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JFK AIRPORT, NEW YORK

MARCH 24, 03:56 EST

A bare ten minutes after United Airlines flight 217 from Paris had landed safely at JFK, the dark-haired passenger from seat 17A appeared at the top of the escalator leading to customs. He was of lean build, early thirties, with noticeably Celtic features, wearing a turtleneck sweater and jeans. An overnight bag was slung from one shoulder. In one hand he held a black carryall; a winter coat was draped over his other arm. There was nothing particularly remarkable about him, as the security tapes would later show.

He collected no other baggage from the carousel. Having nothing to be suspicious about, the customs official stamped his passport and passed him through without incident. He stopped to buy a map at a kiosk but instead of walking through the automatic doors onto the sidewalk, he turned back into the main concourse of the airport. He found an empty locker, pushed the two bags into it, piled his coat on top and closed the door. Pulling the key out of the slot, he walked casually toward some benches where other sleepless travelers were drinking coffee, smoking, reading, trying to stay awake. He chose a seat in plain view next to a large potted palm. He opened the map, then laid it briefly at the base of the palm and leaned over to re-tie his shoelaces. He sat up and began to study the map.

It was four-twenty a.m., Eastern Standard Time.
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Detective Sergeant Vincent Beckley and his partner, detective Charlie Rains, had been looking for an excuse to leave the paperwork behind when the call came. When Beckley put the phone down, he went to the fax machine and waited while a picture emerged, that of a dark-haired man in his thirties. It was a police photograph of the kind taken at the time of an arrest. Coming back to the desk, Beckley was beaming.

"We got a hot one, Charlie," Beckley said, pulling on his jacket.  

Rains needed no coaxing to chuck his pencil on the desk, slurp down the dregs of his coffee and grab his own jacket.

"Lead on, Boss," he said cheerfully.

On the way to JFK, Beckley put Rains in the picture while Rains studied the photograph, memorizing the angular face. The call had been routed from the State Department, of all places.  

"He's a fugitive, name of Adam Pierson," Beckley recounted. "A Brit. He was living in Paris and he's on his way to JFK on United Airlines flight 217. Wanted for a double murder. He's got both the Paris police and Interpol on his tail but the victims were both American citizens. The State Department wants a crack at him, since he is so graciously coming to our turf under his own steam. They want us to arrest him first. Don't know why the dumb bastard didn't just go back to England. He could have gone there no questions asked. Europe's all one big, happy family now, so they tell me."

"England's a pretty small place. Maybe he thought he could lose himself here a lot easier, maybe head to Canada. Doesn't look like a murderer."

"You never can tell, Charlie-boy. Remember that. It'll keep you alive longer."

"Why would he come to New York?"

"Who knows? It's big; maybe he knows the city. Maybe it was just the first jet out of Paris."

"Are we going to make the plane?" Charlie asked.

"Nope. We're going to be about a half hour late. Couple of uniform units will be there ahead of us. Let's hope airport security is on the ball."
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James 'Jazz' Harper loved the night shift. It amused him no end to be in charge of the Airport Security team during those hours when human beings were at their lowest ebb and the weirdos were sleeping it off somewhere. Peace and quiet were fine with him. He'd had his fifteen minutes of fame as a running back nobody could get by in his last year of college. Being black and somebody sure beat the hell out of being black and nobody but now he just liked to watch the human parade march across his screens.

It did, however, occasionally get a little too dull even for Harper and when the call came, it made his night. Calls from the State Department weren't that unusual; VIP's, celebrities and heads of state passed through JFK on a regular basis. As soon as the fax came through, Pete Grant set about getting it out to the boys on the floor. Harper picked up a headset and gave the orders for the well-rehearsed sequence of operations, with the repeated message that this was not a drill. By the time Grant came back to report to Harper, all entrances and exits to the huge complex were effectively closed off, although the average passerby would have noticed nothing out of the ordinary.

"UA 217 landed at oh three forty-six," said Harper, as much to himself as to his balding right-hand man. "He's already been on the ground thirty minutes plus. The booking clerk in Paris told the police he had only carry-on baggage, so he didn't have to wait at the carousel. He's had enough time to get through customs. We're probably already too late."

"Where did the plane come in?"

"Terminal C, gate 49. Replay me the tape from that camera."

"Coming up."

A series of keyboard strokes brought up the view from the camera on the entrance to gate C49.

"Download the playback for a half hour ago and let's see if he got off."

"Where was he sitting?"

"In 17A, so he's probably in the first bunch off after first class, if he was on the damned plane at all."

"Here we go," said Grant as the playback started. The digital clock on the bottom of the screen showed 03:56 EST.

The first to disembark were sleepy-looking businessmen carrying leather briefcases and laptops. Not one of the emerging faces looked toward the surveillance camera. Until the twentieth. The twentieth passenger was a dark-haired, thirty-something man of lean build, wearing a turtleneck sweater and jeans, who glanced directly upward and into the camera as he passed beneath it. 

"That's him!" Harper said excitedly. "Run it back. Where's that picture?"

He snatched up a copy of the fax as Grant stopped the tape at the frame in which the passenger was looking straight at them. There was no question.

"That was four-oh-five" said Harper. "It's  oh-four-thirty now. Shit! There is no way we got it shut down before he got out." He sighed and passed a hand over his close-cropped head.

"We don't know that for sure, Jazz. And it isn't like they gave us much of a heads-up. Hey, Jackson!" Grant shouted over the bank of computer terminals. "Anyone call in yet?"

"Nope," Jackson shouted back. "You could always get your own ears on, guy."

"The camera at customs," Harper said. "Let's see what time he came through there."

When they found him again, the digital clock read 04:14 EST.

"If we did miss him, it wasn't by much," Grant said. "It's a straight walk to the street from there, maybe a minute, two tops, and that's if he wasn't in a hurry."

"Find out what exit he used. Maybe some cabbie saw him."

"Hey, Jazz!" Jackson shouted again. "NYPD's on its way. Two black-and-whites are here already."

"Yeah, yeah. Pete, try the camera at the nearest exit first."

"Already on it." Grant typed his guesstimated time into the computer and they watched the faces coming toward the glass doors.

"There!" Harper was triumphant. He watched intently as the dark-haired man approached the doors then turned left into the corridor leading back to the main Terminal C concourse. "Where the hell's he going?" said Harper in considerable surprise. "What's the time there?"

"Oh-four-eighteen. We got the call at oh-four-twenty and everyone was in place in under three minutes. Christ! He may just still be here!"

"Get on the concourse monitors. Jackson. Tell them all he may be in the main concourse. If they see him, they're to keep him in sight but not approach him unless he tries to leave. Got that?"

"On it."

"Jazz! I think I got him!" 

Harper stared at the monitor in disbelief. "Zoom in."

The image on the screen rushed toward them. Harper shook his head and reached for his headset..

"Listen up, everyone," he said into the microphone. "We've found him. He's in plain sight in the main concourse, sitting on one of those benches near the coffee shop. He's just sitting there. I don't want him frightened. Who's in charge of the plainclothes unit?"

"Me, Mr. Harper." A new voice.

"Who's that? Morris? Good man. You're looking for a white guy in his thirties, black hair, turtle-neck sweater and jeans. No baggage. Get your boys around him, roust the civilians, then watch him. I'm coming down. I want a couple of sharpshooters on the mezzanine but the State Department wants this guy alive and I'm going to make sure that happens." He took off his headset, put on a Kevlar vest and pulled a jacket over it.

"He's just sitting there like nothing's happening," said Grant, "like he's waiting for something." He clucked and shook his head. "He nearly made it." 

"Maybe he doesn't know anything's happening. Maybe he's innocent."

On the mezzanine, Harper found the sharpshooters immediately. Out of sight to either side, uniformed security men were blocking access to the escalator. Before stepping on the escalator, he leaned over the railing and counted noses. Four plainclothes security men were sitting casually around the target like the four points of a compass. The dark-haired man still sat, now leaning forward, his forearms on his thighs. Morris was standing where he could be seen both by his team and by the uniformed men posted out of sight of the target.  

Harper put a hand on the shoulder of the nearest sharpshooter. "No head shots. If it does turn nasty, just disable him. We don't know he's dangerous; he may even be innocent, so don't hit anything vital. Okay?" Then he took the safety off his hand weapon, pulled back the breech, returned it to his shoulder holster and rode down to the concourse floor.

He approached the man from behind, rounded the end of the bench and sat down.  

"Mr. Pierson?" The dark-haired man turned toward him, a wistful smile on his face. "I'm James Harper, head of security. We have orders to arrest you and turn you over to NYPD and I'd rather do this the easy way."

"You run a good operation here, Mr. Harper," said Pierson, still leaning on his elbows. He spoke quietly, in a pleasant British accent. "I can only see five plainclothes men and they were very unobtrusive about how they cleared the area. I don't doubt that there's at least one sharpshooter stationed on the mezzanine. How am I doing?"

"Right on so far, but there are two sharpshooters."

Pierson laughed. "The age of overkill. I expect you want me to come quietly with you."

"Something like that."

"Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Harper, but I can't do that. You should get out of the way."

"Mr. Pierson, you can't get out of here any other way without getting hurt."

"I'm aware of that." Pierson stood up and Harper followed suit. "Please move out of the way, Mr. Harper. Thank you for being kind."

"It's suicide!"

"Yes, I suppose it is. Nice meeting you." He smiled. Then, before Harper could grab him, he strode rapidly away from the bench into the open.

"Pierson!" yelled Harper. Morris and his men dropped the pretense of being onlookers and aimed their weapons at Pierson, arms straight, elbows locked.

"Stop where you are!" Morris shouted.

Pierson kept walking. When he was twenty feet from Morris, his right hand went to his waist, reaching under his sweater.

"Gun!" somebody yelled.

There were five shots in all, fired almost simultaneously. Pierson was lifted off his feet and went down hard. When it was over, he lay on his back on the polished granite in an ever-widening pool of blood. Harper knelt down beside him, ignoring the blood that seeped into his trousers. Pierson was still alive, barely.                      

"Shit, man! What did you go do that for?" he said, reaching out to the man's head, his hand big and black against the pale skin. Pierson seemed to be trying to say something but blood was bubbling out of his mouth and nose. He lifted his hand and Harper took it, gripping it firmly as the man's body shuddered in pain.  

At precisely four forty-three a.m. Eastern Standard Time, Adam Pierson closed his eyes and died.

4

WASHINGTON, D.C., 

MARCH 24, 07:50 EST

Special Agent Fox Mulder was slouched in his rickety, wooden chair, his feet on the desk, fashioning a paper plane from a memo when his partner arrived at the door to his office.

"Hey, good morning, Scully!" he sang out, like Robin Williams in 'that movie about Viet Nam' as he always called it, just to annoy her. Mulder liked doing Robin Williams, even if he did do him very badly.

"You're unusually chipper," Scully replied. "Got your message." She came into the office but made no move to sit anywhere. There was a distinct I-have-better-things-to-do look on her face.

"Take a load off," Mulder cajoled. "Have some coffee."

"Just had some, thanks. What's up?" Was it his imagination or was Scully getting bags under her eyes?  

"Feel like going to New York?" Mulder asked, launching the paper plane.

"Not really. A lot of strange things happen in New York, Mulder. I'm sure there are plenty of X-Files there, none of which are sufficiently demanding of our attention to warrant dashing off at public expense on a moment's notice."

"We get up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Agent Scully?" Mulder waggled his eyebrows and picked up another memo without taking his feet off the desk.

Scully folded her arms and glared at Mulder. "I was up late reading technical papers and now I find that Assistant Director Skinner has scheduled today for my office to be painted."

Was there a better excuse to play hooky? "Good. Then you can come to New York with me."

"Mulder, there are a lot of things I can use the time for. If you don't really need me, I'd like to beg off."

"You haven't heard what the case is."

"I can’t wait."

"NYPD lost a body." Mulder was grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

"Then NYPD can find it. Why bring in the FBI?"

"Because the State Department originally asked for the arrest."

"Whose arrest, Mulder?"

"The arrest of the guy who subsequently became the dead body that the NYPD lost."

"The logic escapes me. And the State Department is now interested in the dead body?"

"No, but JFK Security, who killed him, and NYPD, who lost him, both have egg on their faces because the State Department wanted him alive."

"And they're passing the buck."

"Evidently."

"And the buck stops at your desk?"

"As of this morning."

"Congratulations. Let me know how it all turns out." She turned to leave but Mulder wasn't finished.

"Aw, come on, Scully. Don’t you want to know how somebody got a dead body out of a room that was locked from the inside?"

"Mulder, Skinner is sending you off on a wild goose chase because it looks better on his budget if you're actually working instead of sitting down here making paper planes out of his memos. And a room with only the dead in it can't be completely locked from the inside."

"See, you are interested."

"No, I'm merely pointing out the flaw in the logic. There is no X-File here. Skinner is using it as a carrot on a stick to get you out of sight for a couple of days. Wake up and smell the roses. Now, I am going away. Have a nice day in New York."  
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NEW YORK CITY

MARCH 24, 23:30 EST

Mulder entered the squad room and coughed. Squad rooms were such surreal environments, especially at night. Smoking in here had not been permitted for years but the stink of stale ashtrays still permeated the area. The air had never really lost that dreamlike blue haze and the hard core smokers were probably more dedicated than ever.  The cast of assorted characters who populated the place on any given night was probably not essentially different from their counterparts in New Orleans or Seattle. Or Rio de Janeiro, for all he knew. 'Same shit, different day', as the man said. A gaudily-dressed, well-endowed and bra-less streetwalker fingered her nipples and smooched the air in his direction, which he found both tantalizingly lewd and singularly repulsive. He felt his face flush and gave her a wide berth. He introduced himself to the nearest uniformed body, adding that a Sergeant Vince Beckley was expecting him. The officer pointed out a desk at the far end of the room.

"Sergeant Beckley? I'm Special Agent Fox Mulder, FBI," Mulder said, flashing his ID. He was a very square peg in a hole that didn't want anything to do with him and he knew it. "We spoke on the phone."

The sergeant nodded, indicated a chair and offered the agent a cup of coffee.

"No, thanks, Sergeant," Mulder said, taking the indicated seat after removing a stack of files. He saw nowhere to put them; Beckley was a man after his own heart.

"Just put those on top of anything," said Beckley, waving a hand over the clutter on the desk. "Sorry about the mess."

"I feel right at home, Sergeant." There was a pause while Mulder looked for a place flat enough that the files wouldn't simply slide right onto the floor. "Do you want to fill me in on the reason I'm here?"

"Agent Mulder, I don't normally care for the sight of the FBI around here but this is one case you're welcome to."

"And that would be what case, exactly?" He was still holding the files. "I was just told that you were missing a body. Unless that body somehow made it to another state, it's not really our problem." He leaned over and dumped the files on the floor by his feet.

"Agent, the crime was committed in another country by a foreign national. He just happened to be in our jurisdiction when he got dusted."

"And that's all? And the State Department got interested because a request by the French police for an arrest would have to go through them?"

"The victims were US citizens. The State Department is probably not that interested any more. If he was still alive, we'd have him in custody and they'd fight any attempts at extradition. As it turns out, the French are closing the books on it, Interpol couldn't care less and the Brits claim not to know who he was in the first place."

"So … back to my original question. Why the FBI?"

"I don't know, Agent Mulder. We didn't call you. We usually manage to find our own bodies without any outside help."

"There were some unusual circumstances surrounding its disappearance?"

"The locked room stuff. You'll have to ask the people at the morgue about that."

"What did they want him for?"

"He was involved in some sort of sting operation by Interpol. According to the Paris police, he personally murdered two people."

"How?"

"Snapped their necks like a pro."

"Ouch. That's about as up close and personal as it gets, I guess. You're sure this was the man the French police wanted arrested?"

"We sent them his fingerprints. They already had them on record from a previous arrest. That's when they took the photograph they sent us."

"Was he out on bail, then?"

"The French don't have bail, Agent Mulder. They let him go. The murders had something to do with why he was arrested the first time. They didn't elaborate and we didn't ask. He's off the streets."

"Was there any ID on him?"

"Yeah. Just a sec."  

The sergeant reached down to his bottom drawer and took out a manila envelope, which he passed to Mulder. Mulder reached inside and pulled out a small bundle held together with an elastic band. The bundle consisted of a current British passport in the name of Adam James Pierson, a boarding pass for United Airlines flight 217 and a worn leather wallet. The contents of the wallet were an international driver's license in the same name, a platinum VISA card, a library card for the Sorbonne, four hundred and fifty American dollars in cash and some French francs. 

"This is all?"

"That's all. Not so much else as a handkerchief."

"The passport looks genuine enough. It's been stamped with a visitor's visa."

"According to the British, they never issued that passport. The serial number belongs to a passport issued to someone who's been dead ten years."

"What about the VISA card?"

"The account's paid off and the card's been cancelled."

"So, you really don't know who he was."

"No, Agent Mulder, we don't really know who the hell he was but you're welcome to try to find out. The body may or may not turn up. New York's like that. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm up to my ass in alligators. Live ones."
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JFK AIRPORT SECURITY

MARCH 25, 01:32, EST

 "Thanks for seeing me on such short notice, Mr. Harper," Mulder said, shaking the man's hand.

"Call me 'Jazz', Agent Mulder. Everyone else does. Would you like the guided tour?"  

"I'd like that very much, but maybe after we've finished here? I'd like to get started."

"Past your bedtime?"

Mulder smiled. "I don't keep very regular hours, Mr. Harper. Jazz. I'd just like to ask the questions while they're fresh in my mind."

"Sure. Sit down over here. You'll want to see the tapes."

"Absolutely," Mulder replied.

Harper walked to a monitor on one side of the huge room. He pulled over an extra chair for Mulder and sat down himself. He slipped a disc into the drive and punched in a password.

"I had this disc made for you, Agent Mulder. Everything's on disc now but it's hard to break the habit of calling it a tape. This consists of all the pieces of camera time, in sequence, that show Pierson's movements from the time he got off the plane. I thought it would help."

"Appreciate it. You told me on the phone you talked to him?"

"Yeah." Harper's face clouded and he shook his head. "I'm not going to forget that in a hurry. I'll tell you about that when we come to it."

"It's your show."

Harper typed something on the keyboard and the playback started. Mulder watched intently as Pierson moved through the airport, walking quickly from one camera's range to the next. He passed through the small crowd around the baggage carousel and straight into the customs room; he presented his passport, customs declaration and two small bags without hesitation. All his movements were purposeful and sure. Physically, he was in good shape — spare, light on his feet. He was probably stronger than he looked. Mulder pictured this man deliberately breaking someone's neck and decided it was possible. What he could not picture was whether there would have been any remorse. The camera at the exit picked him up coming from customs.

"This is where it gets interesting," Harper said. "You see the time there on the clock?"  

"Yeah. Four eighteen. Why?"  

"He has only maybe thirty yards to go to get outside. We got the call at four twenty. He should have been long gone, but watch where he goes."

Mulder watched as Pierson veered to his left and walked into a wide hallway. The concourse camera picked him up on the other end of the hallway and the playback showed him walking to the kiosk, buying a map, walking toward the lockers. Then he disappeared for fully half a minute. 

"Where did he go?" asked Mulder.

"There's a surveillance shadow there, a spot that isn't covered by any of the cameras. We hadn't noticed that one before. The camera angle will be adjusted to correct for it."

"Could he have known about that?"

"He knew about security, that's for sure. He might have spotted that."

"Maybe he's been here before."

When Pierson emerged from the shadow, his coat and baggage were gone. He walked straight to the benches near the coffee shop and sat down. Mulder saw him open the map, place it on the large planter, lean forward, tie his shoelaces and sit back up. He studied the map and folded it, leaving it on the edge of the planter. Harper forwarded the tape. According to the clock readout, it was several minutes before Harper showed up, approaching from behind. Mulder saw Harper sit down, hold a short conversation with Pierson; then he watched as Pierson got up and walked straight into the midst of the waiting security men, saw his hand go to his waist, watched his body jerk as it was hit by high-powered gunfire and fall to the floor. The absence of sound made the whole scene surreal.

"You can do that in slow motion?"

"I can run it at any speed you want."

"It's okay. I may want to do that later. You want to tell me what he said now?"

"It was real strange. He knew we were there, had us all made. It was over and he knew it. I told him it would be safe if he came with me and he told me I should just get out of the way. I said it would be suicide and he said he guessed it would be, then he just ups and walks straight into it. Man, I'll never forget it. Worrying about my safety, being polite – it doesn't make any sense."

"He didn't strike you as acting crazy in any way? I mean other than walking straight into a wall of gunfire."

"Oh, no. He knew exactly what he was doing but I'd swear he wasn't suicidal. He smiled at me, said 'Please move out of the way, Mr. Harper.' In that nice accent of his. But he could have got away. No, I won't forget."

"Maybe you weren't supposed to forget."

"Now, what sense does that make, Agent Mulder? What does it matter if I remember? He's dead. He died while I held his hand. He was in so much pain. I couldn't sleep when I got home. I couldn't get the image out of my head, all that blood bubbling out of his mouth."

"Did he have a gun?"

"No. There was no gun, but you saw him walk straight at them and put his hand under his sweater. Internal Affairs is looking into it but Morris made the right call. We looked everywhere, thinking he had got it from a locker and it had slid away, but there was nothing."

"What about that locker? Did you find a locker key on him?"

"We didn't touch the body until the police got here. Sergeant Beckley searched his pockets but there was no locker key. There was nothing. You know, no keys, no loose change, nothing."

"Are you watching the lockers that are in use in that surveillance shadow?"

"The day shift got around to checking that area around three in the afternoon. Not one of them was in use."

"So, if he did leave his stuff in there, someone has already come for it?"

"Looks like it."

"Run that tape back for me. After he bought the map."

The tape restarted with Pierson walking into the surveillance shadow. Mulder watched the sequence of events again. When Pierson bent down to tie his shoelaces, Mulder thought of something.

"You can stop it there," he said. "Can we go down there now?"

"Sure."

Down on the concourse floor, Mulder oriented himself to what he had seen on the monitor. The hallway connecting to the customs area was to his left from where he stood, which was approximately where the body had lain. Ahead was the bench where Pierson had sat, the palm tree in its planter beside it. He walked toward the bench, Harper following closely behind. When he reached the bench, he bent down to inspect the planter, felt the soil with his hand. He found what he was looking for at the rim of the planter.

"Look at this," he said, pointing to the edge of the huge pot. "See where something has been pushed down? Let's just see what we have here."

He dug his fingers into the soil at the point he had indicated, felt around, a frown creasing his forehead, and found nothing.

"Well," he said, brushing the soil off his fingers, "it was just a thought."

"You think the key was down there?"

"I'm sure it was. He put the map down to cover what he was doing, then slipped the key in there as he bent over. He tied his shoelaces because he needed an excuse to put the map down and make it look natural. He took the trouble to cover up his actions. It's too late to check all the keys in that area for traces of potting soil. Somebody came for it. Someone else knows about this."

"I can have Pete make a copy of the tapes from the cameras covering the bench and the lockers. Whoever came for it will be on there somewhere. He had to dig the key out of the soil. We should be able to spot that."

"Yeah, that would be great. I'm going back to the hotel for a few hours. Can you call me if there's anything on it? You've got my cell number." He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked around him one more time, then shook his head. "Pierson went to a lot of trouble to arrange his own suicide and I'd like to know why. At least there's one thing we do know."

"What's that, Agent Mulder?"

"He wasn't faking."
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NYPD FORENSICS LAB MORGUE

MARCH 25, 10:36 EST

Mulder opened the glass-paned door marked 'AUTOPSY' and pushed his head around it. A woman in scrubs and a plastic facemask walked toward him, her hand up in warning.

"You can't come in here, Sir," she said, taking off the mask.

Mulder held up his ID. "FBI, Ma'am. I need to talk to a Dr. Murtaugh?"

"She's off today. Come back tomorrow."

"I have to be back in Washington to-day, so if I could just talk to someone about the missing body?"

"Are you from the press?" 

"No, Ma'am. FBI. Special Agent Fox Mulder."

The woman seemed flustered, as if she were trying to remember the instructions on how to play this.

"Okay. I'll talk to you, but you really can't come in here."

"Then, can you come out, please?"

Mulder backed into the corridor. The woman came out and closed the door behind her. She was perhaps thirty and quite pretty.

"What can I help you with?" she asked.

"What can you tell me about the missing body?"

"It's policy not to talk about such things, Agent Mulder. A statement was issued and I can't tell you any more than what's in the statement."

"Then can you tell me what the statement said?"

"That a mix-up in paperwork has resulted in the misplacement of a cadaver and that an investigation is underway."

"That really doesn't say anything" – Mulder read the woman's name tag – "Miss Carson."

"They never say anything, Agent Mulder. You work for the government. Do you pay attention to policy memos?"

"I use them for basketball practice or make paper planes out of them," Mulder said with an amused smirk. "What can you tell me off the record? What's the scuttlebutt around the water cooler?"

"Off the record?"

"Scout's honor," Mulder said, still smirking and holding three fingers up.

She looked at him and he gave her his best show-and-tell smile. She began to smile herself. "The skinny is that a shooting victim was brought in but they were really busy that night and they took him out of the body bag and put him on a gurney in the cold room. They hadn't even cut his clothes off. When someone went for him, there was no body."

"That's all?" 

"No, that's not all. One of the assistants was found on the missing gurney in the laundry room in his skivvies, trussed up like a chicken." She giggled conspiratorially.  

"Fun guy, is he?" Mulder asked, grinning.

"Gary? The resident jock. A real sweetheart. Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy." And she laughed again, her hand in front of her mouth. "I shouldn't be telling you this, but it was really funny. He says he was jumped when he went into the cold room."

"Is it possible the victim wasn't dead?"

"Oh, no way! He was a mess." 

"You saw him?"

"Mm-hm. I put a sheet over him. He was kinda nice looking too. It's too bad."

"So, somebody could have come in and taken him?"

"Not from the hallway. That outer door locks from the inside. Bodies are dangerous things, Agent Mulder. They could have AIDS or Hep-C or worse. It doesn't die with them. We can't have unauthorized people just walking into the cold room."

