The thumping bass reverberates throughout his body. Not the kind of music he would choose, but he doesn't seem to have much say in the matter. Crowd noise compounds his headache, and nobody's talking to him. They never do. 

He indicates the empty glass and Harvey dutifully goes to get him another drink from the still, which is somewhat incongruously tucked in between the tequila and the Beam. He'd kill for a beer, but there isn't any on tap. One of these days he'll have to loosen Harvey's grip on his subconscious, if only to gain control over the drinks selection. 

Harvey hands him the grimy glass, and John throws the whole lot back in one go. The hacking cough doesn't quite manage to pass itself off as a clearing of the throat, but it'll do. He tosses some money onto the sodden bar, watching as Lincoln's face becomes distorted and dull. 

"Rough day?" 

There's a cigarette lighter in his face, and it's damned annoying. He slaps it away and Harvey looks like someone just ran over his puppy, so John relents a little. It's lonely around here. 

"You could say that." He raises his voice above the din as Harvey goes back to rummaging through the bottles. "Why d'ya need to ask, anyway? It's not like you don't know." 

"John. I would never intrude upon -- " 

John's bored handwave cuts off the clone's attempt at sincerity. "Yes, you would, and you do. Doesn't matter." A jab from his finger sends the glass toppling to its side, describing lazy circles on The Fake Wooden Bar That Taste Forgot. 

"'Moonshine'. Such a romantic name, for something designed solely to destroy brain cells." 

"Well, humans aren't exactly known for their intelligence, Harv." Another prod. The spirals grow wider. 

Harvey's in his element, mixing cocktails like there's no tomorrow. The clone's exuberance distorts his hideous shirt into one nauseating blur, and so John turns his attention back to the empty glass. It balances precariously on the bar's edge for a second, before tumbling to the carpet with a muted thud. He stares at it. 

"Damn." 

"No matter." Harvey presents a new glass with a flourish. "You'll like this one, John -- I call it a Mind Frell. My own recipe." 

John takes the proffered glass, eyeing it dubiously. Harvey leans in until they're almost touching, ugly grin strangely set off by his thick gold necklace. "It'll blow you away." 

John puts the glass down, and fumbles through his wallet again -- shit, almost empty. 

Harvey claps him on the back. "Don't worry about it -- this one's on me. And now... there's someone here to see you." He looks over John's right shoulder. 

John makes a careful, dignified turn on the bar stool... and almost ends up sprawled on the ground as his head whips back around in a pathetic attempt to hide his face. He hisses the clone's name, but Harvey's nowhere to be seen, presumably off irritating the hell out of someone else. Normally he'd be grateful. 

"This would have to be the most pitiful attempt you've made yet, John." 

He tries the old 'Oh, I Wasn't Trying to Hide My Face, I Was Just Smoothing Out My Hair' routine. He knows that he's failed miserably, but she sits next to him anyhow. He wishes she hadn't. 

The expectant silence tells him that it's his move. With difficulty, he brings his eyes to meet hers. 

Her hair is pulled back into its old tight plait, not a strand out of place. No makeup softens her face, all hard lines. Her efficient leather uniform does nothing to diminish the effect. The overall impression leaves him taken aback. Sure, it's how he remembers her, it's how he loves her -- but it's not how he's been seeing her. It's so much easier to put her in a dress, in a halter-top and sunglasses. To blur reality to the point of non-existence. Pull apart his carefully constructed fantasy, and the last of his sanity will fall to pieces. 

He toys with the glass. He can't bring himself to drink what's in it, but at least it provides a distraction. 

She sighs. "Why are you avoiding me, John?" 

Why, indeed? One too many frustratingly obscure answers, perhaps. Or maybe he just enjoys punishing himself for whatever the fuck his crime was. The only thing he's sure of is that she's never called him by his first name before, no matter how hard he used to try to make her. The offhand way she's just thrown it at him -- twice -- leaves a sick twist in his gut. The bitch has him at a disadvantage. She's not playing fair. Even when she's just a construct of his own mind, he can't win. 

"I don't know. Why don't you tell me?" Oh, yeah. Real smooth. 

"John." Her face remains perfectly calm. Even when they first met, she wasn't this cold. "You will die out here. Alone. Is this what you really want? Wormholes laid right out there in front of you, and not being able to do a single thing with them? Not even caring?" 

