, heavy footsteps could be heard coming down the outside passageway. 
   
John abruptly yanked back from Aeryn, stumbling stiffly to his feet. “Damn,” he grumbled, straightening out his clothes and helping Aeryn up. “Never enough time.”
   
“John?” D’Argo’s voice echoed down into the room, his footsteps getting even closer. His large form appeared in the doorway. “Are you – ”
   
The Luxan’s voice was drown out by a loud, harsh smack of skin hitting skin. John stumbled backwards, colliding into a stack of crates and knocking one over, then clung desperately to another to keep himself up. Aeryn spun around on her heel, a dark and angry expression tightening her features as she stormed past D’Argo without a word. 
   
John clenched his teeth on the pain throbbing down the entire side of his face, his eyes watering as he pressed his hand over his tender skin. Was that really necessary? he thought with mild bitterness as he watched Aeryn’s retreating form with blurred vision. Damn, she can really pack a punch. She is SO going to have to make up for that later!   

“What happened?” D’Argo inquired, clearly shocked.
   
“Nothing,” John answered tightly, still waiting for the pain to subside. “What’s up?”
   
D’Argo hesitated, skeptical, but didn’t press it. “Pilot told me you were down here. I tried comming you to see if you wanted any help, but you weren’t answering.”
   
After looking at his hand to make sure there wasn’t any blood on it, just to double check, John said distractedly, “Oh, I uh...I must’ve left my comms in my quarters by accident.”
   
“Right. Well, do you need any help?”
   
“Sure, Dee, thanks.”
   
John carefully kicked Aern’s notebook between two stacks of crates and made a mental note to get it later. Wiping away the hot tears from his eyes, he blinked his vision clear, then set to work with D’Argo.




   

Pilot’s den was always quiet and peaceful, Moya’s soothing hums echoing vibrating off the wide walls, emphasizing their calming tune. It was a good place to think; the best place on all of Moya, in fact. And here, he didn’t have to worry about being interrupted or found reading a journal by one of his shipmates.
   
“Hey, Pilot,” John greeted as he casually strolled across the catwalk.
   
“Good morning, Commander,” Pilot replied, turning to face the human. “Is there something I can help you with?”
   
John smiled at Pilot’s readiness to assist. “I was just wondering if I could sit and read here for a while.”
   
Pleasant surprise lit Pilot’s features. “Of course. Moya and I welcome the company.”
   
“Thanks; ‘ppreciate it,” John said gratefully.
   
Settling himself on the ground with his back against Pilot’s console, he rested Aeryn’s notebook against his knees and studied it for a while.
   
He hadn’t finished her entry about Earth, and frankly, he wasn’t even sure if he wanted to. From what he had already read, he knew it was a rough time for her, more than he had originally known. In fact, it was probably one of the hardest experiences he let her go through without him. He had already felt guilt and regret for the way he had treated her on Earth and reading her side of it was only making it worse.
   
I deserve it, he thought sorrowfully. Son of a bitch that I am.
   
Taking in a deep breath to prepare himself, he opened the book to were he had stopped.
   
I wonder if it’ll rain while we’re here. I remember the rain on the false Earth. I liked it. I want to see it again. Perhaps I should ask Olivia about it.
   
He smiled faintly, remembering Aeryn’s fondness of the rain on the Ancient’s Earth all those cycles ago.    
   
Looking down to the next part, the words stabbed him like ice.
   
I miss him. I heard that he’s been at some lake house with a woman he used to be close to. Apparently he’s been there all weeken. I’m...trying not to think about it. But I do miss him.
   
Oh, shit, she didn’t think he slept with Caroline, did she? That was something that he was definitely going to have to clear up. 
   
I can’t do this anymore. I’ve waited for monens, I’ve kept quiet, I’ve been patient. Frell, I need a straight answer! I just can’t play this game anymore. He has to make a choice.
   
The memory was painfully clear: Aeryn’s composure quickly breaking away, her voice losing its steadiness, her gaze fiery with emotion, tears trickling down her face. It had been a sight that had stabbed through to his core and in that moment he had realized that he could lose her forever if he pushed her away one more time. 
   
Turning the page, he was startled to see the writing was now hard, dark and angry, scrawled out in a furious rush. 
   
DRUGS! He’s been taking FRELLING DRUGS! After EVERYTHING, after all we’ve been through, after I’ve tried so hard to...I can’t believe this! FRELL him!
   
Nothing further was written on the page. Flipping through the rest of the book, he found that that was the last entry.
   
Chewing on his lip, he carefully shut the book and stared at it.
   
Johnny, my boy, you are one goddamn sonuvabitch.