"I understand that. My assistant is a pathologist."

"I guess you've seen your share of corpses, then."

"My share and a few other people's. How else do you get into the room?"

"From Pathology. And you need a key card to get in."

"So … if someone took the body, he or she had to have a key card to get into the room … and could have taken the body out the other door? Is that right?"

"Yeah. You don't need a key card for the other door."

"And when Gary went in, he used his key card. He's claiming there was somebody already in there?"

"Somebody choked him. He didn't see who, but he was pretty shook up."

"Were there a lot of people in the area?"

"It was a madhouse in there that night. It comes and goes. Some nights you're nearly by yourself, then others we get way behind and anything coming in without a rush on it just gets left in the cold room. Nobody really notices who goes in and out on those nights."

"Did anything else odd happen concerning that particular body?"

"I don't know if it means anything but the uniform boys were down taking fingerprints off it and the sheet had fingerprint ink on it as if someone had wiped the fingers clean."

"Just one more question. Did you find the victim's clothes?"

"No. We just assumed they went with the body."

"Okay. I guess that's it, Miss Carson. Thank-you for your time."

"It's Gina, Agent Mulder, and I'm off at eleven." She took the paper cap off her hair, which swung down in soft waves. "Can I take you to lunch?"

"I have a plane to catch at four," Mulder said, more than a little amused.

"That should be time enough."

"Will it hurt your feelings if I beg off?"

"Hey, it was worth a shot." And she smiled.
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FBI HEADQUARTERS,

MARCH 26, 14:35 EST

Mulder signed for the envelope and brought it back to his desk. He sat down, unwound the little red string and dumped the contents of the envelope onto the desk. Inside were a CD and a note. After reading the note, he picked up the phone and punched in some numbers. After only three rings, it was answered by a familiar voice.

"Mr. Harper," Mulder said. "I hope I'm not getting you out of bed."

"Not at all. It's my day off and I was just about to call you."

"I've just received the CD. Can you tell me what's on it so I don't have to spend time looking?"

"Sure. Sorry I missed you yesterday but we went over that tape several times and you were already gone when I called."

"Did you see anyone come for the key?"

"We looked," Harper said. "There were a lot of people sitting on that bench during the day but we never saw anyone just walk over and search for the key."

"What about the locker area? Did anyone from the bench also show up there?"

"We found several individuals who were in both places."

"And?"

"It occurred to me that we weren't looking for the right thing. We didn't know what the person would look like but we already knew something else. I checked the other tape and looked at the bags Pierson was carrying. Then I looked at the tape from the main concourse exit and found them. Tall, nicely dressed black man in his thirties carried them out bold as you please, including the coat."

"Bingo."

"Then we checked the tape of the bench and he was there."

"What time was that?"

"Just after seven-thirty, after the shooting."

"Is there any chance of an ID on him?"

"None whatsoever. That's about the end of the road, I guess."

"I've got the tape anyway. Thanks for your help, Mr. Harper."

"It's been a slice. Any time."

Mulder put down the phone and thought. Then he put the disc in his computer, rested his chin on his hand and watched the entire sequence of events again, fascinated by the determination with which the dark-haired man on the screen went through his paces, never hesitating for a moment. There was nothing frantic about it, nothing that said this man was under duress of any kind, no fear, nothing overly hurried or anxious, merely purposeful. He just walked into his own bloody death as if he were going out for a pack of cigarettes. Mulder slowed the playback down. Maybe it was the lack of sound that made it seem so intensely unreal, the silent sight of the kickback from the high-powered weapons, the jerking of the body as it was hit and thrown back and slightly upwards, limbs splayed, falling like a rag doll to the polished floor and sliding to one side, leaving a trail of blood in its wake.  

"Who the hell were you, Adam Pierson?" he thought out loud.

Part 2
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FBI HEADQUARTERS

MARCH 27, 09:00 

Agent Dana Scully was late. Without bothering to knock, she walked into Mulder's office and threw a file down on the desk in front of him. He looked up as she sank into the only halfway comfortable chair with a long, tired sigh, and without thought for decorum, like some cast off rag dolly. She was very tired.

Mulder ignored the file, folded his hands over his stomach and swiveled his chair to watch her. "You look like shit."

"I feel like shit, thanks. I was on a plane early this morning while you were still getting your beauty rest." She slumped further down in the chair and leaned her head back.

"Where were you? Your note was pretty cryptic."

"I was in Fargo," she said, as if she didn't believe it herself either. "Fargo-o-o ... North Da-ko-tah."  

"See any abandoned wood chippers lying around anywhere?" He grinned.

"Ha, ha. Did you know there are no direct flights from Fargo to Washington? I spent two hours drinking coffee at O'Hare. I hate O'Hare. Is there anyone in North America who does not hate O'Hare Airport?"

"And what, may I ask, were we doing in Fargo, North Dakota?"

"An autopsy. What else? That's what I do." She sighed and closed her eyes. Mulder tossed a ball of paper at her. It bounced off her arm but got no reaction. "Let me die in peace, Mulder."

"You didn't finish the story. What did he die of?"

"Simple decapitation ... with something very sharp ... like a sword."

"A sword?"

Her head came up. "Read my lips ... a sword."

"What did they need you for?  I'm sure they have pathologists in Fargo." He tossed another paper ball.  This one glanced off her cheek.

"Mulder! If I tell you will you stop being an idiot?"

"I'll buy you breakfast."

"There were some strange circumstances." She stretched and yawned.  

"Such as?"

"The body was found in a burned area in the middle of a wheat field. Right out there in the middle of nowhere ... in the back of beyond ... in a wheat field, in Fargo, North Dakota, in the center of North America, like a big, black, stubbly bulls-eye. The snow was all melted and the stubble was crispy critters!"

"That's a new twist on crop circles."

She scowled. "This wasn't that kind of circle."  

Mulder recognized the symptoms. It was the O'Hare coffee. Did it to her every time. Too much coffee always made Scully slightly drunk. Or maybe it was the lack of sleep.  

"It was just a more or less circular ... burned ... area.  Some helicopter pilot spotted it and called it in. And they called me. And since my office was uninhabitable ... I hate the color ... and since you were away, playing 'find the body' in New York, I went."

At least she hadn't been bored while he was away. "How do you light a fire in a field covered in snow?" he asked, tossing another ball. She was pretty funny when she was like this. "That's enough to make it an X-File, don't you think?"

"It was pret-ty weird. The snow was blown away. The guy said that was normal for this time of year and everything was trampled. Glad I wasn't in charge of the crime scene. I just got to say, 'Yup, he's dead ... body's over here ...  head's over there. Looks dead to me.' They made me do an autopsy anyway."

"If you're from East Dog Hump, North Dakota, there can't be too many dead bodies in wheat fields in March. Gotta do it by the book when it does happen."

She sighed. "No clear footprints; looked like some kind of fight ... maybe a sword fight.  Can you imagine anyone fighting with a sword in a wheat field in Fargo, North Dakota, in March?"

"Nope."

"Me neither."

"Find anything else out of the ordinary?"

"I want breakfast, then I'm going home."

"And I want the rest of the story. Pancakes?"

"With maple syrup?"

"Any way you want 'em" 

"Did you know that the request for an investigation by this department came from somewhere high up?"

"Here? The FBI?"

"No. The Jolly Green Giant."

"Somebody wanted us on the case?"

"Yup."  

"'Us' as in you, me and the X-Files?"

"That's what Skinner said."

Mulder's eyebrows went up. "Does Skinner know who?"

"Not according to him. You know what else?"

"What?"

"There was no weapon there, so if there was a fight by two people using swords, the winner took them both away."

"Somebody was thinking about not leaving evidence behind. Trampled ground, no objects.  The fire could have destroyed anything useful, I guess, but ...  Anything else?"

"Our loser had been on his knees when the fatal blow was struck, execution style."

"That sounds pretty deliberate. Did the autopsy reveal anything?"

"Can we talk about this next month some time?"

"I wanna know now." She batted at the next paper ball but missed. "Come on, Scully. I'll even drive you home."

"Mulder, have I ever told you what a pain in the ass you are?"

"It's what I do best. What did you find?"

Sully sighed and looked at him like a very tired, lost sheep. "He was killed with a single, clean stroke by someone who knew what he – or she – was doing. Other than that, the only remarkable thing was that there was nothing remarkable about him. I mean, there was no plaque in his arteries, he had the organs of a twenty-five-year-old and no arthritis anywhere, no evidence of previously broken bones. Nothing. Nobody, Mulder, and I mean nobody, gets to that age without a little internal damage somewhere and a little osteoarthritis in the joints. He was just a little overweight. Probably ate too many pancakes when he was a kid. I want breakfast."

"Nearly there, Scully. Did you do a background check?"

"He has no previous medical history that we could dig up. This man has never in his life been to a doctor. At least not on this continent."

"Any ID on him?"

"According to his driver's license, he was mild-mannered, unassuming Henry Cuthbert.  According to his boss, he was an accountant from Wichita who was just promoted and arrived in Fargo a week ago."

"Just in time to get whacked," he said, grinning.

"That's not funny. I'm going home now." She stood up unsteadily. She was more tired than he thought. "I'm too tired for breakfast and you're being a jerk. Those are my notes. I'm going to have a shower, grab some sleep for three or five hours ... maybe not in that order ... and I'll be back to write the report later."

"Don't you want to know about the dead body in NewYork?"

"No, Mulder, regale me with it later, sometime when I'm actually interested."

"I'll still drive you home ..."  

She left.

When she was gone, Mulder opened the file, found the driver's license photograph of the newly deceased and shook his head.  The last thing he could picture about the nondescript face in his hand was this man fighting for his life with a sword. In a wheat field. In Fargo, North Dakota. In March.
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FBI HEADQUARTERS, 

CENTRAL RECORDS 

10:16 AM

"Here you are, Agent Mulder. Just sign here please." The clerk placed the cardboard file box on the counter and shoved the clipboard across to Mulder, who signed it and picked up the box by the handholds.

"There's a whole box on this?" 

"It's what you asked for, Agent."

"It's more than I expected, but I'll take it."

Mulder grunted as he hefted the box off the counter. On the way to the elevator, he shifted the weight of the box to a more manageable position, using his knee while standing on one foot. When the elevator doors opened, he was surprised to see Assistant Director Skinner. Skinner motioned Mulder inside and pushed the button for his own office floor.

"They said you were down here," Skinner said, as the doors closed and the elevator began to rise. "Although, for you, I suppose it's up. Will you come to my office for a few minutes, please? It won't take long."

Mulder rested the edge of the box on the handrail. "Have I stepped on somebody's toes, Sir?"

"Not to my knowledge." Skinner gazed at the numbers lighting up one by one. "Why? Do you think there's a problem?"

"It's just that you don't usually come looking for me."

"I needed to stretch my legs." 

The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Mulder thought his boss seemed, well, odd, for want of a better word. He was not given to moodiness. Not 'moody' exactly – preoccupied? Taciturn, maybe. Mulder set the box on a chair in the outer office and followed the Assistant Director into the Inner Sanctum. He closed the door behind himself and sat down.

Skinner leaned comfortably back in his chair and folded his hands on his midriff. "How was your trip?"

Mulder shrugged. "Trip?"

"New York, Agent. What did you find out about the missing body?"  

"Oh, that. Nobody seems to know who he was and NYPD is still looking for the corpse.  That's all I can tell you right now. Why? Is there a problem?"

"No, no problem. I just wondered if you'd made any progress in finding him or finding out who he was, that's all."

Mulder's laugh was awkward. Skinner didn't make a habit of calling him into his office on minor assignments and never just to chat.  

"It's a nothing case, Sir," he said, and shifted in his seat. "The guy died on tape. I don't see why it even concerns us."

"Is there anything which suggests to you that it might be an X-File?"

"It looks straightforward enough. It's kinda creepy but it's just a very deliberate, very public 'suicide by cop'. I don't see any reason to pursue it. It's up to NYPD now and that's what's going in my report."

"And you can have that to me in the morning?"

"Absolutely."

Skinner seemed to consider the answer for a moment, then sat forward.  

"Then that's all. Thanks for talking to me, Agent Mulder." He pulled some papers toward him and picked up a pen.

Mulder stood up. "Sir, Scully said the request for her to go to Fargo came from higher up. Are these two cases connected?"

"The requests for both cases arrived by memo from the Deputy Director. They were specific that you and Scully be the investigating team. He declined to tell me anything further and that's his prerogative. Is there anything else?"

"Nothing that I can think of, Sir."

"Then ... that will be all. Thank you." He placed his chin on his hand and began to read.

Mulder turned and left, wondering what the hell that had really been about.  
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3:46 PM

Mulder's desk was an even worse mess than usual. The cardboard file box sat open on the floor, half empty. Beside it lay a small pile of files which was no longer the neat stack it had been when he first put it there. In front of him lay an open file folder of newspaper clippings and hand-scribbled notes. It made for fascinating reading. Absently chomping on the remains of his chicken salad sandwich, he flipped to the next clipping, carefully preserved in a plastic jacket together with two pages of meticulous notes. With his clean hand, he pulled the notes out of the jacket and looked at the clipping underneath, now yellowing badly. The date, written in blue ballpoint, was July 24, 1956.

The picture on the clipping, taken from the Boston Herald, showed two heavy-set J. Edgar Hoover clones in gray felt fedoras standing inside a large basement room pointing to large chunks of cement which had evidently been somehow blasted from the walls. The article spoke of a decapitated body. The reporter had described the scene as showing signs of burning under the wooden beams and having been hit by 'some kind of lightning bolt'. Mulder glanced at the handwritten notes, presumably made with the same ballpoint, but found nothing which had not been covered, though much more sensationally, in the article itself. He shoved the notes back into the plastic jacket, closed the file and finished his sandwich.

When he returned from the men's room, Scully had arrived and was looking at the file he had just left. She looked a lot perkier than she had in the morning.

"Hey, Scully. Feeling better?" 

"What are these?" she asked absently, lifting the plastic-jacketed clippings with one finger.

"Background for your case."

She looked up in surprise. "My case? The decapitation? There is no 'case', just an autopsy."

"I think there is. Look at these. You're going to love this."

For the better part of the next hour, he recounted what he'd found in his search of the file box, pulling out of the pile of files on the floor those examples which were, in his opinion, of particular interest. Thirty-eight separate incidents had been documented and added to the files over the course of some fifty years. Like much of the information squirreled away by the FBI, the clippings and notes had been collected as a matter of possible future interest over the years and nobody had ever been assigned to investigate further or even to decide whether a discernible crime or phenomenon actually existed.

His enthusiasm grew as he spoke. "Some of the articles just talked about the decapitated corpses without mentioning any damage to the area. Most of the time, the victims were found with swords lying beside them. The notes are usually more comprehensive. Fingerprints taken from the sword hilts always matched those of the victims. Sometimes the victim had obviously been killed somewhere else and dumped where he or she was found. If we eliminate those found without swords beside them or without some kind of damage to the surroundings, we still get twenty-seven instances. Now, that's significant."

"Serial killer?"

"No, no. The period of time is too long. The earliest is 1953 and the latest was yours. The FBI started keeping track in 1953; nothing says it wasn't happening before that or that all such cases have been recorded. How many were killed and the bodies just buried? If these are all sword fights with a single perpetrator, then the guy is some swordsman to have won every single fight and be somewhere in his late seventies at least by now. They're all over the continent at completely random times, including three in Canada and one in Mexico. You can't track them on a map and see any consistent trail. I tried that." He'd thought of everything. This was his element, his milieu. Information, thesis, antithesis, synthesis – this was where he lived.

"Any of them in the same place?" Scully asked.  

"They're everywhere from big cities to remote spots in the mountains. There's a long note, dated 1985, somewhere in that pile," he gestured in the rough direction of the stack immediately under his chair, "which says that the writer went through everything and eliminated what he thought were just run-of-the-mill murders. And nothing addresses the question of why the places where the bodies were found looked like they were hit by small, very localized tornadoes."

She looked skeptical. "And your conclusion is what, if any?"

"I don't have one. I thought I'd run it by you."

"Some kind of cult ritual?"

"Was Henry Cuthbert, mild-mannered accountant, the type to belong to a cult?"

"I don't know. Is there a type?"

"If it is some kind of secret society, it's a little different. I can't see any way into this for an investigation except to wait for the next time it happens and that could be months or years."

"So that's it."

"That's it."

Scully nodded. Was that all he got? A nod? He'd done her legwork for her and all it rated was a nod? Shit.  

She shrugged. "I'll write my report, then I'll include a mention of what you've found here but my conclusion has to be that there is no need for any further investigation at this time. If there is some kind of secret society behind this ... without any place to start ... you're right. We just have to wait until the next time."

"That makes two of us."

"Why? You didn't find out anything either?"

Mulder cleared his desk of the files by dumping them back into the cardboard box and shoving the box to one side with his foot. "Look at this disc and tell me what you think." He reset the playback to the beginning. "I'm hoping you might spot something I missed." 

Scully sat in Mulder's chair and concentrated on the monitor. "Who is this man? Does he have a name?"

"Adam Pierson. He's a Brit, wanted by the French police. Just watch."

Scully sat through the tape without saying anything while Mulder hovered like an expectant father perched on the edge of the desk. She grimaced when Pierson was shot, shaking her head slightly, but gave no other sign of being disturbed by what she saw. When the playback came to an end, she stopped it and swiveled in the chair to face Mulder.

"It doesn't get any more deliberate than that," she said, folding her arms.

"Just what I thought." He probably looked smug. He felt smug, come to think of it. "Either he wanted to go out in a blaze of glory," he said, cocking his finger at her, closing one eye and pulling an imaginary trigger, "or he was sending a message to someone."

"He didn't strike me as the glory type," Scully said. "He would have been better dressed for one thing. In fact, there are a lot of contradictions here. If you're going to commit suicide, why cross the Atlantic Ocean first? If he were suicidal, he would have got on with it where he was."

"Like a jump off the Eiffel Tower.

Scully shrugged. "That would have done the job. The Eiffel Tower averages one jumper a day."

Mulder wondered briefly what the statistics were for the Empire State Building. "You don't think he was suicidal?"

Scully gestured at the screen, which still showed the JFK security logo. "Look at the way he walked through the airport. His whole manner, his bearing, everything about him says he was in a normal, clear, even a strong state of mind. It is true that once a suicide has actually decided to do it, he becomes calm, even happy, which is a danger signal with the real thing but I can't buy that with this man."

"But he went through with it," Mulder said, waggling his eyebrows and grinning. "Not only is it on video, there are eye witnesses, both in the airport and at the morgue."

"I'm not denying it, Mulder. I'm just saying it doesn't add up."

"What about sending a message?"

"He was certainly doing that. When he first got off the plane, he looked straight into the camera. Everyone knows the cameras are there but nobody looks directly into them, especially a fugitive. He was saying 'here I am' to somebody."

"The French police?"

"Why are you asking me this?"

"Just confirming my own suspicions."

"Why were the French police after him?"

"He's supposed to have murdered two American citizens in Paris." He leaned forward to share the juicy bit. "Broke their necks."

"Ouch. That's brutal. They have proof? It takes more than a telephone call to get somebody else's government to hunt people down for you."

"And you don't do something like this if you're innocent," he declared, sitting up again. "Want to know what the kicker is? He was free and clear. All he had to do was walk out the door." Mulder smirked as Scully's face lit up with surprise. It was one of the things that never failed to make his day.

"You're joking!" 

"I kid you not."

"So what was this? Some kind of pact?"  

"It was obviously prearranged. Someone went right to the key and picked up Pierson's gear before the body was even cold."

"Maybe he was smuggling something in those bags."

"I think it was something else."

"This I have to hear."

All right! His moment in the sun! He pushed himself off the desk, fetched another chair, set it next to her, back to front, and straddled it. "This guy commits two cold-blooded murders in Paris." He watched Scully's face for a reaction. This was always his favorite part. "I think we can rule out innocence. He catches the first plane outta Dodge and lands at JFK. He's quick on the draw getting through the place but doesn't leave. Instead, he puts his gear in a locker, hides the key in a prearranged place and then waits for the security team to find him and kill him. That sends a message to the French police, Interpol and the State Department. They're no longer interested. Meanwhile he's now in this country with nobody looking for him."

"He's also dead! I think he was just waiting for someone to pick him up. Why would you think there was more to it than that?"

"Why would he put his stuff in a locker if he was waiting to be picked up? And why would he hide the key? Why risk being caught sitting out in the open like that? Wouldn't you at least have arranged to be picked up outside, away from the surveillance cameras?" 

"So, are you saying that he didn't really die?"

"Of course he died, Scully. You saw him die. There were trained witnesses. Jazz Harper's never going to forget seeing the guy bleed out right in front of his eyes. It's just that he didn't stay dead."

"You're suggesting some form of ... spontaneous tissue regeneration?"

"It's the only thing that makes sense. He was calm about getting blasted all to hell because he knew it wouldn't be permanent. He walked out of that morgue under his own steam."  

Mulder knew that look. He put on his best puppy dog smile and waited for her to get over it.  

"A handy ability for a killer," Scully remarked. "What makes you think he wasn't taken out of the morgue by someone else, maybe the black man from the airport?"

"Because the gurney was still there. If you wanted to move a body, wouldn't you leave it on the gurney and take it out one of the service entrances? And the assistant's clothes were removed."

Now she would play Devil's Advocate. She was good at that. "That's pretty flimsy evidence to base that kind of reasoning on. Assuming you're right about his being alive, you're saying Pierson's tissues regenerate, he wakes up, clobbers the assistant, takes him out of the cold room on the gurney ..."

"...to the laundry room, where he changes into the assistant's clothes, ties him up and just walks out, taking his own clothes with him, maybe in one of those plastic patient bags."

"Why take his own clothes?"

"Because they were full of blood. What does that suggest to you?"

"That he didn't want any of his DNA left behind. Everyone knows about DNA evidence these days. Have you watched TV lately?"

"His kind of DNA? Come on, Scully! Tissue regeneration has to be a DNA thing, right?  He must have known there was a chance they'd test it for the record. He couldn't afford to leave it lying around."

"No, I wouldn't either if my tissues regenerated."

"Exactly. Life as a lab rat isn't that appealing. Can you imagine what that would be like?"

"He's a killer, Mulder! I'm not feeling a lot of sympathy here. If he can come back from the dead, and I'm reserving judgment on that for now, then for all we know, this is how he earns his living, as a contract killer who evades the law by conveniently dying. And maybe somebody should be doing research on him. What about our black friend from the airport? What's his role in this?"

"Just what it seems, Scully. Pierson probably realized he didn't have a lot of time. He's just spent five and a half hours on a plane, giving the French enough time to figure out where he's gone and make arrangements to pick him up when he lands. They already had his picture to flash around at the airport. It can't have been that hard to identify him. He gets through the airport as quickly as he can without drawing attention to himself so that he can stow the bags before the authorities are onto him. Then he hides the key in the planter by previous arrangement with our black friend and waits. When all the ruckus is over, our black mystery man collects the goods before anyone even thinks to look for them. Who knows? He probably drove back into New York and picked Pierson up."

"What do you think were in the bags?"

"Just what any traveler needs. What does anybody carry with him, Scully? A change of underwear, fresh shirts, shaving kit, toothbrush, clean socks, money, new ID. Now he's in a country of a quarter of a billion people with nobody looking for him."

"Nobody except you."

Mulder was quiet for a moment. "I'm not sure about that," he said, not smiling any more.

"What do you mean?"

"Skinner took me into his office today for a private tête-à-tête. According to him, a specific request for an investigation came from higher up, same as you. Maybe Pierson's 'message' wasn't just for all the cops on his heels."

"Did you tell Skinner what you think is going on?"

"No, I didn't," he said. "I wanted to run it by you first and I didn't think it really was just between him and me."

"You're not saying Skinner is part of something?"

"No. I'm just wondering how long it's been since he had his office swept."  
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MULDER'S APARTMENT

MARCH 27, 8:30 PM

Mulder walked out of the elevator on his floor, sorting through the keys in his hand. At Number 42, he reached toward the lock. Light was coming from below the door. He put the keys back in his pocket, took his gun in his left hand and slowly turned the knob with his right. The door opened silently. He stood to one side of the doorframe, his gun gripped in both hands, and gave the door a brisk shove. When nothing happened, he stepped quickly into the doorway, arms extended, elbows locked.

"Come in, Agent Mulder," said an unfamiliar voice. The speaker was a man, seated in Mulder's only armchair at the far end of the room. Although the floor lamp was illuminated, it had been moved so that his face was still in shadow. He wore a black overcoat, an expensive-looking affair, with a silk scarf draped about his neck. He held a pair of black leather gloves in one hand.  "After all, this is your home."

"Should I know you?" Mulder asked, taking a few steps forward, his eyes never leaving his visitor. "And while we're at it, how did you get in?"

"First questions first. There is no particular reason why you should know me, although I know you quite well.  Secondly, your landlord let me in. I suppose he didn't see anything sinister about me. Come, sit down. We have things to discuss."

"Not until I can see you," said Mulder, keeping his weapon trained on the target. "Move into the light, please."

"Of course," the man replied pleasantly. He reached up and pulled the floor lamp back to its original position and his face became clear in the yellow light. "I have been waiting for quite a while now." He was a distinguished-looking man of about fifty, well-groomed and clean-shaven. He had a full head of dark, graying hair and clear, even handsome features. And black eyes. Unwavering, piercing, coal-black eyes. His speech was cultured, educated, his tone that of someone used to being in charge, to being obeyed.

Mulder lowered the gun and returned it to its holster. He closed the door without looking around and sat down on the arm of the sofa.

"You'll forgive me if I don't trust someone who just shows up in my apartment uninvited, Mister ...uh..."

"Smith. John Smith."

"Can we get to the point?"

"Of course. I am sorry that you feel it necessary to remain armed. I am not a threat to you."

"Indulge me."

"Very well. A friend of mine, no longer with us, always spoke very highly of you and your abilities. Naturally, when our current dilemma arose, it was your name which came to mind."

"And who would that 'friend' be, exactly?"