The mirror at the end of the bar catches his reflection. Alert, clean-shaven -- hell, clean -- and not slowly wasting away into alcohol-fuelled oblivion. Some part of him obviously still clings to the delusion of John Crichton, Space Jock Extraordinaire. 

"Why do you even care?" A burly biker type discovers the karaoke machine and John raises his voice further, wishing he'd left Earth before being subjected to the horrors of Britney Spears. Trust Harv to have no taste. "I'm just the copy, remember? The clone. Crichton." 

"That means nothing. Believe it or not, watching you throw your life away isn't what I want, no matter how it may appear." Ah, there's a spark of her old emotion there... but it's off, somehow. Emphasis on the wrong words, and it's almost like she's trying too hard, striving to tell him something else without actually saying it. 

He studies the faded carpet. The reply is barely above a whisper. "Could'a fooled me." 

Her fingers clamp around his jacketed forearm. He expects her touch to be ice, but she's surprisingly warm. 

"Come on -- let's go outside. It's too noisy in here." He allows himself to be led to the door. 

* 

Frosty air shocks his lungs, but it's secondary to the disbelief as she slams him into the alley wall. Her kiss is just as hard, and the snow squeaks beneath his boots as he staggers. 

A brief respite. "Aeryn, what -- " 

"Shut up." The calm, methodological veneer falls away as she begins to struggle with his pants. He reacts despite himself, a strangled groan escaping his throat. 

"This is your idea of talking?" 

"I never said that there would be talking, John." Ice crystals accentuate her dark hair, and he resists the urge to reach out and run his hands through it. Not that he could, without undoing the whole damn plait. And it doesn't look like she's going to let him, so he settles for bracing himself against the wall, refusing to help her. 

He doesn't try to stop her, either. 

"Why?" 

She shrugs slightly. As if she does this every day. "I'm giving you something to live for." 

The battle with the pants is won, more or less, and she sets straight to work. The effect is instantaneous; she knows exactly how to make him respond. Far too well. She catches him as his knees buckle, guiding him to the ground. His ass is already going numb. 

He gasps. "Not... fair...." 

"Life isn't fair, John." Her hands are cruel, merciless, a tormenting counterpoint to her teasing tongue on his face. "Would I be here if it were?" 

If he has an answer, it's lost as her mouth moves southwards. His eyes close, the world reduced to a handful of sensory perceptions. The lesser ones -- the wall solid against his head, his thighs almost welded to the frozen ground, the faint pulsation of music from the bar, the grunts as a homeless man scavenges through the dumpster -- quickly dissolve into irrelevance. It's just the liquid heat, almost overwhelming, and the scrape of too-sharp teeth. 

He chases that observation, as much as he doesn't want to. Forces himself to focus. Logic. He was a scientist, once. Is a scientist. Putting two and two together and getting four shouldn't be such a trial, even in this situation. But damn, her mouth is so hot, and it's So. Fucking. Good, and God, how long has it been since there was someone else involved? His breath comes out in quick little foggy puffs, burning on the way back in, and damnit, there's something wrong about all of this. 

He manages to somewhat single out the slide of hands over his legs, around his balls. She's practically putting him through the shredder, nothing soft or smooth about her touch. Aeryn may have been raised a PeaceKeeper, and he doesn't have much in the way of memories to go by, but surely even she wouldn't be this brutal. He knows for a fact that her hands were never that hard. 

Dread begins to settle into his stomach, battling with other, more intense sensations. He doesn't want to open his eyes, doesn't want to see what's there. The thought occurs that it's just his overactive imagination; but the sudden guttural snarl, far deeper than anything Aeryn could ever produce, tells him otherwise. 

His eyelids snap open in a moment of bravado. She seems to sense the change, ceasing her ministrations for a second to favour him with a feral grin. He moves shakily to get up, to get the hell out of here -- why the hell can't he end this fucked-up delusion? -- but she holds him steady. She looks at him for a moment... and, when he offers no further protest, resumes her work. 

He was going to do it. Walk the hell away, and have a nice little freak-out once the reality hit. But the clone knows him too well. One look into those grey eyes was all it took. Seeing lust there. Desire. For him. 

It's enough. 

And so, he keeps his eyes open. Focuses on the back of her head, the occasional glimpses down her tank top, and drives the particulars out of his mind as he grinds into her. The universe narrows down to flesh and heat and delicious agony. To him and Aeryn. 

Reality can wait a little longer. 