   

He was pacing in front of Pilot’s console, deep in thought, when Aeryn entered the den. Her soft footsteps pulled him back to reality and he was pleasantly surprised to see her. 
   
“Hey, what’re you doin’ here?” he asked casually, smiling softly at her.
   
Her eyes were full of guilt and concern as she scanned his face. “I wanted to check on you. I’m sorry about hitting you.”
   
Eying her carefully, he said with a playful tone, “That was a bit extreme. I’m not sure I can forgive you for that.”
   
Stepping in closer to him, she reached up to gently touch the darkening skin around his eye. “Does it hurt?”
   
John winced at her touch, her feather-light prodding sending stabs of pain through his temple. “Not as much as it did,” he answered truthfully. “But you coulda been gentler. You really do enjoy our cover up, don’t you?”
   
Her mouth twitched with a faint smile. “I didn’t mean to hit you that hard.”
   
“Well, then, how do you plan on making up for it?”
   
A mischievous, seductive light sparked behind her eyes that made his stomach drop out and his heart rate quickened. Her eyes slowly traveled down his body. “I can think of a few things.”
   
Things you don’t deserve, his consciousness bit at him.
   
Aeryn must’ve sensed his tensing up at that thought; leaning back to fully face him, her brow furrowed in worry. “What’s the matter?” she asked softly.
   
“Nothing,” he said quickly. “I just...” Gazing at her, he couldn’t help but feel a surge of love and longing, of sorrow and regret for what he had done to her. Sighing, he simply enveloped her in his arms, holding her close against him in a warm, firm embrace.
   
Aeryn waited in patient silence, her hand stroking the back of his head soothingly. He shut his eyes as he rested his mouth against her shoulder, his hand twining around strands of her hair. 
   
“How can you take me back, Aeryn?” he began in a murmur, his lips moving against her shoulder. “After what I did to you...how can you just take me back?”
   
“Because I love you,” she whispered without hesitation, her arms tightening protectively around him.
   
Tears pricked his eyes and a shudder ran down the length of his body. He wished it had been that simple for him when she had first returned to Moya. 
   
After pressing a kiss into her hair, he whispered, “I don’t deserve you.” Then, pulling back to look her in the eye, he promised firmly, “I’ll make it up to you, Aeryn, I promise. I’ll make up for everything that I put you through.”
   
“But you already have, John,” she told him quietly, grinning softly.
   
“Wh...? How?”
   
Bringing her hand up to caress his face, she replied, “By loving me now. Me and the baby.”
   
The tightness in his chest loosened as he chuckled. “I definitely don’t deserve you,” he said softly, brushing her hair away from her face. Sobering, he said more seriously, “Is that really enough, Aeryn?”
   
“Yes,”  she said sternly with a nod.
   
He didn’t think it was. He felt as though he owed her so much more for the pain he had caused her. He was unworthy of such quick forgiveness. 
   
Instead of voicing such musings, he rubbed soft circles over her cheek with his thumb, studying her with a tender gaze. “You’re incredible.”
   
Grinning, she leaned in to nuzzle her nose against his. “I told you not to feel responsible for anything you read in that journal,” she reminded him.
   
“Yeah, I know. Just couldn’t help myself.”
   
She placed a small kiss to his cheek and he reciprocated with a kiss to her neck. 
   
“Are you finished with it?”
   
“The journal? Yeah.”
   
“Good. Now I want you to go get something from Noranti before your eye swells up.”
   
Laughing softly, he whispered lustfully, “I’d much rather play Doctor with you.”
   
He felt a tremble roll down her body. 
   
“Later,” she breathed shakily. “Then I’ll be able to properly make up for hitting you.”
   
“Lookin’ forward to it,” he said, nuzzling warmly at her neck. Then he whispered suggestively into her ear, “Then I can teach you a little more English.”
   
“I think I have a pretty good hold on your language, John,” Aeryn said, smiling.
   
“Oh, trust me, honey,” he purred, sliding his hand over the skin of her stomach, “there’s still things I can teach you.”
   
Her grin broadened. “It’s a deal, then. Now get out of here before the others get suspcious.”
   
“Fine, fine, I’m goin’,” John said, stepping away from her and strolling across the catwalk. He was half way across when he turned around and said, “Hey, honey?”
   
“Yes, John?”
   
With a silly smile, he crooned, “I love ya.”
   
The grin that lit up her face made his stomach back-flip and he felt slightly dizzy. Satisfied with such a response, he turned to continue on his way out. Struggling to dial down the wattage on his own smile before someone caught him grinning like an idiot, he began to count the minutes until he could see Aeryn again.