"That is of no matter now. I represent an organization which concerns itself with promoting areas of medical research for the good of humanity." The man smiled. Mulder got the distinct impression of something feral.

"That doesn't tell me a whole hell of a lot," he said. He'd tried to keep his tone steady. He thought it had come off well.

"It is not meant to. We prefer anonymity. We do no research ourselves but we fund worthy projects. We are ... philanthropists, and philanthropists reveal their generous natures only to the recipients and to the IRS. Suffice it to say that we received information which intrigues us and which we wish to pursue."

"What kind of 'information'?"

"I believe the name Adam Pierson means something to you."

"Is that a question?"

"No, Agent Mulder. It is not. We were the ones who sent the request to the FBI after the unfortunate Mr. Pierson met his untimely end."

"If you know Adam Pierson is dead, then you know there is no longer a reason for the FBI to pursue the case."

"We believe he was carrying information to someone here in the United States, that he was waiting for someone to come for him at the airport. We want you to find that someone. The information we are tracking is of incalculable value to every human being on the face of the earth."

"In return for what? I don't know what you thought to gain by coming here but I'd like you to leave now."

"I can understand your reluctance. I expected it. You are someone who is not disturbed by unusual circumstances, by the extraordinary, shall we say. We are offering you nothing but the satisfaction of having been of assistance to the human race. We have already requested that you be put on the case; I am here merely to convince you of its importance. You have reported that the case is at an end. We thought that a personal contact was in order to convince you otherwise. We would prefer open cooperation but pressure can be brought to bear if necessary."

"I don't work for you and I don't respond well to being threatened, Mr. Smith, if that really is your name. You'll have to give me a better reason to reopen it."

Mulder thought of his own suspicions regarding Adam Pierson, suspicions he had every intention of keeping to himself. He was beginning to understand Pierson's 'message' and who it was really meant for. He felt a certain sympathy.

"We thought it would be necessary to entrust you with a few facts," Smith said. "Not long ago, we were contacted by a young American woman in Paris who said she had information on a naturally-occurring human genetic mutation which increases the rate of healing. It seems her father discovered this mutation and was subsequently killed for his knowledge."

"This woman have a name?"

"Horton. Diane Horton."

"Go on."

"She offered to sell the information about the mutation and said she had access to the names and whereabouts of certain rare individuals who possessed it. Naturally, we were interested. She said that she was not a scientist herself but she felt that her father's work warranted ... financial recognition, shall we say. She told us she was making arrangements to return to the US and would contact us again."

"And did she?"

"She was murdered by Adam Pierson, along with a colleague, early this week."

"And how do you know this?"

"We have our sources, Agent Mulder."

"How does Pierson fit into this?  Why would he commit murder?"

"We are assuming that he took the information, probably in the form of notes, discs, something portable, and intended to sell it himself. We think it would be in the common interest to find that information, find Pierson's contacts. The FBI agrees."

"Then you've told them everything you're telling me?"

"Of course."

"Then why is it my boss doesn't know anything about this?"

"We have our own interests to protect, influential clients who do not wish to become openly involved. We would like it to be kept low profile. Having the investigation conducted quietly as an X-file with just you and your partner will guarantee a certain disinterest, wouldn't you say?" The man smiled and stood up.

Mulder got to his feet but stayed where he was while 'Mr. Smith' walked toward him, holding out his right hand. Mulder folded his arms and stared straight into the man's face, his jaw tightly clamped. After a few seconds, the offer of a handshake was withdrawn and the man chuckled.

"Honesty. I respect that. We were told to expect it and I am pleased to see that our information on you was correct. I bid you a good night, then."  

Mulder moved to one side to allow his unwelcome visitor to pass. The man nodded toward Mulder and smiled again before leaving and closing the door behind himself.

Two hours later, Mulder was sprawled on the sofa in jeans and T-shirt, his mind not on the movie playing in the VCR. He had heated up some leftover spaghetti for supper, then lain down to watch something out of his extensive collection of pornography but couldn't get the image of his visitor out of his mind. It was those eyes, those black, merciless eyes. He was on his second bottle of beer when his phone rang.

"It's me," Scully's voice said. "I just had a pretty weird visit from a total stranger. Well-dressed man in his fifties? Looks like a shorter version of Richard Gere with a Mediterranean complexion?"

Short, yes. Shorter than himself, anyway, maybe five eight. Mediterranean complexion? About right. "Join the club."

"You, too?"

"He left a couple of hours ago." 

"What do you think?"

"I think Adam Pierson's ass is in a sling. If he's lucky, I'll find him first. What did he have to say?"

"Just that I should take the decapitation of Henry Cuthert seriously, that I should look further. Gave me some blather about the 'good of humanity'."

Mulder thought about those black eyes. 'The good of humanity'. He'd believe that when hell froze over. "Did he say that pressure could be brought to bear if necessary?"

"Yes! He acted like he was the one calling the shots. I don't know where this is going but I already know I don't like it."

"You and me both. Got my attention, though. He was very specific about some genetic mutation that promotes rapid healing. I still think Pierson's alive. I have to find him first."

"Do you think that's what they believe?"

Mulder sighed. He was getting pretty tired. He wanted to think that Adam Pierson had come back from the dead and walked out of that morgue under his own steam – it was the only explanation that fitted all the facts. It was also impossible. "I don't know. I don't know what Smith thinks. I only know what he told me and what he wants me think. But the two events are connected. Something about what happened to Pierson, maybe something about Pierson himself, is connected to what happened to Henry Cuthbert, either to the circumstances of his death, or him, or both. Maybe that was the real message. I still go with Pierson's having some kind of instant tissue regeneration gene. I'll talk to you about it Monday."

"Fine with me, Mulder. Have a good night."

"Hey, Scully!"

"What?"

"Don't forget to turn your clocks back tomorrow night."

"That's forward, Mulder."

"I am not being forward."

"Not you, the clocks. They go forward. If you turn them back, you'll be two hours late for the staff meeting and I refuse to cover for you on something that petty."
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Scully trudged into Mulder's office with a defeated look on her face.  

"I thought that would never end. Thanks for letting me use your office, by the way."

Mulder shucked his jacket and draped it over the back of his chair.  

"No problem. How did you get Skinner to agree to repaint it just because you didn't like the color?"

Scully tossed a styrofoam sandwich container onto the table she was using for a desk and plumped herself down in the plastic chair. "I can be very convincing when I want to be."

On the back of the desk, the fax machine whirred into life. Mulder waited long enough for the page to come through and roused himself to fetch it. It was the first of four pages of a report from an Inspector Paul Girard of the Paris police on the Pierson case. Mulder chucked it onto his desk and grumbled all the way to the new coffee machine. He poured himself a cup of the lethal stuff, which had been sitting there since early morning, and returned to his chair, disgusted.

"It's in French!" he complained.

Scully snorted. "Of course it's in French. That's what they speak in France."

"They could have sent a translation."

"Why would they? The French still think that French is the universal language and that they shouldn't have to translate everything into English just to please Americans. And you did ask them to put a rush on it, so stop complaining."

"You know how long it takes to get a translation done, Scully. Time may be important here."

"Don't be such a big baby, Mulder. Here. Give it to me. I can probably get the gist of it."

Mulder handed her the document and she made a face at him.

"You're pouting," she said as she took it.

"I do not pout," Mulder said.

"Wanna bet?" Scully replied. She leaned back in her chair and furrowed her brow. It looked painful. Was high school French that long ago? After several minutes of serious concentration, she put the paper on the desk and asked for the rest of the report.

"Pour me a cup of that coffee," she said leaning her head on her hand as she muttered to herself,  "... ci-dessus ... er, under ... no, over ... oh ... okay. I get it." Without taking her eyes off the paper, she sat up slowly and held her hand out for the mug of hot coffee, her lips continuing to move.  

"You're hovering," she said as Mulder stayed standing beside her. "Don't hover." She actually looked nervous.

He chuckled. "I didn't realize it was going to be this much of a strain, Scully." It always amused him to see Scully sweat. It happened so rarely.

"Go get your ya-yas off somewhere else. I'm getting it."

After another ten minutes, Scully looked up and smiled triumphantly.  

He sat on the edge of the desk. "So?"

Scully picked up the papers again and glanced at them as she spoke. 

"It seems the evidence is only circumstantial. They had Pierson in custody for the murder of a seventeen-year-old girl but he was released when forensic evidence cleared him. He claimed then that the murder was committed by the now deceased man and woman, he was undeniably at the scene when they were murdered and this Inspector Girard, who seems to hold an intense dislike for the suspect, feels that his motive was simply revenge. He adds here that Pierson was well-behaved but uncooperative and 'unusually cool and controlled' while in custody – the word was 'sangfroid' and I think I may be taking liberties with the translation – and their psychiatrist saw no signs of suicidal tendency. He adds that it is a shame  – 'c'est dommage' – that Pierson escaped justice in such a cowardly manner."

He was disappointed. It was so ... run-of-the-mill. "That's it? Four pages and that's it?"

"Well, there are more details and I didn't get all of it but that's essentially it. What did you expect?"

There had to be more. No dramatic escape attempts? Nothing about swords? "Did they check into his background?"

"Yes. He was a historical researcher and translator of classical language texts, born in London, educated at Oxford and to all outward appearances, a fine, upstanding citizen. He was working on his doctoral thesis at the Sorbonne when it happened. The British Embassy in Paris told them the passport was forged."

"We already know the passport was forged. Maybe other particulars were manufactured as well."

"Why would a British national need a forged British passport? He'd be entitled to one unless he had a criminal record and it says they checked that. He came up clean. He's beginning to sound like quite the mystery man. But it was the act of a fanatic – the forged papers, probably a phony background, the public suicide after hiding his belongings, which are subsequently retrieved by pre-arrangement by a second party. I think you should look at that instead of this resurrection-from-the-dead-theory. And if he had some kind of genetic anomaly that's worth studying, my money is on our black friend retrieving him from the morgue. It plays for me." She sounded so ... unruffled.

Fanatic? It was a thought. "You think he was guilty?"

"You were the one who said we could rule out innocence. Inspector Girard sounds pretty definite. Pierson killed for information and he died to keep it from falling into the wrong hands. I think Smith is the one he was afraid of, not the police. It's not for us to decide anyway. Guilt or innocence only matters if he's still alive. You said last night that you were convinced Pierson was alive. Was it something Smith said to you?"

Smith had said so little and implied so much. "No, not really. I think he just wanted a lead on the information Pierson was carrying. He implied that Pierson killed those two people for the information about it, got into the country and was trying to pass it on to a contact when he was killed. They want me – us – to find his contact. If they really think he's dead, I'm not going to enlighten them and I'm glad I didn't put my real suspicions into the report because I think he read it. I also think he's seen our personnel files. He reminded me of someone we both knew in the past."

"Cancer Man?" Scully said with a sigh. "Mulder ... not everything is a conspiracy."

"I didn't say that, Scully." That was somewhere he didn't want to go without a lot more to lure him on than one, admittedly disturbing, night visit. The man may even have been what he said he was – although that was stretching it. 'Philanthropic organization' – unlikely; parties interested in Pierson's regenerative abilities – or just the information they thought he'd brought from Paris? And then there was Henry Cuthbert. He didn't know enough.

Scully was on another track. "Have you considered the possibility that it's legitimate? If this Pierson did have a gene for enhanced healing, spontaneous tissue regeneration, the benefits for mankind as a whole are incalculable. You're letting this get personal. For what it's worth, I think he did kill those people and if it's a matter of the rights of a cold-blooded killer against the right of humanity to a better world, I'll back humanity every time."

"Smith and his 'organization' think he had information. They want whatever it was he took from Paris. That's how they see it. He doesn't have information – he is the information. Adam Pierson has the mutation and they want his genome, whether they know it or not."

"They would only want a look at his genome, Mulder. That only requires a sample of his DNA. Whoever took his body from the morgue knew that, too. He and Pierson both went to great lengths he to hide it. Pierson was just a fanatic carrying information he thought was worth dying for. Have you considered that possibility?"

He had. He just didn't like it a whole hell of a lot. "Does this mean you believe that he's alive?"

"No. Not really. But I'm willing to make a supposition here for the sake of argument. It's hardly a first for someone to stage his own death but I've never seen anyone stage a public suicide in order to disappear. I think your reasoning is flimsy, but let's just suppose you're right, for the sake of argument. Our mutual visitor was certainly interested in something, interested enough to have us put on the case by pulling strings within the FBI, enough to see our personnel file, to know where we live. I am not exactly warm and fuzzy over that. If there weren't something to this tissue regeneration thing, would he have been so interested? I'll certainly entertain that notion, Mulder. But I think you're wrong.  "

"And what does a man like Smith want it for? I really don't see him as having 'the good of humanity' in mind, do you?" Mulder shifted on the edge of the desk and bent toward his partner, willing her to listen, willing her to believe him one more time. "What if they have no intention of using the information for the 'good of humanity'? That sounded like a load of horse hockey to me. Don't you think that stank just a tad? What if they merely want to sell it to the highest bidder? Can you imagine what information on spontaneous tissue regeneration would be worth to those who could pay, to corporate interests, to the very rich? He said they don't do research themselves but who's to say that isn't a lie?"

"Mulder!" Scully shook her head as if trying to shake off a cloud of insects. "Mulder, stop it! I've been through this with you before. All the 'what if's' and the suspicions and the lies. I don't want to go through it again."

"Scully! You're not thinking. Just listen to me; just hear me out. The government would never allow this to be used. They couldn't let a thing like this out to ordinary people. You can't control people who aren't afraid to die and who don't fall down dead when you send riot troops after them. They couldn't afford to let the information onto the open market, or worse, onto the black market. Think of it, Scully! Terrorists who just got up and carried on, criminals who couldn't be stopped, armies that just kept coming ...  In itself, as a boon to mankind, it sounds so good, but it'll never happen."

"That doesn't mean it shouldn't be studied, Mulder."

"I'm not saying it shouldn't be studied. But by legitimate interests ... and very, very carefully. The human race isn't ready for this yet. We aren't good enough for it. I'm just saying that a thing like this can't be allowed to fall into the wrong hands and, obviously, Adam Pierson knows that, too. He's probably lived with that knowledge all his life. Does the report say how old he is?"

"Yeah. He was in his thirties. If he is alive, you've just told me why he should either be allowed to disappear or be caught and locked away forever. I don't believe for a minute that Smith is who he says he is. If you investigate this and Pierson's still alive, you'll lead them, whoever they are, straight to him; if he's dead, you'll lead them to the information he sacrificed himself to bring here and I think that's what they're waiting for."

"We'll just have to treat it as a worst case scenario, assume they're the bad guys, find Pierson and hear what he has to say. Are you with me on this?"

Scully sighed and paused before answering. What was she so unsure of? What else could he say? I'll say whatever you want, Scully! He couldn't put it any more clearly than that. She couldn't disappoint him now. "Of course. You may even be right."

Mulder beamed. "Besides, something else just occurred to me."

"What's that?"

"What if Pierson's tissues don't just regenerate when they're injured? What if his cells just naturally regenerate all the time? He'd never catch a disease or develop cancer or heart trouble. What if he can't die at all? What if he doesn't even age?"

"He'd be immortal. Oh, my God, Mulder! That's far-fetched even for you."

He was back on a roll. She'd always listened before. She hardly ever agreed, but she always listened. "A lot of mythology deals with immortal beings. They're an archetype. In the Gilgamesh Epic, Gilgamesh goes searching for immortality and is first told about the joys of mortality, but he isn't put off. He goes through all kinds of trials, Utnapishtim tells him about the plant of immortal life growing at the bottom of the sea and he finds it but a snake eats it while he's asleep, which is why snakes shed their skin. Then there's ancient Hindu mythology in the Upanishads. When a student comes to ask for the secret of immortality, he's told about the joys of mortal flesh to test his determination. The Chinese talk about the Realm of the Immortals. And there's the Isis/Osiris myth in which Osiris is chopped into fourteen pieces by his brother, Seth, and scattered over the land but Isis puts all the pieces back together and he becomes immortal. The Twin Heroes of the Navajo are cut to pieces by reeds and cane cactuses but are returned to wholeness. It always involves some kind of violent death and resurrection. I mean, it's been in the human consciousness for as long as there have been human beings."

"They're myths. They're myths about the immortality of the soul, not the body."

"But if Pierson's tissues regenerate, it's logical that he wouldn't age. Isn't it? The human body renews all its cells once every seven years. You know that. What if there is no degradation of the cells in the process, what if every cell always copies itself perfectly? He wouldn't age."

"Aging is more than tissue regeneration, Mulder. It's also a matter of hormones and the biological clock, the genes turning on and off at different stages of life. He'd be very healthy and he'd probably live to well over a hundred, but he'd still age. After all, he must have been a baby at one time and he grew up. He's visibly over thirty. No, this is one I don't buy. I'll give you that Pierson's tissues regenerate, and I agree that that's reason enough to find him, but you don't have anything to substantiate a claim of immortality for him. This is where I get off the bus."

"Yeah, you're probably right ... but wouldn't it be a gas?" 
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A BUNKER IN MARYLAND

Frohike's day had been made. She had come to call. Well, she and Mulder, but that was okay. He smoothed his thinning hair with nervous hands and wiped his palms on his shabby T-shirt. Scully was the only person he knew who was shorter than he was. And she would be forever out of reach. He sighed while his heart went pitty-pat and he shrugged. Then she smiled at him. It was a good day.

Langly was frustrated. It would be a frosty Friday indeed when Mulder gave them anything more to go on than a theory dug out of a cereal box along with a small, plastic wind-up toy or dreamed up by some psychotic, slathering fortune cookie writer. And today of all days when nothing could match for sheer momentousness the fact that once that clock on the wall read five in the p.m., he fully intended to be elsewhere, bathing, shaving and worrying about wearing something other than jeans and an over-laundered T-shirt with nerdy MUFON slogans on it. He had actually considered – for five, terrifying seconds – having his carefully cultivated, long, blond locks shorn. For Langly had a date. And he intended to keep that date before she turned back into a pumpkin or some mythical, migratory bog truffle and he found himself looking at another five years of going without. Nerd life was much tougher than non-nerds can ever imagine.

"You want me to what?!" Langly asked Mulder, whose face bore that endearing, homey ingenuousness which he had perfected to such a degree that Langly was convinced he practiced it in the mirror every morning.

"I'm betting that a telephone call," Mulder was saying, "probably from a public pay phone, was made from Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris, France, to New York City early in the morning of March 23, Paris time. I want to know who got the call."

"You have got to be kidding me."

"No. How many calls can that be? I mean, well, it can't be that many, can it?"

"That's not the point."

"What is the point?"

"It can't be done."

"Can't?"

"Can't."

"Not by us," Byers chimed in. Somebody had to be reasonable.

Frohike wrenched his eyes away from the object of his affections. 

"Probably not by anybody on this side of the Atlantic Ocean."

"Don't you have connections you could talk into helping you with this?" asked Scully, who was wondering vaguely whether a small portion of breakfast had perhaps oozed down the front of her blouse, thus attracting the glazed attentions of Frohike's baby blues, or whatever color they were. She glanced down without really noticing that she was doing it, only to have her brain cells register, with all the electrifying thunder of a single, closing synapse, the fact that no such thing had occurred.

"Maybe." It was Langly.

"Winslow owes us a favor," Byers said.

"Winslow?" Mulder frowned. Winslow was not listed in his memory cells under French names.

"Yeah," Langly said, considering the problem with all the weight and dignity it deserved. "Winslow does owe us a favor."

"Winslow is French?" asked Mulder, doggedly pursuing the single thread of thought.

"With a name like Winslow?" Langly looked surprised. "He's over there working for an American-based company and, as a hacker, he could give the Stainless Steel Rat a run for his money. French telephone records shouldn't be a problem. We'll let you know."  

"Why aren't you going through the FBI for this information?" Byers asked.

"Let's just say that I don't know who would be listening in," Mulder answered.

"A conspiracy?" asked Frohike, his eyebrows raised.  

"No!" said Scully.  

Frohike sighed for the seventh time in the last five minutes. She was so pretty when she was being assertive.

"We'll let you know," said Langly, walking to the door and opening it pointedly.

"You're throwing us out?" asked Mulder in surprise.

"Yes," Langly answered. "We're busy."

Outside, Mulder looked at Scully and she looked back. 

"What the hell was that all about?" they both said.
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SOMEWHERE IN WASHINGTON D.C.

"I fail to see the necessity of meeting in this fashion, Mr. Smith."  

The man was angry. Good. Angry men were vulnerable men and this one had fretted incessantly – indecently – since entering the room. Why had the Corporation sent this minion, this ... bleating fool to a meeting of such importance? Apparently, they still did not comprehend the full measure of what he was offering them. If they only knew! It was blind arrogance and he had little time for petty vanities. 

"I am fully prepared to receive you in my office at a time of your choosing," the man prattled on. "This smacks of lack of trust."

Trust. Yes, it was a matter of trust. There was no trust here; the matter would be pursued without it, as all business must. They would pretend, of course; trust had become such a lie. "It is for your safety as well as my own." Smith toyed with his glass, breathing in the aromatic vapors rising from the Remy Martin. It was a fine year. The end of his cigarillo glowed brightly as he drew in the smoke. Power had its rewards. "The stakes are extremely high."

"But over lunch in a men's club? This is ridiculous, Sir! If the matter were not so important ..."  

"I find it relaxing," Smith said. Surely that was elementary. Sending a second-stringer was an insult that he did not intend to ignore. In an age of electronic snooping, one chose one's own ground. The advantage was his; he never 'negotiated' any other way.  

"That is brandy on the table beside you; please help yourself. Do you mind if I smoke?"

"No, although I dislike cigars intensely, if you don't mind." Smith did know, as a matter of fact. There was nothing about his adversary that he did not know, including the cost of his children's braces and the color of his mistress' favorite lipstick. "And I never touch brandy. Doctor's orders. I used to enjoy bourbon, myself." Was that a sniff? "Your predecessor never asked permission," the man continued. "I find good manners refreshing."  

Smith detested snivelers. "Quite so. I have made contact with our young friends. I believe it was successful. I spoke as arranged."  

"I'm still not sure it was wise to approach them directly, you know," the man said. There was a touch of anger in the voice as well. They never learned to control the voice. It betrayed so much. "They're not fools."

No, Mr. Mulder was not a fool. What use was a fool? Smith took another sip of brandy. "Baiting our Mr. Mulder is rather like dangling a ball of silver paper in front of a kitten." Speaking of fools...  How much did this fool seated before him already know? "It is a pity that Mr. Pierson got himself killed so quickly," he remarked. "I had high hopes for such a cool-headed young man." Another very foolish man, Mr. Pierson. Dedicated, however. Obviously very dedicated. He could admire that. Dedication was an honorable trait.  

"Cool enough to steal vital information," the man was saying. "Not cool enough when caught, however, damn him!" 

"You did not find that an act of selfless bravery? He knew the value of what he was carrying. Your information may well have died with him."

"Bravery? Suicide is never 'brave', Sir! It is an act of cowardice, the easy way out. I can't admire that. His killing your Miss Horton created a little problem for you, unless you have other 'sources' you haven't told us about. You can't expect us to deal in a vacuum. You have to offer us something tangible before we can negotiate terms." 

Ah, yes. The greedy Miss Horton. What a dreadful little slut she had sounded. Smith knew the type. It was he who had made the original arrangements, of course. That was his function. And Pierson's timing had been abominable. "Our organization is prepared to offer the Corporation exclusive rights to whatever information comes available, although we must protect our own interests as well, naturally. You stand to make a fortune; it is only reasonable that we retain confidentiality as to our sources. We will provide the information and, ultimately, the subjects, and you will not have soiled your own hands or your reputation. That is worth a great deal. We expect to be compensated for our part in the matter – and for our risks."

She had asked a ridiculous sum for a computer disc, which may well have been fictitious for all he knew. She had, however, known too much not to be taken with a prudent measure of seriousness. Whoever he was, Pierson did know the value of the information he carried, whatever form it took. If the disc existed, it was unimportant in itself. Somewhere that information was embedded in a hard drive, accessible to those who knew how to retrieve it. It was far likelier that Pierson had stolen knowledge rather than something as tangible as a disc or a file. If that was so, it was gone.   

"Are you certain Mr. Mulder can find his contact?" the man was asking.  

"Never underestimate Bill Mulder's son." Smith had read the file with great interest; Mr. Mulder could, indeed, be most useful; if not now ...  There was always a use for talents such as his. "He has some rather strange instincts but he cannot be faulted for lack of tenacity. Once his curiosity is piqued, he will follow wherever it leads, no matter how long it takes."

"Your predecessor spent many an hour regaling me with stories but it was obvious that he admired the young man, both for his abilities and his sense of ethics."

Smith smiled to himself. A 'sense of ethics'? What pompous arrogance! What would this man know of 'ethics'. Greed and ethics were a contradiction in terms. "Ethical people are also predictable. I agreed to this meeting to put your mind at ease. I am open to questions if you have any."

"The Corporation has already mobilized huge resources behind this project on your say-so.  As its representative, I have to express concern that it seems you had nothing more to go on than one communication from an unknown young woman with larceny on her mind. She told you nothing, really."

Ah, the constant whine of the truly greedy – 'prove it to us! And they prattled about trust. They probably even believed it on some level. Amazing. "It must look like that, I suppose," Smith conceded. The greedy were also easy to placate with some tossed bone. "It is entirely possible – in fact, probable – that she was unaware that research has already been done in this area. It would have been nice to know more about what she had to tell us. After receiving her call, we checked her background. Her father was one of the higher-ups in some large organization almost as quiet as our own."

"But he was not a scientist? We were given to understand that he made the discovery himself."

"Yes. That had been our original impression. That turned out to be a lie. One of many, probably." Why did they always expect thieves to be telling the truth? They never hesitated to tell their own lies. But then, it was thievery by another name, was it not? If ethical people were predictable, so too were the greedy. It was simple logic. "He was also murdered, by the way. Her own situation was highly questionable. Her file at the American embassy in Paris was red-flagged, since Interpol was keeping an eye on her due to her association with a known felon, namely the man who was found dead with her. We would have regarded it as an attempt at a scam if it were not that, a number of years ago now, our organization was already conducting research into the phenomenon of accelerated tissue regeneration – ATR as your people have renamed it. The lab was burned to the ground in what was clearly a case of arson; the researchers and everyone who had any knowledge of the research itself were all found shot in the back of the head, some in their own homes. The message was clear. Someone was interested in having the research stopped." And stopped it had, Smith recalled. Whoever was responsible had taken great pains to be thorough as well as ruthless. That was something he understood. Ruthlessness, by another name, was prudence.

"Were all the records destroyed?"

"No," said Smith. "Some records were kept elsewhere, but all the research notes were gone. I suspect that Miss Horton's information consisted of the whereabouts of individuals carrying the gene rather than any clinical information. If the disc she mentioned exists, it is probably a database of some kind."

"And you are convinced that Pierson stole the information himself? That was what we agreed to tell Mulder, but I had the distinct impression that you did not believe it yourself."

When did a man's word become inadequate? There was no honor left – even among thieves. The fragrance of the brandy was almost as intoxicating as the liquor itself and he sipped it with appreciation. It was one of the very few pleasures he permitted himself. "I am not prepared to speculate on Mr. Pierson's motives. I suspect he had reasons other than pure profit." More likely, Smith thought, Pierson's motives were simply the same as those anonymous individuals who had destroyed the original research lab – silence. Not everyone was motivated by greed. A fanatic, nothing more. The world was full of fanatics; they were more dangerous even than the greedy. "He was very quick to allow himself to be destroyed – and the information along with him, if it consisted only of certain knowledge. Mere thieves rarely kill and they never commit suicide. Our contact inside the NYPD reported that he made no attempt to escape or even stay alive once he had been caught."

"Perhaps he preferred a quick hail of bullets to rotting in jail." 

Such a simplistic explanation. "I doubt that. In any case, he is now dead and we are reduced to finding his contact. If that is the end of the line, then so be it, but I am hopeful. Pierson risked his life to bring something here or he would have stayed where he was and gone to ground. Risk always has a price and it would seem the risk in this case was worth it. He paid the price of failure with an act of selfless courage. I fail to understand why you do not see honor in that."

"You have a strange sense of honor, Sir. May I ask what is in the surviving records? I think our mutual association would only benefit from complete disclosure of previous data."

Did he really expect Smith to hand it all over without a whimper? It was almost amusing. "That information is highly confidential."

"At what you're being paid, it smacks of a certain arrogance to deny us access to anything which might help the project. We will be providing the labs, the researchers and the funding. It does give us certain entitlements which will be discussed at a future date."

Smith smiled to himself. "We will find your mutants for you," he said calmly. "The association will be mutually beneficial. We should have approached the private sector much sooner.  Governments sometimes make me think of little boys playing war games in the back yard but the corporate mind is refreshingly free of constraints. Nevertheless, we must retain some leverage."

"May I ask why we are interested in decapitated corpses?" It was a concession.

"You are entitled to know that much, at least. Before the lab was set up, an anonymous party put tissue samples in our hands. The letter accompanying the samples said that they had been taken from a dead man who had met his end by being beheaded with a sword in an old-fashioned duel and suggested that we would find the genetic structure interesting. We did. We found an anomaly that proved later to be identical to that evident in the DNA of the subject of the lab experiment. Ever since then, we have been looking for further specimens from such a source."

"And have you found any?"

Was that impatience? Of course it was. An image formed in Smith's mind, the image of a slathering dog on a leash. "I wish I could tell you that we had. We kept track of the very rare reports that other victims had been found in nearly identical circumstances but we have never been able to arrive in time and, of course, such an event is impossible to predict. We don't know who they are or why they fight to the death and we are only assuming they are all mutants. What we need, of course, is a live specimen."

"Pierson's contact? He either is one or he knows about them."

The eagerness was an odor, a stink. "Possibly. We'll wait and see where Mulder's instincts lead us, shall we?"

Part 3
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MANHATTAN

APARTMENT OF CARL ROBINSON

APRIL 2, 10:34 AM, EDT

"Pretty nice pad you have here, Mr. Robinson." Man, these were some digs! Mulder sank into the luxurious cushions of a large and very plush sofa. The whole room was done in white leather, metal, glass and wood. He couldn't begin to imagine the price. On the walls were striking pieces of art; objects from far and wide were displayed everywhere – a Chinese calligraphy scroll, a Japanese samurai helmet with oddly-shaped horns, a medieval European broadsword with a graceful hilt. Really quite amazing. A glass-and-steel construction that served as a coffee table held a silver coffee service, from which Carl Robinson, a thirty-something, well-tailored black man, poured fragrant coffee into white eggshell-china cups. It was hard not to gape. Mulder tried hard not to think of his own accommodations; he wasn't that anxious to be depressed.

Scully just looked awestruck.

"Thank-you," Robinson said graciously. "I'm glad you approve."

"Mr. Robinson, I'm trying to place you," Mulder said, cocking his head to one side and studying the man's face earnestly.

"Oh?"

"Your face is vaguely familiar and I can't put my finger on why."

"Race tends to blur identification, Agent Mulder, but I'm sure you know that. Perhaps I just look like some other black man."

"When I look at you, I think baseball, Sir. Should I be thinking of baseball?"

"Fine game, but no, I'm not in baseball." Robinson replaced the silver coffee pot and sat in the deeply-cushioned armchair opposite his visitors. He crossed his legs and steepled his fingers. "Would you like to tell me why you're here?"  

"Does the name Adam Pierson mean anything to you?"

"Can't say that I recall that name." His eyes were deep and alive, although his face remained impassive. He impressed Mulder as a man who knew how to keep secrets.

"Then, maybe you could enlighten us as to why you took his luggage from a locker at JFK on March 23 at 7:30 a.m."

"Did I?"

"We have you on tape, Mr. Robinson. I can play it for you if you like."

"That won't be necessary. I'm sure you believe what you saw. I wasn't there."

"You weren't waiting for him when he entered the country from Paris?"

"Why would I be?"

"And you didn’t get a telephone call from him, oh, say 9 p.m., New York time, the previous evening?"

"You have some very strange ideas," Robinson said, smiling. "You're free to tell me why you think I would be getting phone calls from Paris."

"The Paris phone company records show that a call was placed from a pay phone at Charles de Gaulle Airport, at 2:53 a.m. their time, to your number. They're six hours ahead; that makes it 8:53 p.m. here. You're sure you didn't get a phone call?"

"If I did, I wasn't here to answer it. Agent Mulder, there is no reason in the world why I should talk to you, to the FBI. No crime has been committed that I'm aware of; my phone calls are my private business. Just why are you here?"

"Because I think you know Adam Pierson. And a crime was committed. When he died, Pierson was wanted for a double murder in Paris. We were asked to investigate."

"There's that name again."

"Mr. Robinson," said Scully, delicately replacing her cup in its saucer, "Adam Pierson was shot dead at JFK on March 23. His body subsequently disappeared from the police forensics lab morgue. That same morning, a black man, who looks remarkably like you, Sir, was taped leaving the airport carrying Pierson's luggage, which he had just retrieved from a locker using a key apparently hidden by Pierson himself by previous arrangement. We know that a phone call was made to this apartment from Charles de Gaulle at the time stated. We know from the doorman here, with whom you are on friendly terms, that you did not leave your apartment on Saturday evening. Those are facts. FBI agents are trained in identification techniques, Sir. We do not confuse race. I should like to add that my partner believes that Mr. Pierson is alive and well, having somehow revived from a particularly violent death, and that you helped him. He believes that you now know where he is. We need to find him."

Robinson grinned as Scully finished her soliloquy and fixed her eyes on him. "And you expect me to take you seriously, Agent Scully?" 

"Yes, Mr. Robinson, I do. I believe you knew … know … Adam Pierson. I believe you knew he was coming and what he planned to do, that you arranged with him by telephone the previous evening to hide the key at JFK, that you retrieved his belongings and that you picked him up outside the morgue. And I believe you know where he is now. If I were to test a sample of your DNA, Sir, would I find anything unusual about it?"

Robinson's smile had faded as Scully warmed to her subject. Now he stood up, looking from her determined face to Mulder's. Mulder was mildly shocked. 

Robinson nodded curtly. "I'm going to ask you to leave now," he said, coolly, but no less courteously. "I see no point in continuing this conversation. I have nothing to tell you."

Mulder stood and nodded at Robinson.    

"I'm sorry you feel that way," he said. "Thank you for your time and your hospitality."

Outside and out of earshot of the doorman, Mulder gave Scully a brotherly pat on the shoulder. "You really let it all hang out there, Scully," he said, chuckling. "You sounded as if you believed every word. I'm impressed." Now, if he could just remember where he'd left the car … He craned his neck to see around a minivan. "Remind me never to play poker with you." He should always rent red cars in future; they were so much easier to find. "If Robinson was white," he said,  "I’d say he blanched when you mentioned DNA. Was that just a lucky shot in the dark?" Maybe tie something on the aerial, the way they did in parking lots.  

"It just occurred to me as I was talking," Scully was saying. "I threw it out to see what would happen." Scully was keeping her head down as she walked, which usually meant that she was thinking.

Mulder turned his head toward her. "I think what you said got too close for comfort."

"Uncomfortable for him or for you?"

"Asking a complete stranger about his DNA is a little personal, Scully. I'd have thrown us out, too. Can we just find the car and then think about it? Do you remember where I parked?"  

"Just why were we there?"

"What?" Hey! A brown Mazda! Now he remembered. He remembered thinking it was the ugliest shade of brown he'd ever seen.  

"Mulder!"

"What?"

"Are you listening to me?"

Mulder shrugged. "Yeah … There's the car."

Both got into their seats and closed the doors but Mulder didn't start the engine. Instead, he sat back and faced Scully.

"You're pissed off about something," he said. "Was it something I said?"

"Well … yeah. Do I not talk loud enough, Mulder? Is that why you never listen to me?"

"I always listen to you, Scully," he said. "You asked why we were there. I thought we went there to get a lead on Pierson's whereabouts. What's the problem?"

"I am a little unclear on this. Are we looking for him to throw him in jail for what he's done or because he's a mutant? I want to hear you say what you intend to do when we find him because I'm getting confused."

"I take it we're going on the assumption that he's alive. You did just say 'when' we find him."

Scully sighed. "Mulder … does it not bother you that you are working on assumptions that contradict the laws of nature?" she asked, looking him square in the face. She was cute when she was determined. Pugnacious … but cute. 

"Why don't we cross that bridge when we come to it?" he said. She always made him nervous when she did this, challenged him. As usual, she had managed to put her finger right on the sore spot. When did she figure out he was winging it? "All right," he conceded. "Let's assume he's dead. Let's assume that, for whatever crazy reason, a man just crossed the Atlantic, on the red eye, in time to commit suicide one jump ahead of the police. Let's also assume that the police mislaid the corpse." He shrugged. It didn't sound all that ridiculous. Did it? "Our Mr. Robinson goes straight to the locker, with the key, and casually picks up the gear before the body's even cold. Then he lies about having been there. Doesn't that say anything to you, Scully?"

"Uh-huh. It says that whatever was in those bags was worth dying for. And maybe worth killing for." She sounded sad.

He sighed. He had to admit, it was a better theory than coming back from the dead. "Yeah. Maybe that's all it is. It's still enough reason to investigate. What's worth throwing your life away for?" Was Pierson just a fanatic after all? He couldn't buy that. But, for all his bravado, deep down, he couldn't really buy the alternative either. "It makes sense to somebody, I guess," he said. Then why was Robinson so upset at the mention of DNA? It went beyond feeling insulted, he was sure of that. And what about Henry Cuthbert? The little spark of hope glowed back into life.

Scully was still talking. "And what about Smith, or whoever he is? He must want that information very badly and we may have just led him straight to Robinson, who undoubtedly has it, or knows where Pierson's body is, if that's what they want."   

Mulder let his head drop back against the doorpost. "But if we're not looking for Pierson, how is it FBI business, Scully? We can't just go back in there and tell him to watch over his shoulder because some mysterious man-in-black wants something he might have but we don't know what it is and by the way, nice place you have here."

What was Smith's game? He'd sent Mulder after a dead fanatic and Scully into a frozen wheat field after a dead accountant who had somehow managed to get himself sliced and diced with a sword. Robinson had been upset about DNA. Scully had asked him about his DNA and he had thrown them out. He had told them to mind their own business and get the hell out … and he had a sword on his wall. Along with all the other crap, there had been a fucking great sword on the wall!

"Scully!" Mulder said, the world coming sharply into focus. "You hit the bulls eye. Robinson doesn't just know about the mutation -- he has it! He's one of them. Henry Cuthbert was killed because he had the gene. Pierson has gone to ground to save his own ass and Robinson is next." He was up and running again.  

"What?!"

"The sword, Scully. Robinson has a sword on his wall. I didn't notice it because there was all that other junk but he has a sword on his wall. We haven't led them to any information – we've led them to him!"

Mulder was out of the car and on the run, with Scully right behind him. The apartment building was only three blocks away, the closest parking space – in an alley between two dumpsters – Mulder had been able to find. He was winded by the time he got there, ahead of Scully by mere seconds. The doorman greeted them with a surprised look.

"We've come to see Mr. Robinson again," Mulder said, breathing heavily. 

"You just missed him," the doorman said, spreading his hands and shaking his head.  "Sorry." Hell! How had he got out that quick?

"Did he say where he was going?" Mulder ran a nervous hand through his hair. Did the guy know?

"Just asked me to get him a cab but from the way he was dressed, I'd say he was off somewhere for a few days' R and R."

"What makes you think so?" asked Scully.

"I think it was the jeans, the sweater and the overnight bag that gave it away," the doorman answered smiling. No wonder he'd thrown them out. He'd needed to get lost in a hurry – and Mulder had lost his last lead. "Mr. Robinson never dresses like that unless he's going away for a few days and he took his sword with him." The man was apologetic. "He's very attached to that sword." I'll just bet he is, Mulder thought.” He always takes it with him whenever he goes away." 

"Do you know where he goes?"

"No idea. He gave me fifty bucks and said it had been nice knowing me, though, which struck me as kinda strange. He doesn't usually do that. But he's gone. Sorry I can't be of more help."

"Thanks, anyway," said Mulder, his tone barely civil. Crap! Now what had he done? They hadn't been gone ten minutes.

"Mulder?" Scully said on the way back to the car.

"What?" How can he have been so blind? It had been right there on the wall.

"You couldn't have known."

"I do now."
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What have I done? I had a life, even if it was a sham. I have .. I had .. friends. Now I'm sitting on a bus crossing Nebraska and they don't know where I am. At least they know I'm alive.  And a lot of other people think I'm dead. That was a bad way to go – hurt like hell. I'd expected a head shot. One nice, clean, quick, high-powered bullet and it's all over. Why didn't somebody just aim for my head and be done with it? 

'…Let us be lovers, we'll marry our fortunes together…'

Joe will think I've run out on him. I don't give a shit what MacLeod thinks. It isn't as if he's never gone off on walkabout without telling anyone and nobody bitches when he does it. I'll have to get word to Joe somehow, if I could only figure out how to do it without bringing the roof down. My bum hurts. Note to self: the next time you want to travel three thousand five hundred miles in six days, Old Man, don't take a bus. My horse left me less saddle-weary than this.

'…I've got some real estate here in my bag ... hm-m-m-mmmm…'

Nearly fucked it up royally. Can't believe I actually walked into a car rental place. Stupid!  Stupid! Have a credit card transaction in the name of Alan Sandringham on record in the state of New York? Yeah, right. Have to be careful of things like that, Old Man. It'll get you dead. Really, truly dead. It was good of Carl to give me the cash for a bus ticket; he must know I'll probably never pay him back. I wonder how he's doing.  

'…It took me four days to hitchhike from Saginaw…'

'…I've come to look for ... America! …'

How can it be so fucking tiring just sitting in one place? Isn't that what they all say? I remember Joe telling me about being put on a bus out of San Francisco when he got out of the VA hospital. That's what he said. 'How can it be so fucking tiring sitting in one place?' Yeah, I remember. Only he did it with no legs and no home to go back to. I cannot imagine that. God, this place is so flat!

'… counting the cars on the New Jersey Turnpike,…'

'… they've all come to look for ... America…'

Can't get that damned song out of my head. Probably because I really did count the cars on the New Jersey Turnpike. I've forgotten half the words, so it just keeps going round and round.  I was not ready for this. I could have used a few days' rest but it would have been too dangerous for Carl. And I crave open space again. The canyons of New York are not exactly the best place for an old desert roamer like me. The overnight in that bus station in Rochester just about did me in; I am too old for this. And if that woman with those damned, whining kids hadn't got off in Chicago... I've looked on a map; it is next to impossible to cross the United States by land without ending up in Chicago. Talk about all roads leading to Rome…

'… laughing on the bus, playing games with the faces…'

'… she said the man in the gabardine suit was a spy…'

I liked her. The girl who got on in Terre Haute. 'High Ground'. What a laugh. Who makes these stupid place names up anyway? She was nice, a little shy. Very young. She was leaving home for the first time and that always makes my heart thump a little for them, so I let her talk to me. I needed to talk, I suppose, to get my mind off everything that's happened. She didn't know that song. Guess it was before her time. She talked incessantly about herself, which I think she needed to do. And the only advice I could think to give her was not to hang around in bus stations looking as if she'd just left home. Yeah, right, Old Man. As if that will do any good. Nasty things happen to young girls in bus stations these days. Young girls have always been prey but never before have they pretended it is any different. It makes me rather sad. In my day, they would have been sold into slavery; now they're kidnapped into the sex trade, pumped up on drugs and burned out before they have time to know they're alive. Think I'd go for the slavery, myself. At least if the girl was pretty she had half a chance of living into adulthood.

 '…I said be careful his bow tie is really a camera…'

That story she told me about her family was the usual bullshit – adolescent angst, slamming the bedroom door, 'my father doesn't understand me'...  How do they ever make it to the age of wisdom?  

'…Toss me a cigarette; I think there's one in my raincoat…'

I miss smoking sometimes. Smoked for centuries. Hardly gave it up for health reasons. Every now and then I take it up again ... I liked a pipe for a long time, liked the feel of the warm bowl in my hands, especially on a desert night with frost in the clear air. MacLeod seems to think my entire life before I met him was spent creating mayhem, up to my elbows in gore. We'd sit around the fire and talk, drink hot, sweet tea, tell stories and smoke.  Just us men. I wonder what Amanda would think of me if I told her that I liked doing that. It strikes me as funny. I wonder how Amanda is.

'…We smoked the last one an hour ago…'

By the gods, I am tired!  

'…So we looked at the scenery; she read her magazine…'

She couldn't seem to concentrate on anything. Anxiety will make her vulnerable and she will make mistakes, mistakes it might cost her her young life to rectify. By the time she is thirty with little kids hanging on her skirts, she will regret what she's doing now but it will be too late then. She shouldn't regret it. We have to take risks or what's a life for? I have a thousand regrets but what good are regrets? You can't take it back again – I know, I tried for centuries before I understood that. I've made a lot of mistakes. But then, I've always had time to pay for my mistakes. No matter how long it took. Sin and retribution. The retribution for my sins seems to be to live with them forever. Is there any forgiveness for me anywhere?

'… and the moon rose over an open field…'

I was glad when she got off in Omaha. The first time she told the story, it was entertaining but after we'd been around the same block fifty times …  I should be more charitable but it's not in me just now. And there's an empty seat beside me; I sincerely hope it stays that way. I don't know how people can sleep on buses. They just put their heads down, close their eyes and that's it, but I can't do it. My belly hurts. Shit, I just got shot to ribbons a few days ago – of course it hurts. But it's more than that. I'm not sure I can face doing it all over again. I let myself get too settled. Hell, I liked Adam Pierson! I never thought I'd have to kill him off. Got myself settled in for the long haul with him. I had another good ten years left before anybody noticed anything strange and I was beginning to want to be settled. That's all in a cocked hat now. But it's Joe that gets me down. It's been one hell of a long time since I found a friend like him. Now I'm dangerous for him to be around and that does not make me happy. One ocean and one continent between us should make him safe from any fallout but it does sweet fuck all for me.

'…Kathy, I'm lost, I said, though I knew she was sleeping…'

'…I'm empty and aching and I don't know why…'

Ah, but I do know why. I am looking out on all those thousands of square miles of empty, frozen cornfields and wondering why I am going down this road one more time. That's why. How did it get off the rails this time? I did everything I could and it wasn't enough. 'The Son of Man hath not where to lay his head.' Can I relate to that. I never met him but I heard about him. I think we might have got on in our own, different ways.  

Can't remember that last bloody line.  

'…Michigan seems like a dream to me now…'
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FBI HEADQUARTERS

APRIL 3, 8:33 AM EDT

"Now what, Mulder?" Scully leaned against the filing cabinets and folded her arms. She'd told him she had a new assignment, if he didn't need her. He probably didn't.

Mulder laced his fingers together, put his hands behind his head, stretched and regarded the ceiling. "I don't know. We won’t find our Mr. Robinson again."  

"Do you think he's gone to join Pierson?"

Good question. Where would Pierson go? God only knew. "No. I think he's gone to ground with a new identity, just as Pierson did. Wanna bet Pierson has a sword? These people know each other. They help each other but don’t associate, like a resistance cell.” He’d lain awake thinking about it. Resistance cells were always set up to avoid discovery by an enemy. But who was the enemy, exactly? Smith certainly was, whether the object of his search for mutants was genuine scientific curiosity – legitimate or otherwise – or just a personal vendetta was not his to say at this point. Or maybe the enemy was just someone like himself, anyone whose curiosity was as deadly to them as a virus. He was beginning to understand – if not the mutants themselves, precisely, at least their apparent desperate desire for anonymity at all costs.

"What about the swords? Have you given it any thought?" Scully asked.

"Yeah. Have you?"

Scully just shrugged and shook her head. "I thought I'd leave the speculating to you.”

Mulder leaned his elbows on the desk and put his chin on his hands. "I think it's the best way of killing them," he said, sighing. "There must be ways of killing them, don't you think?" He didn't wait for a reply. "Even if the tissues regenerate, the body can't exactly put its own head back on." He laughed at the cartoon-like image that popped into his head. "And I think Smith is hunting them."

"Or using us to hunt them down for him."

"That's pretty much how I see it at the moment." He was beginning to wish he hadn't skipped breakfast. There was a vending machine down the hall that was restocked every morning that he'd been relying on for years.

"Why kill them?" Scully asked.

Mulder stood up. "You want to grab a coffee with me? I'm hungry."

"No, but I'll tag along. And what's the matter with your coffee maker?" 

Standing beside the vending machine, Mulder tore the plastic off a 'Danish' with questionable, ‘non-dairy’ cream filling. It was his favorite. Scully curled up her nose. She never missed an opportunity to express her disgust at what she called 'petroli-trash' junk food. Mulder liked to kid her about eating 'recycled dinosaur goo'. It was a good game. Over coffee in the cafeteria, Mulder told her the rest of his thoughts, the current ones at least, on the subject of sword-wielding mystery mutants.

"I think they carry swords to defend themselves against hunters," he said, stirring his coffee. He didn't want to tell Scully that he'd left his coffee maker on until the pot went dry and exploded. It was the third pot in four months.   

“It has to be an extremely rare mutation,” Scully said, “no more than one in a million, or less. How would they find each other, recognize each other, even know any others existed?”

“But they obviously do. One hell of a secret society, huh?" Banded together for their own protection, their own continued existence, probably. If they had ever been a danger to outsiders, their secrecy would have been destroyed long before this. If the half-century’s worth of FBI records was anything to go on, they were nothing new. He was beginning to have second thoughts about sticking his nose in where it just might not belong. 

But, then …  “Scully, did you take tissue samples from Henry Cuthbert?”

"No. There didn’t appear to be any need for it. If nobody came forward to claim the body, it would have been cremated at public expense. I can check it out."

"Yeah. Do that. It should be interesting."

1:30 PM

Scully looked like the cat that caught the canary as she waltzed into Mulder’s office, smirking.

Mulder added the files he was holding to the rapidly accumulating stack of things he wasn’t sure what to do with. “You’re looking insufferably pleased with yourself,” he said. He’d had a lunchtime run-in with the owner of a black BMW over the rights to his parking spot that, although inconveniently located against a paint-scraped cement pillar, had the prime advantage of being only three spots away from the elevator.

“We lucked out,” she said, beaming. “Some technician thought that such a healthy and eminently unclaimed cadaver should be donated to a medical school. It’s on ice at the University of Chicago. I called them and arranged for DNA sampling to be done and sent to me personally. It’ll take a few days. I thought it would be safer than having Quantico do it, just in case somebody is looking over our shoulders.”

“Okay. Let me know as soon as you get the results. Did you tell them to put a rush on it?”

“You can’t rush gel electrophoresis, Mulder. It takes its own time and there’s no way around it.”

He ignored the sarcasm; he’d been busy casting a net of his own. Curiosity could be a bitch. “I’ve had a little luck. Got your overnight bag packed?”

“Always. Where are we going?”

“There’s been another beheading in strange circumstances. I put out a request to all law enforcement agencies to watch for one and I just got a hit. The corpse was found in a wooded area that looked as if it had been hit by several lightning bolts. I’ve called the local police and they’re waiting for us.”

“Where?”

“It’s just a small town in the mountains. I’m betting there’s another mutant nearby and I’m going to find the son-of-a-bitch.”

“Mulder! Where?!”

“Oh. Washington State. Little place called Cairo up in the Cascades. We’ll have to overnight in Seattle. I got us tickets on the early evening flight but I figure we gain three hours, so we can still have a late dinner at Giuliano’s. See ya at the airport. Oh, and bring a parka and some hiking boots.”

Mulder pulled his jacket on and left. Scully always looked as if she saw a Mack truck bearing down on her whenever he did that to her. He preferred not to watch.
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It just keeps going from bad to worse. That is the last time I shall allow myself to be cornered into fighting in snow. Now I intend to spend the rest of the evening right here on this sofa getting good and drunk. There’s enough wood for the fire without having to stagger outside to fetch any more. By the time the fire goes out, I won’t be noticing much anyway.

I should have known better than to use one of MacLeod’s bolt holes but I am not on top of my game right now. Obviously. That was MacLeod’s battle, not mine. A couple of hours and the rest of the Scotch and I will no longer have to see that baby face swimming in my memory, that baby face with that idiotic look of surprise on it as the head rolled into the snow. I really hate that.  Why do they always look so surprised? He didn’t even know I wasn’t MacLeod. I haven’t a clue who he was; maybe Mac knows. Just a kid really, although he was old enough for a powerful quickening. Shocked the hell out of me when those trees came down. Refused to announce himself – just kept calling himself ‘your worst nightmare’. It was all I could do not to laugh, it was so funny. It’s not funny – yes, it is. Your glass is empty again, Old Man.

I do wish MacLeod would learn to keep his head down. When he bought this place, he told me he gave a false name for the land registry records and paid cash but that didn’t stop the little git from finding it anyway. Nothing ever stops them if they want your head badly enough. Perhaps Mac babbled about the place during a little pillow talk with some bimbo; I’ve always preferred a quiet smoke in the dark afterwards. Mac would not be the first man who let something slip that way. Ever since Tessa died, his taste in bed partners has become a little sloppy. With apologies to Amanda, of course. And maybe I can understand that. Me, now … well, I haven’t exactly been a monk since Alexa, either, come to think of it, although it hasn’t been the same.

That fight really took it out of me. And I didn’t even bury him. I couldn’t. These mountains are granite with only a few inches of frozen soil and there’s bugger all a guy can do about tracks in snow. I couldn’t even drag him off somewhere or shove him over a cliff. MacLeod’s sealskin mukluks came in handy – not only do they keep my feet warm, there is no manufactured sole to leave an identifiable print. They’re very nice; I think I’ll keep them. No idea where he picked them up – he is such a pack rat; he won’t even miss them. Or he can always get another pair. I have bigger things to worry about right now... And that sword I used. I’m keeping that, too. I knew he had one here but I thought it would be an antique. The Ivanhoe is back in Paris along with the rest of my meager possessions. Joe probably has it. He can keep it. This one is a lot easier to manage, not to mention spanking new with a bloody good edge to it. Certainly did the job.

I wonder how long it will take them to find the poor sod. That will set the cat among the pigeons. My first thought was just to get the hell out, but I’m too tired. And I have used the credit card. I am traceable again until I can arrange new ID and I don’t know how I am going to do that this time. I will have to wait this one out. I don’t think I left any forensic evidence, nothing that will lead the local constabulary to me, although I do anticipate a visit from someone, just to check me out. Small town cops always love an excuse to check out the new guy on the block. It’s getting a damned sight harder to leave a dead body lying around these days. If I ran, on the other hand …  It’s hard to do cute with your hands handcuffed behind your back. I should know.  

The real problem is that FBI agent Carl got word to me about. Too curious for his own good. ‘Fox Mulder’. What kind of a name is that? It seems that he suspects that Adam Pierson is not dead. I am impressed. There are some brains in the boy’s skull, whoever he is. That speaks either of an unusually open mind or of someone who spends a lot of time trying to prove he is sane. I don’t envy him. Carl said he never mentioned swords or beheaded corpses. It is unlikely that he will make any connection between JFK and my latest indiscretion, although I thought I had that little shindig nailed down. Unless there is someone in the wings feeding him information – there is always that possibility. There’s no telling what mischief dear little Diane got up to before I broke her pretty neck for her. If I had been able to find her, I would have done it sooner. Perhaps I am reading too much into it. Or the booze is making me paranoid.

Speaking of which …  The five beers I started with have only left me running to the bathroom. Awful swill they call beer in this country. I hear that some archaeologist is trying to figure out how the ancient Egyptians made it. I hope he succeeds because it was good stuff with one hell of a kick. I should drop him an email with the recipe. That would be good for a laugh.

Meanwhile, I still have half a bottle of Mac’s Scotch to polish off. I should finish the job before I scare myself. It’s times like these I miss my pipe. Maybe it’s time to take it up again.
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Sheriff Gilbert Frawley watched through the window as the gray rental car pulled up.  These would be the FBI agents he had been told to expect. City folk. Sheriff Frawley had reached middle age without ever seeing a city larger than Seattle and didn’t feel a need to. When he looked in the bathroom mirror each morning, what he saw pleased him well enough, a man who wore his State Trooper’s uniform with the shiny sheriff’s badge over the pocket proudly, a healthy, God-fearing man, ruddy of cheek if a touch on the portly side, not a highly educated man but essentially a happy one. Altogether, he liked what he saw and he liked to think of himself, above all else, as fair. Government agents didn’t bother him a whole hell of a lot. They were a breed apart but still only human. He would soon see what the cat had dragged in.

Outsiders always made Sheriff Frawley feel as it he and his were on show; his storefront office, neatly furnished with two desks, one more or less up-to-date computer, two telephones, a temperamental fax machine and a good radio, was more than adequate for taking care of his little community, sparsely scattered as it was. He had never had reason to be ashamed of his two deputies or Gert, now attending to the production of lunch in the back room, from whence wafted the comfortable smells of fresh coffee and hot apple pie. His wife had made the blue chintz curtains for the windows and Archie Freeman, on one of his more sober afternoons, had whittled the gaily-painted, wooden thingamajig beside the door with the cup hooks screwed into it to hold the spare keys to the town’s two cruisers. What these two outsiders saw was what they got. He watched the two agents, a pasty-faced young man and a pretty, redheaded woman, get out of the car, give each other a quizzical shrug and climb the icy steps to the glass front door. As the door opened, he rose politely to greet them.

At least they were dressed for these parts, he’d give them that. He’d half expected them to turn up in cheap black business suits but the boots and parkas, a little lightweight should the weather turn nasty, improved his assessment of them.  

“You’ll be Agents Scully and Mulder,” he said, affably. “Which one is which, now?”

“I’m Special Agent Fox Mulder,” the man said, “ and this is Special Agent Dana Scully.”   He reached to his shirt pocket, probably for ID.

“Don’t need to see any ID, son,” the Sheriff said, holding out his hand for them both to shake. “I can tell just by looking at you. Sheriff Gilbert Frawley, at your service.” He nodded and sat back down with an audible gush of escaping air as the cushion took the load.

Agent Mulder pulled up one of the chairs in front of the desk and sat in it, while Agent Scully took the other one.

“I was told you were interested in that body we found,” the Sheriff said, lacing his fingers over his stomach.  “Actually, Archie Freeman’s dog found it, but that’s of no account. Strangest thing I ever saw.”

“We’re interested in both the body and the circumstances, Sheriff Frawley,” Agent Mulder said.  “Let’s start with the body.”

“Sheriff, I’m a pathologist,” Agent Scully said. “I’d like to take some tissue samples from the body, if that’s possible.”

“Body’s gone to Seattle, young lady.” It always amazed him that such things were not obvious. “We don’t have the facilities for doing forensic work here. Don’t need it much. Sending ‘em to Seattle suits us fine.”

“If you can give me the address in Seattle, I can look in when we get back. And if you could warn them we’re coming so nothing happens to it before we get there, that would be appreciated.”

The little lady knew her mind; that was for sure. “I’ll be happy to do that. I’ll get Gert to write the address out before you go. Don’t let me forget, now.”

“About the site,” Agent Mulder asked. “I’d like to get a look at it, Sheriff. How far is it from here?”

Sheriff Frawley thought of the gray rental vehicle out front. Only a greenhorn would drive one of those things up here before the snow was gone. “You’d have done better renting an SUV, son, but that thing’ll get you near enough. It’s a bit of a walk from the road and there’s still a lot of snow.”

“We came prepared, thanks. A map would be a help, though.”

Prepared. Yup. He’d believe that when he saw it. “Took the liberty, matter of fact. Got you some hiking maps from the tourist information office. There are some rental cabins up there, although it’s a little early in the season, so there are some good maps of the trails. I’ve marked the location of the incident for you. Old Archie, he was doing a bit of bird watching when he found it. That’s Archie-talk for hunting deer out of season. Mel – that’s my deputy – and I went out there and retrieved the body. I’ve never seen anything like it. The forests have dense ground cover, near impossible to walk through off the hiking trails, you know, being a rain forest. Lot of fallen and rotten tree trunks you can put your foot right through if you’re not careful. Lot of broken granite under foot, too; easy to break an ankle. That whole area, maybe twenty feet across, had been burned out and there were lightning strikes on some of the trees. A couple of big Doug firs had come down, charred along one side. Now, they’re mighty big trees, eighty-footers, because that area’s never been logged off. No second growth up there, just the real thing. They were snapped off like matchsticks. Everything around them was clean as a whistle, snow all gone off the ground.”

“Was a sword found and was it beside the body?” Agent Mulder asked.

“That it was, son, that it was. Never even seen one close up before. Sent it to Seattle with the body. Nothing in the way of evidence left at the sight, not even a thread or a fragment of cloth that we could find. There were boot prints all over the place and we took some moulds but there’s a lot of moss and leaf mould on the ground. It takes footprints poorly and the moulds are about useless. The prints in the snow were very indistinct, no recognizable treads, although we could identify those of the victim. The killer must have had something soft on his feet.”

“How far is it,” Agent Scully asked.

“Oh, eighty-five miles, give or take, Ma’am. The weather should hold though. We’re having a pretty clear spring for these parts.”

“Is there anywhere we can stay up there? A motel? Bed-and-breakfast?”

"There are three motels you can choose from but they’re not all open yet, although Albert may be opening up this week. I can call ahead for you and get him to open up one of his units for you, if you don’t mind sharing for one night. That’d be the ‘Valley View Motel’, first one on the highway just before you get to Primrose. One of the privately-owned cottages up there is already occupied, matter of fact. Young fella arrived just this last week. They’re a good drive in and not easily accessible until after the snow is pretty much gone and there’s still plenty of it up there.  Some folks come up here because they like to be alone. They’re never any trouble. And there’s a pretty good diner next to the motel. Has a gas station, too.”

“Do you know who owns that cottage? Would he be close enough to have seen anything when the ... ‘event’ happened?”

“We don’t know exactly what happened, Agent Mulder, but we had a talk with everyone in the area, including the new fella. He says he didn’t see anything and I saw no reason to be suspicious.”

“What’s he like?” Agent Mulder asked. “What was your impression of him, Sheriff?” There was an excitement in the man’s voice, although he was trying to hide it. Sheriff Frawley hoped there was nothing wrong; he’d rather liked the polite young man. Certainly seemed harmless enough, although you never could tell.

“Nice enough. White man, black hair, early thirties, angular face and not an ounce of fat on him. Kinda distant when you talk to him. Some kind of Brit accent.”

“Did he seem strange in any way?”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘strange’. He’s your typical loner and you could say they’re all a little strange. I did notice one thing, though. Concerned me at first.”

 “What was that?”

“His gear was all new. I mean, the regulars will come up with a couple of new pieces of gear each year, but he had new everything, new boots, new clothes, new jacket, new pack. I worry when that happens because it makes me think they don’t know their way around the woods and I’ll end up sending out a search party for ‘em at public expense. We keep track of everybody who’s out there, you know. Have to. Us and the Forest Service. Mountain forests are dangerous places if you don’t know what you’re doing and there’s always a chance of forest fires in the summer. But he had a good fire going, a pile of cut wood on the porch; settled in right nice, I thought. I could even hear one of them portable Honda generators running.”  

Agent Mulder fished in his inside pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, unfolded it and handed it to Sheriff Frawley. It was a photograph printout, probably from a surveillance tape, by the looks of it.

"Would this be the man you're talking about?" Agent Mulder asked, showing the photograph to the Sheriff.

"It would indeed, Agent Mulder, it would indeed," the Sheriff said, frowning. "Calls himself Alan Sandringham. Anything I should know about him?"

"Nothing special. We think he has information we can use."

"Well, if you've no more questions, I'll get you those maps and that address. Take a jerry can of gas with you and be sure to fill up before you go, just in case. We recommend a couple of blankets, a hatchet and some matches in a waterproof container, too, to be on the safe side in case of a breakdown and I'm not letting you go without chains in the trunk in case the weather closes in.  It may be coming on spring but we can still get some dandy storms. You should fill yourselves up, too. Nice little café down the street a ways.”

Sheriff Frawley watched as the two agents walked towards Dot’s Café. Nice young couple.  

***
Once outside the office and on the way to the recommended café, Mulder could barely contain himself.

"Kismet, Scully!" he said, beaming and entirely too pleased with himself. "Serendipity!  Serendipity. Don't you just love that word?"

"You're acting as though you made it happen yourself, Mulder. You're unbearable when you're lucky. I suppose this means we're not even going to bother with the site."

"No need to. Not now. And he doesn't even know we're coming."
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4:15 PM PDT

VALLEY VIEW MOTEL, 

PRIMROSE, WA

"You want to use the bathroom first?" asked Mulder, tossing his gear on the first of the two beds in the room as Scully lugged her bag through the door.  

"Doesn't matter to me, Mulder. I'm going to change into some comfortable clothes and go to the diner. Knock yourself out."

Mulder watched her struggling with the bags. He had once made the mistake of offering to help; now he just watched in amusement. "I don't know about you but I'm beat from all the driving,” he said. “I get the feeling that it wouldn't be a good idea to wander around up here after dark."

"Suits me. I have some phone calls to make."

At the diner, Mulder downed the last of his coffee and shoved his plate aside. Scully had actually ordered dessert.

"Good food here," she said. 

"Yeah, I noticed the semis outside. That's always a good sign." He slid out of the booth seat and pulled on his parka.  

"Where are you going, Mulder?" asked Scully.

"It'll be light for a little while yet," he answered. "I thought I'd find the entrance to the roadway leading to the cabin, or whatever it is. According to the map, it's about another fifteen miles north."

"Mulder, promise me you won't do anything stupid, like walk into the woods by yourself."

"Do I do stupid things like that, Scully?"

"All the time."

"If I do any hiking, I promise to leave a trail of breadcrumbs."

6:05 PM, PDT

He'd passed the small side lane twice before he realized it was what he had been looking for.  He had hoped to be able to drive up it but it hadn't been ploughed since the last snowfall, which had been considerable. Nevertheless, the single set of clear, packed tracks in the snow might just allow him enough purchase to force his way through it, especially if he put the chains on. He set about doing just that. By the time he had them fastened to the rear wheels, the air temperature had dropped noticeably and the sky had begun to cloud over. Getting stuck in a snow-filled run-off ditch was the last thing he needed. At least he'd had the foresight to rent a car with snow tires but he cursed himself for not renting an SUV. A little nervous but unable to keep his own excitement at bay, he nosed the car carefully into the established tracks and started up the narrow, single-lane road.

He could hear the snow drag under the oil pan as the car moved forward, going where it had not been designed to go and there was no way that he could turn around if anything went wrong. In fact, without the chains, he would be going nowhere at all. According to the marks Sheriff Frawley had made on the hikers' map, the 'driveway' to Pierson's place – a bulldozed track through the trees – was the last one off this lane, which itself ended at a lookout point, only yards before a scenic and very steep plunge to the valley floor.  

The lane turned out to be about four miles long and took nearly fifteen minutes to negotiate safely. If the snow had been even a couple of inches deeper, it would have been impassable for a car. The end of the lane broadened out into a wide circle for sightseers to use as a place to turn around, for which Mulder was grateful, but he had obviously missed his turning. As he started back the other way, it took only seconds to see what he was looking for. It depended on the angle from which it was approached, because this time it was fairly obvious. Old tire marks, partly filled in, led off to the left in a broad curve between dense stands of fir trees. There was no way he could drive up that. He eased the car to a stop right where it was.

He had a choice. It would be dark soon, the sun slipping quickly behind a mountain, leaving everything in deep shadow long before it sank below the Pacific. The driveway couldn't be more than a hundred yards or so but he would almost certainly be seen as he slogged through knee-deep snow. He could go back to the motel, as he had promised Scully, and come back in the morning loaded for bear, or he could amble up to Pierson's front door and just knock. The former wasn't his style; the latter sounded absurd.  

While he sat thinking about it, it began to snow.

7

A GENTLEMEN'S CLUB,

WASHINGTON, DC

9:40 PM, EDT

"We had a man at that apartment building almost immediately after Agents Mulder and Scully left, Sir, but we didn't have a name." The speaker was out of his element and feeling intimidated. No doubt the room intimidated him, as it was meant to do. Smith enjoyed the more subtle forms of intimidation and the genteel surroundings with their polished antique furnishings, the ceiling-high book shelves laden with leather-bound tomes, the smell of brandy and cigar smoke. And reputation, of course. There was much to be said for a reputation for ruthlessness as an instrument of intimidation.

"There was nothing in Mulder's report of any contact,” Smith replied. “We merely assumed there was one. It would seem that Agent Mulder knows more than he's telling. If you managed to tail Mulder that far without his catching on, it was a job well done. You may go." He smiled coldly. He was displeased but in a forgiving mood. Another bungle on that scale and the young idiot would discover first hand what ‘displeasure’ meant. He looked forward to it.

The man nodded, turned toward the door, and fled.  

"Nervous sort of fellow but completely reliable," observed Smith, amused. "I prefer them nervous to lean and hungry."

"'Lean and hungry'?" asked his companion, eyes on the crackling fire, swirling the cognac in the crystal snifter in his palm. "Why does that phrase strike me as familiar?"

"Shakespeare. Julius Caesar. 'Cassius has that lean and hungry look; such men are dangerous.' I have found it to be accurate. Pierson has that lean and hungry look."

"You know what he looks like?"

"NYPD were most helpful and so were the Paris police."

"Why was I not told? No, don’t answer that. Perhaps the less I know the better. I am, after all, only the Chairman of the Board.” He snorted into his brandy before taking another sip. “Do you think Mulder knows he's alive?"

"I'm quite sure he does, regardless of what his report said. I told you he was a clever lad; he doesn't shy away from possibilities that others would ignore as absurd. He was the right choice."

"Where are Mulder and his partner now?"

"Cairo, Washington," Smith answered immediately. "Mulder arranged for a message to all city and state police requesting that they inform the FBI if another beheading occurred. We got the report about the same time he did and they left for Seattle yesterday. Quite fortuitous. The local police sent the body to Seattle; we've arranged for it to be claimed. We've no idea how long it lay in the woods before it was discovered, of course, but the temperatures are still low enough that it will have been decently preserved except for a little nibbling by wild life. We also have a man in the area making discreet inquiries. With a little luck, the mutant responsible will feel safe in the mountains. We shall know soon enough." Smith had given some thought to the possibility that the 'mutant responsible' was Pierson but it was unlikely. If the man had an ounce of sense, he was out of the country again.     

"You haven't told the Corporation all of this, have you?” the Chairman asked irritably. He had an annoying tendency to whine when stressed. “We can’t afford to let them know any more than the barest details or we shall lose our edge. Are you sure all precautions have been taken?"

"They have been told only what they need to know to interest them. They believe that ATR is involved, no more. They are content to finance us to look for carriers. If they knew that 'regeneration' included revival after death, they would attempt to cut us out of the project completely. As long as we are able to keep their curiosity relatively low, our enterprise is safe enough. We must have leverage and that means retaining as much information as possible."

"Do we really know anything about them?"

"We are certain that they can sense each other, that taking their heads keeps them dead, that they are secretive in the extreme, that they both help each other and hunt each other, that they are very difficult to find, even more difficult to apprehend and almost impossible to keep in captivity."

"We've had them in captivity before?" the Chairman said.  

"Not in a very long time,” Smith replied. It would not do to have the man who controlled the purse strings suspect the true extent to which he had been kept out of the picture. The rôle of ‘éminence grise’ was difficult enough to maintain as it was.

"Why was I not told this? You have overstepped yourself."

"You did not need to know and that sort of knowledge is frequently very dangerous. Once rumors have begun, we will be the target of industrial espionage. I have held back nothing that would impede your understanding of the situation."

"I should be the judge of that, John. Still, I appreciate your concern for my safety and there is a great deal to be said for prudence. You have never given me cause for suspicion."

"Sometimes it's better not to know everything, my old friend. Let's just leave it at that."
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PRIMROSE, WASHINGTON

6:45 PM PDT

Within five minutes, the flying snow had grown noticeably thicker and was already piling up on the windshield wipers. Mulder's choices now were to trudge up Pierson's driveway before it got completely dark and take his chances on the reception he would find or spend the night in below-freezing temperatures and try to dig himself out in the morning – if he could still get the car door open. Curiosity tipped the balance in favor of meeting a man who could rise from the dead. He got out of the car and pulled a woolen watch cap down over his ears. He zipped up his parka after placing his gun in his pocket and set off.

The snow was deeper than it looked. Trying to walk along the fast-disappearing wheel ruts was like trying to stay on a greased balance beam; the deeper, unbroken snow was more tiring to walk through but at least he fell down less often. The snow was beginning to whip around him, obscuring his vision.

When he came in sight of the small wood and stone house, he was breathing hard and his legs were caked in snow. Through the ever-thickening snow, he could see a wisp of smoke rising from the stone chimney and lights were on behind heavy curtains. Half the length of the covered porch was stacked with freshly cut cordwood; a generator could be heard humming away in an adjoining shed. Thinking more about warmth and comfort than his own safety, Mulder staggered up the porch steps and knocked on the door.

As he waited, he was suddenly unsure that he had done the right thing. He could play the lost traveler, since there was no reason to think that Pierson would know who he was. He'd have the advantage of surprise, of course. He was also aware that a man accused of murder just might resent unwanted company. As he heard the sound of footfalls inside the house, his hand closed around the gun in his pocket almost as a conditioned response. A split second before the door opened, he made up his mind, took out his gun and assumed the position.

When the door opened to reveal Adam Pierson, he nearly dropped the gun. It was a shock.  Mulder's mind had known the man would be here but the reality was something else again. This was the angular face, the dark hair, the spare frame from the tapes; this was the man who had walked purposefully through an airport and into his own destruction. The real life version of the man from the tapes was not imposing, but there was something compelling about him, the steady gaze, the piercing eyes, the tall, lean figure. Unnerved, Mulder hesitated before finding his voice.

"Adam Pierson, I'm Special Agent Fox Mulder, FBI," he blurted, keeping the gun aimed at Pierson's chest. "You're under arrest for murder. Please turn around and put your hands behind your head." He had no idea why he'd said 'please'.

Pierson said nothing, remaining where he was, right hand on the edge of the door and left hand on the frame.

"I've been expecting you," Pierson said in a pleasant, accented voice. He backed away from the doorway. "You'd better come in. We'll talk about it."

Mulder walked cautiously through the doorway, maintaining his aim. "Stay where you are and put your hands behind your head!" he repeated, hearing the growing desperation in his own voice. God, this had been a monumentally stupid thing to do!  

"I heard you the first time." Pierson perched himself casually on the back of a sofa a few feet from the door, crossed his feet and folded his arms over his chest. He looked amused. "Be careful with that thing. They have a tendency to go of." 

"I'm arresting you," Mulder repeated, the situation made more tense by Pierson's studied nonchalance. Mulder had the distinct impression that behind the casual pose, the disarming amusement in the eyes and mouth, something was patiently biding its time.

"And I'm resisting," Pierson replied. "Would you mind closing the door? You're letting the warm air out."  

Without lowering the gun, Mulder reached out with his foot and pushed the door closed. Pierson stayed exactly where he was. Mulder was fast regretting ever having contemplated this hare-brained scheme. If Pierson continued to be aggravatingly obdurate, there was sweet fuck all Mulder could do about it.

"You don't fondly think I'll actually go with you, do you, Agent Mulder?" Pierson said, chuckling. "You know what I am. You know I can't let you arrest me."

"I won't tell them," Mulder countered. "Put your hands behind your head!"

"Or you'll do what? Shoot me? Better make it good. Right between the eyes." Mulder wasn't sure what was annoying him more, the feeling of not being entirely in control or the smug expression on Pierson's face.

"Tell you what," he said, rearranging his grip on the gun. "I'll just toss you the cuffs and you can put them on yourself."

The smug expression remained unchanged. "Oh, I don't think so."

Pierson stood up and took a step toward Mulder. The bastard was surprisingly tall. Mulder swallowed. He tried to come to grips with the idea that this man would not die if he pulled the trigger, that there was no moral issue here, only a practical one. At the very moment he convinced himself to fire, a hand shot out, grabbed his wrist and pulled his arm forward. With a deafening crack, the gun discharged, the bullet burying itself harmlessly in the woodwork. At the same instant, a foot crashed into Mulder's left kneecap and he went down, sprawled on his face. The foot then placed itself squarely on the back of his neck, while the fingers of his right hand were pressed backward, extremely painfully. He groaned and let go of the gun. The pain stopped, although the foot stayed where it was. He felt crushed in more ways than one. He'd lost his gun and he knew when he was desperately outclassed. Mostly, he was embarrassed.

"That's better," said Pierson's voice above him. Mulder heard the sound of the clip being removed. "Now we can talk." Pierson took his foot away from Mulder's neck and helped him to his feet. "Sorry about that, but you'll get over it. You will need some dry clothes. We're about the same size. Hang on a bit." And he disappeared into the next room, taking the gun with him and leaving Mulder standing speechless where he was. This was not going to go down well with Scully. He was still not over the shock of having been right, for a start. And his hand still hurt. In fact, it was going to hurt for some time.

"We're going to be stuck with each other for a while,” Pierson called from the bedroom, “ Get your coat off and chuck another log on the fire, will you?"

Mulder shrugged off his parka obediently and pulled the watch cap from his head, too stunned to do otherwise, but putting another log on the fire was out of the question. He and fire did not get along on any basis. “I’ll leave the fire to you, if you don’t mind,” he said, feeling sheepish.  His hand hurt as he flexed his fingers. Nothing broken but it was already swelling. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining that to Scully. Or anyone else. When Pierson came back into the room, he was carrying a pair of jeans over one arm, a pair of socks in one hand and two beer bottles in the other. Placing the bottles on the coffee table, he handed the clothing to Mulder.  

"You can change in the bedroom if you're fussy about that sort of thing,” Pierson said. “Hang your wet stuff up in the bathroom to dry. Nice to have company for a change."

When Mulder came back into the living room, the fire was blazing merrily. Pierson was settled comfortably on the sofa with his feet, snugly encased in a pair of sealskin mukluks, up on the coffee table. It occurred to Mulder that mukluks leave no tread in the snow. In mid-guzzle, Pierson waved absently to Mulder to occupy any handy piece of furniture he cared to. Mulder scooped up the remaining beer bottle and dropped almost gratefully into a wide, well-padded armchair as far as he could get from the fire. He studied the man opposite him, trying to see in this relaxed, untroubled figure that of the coldly deliberate fugitive from the tapes. In his mind, he saw the bullets striking home, the body jerking as it was hit again and again, the pool of blood spreading on the floor. He shook his head and looked away.

"Cat got your tongue?" Pierson asked, smirking.  

"You said you were expecting me," Mulder replied, wondering vaguely whether he looked as stupid as he felt.  

"Carl got a message to me. Where's your partner?"

"Back at the motel."

"She'll be worried about you. They won't send anybody out to look until after the storm, you know."

"I know," Mulder said. "Should I be worried?"

"Are you worried?"

Mulder rubbed his forehead with the fingers of his good hand. "No," he said finally. He was surprised by the realization that it was the truth. "But I've got a lot of questions and maybe my curiosity is outweighing caution."

"How much do you know?" Pierson asked.

Mulder considered saying nothing at all but decided that silence probably wasn't in his best interest. Besides, here he was, sitting in the same room with a man who should, by any measure he knew, be stone cold dead. "I tell you my story and you tell me yours?"

"Don't get your hopes up."

"I saw the tapes of your 'suicide'." No reaction. "It didn't add up." The gaze remained steady, his listener waiting impassively. "How could you do that? Just let yourself get shot up?"  

Mulder saw a smile crease Pierson's lips. "I'll think of something else next time. Hurt like hell. I'd expected the sharpshooter to take me out with a nice, quick head shot. What gave the game away?"

Mulder was determined to remain nonchalant, despite the distinct sense of having fallen down a rabbit hole. "It was a lot of things, when I started thinking about it. What are you, exactly? Some kind of mutation?"

Pierson looked at him for a while without answering. The message was clear. Mulder was an intruder in something beyond his comprehension, a voyeur in a world where he was an unwanted presence. The new expression on Pierson's face was impenetrable, an expression which told the onlooker that he was treading on heavily guarded territory and that he should step lightly or suffer the consequences. It was not exactly a threat that Mulder read in the stony features; for now, it was just a warning.

"Mutants," Pierson repeated, the hard expression broken by a small smile. "Sounds like something out of a bad science fiction movie. That is distinctly unflattering, you know. Like calling a flower a collection of cells and chlorophyll that photosynthesizes." He took another pull from his beer, keeping his eyes on Mulder's face. "So, you know I don't die if you pump me full of bullets. What's the next obvious question?" 

"I have to ask because it's driving me nuts." Mulder decided to go for it. What could he lose? "Are you – you know – immortal?" 

"It's all right to say it out loud. I can't die and I don't age." That was succinct enough. "So, yes. That makes me immortal." Pierson got up and picked up the two empty beer bottles. "I shall let you think about that while I fetch us some more beer."

When he came back from the kitchen, Pierson was carrying four bottles and a box of snack food under one arm. He dumped everything onto the table, then opened a beer and handed it to Mulder before opening his own and sprawling once more on the sofa.

"Is everyone with the gene immortal?" Mulder asked.

"Not everyone."

"I don't understand."

"No reason you should."

"I'm not getting a clear picture here," said Mulder.

"Then I'll start from the beginning. The gene is more common than it would appear but it is dormant in most people who have it. If the carrier meets a violent death, the gene is activated and the whole world turns upside down for him. At that point, you have just died to everyone around you, everything you have ever known. You usually wake up stark naked and cold in a steel drawer in a morgue somewhere. Think how that would ruin your day. If you're lucky, a teacher finds you before the head hunters do, teaches you what you are, teaches you how to use a sword, how to kill, how to stay alive. The mortality rate in the first few years is high."

And there it was, in one incomprehensible, unspeakable chunk. Mulder could think of nothing sensible to say. “There are more of you?”

“You know there are more of us. Can’t you think of anything better to ask than that?”

Pierson was playing with him – and enjoying it.  

"What’s with the swords?" Mulder asked.

“What do you think?”

“I think that’s how you die for real."  

“Not a pleasant prospect, is it?” Pierson said, upending the beer bottle and drinking deeply. “It's one I have been avoiding for a very long time."

"May I ask how long?"

"That's one I'll keep to myself, if you don't mind."

"Is Adam Pierson your real name?"

"Next question."

"Do you have a sword?"

Pierson dug his hand behind the sofa cushions at his back and withdrew a wicked-looking broadsword. It gleamed in the firelight. "You mean like this one?"

Startled, Mulder pushed himself back in his chair, suddenly wary of Pierson's motives.  Pierson laughed as he turned it over in his hand, admiring it as a child admires a new toy. “This is called a ‘bastard’ sword. It is double-edged with a sharp point, a good length with a decent grip. Hand and a half, but you can get both hands round it for slicing through bone. Very nice heft to it.  I had to leave mine in Paris because it is a considerable hindrance when you need to get through airport security in a hurry. And this came in handy, you might say.” He admired it one more time and returned the thing to its hiding place.  

After a few silent moments, a deadly seriousness came over his face. "Agent Mulder, what I have been telling you could get you killed. Mortals who know about us live very dangerous lives. I have done you no favors. I told you because your knowing only that I am a genetic mutation who kills means that you will hunt me and I cannot have that. Keeping out of the way of other Immortals with bad attitudes and a yen for my head is hard enough. Keeping out of the way of the FBI as well is a whole different story. Immortals play by the rules – well, most of the time – but mortals have no rules where we are concerned, which makes them much more dangerous. If you have the whole picture, you will understand why I am asking you to leave this alone … why you have to keep it to yourself. I could have been long gone by the time you got here, but you would still be out there, only half knowing and looking for me. You would not know enough for either my safety or yours."  

"Am I being warned?" asked Mulder. "I wouldn't want you looking for me, either."

The implied threat lay heavy in the air. For a moment, Pierson's face was a cold, steel mask and Mulder had never looked into more unfathomable eyes. What had those eyes seen? How long ago had they first opened? There was both coldness and sadness there, ever-present danger and constant vigilance. 

"Believe it or not, Agent Mulder," Pierson said, his eyes softening, "that's not my way. I am not into vengeance, although I make exceptions on rare occasions. I have been called a coward many times but I find that discretion is the better part of valor. If you do tell anyone else, it will be a little late to come looking for you and I would risk exposing myself. If I had intended to kill you, you would be dead. It is as simple as that."

"Did you kill those people in Paris?”

“Yes.” 

"You snapped their necks."

"Yes." Pierson tipped back the beer bottle and drained it.  

Mulder was being challenged and he knew it. Accept it or don't accept it. It was all the same.  

"Why?" Mulder asked. 

"They had some very dangerous information for sale – and they killed a friend of mine."  Pierson laced his fingers together behind his head and stretched lazily, catlike. It was both disarming and menacing at the same time.   

"And you couldn't leave them to the law?"

"It's old news. Leave it alone, okay?" 

"And if I try to arrest you again?"

"You will have to kill me and you don't have what it takes to chop off my head." Pierson smiled as he twisted the cap off yet another beer. The man’s capacity was awesome – he did it with the ready facility of someone used to finding comfort in alcohol without being an alcoholic.  Mulder wondered if it went along with the rapid healing ‘thing’. 

"Have you ever killed anyone, Agent Mulder? Outside the line of duty?"

"No. No, I haven't," Mulder admitted, wondering why it sounded like something he should be ashamed of.  

"I didn't think so. You've been a good little boy and played by the rules all your life. It shows. You don't really feel safe around me, do you?"

"You've just confessed to two murders," Mulder replied, placing his own empty on the table. He twisted the cap off another one and sank back into the cushions. "It's not a warm, fuzzy kind of feeling."

"Probably wise. Why did you become a Man-In-Black? You don’t really strike me as the type."

The question had come out of left field and caught Mulder off-balance. This wasn’t supposed to be about him. “Why do you ask?” he said, hoping to steer the chatter back to the present and away from himself.

“Just curious,” Pierson said with a sly smile. Mulder got the message: curiosity works both ways.

"Were you responsible for that beheading near here recently?"

"I thought that's how you found me. Poor sod wasn't even looking for me. He came for MacLeod's head."

"He 'came' for someone?"

"For Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod. Chap who owns this place. It was a challenge. That's what happens when you get a reputation for being good. There will always be some silly ass who thinks he's better." 

"And he found you. Are you that good?"

"No, but I am old and cunning. The result speaks for itself."

Mulder chuckled at the remark and took a healthy swig of his beer. He was enjoying this strange man's company, which might in part be due to the rosy, alcoholic glow that was beginning to creep up on him or it could be the fatigue catching up as he relaxed in the warm, quiet, fire-lit room. He let his head drop back on the cushions and stretched his legs out comfortably. The more he listened to Adam Pierson's hypnotic voice, the more the lines blurred.

"Do you get drunk?" he asked out of sheer curiosity, taking another swig.

"Absolutely. I heal quickly, Agent Mulder; I am not immune to the effects of drugs or alcohol. I recover faster, but I have had some monumental hangovers in my time. Why? Are you worried about having a drunken Immortal on your hands?"

"I don't know what to expect. I was just curious."

"I don't have magical powers, if that's what you were thinking. Except for outliving everybody, I am not much different from you."

"Do you get sick?"

"Nope. Don't need to practice safe sex, either."

Mulder laughed. "Why is that?"

"We're all sterile, both before and after immortality sets in. Comes with the territory. Why did you really come here? And don't tell me it was to arrest me."  

"I don't understand."

"Don't patronize me, Agent Mulder. You're not stupid. A little young, maybe, but not stupid."

"All right. I wanted to know. I wanted to see for myself, see you alive. Maybe I needed to know I wasn't reading things that weren't there."

"And are you reassured?"

"About most things. I know you're immortal and I know you're a killer."

"And you can't decide which outweighs which. You don't know whether I should be thrown behind bars for what would be a very long time or studied down to the last molecule.  Neither option appeals to me."

"And you want me to just walk out of your life and pretend you don't exist, that immortality is not a real thing, that there aren't God knows how many others like you out there."

"Does that frighten you?"

"It scares the hell out of me!"

"Why?"

"Because you kill."

Pierson didn't answer right away but Mulder did not get the impression that he was disturbed by the remark. "How long would I last in prison before they realized I healed quickly, that I didn't age?" Pierson said. "You might as well tell them yourself. It would be only a matter of time before the same result. Either way you would be condemning me to a hell I couldn't escape from. I have been in prison, Agent Mulder. It is never a fun prospect but being studied would be far worse, I should think.”

“You’ve been in jail before?”

“Don’t look so surprised. When you have been around as long as I have, you are bound to have run afoul of someone’s idea of what constitutes a crime.”

“And you have no intention of telling me how long that is.”

“None whatever. But I am not going to prison to soothe your ego. I can’t die but I still bleed, I still feel pain, I can be drugged. Think about what that means. Think of the witch hunts that would start when they realized there were more of me. Half the world would want us destroyed and the other half would want to take us apart to see what makes us tick. Think of life as an eternal lab rat they could do anything to because we would always recover. Do you think they would have even the least twinge of moral scruples about what they did to us? They would make Mengele look like a Sunday school teacher. In the Middle Ages, all we needed to worry about was being burned at the stake. What they would do today doesn't bear thinking about. They are your killers, not us. And that scares the hell out of me."

Mulder listened to the impassioned speech without moving. There was an awkward pause before he spoke. "There's something I haven't told you. Part of the reason I came here."

"Which is?"

"I'm not the only one looking for you." Mulder tried to sound apologetic.

"Oh! Great! Now he tells me!"

"And I think they want to do exactly what you've said, study you, take you apart."

"Who are 'they', Agent Mulder?" Pierson glared at him, not even pretending to veil his anger.  

Mulder found it extremely unnerving. "I don't know really. I don’t know what to tell you.  Sometimes I think I know but then I just wonder if I’m crazy.” The alcohol was making his thinking fuzzy. How did Pierson stay sober like that? Or was he sober? Maybe he was just good at faking it. “I’ve seen things …” He began picking the label off the bottle in his hand. He should never have come here. “Someone … someone with enough power to infiltrate high levels of the FBI is looking for you, for your kind. I led them to your friend Robinson, I think. I didn’t know then, didn’t understand. They’re powerful enough to have me and my partner put on the case. If it weren’t for them, there would have been no ‘case’, nobody would have given that affair at JFK a second thought.” He looked up. Pierson was just watching him, watching every move he made, thinking his secret thoughts. The man was a walking secret.

Mulder looked away. What had he done? “ I've gained a reputation for paranoia but not much else,” he said, wishing fervently that he had not come here. “ They call me ‘Spooky’ Mulder.  I’m the one they send on wild goose chases; I get the cases nobody else will touch and they gave me you. Anybody else would have written it off as a suicide and got on with his life. Somebody knew that I wouldn’t do that." He knew how it must sound. He had let himself be used, not entirely unwillingly. It didn’t say much for his moral fortitude. He hadn’t cared enough. He had led them to Robinson without a second thought, driven by the need to prove himself right. He had probably led them here, too, although he didn’t see how. He had been a pawn, a dupe. He took a long pull of his beer, wondering what Pierson was thinking. 

It made no difference. It was done now. "I had a visit from someone who calls himself ‘Smith’. I know his kind – a lot of money behind him and ruthless enough to use it. My boss doesn’t know where the request came from for me to take this case but Smith made it pretty clear. " The alcohol was definitely getting to him. “My partner got sent to North Dakota to investigate a beheading. That came from higher up, too. Somebody is pulling strings.” He paused, hoping desperately that Pierson would say something. Pierson was letting him stew and he felt it keenly. He stumbled on, feeling an utter fool before those unsettling eyes. “I’ve been thinking about it. I thought before tonight that they wanted to breed offspring with this mutation you have. I even thought that maybe they had ideas of using gene splicing to make themselves invulnerable. Now you tell me you're sterile. They would have to work on cloning or some similar technique. I don't know enough about it. And I don't know what they know. But they do know about you, I'm sure of that. About your kind anyway. Maybe they don’t know everything but they know you exist. That kind of information would be priceless; you know how to make someone immortal, you can rule the world. It’s the secret of the ages – and you have it. For the taking. And I think they're keeping tabs on me and my partner. I began this thinking I was just looking for a murderer. I'm sorry."

"Bloody hell!" Pierson ran his hand over his head and shot Mulder a glance that made his blood run cold.

"I can see what you meant by only half knowing being dangerous," said Mulder in a conciliatory tone.

"It's too bloody late now, isn't it?" Pierson sneered, getting to his feet. "If they find me, it will be your nightmare as well as mine." Then he strode off into the bedroom.  

When he returned, he carried a sleeping bag – and Mulder's gun. He tossed the sleeping bag onto the sofa. For a moment, Mulder was unsure how to read the situation as Pierson's hand went to his pocket and brought out the clip. Ramming the clip home, Pierson held the gun out to Mulder, butt first.

"Here!" Pierson said, his clipped tone a clear statement of his anger. "You take the bed. You'll be safer in there. If anyone comes, don't rush in before you know what's happening."

Mulder stood up and took the gun from Pierson. 

"What about you? Won't you need this?"

"What makes you think I don't have one? Nothing's going to happen before morning. Then you can do what you like, but I am out of here."
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Mulder awoke to silence. The storm had abated in the early hours of the morning and it was still not fully light. No wind stirred the trees. He blinked and looked at his watch. He had slept fitfully, his tired brain unable to shake off the unease it felt. He needed a shower and a shave but that could be taken care of back at the motel. He scratched himself under his T-shirt. His mouth had that bottom-of-the-birdcage feel it always had after drinking beer the night before. He hoped Pierson had a spare toothbrush. He sat up, swung his legs out of bed and pulled on his jeans.

The shot made more of a popping sound than a bang as the bullet passed through the small pane of glass in the living room window, followed by the unmistakable sound of a body falling to the floor. Mulder fished his gun out from under the pillow and trotted silently to the bedroom doorway. At the sound of the front door opening, he flattened himself against the wall, all senses on high alert. Mulder heard the door close again and footfalls going into the room. He darted across the little hallway and peered around the arch, both hands grasping his gun alongside his cheek.  

In the space between the sofa and the coffee table, Pierson lay on his back on the floor. A man, wrapped up in winter gear and snow boots, was kneeling over him. Pierson's left sleeve had been shoved up and the intruder was occupied in preparing a syringe. A sleek rifle with a telescopic sight had been placed on the sofa.  

"Hold it!" shouted Mulder, entering the room and aiming his weapon at the stranger. "Special Agent Fox Mulder, FBI. Stand up and put your hands behind your head. Move away from the sofa. Move!"

The man turned to look over his shoulder and stood up. He raised his hands slowly and took a step to one side.

"We're on the same side, here, Agent Mulder," the man said in a steady voice. "This is a very dangerous man."

"I know who he is. Put your hands behind your head and move away from him."

"Then you know he's not really dead,” the man replied steadily. “I haven't killed anyone."  Keeping his hands raised, he took a step toward Mulder. "You should be helping me."

"Stay where you are! Who are you? Who are you working for?"

"Does it matter?" The man laughed quietly. "Their kind must be put away where they can do no harm. Surely you can see that." And he took another step.

"Who are you working for?!" Mulder yelled, but the man kept coming. So involved was he in the sight of the parka-clad man bearing down on him that Mulder almost cried out in shock at the thunderous bang of the bullet that sent the man tumbling forward into his arms, a look of utter disbelief on his dying face. The force knocked Mulder backwards against the window and as the man slid to the floor, Mulder saw behind him the figure of Adam Pierson, propped on his left elbow, a Glock nine millimeter in his right hand.

"You didn't have to kill him!" Mulder gasped, still in a state of shock.

"I should introduce you to MacLeod," Pierson replied, getting to his feet and stowing the Glock in his waistband. "He has the same character flaw. You need to grow an instinct for self-preservation, Agent Mulder. You were nearly as dead as I was."   

"You could have just disabled him," Mulder insisted loudly.

"You don't get it. He knew!" Pierson strode to Mulder and helped him lay the heavy body out on the floor. "Get your clothes on because we're gone. And I mean now."

When Mulder didn't respond, Pierson put a hand on his shoulder.

"He's not going to get up again, if that's what you're thinking."

"It was murder!"

"He was going to drug me, which means he had a way of getting me out of here, which means he has back-up coming and I don’t have time for this shit! Get dressed or I am leaving without you and you can deal with it."

"You can't just kill people and walk away!"

"Get over it!" Pierson's voice was angry and agitated, his eyes cold and penetrating. "You are in my world now. It's what you wanted; learn to deal with it. I can't kill you because I would have the FBI on my trail and I don't fancy spending the next twenty years hiding out on a desert island somewhere. You have a choice. You can arrest me for what just happened, but you will have to kill me to do it. Right here." He touched his finger to his forehead between his eyes, where a smear of blood betrayed the healed bullet wound. "Then you put handcuffs on me good and tight, because when I wake up, I am not going to be in any better mood than I am now. And you can watch your nightmare come true when they figure out what I am. Or," he turned back to the sofa, grabbed the sword from its hiding place and held it by the hilt at arm's length toward Mulder, point down, "or you can do us all a favor and finish it with this."

Mulder stared at the sword for a moment, then looked past it into Pierson's face, into the same steel-hard expression he had seen on the tape before Pierson walked into a hail of bullets. He meant every word he said.

"Or I can walk away," Mulder said.  

"Or you can walk away. Now we understand each other. Which is it?"

The moment of decision was quick in passing. Mulder raised his hand and pushed the sword away.

"I'll get dressed," he said.
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It was quite a scramble. Both men were dressed in minutes, sweaters, boots, coats.  Mulder was amazed at how quickly his companion had been packed and ready, sword and all, as if he had never been unpacked, and perhaps he hadn't. He remembered how fast Carl Robinson had disappeared from his apartment and it made him wonder what life must really be like for such as these. Enviable wasn't one of the words that came readily to mind.

Together they searched the body, carried it through the fresh snow to the edge of the precipice, some hundred yards behind the house, and threw it over. The tracks could not be avoided but that was the way the little ball bounced. Perhaps it would buy them some time, perhaps not. Pierson locked the house, put the key back into its hiding place, switched off the generator and handed Mulder the keys to his SUV.

"I hope you know how to drive in this stuff," was all he said.  

Mulder got into the driver's seat and Pierson got into the back, lay down on the floor and pulled the bags and a blanket over himself. Mulder started the engine and let out the clutch. The vehicle rolled forward experimentally. The big snow tires found purchase and he pressed the accelerator gently. Now all he had to do was stay out of the ditch while not being able to see the road. Piece of cake. There was probably no time to waste being timid. By the time he made it down the driveway, he was feeling confident and kept it rolling as he turned in as shallow an arc as possible onto the roadway, ignoring the pile of snow under which his own rental vehicle lay. Once stopped, he might not be able to get any momentum again and there was no time to get out and push. The spring snow was the wet, heavy kind, more dangerous than powder, and the rear wheels slid alarmingly after the turn but he managed to regain control before disaster struck. A nervous swerve brought a muffled stream of abuse from behind him.

Encouraged, Mulder sped up a little. There was no disguising where the vehicle had come from, should anyone be interested; the tracks the SUV left were deep. 

There had been a hand-held radio device in the stranger's pocket; they could only hope that it hadn't been used. There was nothing else anywhere on his person, no personal items, no identification. He was a professional. Mulder had wrapped the syringe in a kitchen towel for Scully to see. It might be possible to take fingerprints off the barrel and he wanted to know what the substance in the syringe was.  

And now his conscience was giving him a rough time. He had aided in a crime, had helped a murderer throw his victim off a cliff. The little details of expedience and self-preservation weren't enough to calm his self-doubts. As Pierson had said, Mulder was in his world now and the rules were different. He felt himself derailed, uncertain of his footing. Talking to Pierson had unhinged his sense of reality – immortals, swords – the stuff of fantasy, or perhaps nightmare. It depended on which side you were looking at it from. Only, it was real. Pierson was real. Was he helping a hunted man escape, a man who couldn't die, a man whose genetic structure differed from that of Homo sapiens, making him not quite human – or more than human – or was he letting a killer loose to kill again, without remorse, as he had seen for himself only too recently, a killer for whom a bullet to the head meant nothing, who could only be stopped by having his head removed from his shoulders with a sword? He was rapidly becoming sorry he had ever set eyes on Adam Pierson.

He drove on, breaking fresh snow all the way, tension increasing in his neck, the tension of staying on the road and of the expectation that at any second another vehicle would come from the other direction, a vehicle carrying the back-up crew looking for their compatriot, looking for the man on the floor behind him. Maybe looking for Mulder himself.  

He glanced at the odometer. Two miles down and two to go. "We're not making great time," he remarked over his shoulder.

"I suspect I wouldn't be going any faster. I want a look at this."

In the rear view mirror, Mulder saw Pierson's head pop up over the top of the seat. "Oh, Christ!" Pierson said, making a face that was visible in the rear view mirror. "Looks a bit thick. I'm sorry I looked now."

What was with the guy? Only minutes ago, he’d been a fugitive with a distinct chip on his shoulder, engaged in tossing his latest victim over a cliff. Now he was making faces. Perhaps he was just relieved to be on the move again. It was not a life style Mulder could embrace with any pleasure. "Stay down,” he said. “With these trees blocking the view, if anyone's coming, there'll be no warning."

"My head's getting banged about."

Mulder smiled in spite of himself. "Spare me,” he said, amused. “You'll survive. Put your pack under it."

"Now why couldn't I think of that?” came the reply. “And be careful with my car. It's leased and I can't afford another one until next month.

As Pierson settled back down, Mulder chuckled to himself. It was becoming harder for him to maintain any perspective on his passenger; the man had a thousand faces. One moment the cold-blooded killer, now the clown. It was deliberate and it was working. Mulder's doubts wavered. There seemed to be a gulf between Pierson, the Immortal, and Pierson, the man. The man he was beginning to like.

"You knew I wouldn't kill you, didn't you?" he said aloud. "Just like you knew I'd come looking for you. You are one calculating son-of-a-bitch." 

"It's been said before," Pierson's voice replied from the floor.

Mulder concentrated on the passing scenery. The State, or perhaps the developer, had gone to considerable trouble to keep the excuse for a road at least fairly level. Trees sprouted from the tops of high granite slabs where the rock had been blasted away, the deep half-rounds of the drill holes still visible; the curves in the road were gentle. With only half a mile to go, Mulder began to relax. He was nearly in sight of the highway, on a slight downward slope, when the other car came around the rocky curve, traveling with sensible caution; still, where slamming on the brakes would have meant disaster, there was barely time for both vehicles to stop head to head. It was a big Jimmy with heavy chains on. The logo of the State Highway Patrol became visible on the door as the trooper got out of the SUV and walked toward Mulder's window. He wore heavy winter gear, with a fur hat and silvered shades.

"Here we go," Mulder said. "It's okay; he's a state trooper." He wound down the window, introduced himself and presented his ID.

The trooper nodded at the ID. "May I ask where you're coming from, Agent?"

"I got caught in the storm and spent the night at one of the cabins. My car's still back there."

"This isn't your car, then," the trooper said, the shades reflecting the interior of the vehicle.  It was impossible to tell what he was actually looking at.

"No, I'm borrowing it to get a tow truck. There was no phone."

"Plough won't be down here before this afternoon or maybe even tomorrow. Whose car is it?" the trooper asked, moving to his right to get a look into the back seat.

"Belongs to Alan Sandringham. He's staying at the last place."

"I see." The trooper, a big man with a swarthy complexion, leaned on the car door. He said nothing for a few seconds. "Okay, Agent," he said finally. "We have ourselves a problem getting out of here. It's only about three hundred yards to the highway and I'm better equipped for snow. I'll just back up and let you out."

"Appreciate it," Mulder said as the trooper turned his back and returned to the Jimmy.

"Did you have to bring my name into it?" growled a voice from the back.

"You're the only person up here. A state trooper would know that."

"And you trust him?"

"I didn't see there was much choice. I try not to lie to the cops."

"You're aiding and abetting a fugitive and you're worried about lying. Give me a break."

Mulder shook his head and smiled to himself.

The Jimmy began to back up. Mulder slipped into first gear but kept his foot on the clutch, letting the weight of the vehicle get him rolling down the slope before the engine took over. It was a relief when he eased into the tracks of the departing vehicle ahead of him. It was clear sailing to the highway from there. On the highway, he stopped again, curious as to what the trooper would do. Once Mulder was out of the way, the trooper drove back down the road without giving Mulder a second glance.

"You can get in the front now," he said over his shoulder.

"About time," came the reply.

Pierson got into the passenger seat and buckled up. "What was all that about?" he asked as Mulder got up to highway speed.  

"Just a cop."

"What did he look like?"

"Big. Parka, boots. The usual. Why?"

"Because I didn't get to see anything, that's why. Did he have ID?"

"You don't ask a cop who's just got out of a marked car for ID. Come on! You've taken one too many bullets to the brain."

"Did he have a name tag?"

"No. He wore a parka over his uniform. What is it with you?"

"I just like to keep track. Did you see the uniform?"

"No. I didn't think he'd appreciate being asked to strip."

"Where did he go?"

"He went back down the road." 

"Why?"

The question was innocent enough but it startled Mulder. "Probably checking out the properties for storm damage," he said, frowning. Something was tapping at his brain cells. "They do that, don't they?"

"Not unless they're asked. Would your partner have reported your absence?"

"She might have."

"So, he could have been looking for you."

"But I gave him my name and he didn't turn a hair," Mulder said slowly.

"What exactly did you see?" Pierson said, looking directly at Mulder.  "What was he driving?"

"It was a Jimmy, Highway Patrol decal on the door."

"Was his parka regulation?"

"No, come to think of it. It was just a parka. And he had a fur hat."

"And you're sure he was driving a Jimmy?"

"Yeah, absolutely."

"Well, forgive my ignorance, but don't they call it a Jimmy because it's a GM product?  General Motors?"

"Yes." Mulder looked at the man beside him. "What are you getting at?"

Pierson sighed. "The highway patrol up here uses Fords."

"Shit!" Mulder said, with considerable intensity. "He was the back-up!" He pressed the accelerator, muttering under his breath.

07:45 AM PDT

In too much of a hurry for sedate caution, Mulder turned off the highway a touch faster than was wise, given the road conditions, and the SUV came to a stop by sliding sideways alongside the steps up to the motel cabin. He backed up to a more convenient angle, switched off the engine and removed the keys.

A look of utter disgust on his face, Pierson held his hand out. "I'll take those and you can find your own way home. My regards to your partner."

Mulder turned sideways in the seat and leaned back against the door. "Uh-uh. I can't wait around for that snow plough and this car is the only quick way out of here. And you're coming with me." He tossed the keys in the air and caught them again with his left hand. He was enjoying the look of growing annoyance on Pierson's face. For a second, neither man moved. Suddenly, Pierson lunged for the keys but Mulder was ready. With a quick motion of his right hand, he closed the handcuff over Pierson's wrist. Before Pierson could recover, the second cuff had been snapped closed over the steering wheel.

"Son of a bitch!" Pierson yelled.  

Mulder opened his door and got out. Before closing it on the outraged Pierson, he waggled a finger in the air. "Temper, temper. My partner is less fussy about shooting murderers than I am and she already thinks you're the scum of the earth, so I'd watch my language, if I were you. And by the way, you're under arrest." And he closed the door with a very satisfying slam.

At the sound of the car door slamming shut, Scully’s face appeared at the window, toothbrush in hand. The sight of Mulder walking toward the steps from around an SUV with Washington state plates and a strange man in the passenger seat slamming his fist angrily against the windshield must have been a shock, judging by the stunned look. A second later, Mulder burst through the door under full sail.

"Good; you're dressed,” he announced, enjoying the confusion he was creating. “We're getting out of here." He grabbed his overnight bag from the floor and threw it on the bed without explanation.

"Mulder, where the hell have you been?" Scully demanded.

"Pack, Scully. I'll tell you about it on the way."

"Mulder…!"

"Pack!"

Outside, Mulder unlocked the back of the SUV and threw his gear in.

"How're you doing there, guy?" he asked, grinning.

"Fuck you!"

"Ah, ah, ah, aa-ah!"

Scully closed the motel door and locked it while Mulder took her bags. While she took the key back to the office, he threw her baggage in the car after his own. Then he walked around to the passenger side and opened the door.  

"Something I forgot to do," he said, pulling Pierson's coat open. This was fun.

"Hey! Let's not add insult to injury here!"

Mulder's hand closed over the Glock and pulled it out of the inside pocket. "Ha! I thought so," Mulder chortled. Whatever the game Pierson was playing, it beat surly and dangerous.  

"Bloody spooks."

"That's CIA. We're FBI."

"What's the difference?  It's all alphabet soup."

"Oh, my God, Mulder!" Scully said as she came up behind him. "Is that who I think it is?"

"Oh, great. Does everyone know?" Pierson said through his teeth.

Mulder was amused, in spite of his misgivings at the change in Pierson’s behavior. "Agent Scully, meet Adam Pierson, who, as you can see, is alive and well. Let me have your cuffs?"

"What?"

"Your handcuffs, Scully. Let me have them."

"Hey, wait a minute! One hand's enough. It already hurts!"

"Sure, Mulder. Here."

Mulder took the handcuffs from Scully.

"Give me your hand," he said to Pierson. Pierson hesitated. "Don't give me a hard time here, guy," Mulder said loudly enough for Scully to hear. He wondered only very briefly why he felt that the shoe was not really on the other foot. Still, he’d go with it. "I can always shoot you. Give me your right hand."

"It's the only one left," Pierson snapped back, holding out his wrist. Mulder snapped on the cuff and fastened the other one to the seat support frame.

"Get in, Scully," Mulder said. "Oh, and watch out for the sword."

"Sword? Mulder, what's going on?"

Mulder got into the driver's seat and unlocked the cuff from the steering wheel. Pierson held up his left hand but Mulder chuckled and shoved the car keys into the ignition.

"You can't leave me like this." 

"Oh, yes, I can." Mulder put the car in gear and regained the highway, heading south.  "You're lucky I don't have any shackles with me."

"Shackles?!"

"Mulder!"
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A GENTLEMEN'S CLUB

WASHINGTON, DC,

12:05 PM EDT

"I'm pleased you could join me for lunch on such short notice," said Smith, lighting a cigarillo with an ornate, silver lighter. He smiled congenially at his companion. "What are you having?"

"The pheasant is excellent. And this is a very good cabernet sauvignon, if you care for it."

"I'll take a glass with the pheasant,” Smith replied, “but you know I prefer brandy to start. I have news."

"I am amazed that you would bother to tell me; you've shown an unfortunate tendency for independent and unauthorized meddling."

They ceased speaking as the waiter, a fortyish man in tasteful attire, appeared unobtrusively to confirm two orders of pheasant and one Remy Martin. He departed as quietly as he had come.

Smith considered his answer carefully. He disliked the role of diplomat but it was necessary on occasion and it was, after all, one in which he excelled. "I prefer not to think of it as 'meddling',” he said once the waiter had retreated. “My methods have always achieved the desired results in the past."

"You found the mutant, then?"

"Our Mr. Mulder found him, as I fully expected him to do. As it turns out, it was our Mr. Pierson.”

“Pierson! I thought you said there was no possibility of that.”  

Smith did not react to the undisguised disgust. Self-control was of the utmost importance at such times. He would not forget the intended humiliation, however. “I believe I said only that it was highly unlikely. It was very foolish on his part, quite unusual behavior for one of their kind. No matter. One mutant serves our purposes as well as another. Our man was ready in the area.  You should have had more faith in me." He was careful to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.

"I take it Pierson is under our control, then?"

"Unfortunately, the resourceful Mr. Mulder has helped him to elude us for the moment.  Our man was unsuccessful in his attempt to neutralize the target and paid with his life. I told you they were almost impossible to capture.” Why did they never listen to the voice of experience?  Smith doubted the Chairman had ever in his life been in the field, been even uncomfortable to any meaningful degree. What could he possibly know of the affairs of men? “His body will be retrieved by helicopter. The back-up man has just reported, which is why I asked for this meeting."

"That is not what I want to hear. Your continued failure to apprehend a mutant or even recover a body will not be tolerated." The man’s jowls shook with anger. He really should have a thought for his heart, Smith thought.

"I can understand your impatience,” Smith said, quietly. “We have, in fact, recovered the decapitated body I told you about." He allowed his own impatience to show just a touch. There were times when one must allow one’s displeasure its head. There were civilized limits. "We have had it released to us. The Corporation has been informed and they are pleased, to say the least."

"It can't be handed over until proper financial arrangements have been made final. Before now, we have had very little to bargain with. Have you told them that we are tracking a live mutant?"

"No. I saw no reason to get their expectations up."

"Yes, yes. Let's make sure we have him first."

"I trust we will not be handing him over once he has been captured." Smith knocked the ash off the end of his cigarillo and leaned back in his chair as the waiter brought the brandy and retired. He took an appreciative sip of the brandy, then set it down with a precise motion and turned his attention once more to his companion. He refused to regard this pompous, money-hungry incompetent as his ‘superior’.  

"Of course not," the Chairman replied. "I have had another idea. We keep the man; we sell them his sperm. It will contain the mutation and they will be able to confirm that quite easily. They will have isolated the gene from the tissues of the corpse we're sending them soon enough. I can at least report to the board that that has been safely accomplished."

"Sperm would give us a bargaining chip in their breeding program, certainly," Smith said.  “However, if the gene is recessive, which is almost certainly the case, they might demand more than that. If necessary, it can be frozen and the donor disposed of if there is any danger of his being found by anyone else." He took a long draw on the cigarillo and blew the smoke upward. "It would be much less expensive for them than developing cloning techniques."

"Yes. I like it. I doubt that expense is a consideration. They will undoubtedly wish to do that in any event." 

"Cloning would give them the control that random biological pairing will not," Smith observed calmly, "but it will take years to perfect. However the offspring get their start, it will require patience."

The Chairman took a swallow of the wine and licked his lips. "Patience is a small price to pay for the power it buys, my friend. In any event, with viable sperm, they will have results a good deal sooner."

"The first consideration, since the technology is already in place, will undoubtedly be gene splicing. All this is predicated on our having Pierson, or any mutant, in our hands, of course. We have prepared a containment facility."

"You said they were impossible to keep in captivity."

"Our single previous experience taught us a great deal."

"Might I know what happened the last time?"

"Of course. According to what I was told by my predecessor, the staff assigned to watch the subject were not told of his post-mortem regenerative proclivities and he simply committed suicide and escaped from the morgue while no-one was looking."

"Surely you're not considering informing minor staff members of what they have in their hands?"

"No, no," Smith said. Did the man think he was a complete fool? "That would be … counterproductive. Suicide will not be an option, that is all."

"Good,” said the Chairman. “I think that covers it for now. Ah! Here comes the pheasant."  He beamed.
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SOMEWHERE IN THE CASCADES

10:46 AM PDT

It was amazing the difference being two thousand feet closer to sea level made. The diner parking lot was free of snow and spring flowers bloomed cheerfully in their neat cedar planter boxes. Hardly a word had been exchanged among the occupants of the vehicle in the past three hours. Mulder suspected Scully wanted her own private word with him before speaking in front of the unknown quantity that was Adam Pierson. He wasn't looking forward to it. As for Pierson, Mulder had absolutely no idea what he was thinking.

"Ahm-hm," Scully coughed deliberately to get Mulder's attention as he parked the car.

"What?" Mulder replied, looking over his shoulder.

"Mulder, may I speak to you a moment before we go in there?" Scully said, her lips pursed and her brow wrinkled.  

Here it came. There would be no putting it off now. "Scully, can't it wait?” he pleaded, treating her to his best puppy dog expression. “I'm pretty hungry.”

"No, it can't. Excuse us, Mr. Pierson."  

"By all means," Pierson muttered. "Don't let me stop you. I'll just wait right here."

Once out of the car, Scully moved away, out of Pierson’s hearing distance, and turned to face Mulder. She was not amused. Mulder towered over her as she stood, arms at her sides, leaning slightly toward him in that all too familiar stance which meant she would brook no argument, at least not until she had had her say. He was resigned to spending the next few minutes being roundly chewed out.

"Mulder, what gives you the right to just walk away like that? You're always doing that to me!"

"I hadn't intended …  I got caught in the storm."

"This is supposed to be a partnership, Mulder. There's a reason for having two people work together and I am fed up with your just walking off into the sunset without a second thought for absolutely anyone's safety, especially your own. That is a dangerous man sitting in that car and you expect me to believe that you just walked up to him and said, ‘Hi, I'm here to arrest you?’”  Mulder grimaced. She had no idea how close she had come to the truth. “You took your life in your hands, Mulder. You should never have gone near him without back-up. You know the rules! …"

***
I could see them through the window. She was not happy; he looked miserable. Why did he let her do it? She’s pretty enough but not my type. She was into a good rant and it would be a few minutes before she wound down. He could be cajoled but I was quite sure she would have me behind bars in a moment. My right arm was getting stiff from hanging at my side, my wrist was chafing against the damned cuff and I needed to piss.

I was tired. I leaned my head back and rested my eyes. The gun had been in my coat when I was in the back. Putting a bullet in the back of his head would have been a simple matter; I'd even thought about it. But I didn't want to. I still had it on me when he cuffed me; could have done it then, retrieved the keys and split. But that would have made me a cold-blooded murderer and I have not been that in a long, long time. It may have been a mistake.

I had made a right bloody cock-up of it this time. I was slipping. I had badly underestimated this FBI twerp and dropped my guard. By all the gods, I was getting too old for this. I'd just wanted some nice, quiet time in the snow. I'd thought I had it made until Carl's message got to me; I should have left then but I still thought I was safe until that moron came for MacLeod's head. He was just some pompous little git out to catch a quickening and make a name for himself. I did not exactly play fair on that one but I was still breathing while he was not and that was the bottom line.

And that was my fault, too, really. If I had gone to MacLeod's island on the coast, which conveniently sits on a nice, big patch of Holy Ground, that would not have happened either. But no, I had to have the urge to play in the snow. I like snow, soft snow, silent snow, and I love mountains. Maybe it's all those centuries of desert. I am becoming a very, very private being and that privacy, my precious alone-ness, is becoming harder and harder to find.  

I'd thought about going to the island, thought about how that was really the best place to ease this aching soul in safety but I chose to come here. I told myself it was just as safe but I knew it was a lie and came here anyway. It was the water. I'd handed Robert de Valincourt some cock-and-bull story about Irish monks and coracles but I was not lying about really hating water. If only I could have got there without needing a bloody boat. Even MacLeod's barge makes me squeamish. He asked me about it once and I told him it was seasickness; he bought it, I think. But it is so much simpler, so much more fundamental than that. How can an Immortal have a terror of drowning? It is not the dying – how could it be the dying? I have done that a thousand times.

My nightmares were filled with it once, filled with the cold, wet horror of that day off the Greek coast. It haunts me still sometimes. My one and only stint as a galley slave was even shorter than I expected and ended in the usual manner. We were rammed broadside; the prow of the enemy’s vessel crashed through the heavy wood of the hull only feet in front of me. I will never forget that huge, bronze-clad beam tearing through the wood as though it were paper. That is something I never want to live through again. Of all my old memories, that is both the brightest and the blackest. The bireme broke apart, emptying its guts into the Aegean before filling up and sliding into the deep. And I went with it. I was chained to the hull beams by my foot, like everyone else. The screams of those men were the last thing I heard, and I suppose I was screaming along with them. It was only seconds before I was under the water. I have died many times and in many interesting ways but that, although hardly the most painful, was by far the worst. Something in the human brain, even the immortal brain, fights for life, fights for breath, rages against the coming of the darkness. I fought it while my lungs burned in my chest. I fought against the blackness in the water even as I saw it reach up for me. I thought I would never wake again. The water filled my nose, my mouth, my lungs – I felt it, cold, salty. Panic blotted everything out; I could not think. I never want to feel like that again. When I woke up, some thirty years later on a straw pallet in a fisherman's hut with no other memories, it took me months to recover my senses. The nightmares came for years after that. I have never told a living soul and for the most part it has stayed dormant but, whenever I have a choice, I avoid water.

And this is the result – the world’s oldest living human being, reduced to a hunted animal. I can still hear those two out there but they seem to be coming to some sort of understanding. I will have to play this carefully, bide my time. Mulder is a smart bastard, even if he is a tight-ass; if it were not for him, I would have been safe. The plan was one of my better ones; I can't think what made him suspicious enough to track me down, or how he did it. If I had pulled off that little stunt in Paris, the news would have been all over Europe from the Manchester Guardian to Pravda. As it was, I rated two column inches on page twenty-three of the New York Times and they didn’t even give my name. JFK was the perfect choice. I had Carl’s name from the Watcher database; it worked like a charm, if a painful one. I should be free and clear and look at me. 

I am not in the mood for this. It really will never stop, will it? The world is changing so rapidly; I can barely keep up any more and there are times when I am no longer sure I really want to. I used to be free. I cannot see that I will ever be free again.

I have been many things in my time but I do not play the hero well. I am not cut out for it. That is what men like MacLeod are for; the hero bit fits him like a glove. But me? Not a chance.  As soon as I was clear of this current little predicament, I would be gone. Mulder is the dedicated type; I'd let him figure it out. I would have had to dump the car anyway; I was safe enough in FBI custody – for the moment, anyway, although he would get me killed if I couldn't dump him as well at the first available opportunity. In the meantime, I would have to play it by ear.

***
Mulder fished in his bags for a minute or so. When he found his razor case, he slipped it into his pocket and closed the door.  

He yanked the passenger door open. "You give me your word to behave yourself and you can come in with us. Otherwise, it's a burger and fries to go." He watched Pierson's face but could see no expression of emotion, although Pierson did seem a touch subdued.  

"I'm easy to get along with," Pierson said and shot Mulder a look calculated to wilt a tree.  

"Right,” Mulder said, feeling more than a little guilty. “Give me that other hand."

Pierson sighed theatrically but held out his left hand, the cuff still dangling from it. Mulder removed that cuff, unlocked the one around the seat frame and snapped it shut over Pierson's left wrist. Pierson swung his legs around and got out of the car, stretching like a cat. He leaned his head back and un-kinked his neck.

"Turned out to be a nice day," he remarked casually, squinting up at the sky.

Inside the diner, Mulder saw that Scully had slid into one of the window booths. Steering Pierson ahead of him, Mulder walked to the table and leaned toward her.

"We're going to the little boys' room so I can shave and our friend here can take a leak. Order me a double cheeseburger with fries and coffee." He turned toward Pierson. "What do you want?"

"Since I'm under arrest and it's on the government tab, I'll have a New York steak, blue rare, with mushrooms, fried onions and a baked potato, please. Lots of sour cream."

Mulder made a face and turned back toward Scully. "He'll have the same as me." He sighed and gave Pierson a push in the back toward the men's room. "Steak," he muttered to Pierson. "Give me a break. The thought of you with a steak knife in your hands gives me the creeps."

4

FBI HEADQUARTERS

OFFICE OF A.D. SKINNER

2:00 PM EDT

Assistant Director Walter Skinner sat behind his desk, a mug of coffee in one hand, reading the latest in the pile of reports in his in-tray. The contents of his out-tray had yet to reach the rim. He hadn’t slept well and the fatigue was getting to him. He finished the page, closed the file and placed it to one side. He put his coffee cup down and leaned back in the chair and took off his glasses. He was getting a headache.

The door opened and Skinner's secretary poked her head around it. A gentleman was here to see him; should she just show him in? No, there were no appointments. All right, Skinner would see him, whoever the hell he was. The secretary disappeared for a moment, then reappeared, holding the door open for a fiftyish, distinguished-looking man of average height in a black, cashmere overcoat. The man thanked her politely and entered. The secretary closed the door behind him.  

"Mr. Skinner," the man said, smiling and holding out his hand as he approached the desk.

Skinner stood for the polite handshake. He was never thrilled at unannounced visits. "And you are?"

"Smith," the man said, seating himself decorously in the chair on the other side of the desk. "John Smith."

Skinner sat down again. He was not reassured. Studied politeness always left him cold.  "Should I know you, Sir?"

"I don't believe so, Assistant Director," Smith replied. "I am acquainted with your superior.  I understand that Agent Mulder is in Washington State."

The remark was something of a shock. Skinner hadn’t known that himself. "That's an FBI matter, Mr. Smith. I don't give out the whereabouts of our agents without proper authority."

"Of course not." Smith smiled pleasantly. "Very commendable. However, I have been informed that that is where he and Agent Scully have been for the past two days."

Skinner stiffened. "May I ask how you know that?"

"That is inconsequential at the moment."

"I don't think so," Skinner said, the anger in his voice very thinly veiled. "Unless Agent Scully or Agent Mulder told you themselves, that is information that you, as an outsider, should not have without my knowledge. I am responsible for their safety. I must ask your source of information."

"I apologize, Mr. Skinner," said Smith, dipping his head slightly in Skinner's direction. "You are correct, of course. The Deputy Director himself told me after I explained my purposes to him."

"And they are?"

"We are a private, philanthropic organization, Mr. Skinner. We seek information valuable to medical research."

The sheer audacity of the man was monumental and Skinner was not happy about it. He sensed danger. He had not been in this business this long without recognizing its stink. "Not from my agents,” he said curtly. “You have no security clearance that I know of and being a friend of the Deputy Director doesn't make points with me."

"Nor should it, Sir. Your dedication to your people is most commendable. You needn't worry about your agents, however; our interests lie elsewhere. Yesterday, Agent Mulder made the acquaintance of a man who has information which is of some importance to us."

"I don't hand out information on private citizens, either." Skinner was coming rapidly to the end of his tether. 

"And if I told you that the man is not only a medical phenomenon but a dangerous fugitive capable of anything, would that be of interest to you, Mr. Skinner?"

"I am sure Agent Mulder will handle the situation following correct procedure,” Skinner said coldly. “I fail to see how it is any business of yours."

"The man will claim innocence; he will claim that he is being unjustly pursued, even hunted. It is our concern that he will persuade Agent Mulder to let him go."

Skinner stood up. "I do not tolerate implications of incompetence on the part of my agents. I trust Agent Mulder's judgment and I don't know who the hell you are. For all I know, you're lying through your teeth. My secretary will see you out."

Smith smiled. "We just thought you should know."
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DINER, 11:10 AM PDT

Agent Scully flipped idly through the plastic-laminated menu without really seeing it.  Pierson was a shock. She had worked it through in her intellect but the reality was of another order entirely. Mulder had filled her in during their little talk in the parking lot and it was not comforting. She suspected that he had not been entirely honest with her – or perhaps Pierson had not been honest with him. It was unlikely that a man on the run, whatever his genetic make-up, would tell the truth to his potential captor. Mulder could be so damned naïve. When the waitress arrived to take the order, she pulled herself back to reality to look at the menu again. Lacking the power of original thought for the moment, she solved the problem by ordering three double cheeseburgers with fries and coffee.  

When the men returned, Mulder indicated to Pierson to take the window seat then slid in next to him. Scully watched in amusement as the waitress brought them their food. The girl was visibly shocked when Pierson reached out to take his plate with handcuffs on his wrists. She was even more shocked when he smiled cheerfully at her and thanked her. She closed her mouth and rushed off. That would be one for the girls in the kitchen.

Scully looked at her burger in disgust and found she wasn't hungry. She thought briefly of sending it back and asking for something else but contented herself with nibbling on the fries. She stirred her coffee and took a sip, watching the two men eat in silence. They were both eating as if it was their first meal in a week. Mulder's behavior around Pierson was disturbingly chummy, but Pierson had done nothing to make her nervous. It was not the behavior of a killer, not the conventional stereotype of one, at least, but Mulder had told her about the events of the early morning and how Pierson had not hesitated to shoot the intruder quite dead. Now here he was, stuffing himself. And obviously enjoying it. She leaned her chin on her hand and played with the coffee spoon.

"Does nothing bother you, Mr. Pierson?" she asked.

"Pardon me?" Pierson wiped his mouth and fingers on a paper napkin.

"From what Agent Mulder has told me and from what I saw for myself on those tapes, I have come to see you as some kind of freak of nature. You should be six feet under. You're immortal; you come back from the dead. You staged your own violent suicide, you shot a man dead just this morning, you admitted to Agent Mulder that you killed those people in France, and yet I see you sitting there in front of me as if nothing out of the ordinary has ever happened to you. How do you do that?"

Pierson looked hurt, like a child who has just had its hand slapped for some minor infraction. "I'm sorry if I offended you, Miss Scully," he said. 

"That's 'Agent' Scully to you, Mr. Pierson."

"I'd prefer to be called 'Adam'."

"Not in this lifetime."

Mulder wiped his mouth with his napkin and picked up his coffee cup. "Be nice, Scully.  He's not such a bad guy when you get to know him. And as long as the handcuffs stay on." He downed the rest of his coffee in one gulp and screwed up his face.

"I'm sorry you feel that way," Pierson said in a soft, almost contrite voice. "I've been around for – well, a very long time. I have seen a great deal of death. There are those who hunt me simply because I exist. It's kill or be killed with our kind. You never get used to death. To stay sane, you learn to stow it somewhere deep in the psyche and clamp the lid down tight. I suppose it must seem very cold to an outsider."

Mulder put his elbow on the table and covered his face with his hand; he was probably rolling his eyes and smirking. Scully let her face soften a touch. Pierson was on a roll; let him hang himself.

"I've buried more friends than I care to remember,” Pierson said with studied sadness. “More than one has died in my arms. I've loved many times, married, watched her grow old and die while I stayed young. The last time was not so long ago that it doesn't still weigh very heavily on me. After her, I shut down, I think. I didn't want to go on. I came here because I needed to be alone. I thought I could find some peace, but I see it was not to be. Now, I'm not sure I care what happens to me any more." He dropped his eyes, a look of deep pain on his face.

Mulder refrained from clapping but seemed barely able to keep a straight face. Scully's brow creased with concern as she kept her eyes on Pierson, studying his face intently. She leaned forward sympathetically, as though to pat his hand.

"Do you shave, Mr. Pierson?" she asked without batting an eye.

"What?" Pierson responded with what appeared to be genuine surprise.

"Shave. Do you have to shave?

“Why?” Pierson looked bewildered; Scully was enjoying herself for the first time that day.

"I was just wondering why Mulder had to shave and you didn't."

"I was up earlier than he was."

Mulder looked straight at Pierson. "You son of a bitch! You were going to disappear and leave me to them!"

Pierson opened his mouth – and then shut it. After a pause, he said, sheepishly, "That … er … was the plan, before I was so rudely interrupted, yes."

"That's it!" Mulder said with mock horror. "It's shackles, Scully!  I swear, as soon as I get my hands on some, they're going on him."

"Hey! You can hardly blame me. I mean … it was me they were after. And … and they would have had me if it weren't for you … er … being there … when I needed you. You saved my life, Agent Mulder.” Scully was amused. In fact, it was downright funny. Whatever this man was, he was a master game player. He would bear considerable watching. Meanwhile, it was as well to keep the mood light and play the game. There was a long way to go yet. She had to admit it was a great tension breaker. 

"I'm going to find a gag as well, Scully, count on it," said Mulder, getting up but keeping his eyes on Pierson. "I'm going to pay the bill and then we are going to Washington. With – unfortunately – him." He turned on his heel toward the cash register at the other end of the diner and stalked off. Behind him, Scully was having a hard time keeping from laughing out loud. She held a napkin over her mouth and let loose a chuckle; then she caught a look at Pierson's hangdog face and she laughed out loud in spite of herself.  

"Well, as long as everyone is having so much fun at my expense," said Pierson, with a shrug, "if you're not going to finish that hamburger – Agent Scully – would you mind if I finished it for you?"

"Be my guest," Scully blurted, breaking into uncontrollable laughter.

***
Scully was still chuckling as she walked, several steps in the lead, toward the SUV. Mulder kept a firm grip on Pierson's upper arm with his left hand, his right hand available to grab his weapon should Pierson decide to make a run for it, now that it was clear they would be taking him to Washington with them.

"What was all that crap about death and dying you were handing out back there?" Mulder asked.

"Absolute truth, every word. It's been hell. What did I say that was so funny?"

"It was how you said it."

"A little over the top, do you think? A little too melodramatic, perhaps?"

"Right up there with Days of Our Lives."

"Oh. She has a very nice ass, your partner," Pierson said, admiringly, as Scully reached the car. "What's she like – um – you know…"

"In the sack? I wouldn't know."

"You mean you two never … "

"Did it? No."

"Agent Mulder, have you ever considered seeing an optometrist?"

"Shut the fuck up and get in the car!"
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FBI HEADQUARTERS

DIRECTOR'S OFFICE

Skinner phoned ahead to be certain that the Deputy Director had no visitors. Once at the office, he walked right past the secretary's desk, through the door to the inner office and closed it noisily behind himself.

"What the hell is going on?" he demanded, placing both hands on the desks and leaning towards Kirsch. He was seething.

"For God's sake, Walter!" Kirsch replied, startled and leaning back in his seat. "Sit down before you have a heart attack. What do you mean by coming in here like this?"

Skinner stayed where he was. He was not in a mood for niceties. "I am not sitting and I am not going anywhere until I know what is going on,” he snapped. “A man was just in my office who claims you told him where Agents Mulder and Scully are. Nobody gives out information on my agents without my knowledge. I want answers and I want them now. I want to know who that man was and how he got past security without a pass; I want to know why you gave him confidential information on the whereabouts of my agents and I want to know who requested the investigations in the first place. I will not have the safety of my field agents compromised!"

"I have no idea what you're talking about," the Deputy Director shouted. "I must insist that you sit down and behave in a calmer manner."

Skinner straightened and hesitated before sitting in the chair. He had never trusted his superior before and saw no reason to start now. "How can I protect my agents if I am not in the loop and cannot trust my own superiors to have their best interests in mind at all times?"

"I resent the implications of incompetence,” Kirsch replied angrily. “I don't even know where Scully and Mulder are and I would certainly never give out such information. That would be  treason. Who is this 'man' you're talking about?"

Skinner was not convinced. "A man came into my office and said you had told him that Scully and Mulder were in Washington State. They are. How did he know that if you didn't tell him?"

"I don't keep track of your agents, Walter. That's your responsibility and where those two are concerned, better you than me. Obviously there's a leak somewhere. How long has it been since the electronics boys swept your office?"
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SEATAC MOTEL, SEATTLE, WA

8:15 PM, PDT

Mulder handed Scully the key to her room, gave her a caring look and patted her on the arm. "Sorry I couldn't get tickets for tonight." She looked ragged. He had hoped to get them home without another night in a cheap motel. He was bagged himself. The last few hours on the road had taken it out of them both, although Pierson had seemed not to notice.  

"It's fine with me, Mulder. I'm tired and I'm hungry and I could use a nice, hot bath." She hesitated before going to her room, evidently wishing to say something.

"What is it?" Mulder asked gently. "Are you worried about our friend? He won't hurt me; he's already had plenty of opportunity. At worst he'll escape and disappear and I'll probably be cheering him on."

"Do you really intend to hand him over when we get to Washington?"

"I haven't decided yet. I paid for his ticket on my own charge card, so there's nothing official. I can still deny we ever set eyes on him. Why? Do you think I should?"

"I've been thinking about what you said the other day. You said we weren't ready for what Pierson represents, that we weren't good enough for it. When I thought it was only a matter of rapid tissue regeneration, the quick healing of wounds and nothing more, I thought you were wrong. Immortality isn't what I had in mind. I think that's wrong, against the natural order, even against God. People are supposed to die, Mulder. Everything dies. It's learning to deal with our own death that brings out the best in us. That's what's right, that's what gives humanity its drive to look for meaning, to understand, to create, to search for a better world. Immortality would destroy what we are as human beings, as a race. Pierson's a freak, nature gone wrong, not right. But I can't condone destroying a man for being born something different and I think that's what we would be doing if we handed him over. At the same time, I can't see a killer go free and just look the other way. I'll go along with whatever you decide, but I thought you should know what I think."

"Scully, he got to you!"

"No, Mulder, I think he's a dangerous, devious son of a bitch. But if what he says about the way he has to live is true, I think he's to be pitied." She sighed and the weariness was obvious.  "I'll see you at supper in about a half hour."

Mulder brought the last of the bags into the room he was sharing with his prisoner, dumped them onto the bed and closed the door. Pierson had turned on the television and was sitting on the other bed, propped against the headboard with his feet up, channel-surfing with his free hand. His left wrist was attached to the bed frame.

"I need a shower," Mulder said, heading into the bathroom. "We're meeting Scully in the restaurant for dinner in half an hour."

Ten minutes later, Mulder emerged from the bathroom wearing a towel. Pierson hadn't moved.

"You're unusually quiet," Mulder said, opening the overnight bag to search for a shirt.

"Thinking." Pierson changed the channel to a news program, then changed it again.

"Should I be worried?"

"Probably." Click.

"I'll make a deal with you," Mulder said, pulling out clean underwear and socks.

"What kind of a deal?" Click. Click.

"You don't try to escape and I'll take the cuffs off."

"No deal. Sorry." Click.

"Will you stop that! It's annoying."

"Sorry!" Pierson turned off the TV and threw the remote on the bed.

Mulder picked up the clothes and turned around. "No smart-ass answers?"

"Fresh out." Pierson’s tone was sullen, cold.

Mulder walked into the bathroom to dress. "What's the matter now?" he called out.  “You’ve been the life of the party all afternoon. Was that just for Scully’s benefit?”

"I thought we had an understanding."

"You had an understanding. I have other priorities." He finished dressing and came out of the bathroom. He sat on his bed to put on his shoes.

"I misjudged you," Pierson said, putting his free arm behind his head and looking at the ceiling. "You caught me off guard and that doesn't happen very often."

"Are you something special among your kind?" asked Mulder, tying his shoelaces.

"My 'kind'? Even you don't think of me as human."

Mulder sat up and leaned his arms on his thighs. Pierson was saying nothing, just staring at the ceiling. "Agent Scully said something to me that made my mind up for me, in case you're interested." Mulder said. Silence. He sighed. Moody bastard. He got up and picked up his jacket. "Fuck you. I'm going to eat. I'll bring you something."

"I'm listening."

Mulder pulled on his jacket before answering. "I'm not going to turn you in."

"Then unlock this bloody cuff and let me walk out of here," Pierson replied.

"Is this the real Adam Pierson I'm talking to, or whoever you are?"

Pierson said nothing. Mulder could see the jaw muscles shift over the cheekbones.

"I'll take that as a yes. Because if this is the real Adam Pierson, we can talk. Otherwise …"   Mulder stopped talking because he couldn't think of an 'otherwise'. "You have been playing games with me ever since I set eyes on you. You are a real master. You are whatever it suits you to be, whatever I want you to be. Every time I think I have you figured out, you change into something else and I can't talk to a phantasm. If this is the real Adam Pierson, there are things I want to say to him." He waited for a reply, his eyes fixed on the Immortal.

"You made your point," Pierson said, finally. Mulder barely heard him. Pierson took his arm from behind his head and turned to look at Mulder. "I'm listening."

Mulder sat down again. "You're coming to Washington with me. One way or the other."

"No!"

"You have no idea what you're up against.” Mulder was not entirely sure that he did, either, but he wasn’t about to forget his night visitor. “Smith and the organization behind him will stop at nothing to get what they want and what they want is you. They know who you are and they will hunt you until they have you in a cage. You don't stand a chance. After they've taken you apart, they'll hunt others of your kind. They will come for you and they will not stop until they get what they want."

"And who do I have to blame for that?" 

"You can blame yourself for that. You screwed up and I found you because of it. Smith isn’t in this alone. That attack at the cabin was proof of that. Those behind him have huge resources and you don't know squat about them. I'm the only chance you've got."

There was a long pause while both men took stock. Mulder was suddenly convinced of the rightness of what he had been saying. He had been fumbling for something to bargain with and now he saw it. He was the only chance this strange man had if he wanted to stay alive and free. He was also certain that, should they pull it off, he would not be the one to take that freedom away.

"What's your offer?" Pierson asked, his manner surly but honest.

"A safe house, until we can figure something out?"

"'Figure something out'?" Pierson laughed, incredulous. "What the hell does that mean?"

"I don't know." Mulder felt a little desperate. He had no idea what it meant. "I'm playing this by ear."

Pierson ran his hand through his hair. "God, what a fucking mess," he said. 

"I'm sorry, all right? But you don't have a choice and neither do I.” The moment the words were out of his mouth, he knew the next question.

“Why don’t you have a choice?” Pierson asked. “What does it have to do with you?”    

“I got us both into this; I have to finish it.”

“Even if you get me killed to do it? I’ll take my chances.”

“I need you if I’m going to stop Smith because I don't know enough about Immortals. You can come voluntarily and I'll take the cuffs off or I swear I will have you in shackles if that's what it takes but I would rather not draw attention to you and I don't want it on record. I paid for your ticket myself. There'll be no official record of your ever having been taken into custody."

"And if I still resist?"

"Then I'll consider the only other option."

Pierson looked at him with an expression of deep disbelief. "You'd take my head?"

It did sound a little over the top but Mulder brazened it out. "If I have to, but you're right – I'm not really sure I could do it. I can't let them have you alive. I've thought about the consequences if they succeed and I really don't like the picture. Immortal clones? Jeezus! I don't even want to think about it. There's too much at stake. I'd have to do it."

"You don't want to do that," Pierson said in a serious tone. He smiled a very wry smile.

"Why not?"

"There are a few things I haven't told you about that."

"Then why don't we each tell the other the things we both need to know and stop screwing around? What's it going to be?"

Pierson sighed. "I don't have a lot of choice, do I?" He was silent for a while. Mulder waited him out. "Fine, I'll come."

"You give me your word you won't make trouble?"

"Would you actually believe me if I did?"

"No, but I'd take the chance because I think you know this is the only shot you've got."

"Then you'll take the cuffs off?"

"I'm trusting, not stupid. They stay on until you're on the plane. It's the only way I can be sure your ass is still mine until then."

"Why did I bother asking?"

"You hungry?"

Outside, walking toward the restaurant, Pierson's mood seemed to have changed again, in spite of the handcuffs he still sported.

"I'll need my sword," he said brightly. "The sword comes with us and I have access to it at all times or the deal is off."

"Whatever. Are you planning on using it?"

"There are Immortals in Washington." 

"Anybody I'd recognize?"

"You'd be surprised."

"How do you know?"

"I was once privy to such information and it's a simple matter of statistics. Any city that size has its share of Immortals."

"You have any friends there?"

"Friends? No. There is one chap who's been after my head for about four hundred years, though."

"Four hundred years?!"

"Mmm. Had a little fling with his wife and he never got over it. She liked to … um … Never mind. Just never underestimate the carnal fantasies of the idle rich." He sighed theatrically.

Mulder laughed. "You never stop, do you?"

"You think I'm pulling your leg. I'll have to tell you about it some day."

"I can't wait."

"Can I have a steak this time? You can cut it up for me."

Mulder laughed again. "Hell, why not? I'll have one myself."

"And maybe some Canadian beer."

"Don't push it."

Scully was seated at a booth looking distinctly unhappy about something. Pierson slid in first across from her. The waitress had gone with the orders before Mulder spoke.

"What's happened, Scully?" he asked quietly.

"I made a couple of phone calls while I was waiting," she answered. "I called the morgue to say I'd be in before flight time to sign the release order for the body from Cairo."

"And?"

"It's already been claimed."

Part 5
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FIFTEEN MINUTES OUT OF DULLES AIRPORT

WASHINGTON DC

APRIL 6, 5:30 PM EDT

Mulder felt the plane slow as they began the descent. It had been a long five hours but at least they had managed to catch the direct flight from Seatac and avoid changing planes in Chicago.  Scully was not one to chat on long flights and normally he would have contented himself with a magazine or a snooze if the in-flight movie was the usual dead loss. On this flight, however, he had been intensely aware of his misgivings over the man in the window seat next to him, a nervousness that had begun the instant he unlocked the handcuffs. He had made the right decision; he was sure of that much. But that wasn't to say he had no qualms about setting Pierson loose with nothing but his word to cooperate. The seat belt sign came on, followed by the usual message, in English, French and Spanish, to return the seats to the upright position and to remember to take all personal possessions … and blah, blah, blah.

Pierson stirred in his seat. "I'm not getting off the plane with you," he said quietly to Mulder.

A cold chill spread down Mulder’s spine. It had been a mistake. Pierson continued, "I mean that we should get off separately. It's safer that way, trust me."

"You gave me your word," said Mulder.

Pierson sighed. "And I meant it. But if these people you told me about are half as good as you say, they'll be watching for us. Count on it. I've been hunted many times; you develop instincts. You two have to behave as if everything is completely normal, collect your gear, get a taxi and go home. I will make my own way and contact you. Give me a number I can call you at."  Mulder made no move. "You have to trust me or this won't work. Give me a number."

There was some merit in what Pierson was saying. Mulder took out his notebook and wrote down the number and address of his apartment and his cell number. He tore off the page and gave it wordlessly to Pierson. He was still uneasy.

"You will have to pick up my sword for me because I don't want to go anywhere near the carousel. They will be watching the exits if they're out there and I'm not going to oblige them."

"At least that way I know you'll come to collect it."

"Call it collateral. Try not to make it obvious that it's a sword, if you can manage that."

"How do you live like this?"

"Why do you think I was in the mountains?"

***
When they got up to join the crush of people retrieving their bags and coats, their laptops and their wailing kids, I stayed in my seat. When everybody had filed past me, I ducked into the  washroom and waited. After five minutes, I came out, apologized to the stewardess and left the plane. This time, I kept my head down and fumbled around in the overnight bag to make it look good while I passed under the surveillance camera. I didn't follow the signs to the baggage carousel; I turned off and found the main concourse, leaving through the departure lounge. I took the first taxi I could see and gave the driver an address. I slouched down in the back seat and did not sit up again until we were passing the Pentagon with its acres of parking lot on the way to Key Bridge. I sat where the driver would not be able to get a good look at me in the rear view mirror. I gave him the instructions in a passable American accent, which would not have borne close scrutiny had I said anything else, so I've maintained a stony silence during the ride.

I do not feel any safer than I ever do.

I am reluctant to do this. Trust does not come easily to me but I have no choice this time.  Agent Mulder is naïve in some respects but there is no malice in him, I don’t think. He’s an idealist, one of the ‘good guys’. And thank all the gods for the good guys. I’d be inclined to dismiss him if it were not for the fact that he did find me and that was no small feat. I suspect he has had run-ins with the Powers That Be before this or he would not be so anxious about what is happening. He would probably tell me if I asked but I do not intend to be around long enough to do the male bonding thing, although I suspect he could use a dose of male company. Odd lad, but likeable enough, in an extended adolescence sort of way. I am not at all sure he is ready for the likes of me. I have had some time to think about what he said and I suspect he is right. This Smith person will keep coming until he has me under a microscope. I have never been hunted by a corporation, or whatever it is, before and Mulder knows more about that than I do. I will give him a chance to prove himself. Back there at the airport I was sorely tempted just to get on another plane but the resourceful Mr. Mulder would simply have someone waiting for me when I landed and next time it will not just be a pair of handcuffs. He has probably already circulated my photograph at the ticket counters; it’s what I would do.

I have told the driver to go to a conspicuous hotel on Connecticut Avenue. I’ve been there before under better circumstances but not within the last decade. I should at least be able to get a decent night’s sleep out of it. Whoever is hunting me probably already knows I am here. Not a comforting thought but I would be foolish to ignore the possibility. I might as well go high-profile for one night. I have always found it an effective strategy – now you see me, now you don’t. I can manage without a sword for that long since this time it appears to be mortals doing the hunting. My gun is more of a loss. On the other hand, I really do not need to draw the attention of the local police by shooting somebody.

What a fucking mess! 
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MULDER'S OFFICE, FBI HEADQUARTERS

APRIL 7, 11:33 AM, EDT

AD Skinner was not happy. Mulder could see that as soon as Skinner came through the door. When his boss closed the door behind himself, pulled a chair close to the desk and sat in it, Mulder shrank a little. Skinner's worried expression told him that whatever he had to say, Mulder was not going to enjoy it.

For one thing, Skinner never came here; this was an event. Mulder's basement office was legendary for its outrageous assortment of objects, both multitudinous and unfathomable, posters, stale food, sunflower seed shells and random stacks of files, all in a permanent state of disarray.  Even as Skinner sat down, a pencil fell from the ceiling where it had stuck in the fiberboard of the false ceiling, narrowly missing his pate. Mulder was well aware that his boss came here only out of dire necessity or total frustration. Perhaps meeting Mulder on his own turf made what he said seem more acceptable and less outright psychotic.

"Agent Mulder," Skinner said, "have you ever met a man named Smith?"

Mulder was startled. He had said nothing about his night visitor.    

"I take it you've met the gentleman," Skinner said.

"Fiftyish, average height, dark, Mediterranean complexion? Yeah. He was waiting for me at my apartment. How do you know him?"

"I had a visit while you were away. He knew where you were."

The air suddenly became very close. Mulder had not expected things to close in this quickly. "What did you tell him?" he asked, trying to muffle his concern.

"Nothing. I threw him out."  

Skinner leaned his head on one side and Mulder tried to read his face. Skinner was not one to allow his inner thoughts to show; he could be taciturn, even cold, but, to Mulder’s knowledge, he had never deliberately lied. It was the foundation on which Mulder’s reluctant admiration for the man rested – reluctant because Mulder naturally distrusted authority in any form. In the past, Skinner may have made unpalatable decisions where the X-Files were concerned but he had always been fair. It was that fairness which made the prospect of lying to him taste sour.

Briefly, Skinner outlined his confrontations with Smith and Kirsch, which Mulder found both interesting and profoundly unnerving. He also mentioned that the sweep of his office had turned up two very sophisticated, very well hidden listening devices, neither of which had originated with the FBI. Quantico was working on that little matter.

"Why did he come to see you?" Skinner asked.

Mulder hesitated. There were some things he didn't do very well and lying was one of them.  

"Agent Mulder? What did he want?"

Mulder tried to think of absolutely anything to say that would make sense, but nothing presented itself.

"Did you understand the question, Agent Mulder?" Skinner demanded.

"I don't really remember what he wanted," Mulder said finally, aware of the lameness of the attempt. "I don't think I really understood why he was there."

"Did you meet someone two days ago, someone who could be described as a fugitive?"

Mulder was stunned. "Why are you asking me that?" 

"This Mr. Smith told me that you had 'made the acquaintance' of a dangerous fugitive who had certain information. Is that true? Did you meet someone?"

Mulder was not ready for this. The decisions had not yet been made in his own mind; he needed time. Only two days before, lying to this man would have been unthinkable – but that was then, this was now. "I don't know what you're talking about," he said.

Skinner's voice was coldly even. "I think you're lying – and that is something I have never known you to do."

It was going very badly and now it was too late. "Sir, I think it would be a mistake to believe anything a man like Smith would say. He has his own agenda and we can’t know what that is."

Skinner’s expression remained cold. "And I want to know what your agenda is. I ask you again, did you meet anyone?"

"No,” Mulder said, a touch too abruptly. It was no time for nervousness. “Did he tell you I did?"

"He was very definite about it and implied that you would let this man go, that I should know that. I backed you up, Mulder. If you let me down on this, you won't have to worry about Kirsch because I'll have your ass myself."

"Understood." Mulder said almost inaudibly. He was committed now. He had never doubted his own loyalties before and it was an unpleasant thing. The fewer individuals, even well-meaning ones, who knew about Immortals, the better, he told himself. It had a hollow ring. 

"By the way, what about that missing body?"

"What?” Mulder replied, taken off-guard. Had Skinner connected the two? “What missing body would that be, Sir?"

"The one you went to New York to investigate."

"Oh, that missing body. It's still missing."

"What exactly was the issue there? Did you find anything out?"

"There was nothing to find out. Why? Has somebody been asking questions?" 

"Why would anybody ask questions?"

"I don't know. You told me the request to investigate came from higher up. I just assumed that whoever made the request would have asked if there had been any results." Mulder smiled nervously. "Perhaps there’s a connection between those requests and the bugs in your office."

"And a certain Mr. Smith's involvement?"

Mulder said nothing. He was beginning to sweat.

"Is there anything else you want to talk to me about while I'm here, Agent Mulder?  Anything you'd be reluctant to put into a report?” 

Surely Skinner could not know, could he? Oh, what a tangled web we weave …  "No, Sir.” It nearly choked him but it was done. And Mulder could not have said why he had done it. He just had, that was all.

Skinner merely looked weary. "And exactly why were you in Washington state?"

Mulder shifted in his chair and put on his best serious face. "There was a decapitated body found in the mountains under unusual circumstances. It tied in with the body found in Fargo, North Dakota, and subsequently examined by Agent Scully. I believe I told you about that myself. I did some research of my own and found that these events, while random, have nevertheless been reported over a period of some fifty years. I – we – felt that it was worth investigating."

"And did you find anything?"

"We never saw the body. It had already been shipped to Seattle. When we got there, it had been claimed by a party or parties unknown. The address given turned out to be false, supposedly somewhere here in town. We're looking into it."  

"Can you explain to me why you found it necessary to go there at public expense?"

"We felt we should go to the site to ascertain whether the circumstances matched those of the other incidents. Scully found some peculiarities with the body in Fargo and we needed to know if those peculiarities were repeated in this case."

"I thought the two issues were connected."

"I don't recall your saying anything about that, Sir."

"I didn't. You suggested it. Didn't you follow that up?"

"Er, no, Sir, I didn't see any point to looking any further. As far as the missing body goes, according to the pathology lab, the guy still had his head when they brought him in. I thought that kinda ruled him out."

"You'd better come up with better reasons than that for traipsing around the country in future, Agent."

"Yes, Sir."

Skinner stood up to go.

"Sir?"

"What is it?"

"Can you let me know if anyone asks about the missing body or mentions the name Adam Pierson?"

"Who is Adam Pierson?"

"The missing body."

"You'll be the first to know." And he was gone.

Mulder sighed in relief and dropped his face into his hands. He could not have told Skinner, he told himself. And for all he knew right now, Pierson was gone and his secrets with him. If it weren’t for Smith … Smith. What a fucking mess!

He got up for some coffee, thought better of it and was on his way to the cafeteria for lunch when his cell phone rang. A familiar voice with a British accent asked him how he was on this fine morning.

"It just turned afternoon. Where the hell are you?"

"You don't really expect me to tell you, do you, Agent Mulder?" the voice replied.

Mulder sighed before answering. "Are you on a payphone?"

"Yes. Tell me where you want to meet."

"There's a little restaurant called Galileo's on G Street. It's easy to find."

"Can you bring my sword?"

"I'm not walking down G Street with a damn sword."

"Well, make it your place, then."

"It might be watched."

"Minor problem."

"All right."

"When?"

"Give me an hour."

"Make it two. I haven't had breakfast."
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3:10 PM 

 As it was, Mulder was late. He had found Scully and told her of Skinner's visit. They agreed to stick to the story Mulder had given Skinner. On the drive to his apartment, he found himself fervently wishing that Pierson had chosen to run. When he opened the door, he was greeted by the sight of Adam Pierson, grinning like the Cheshire Cat, comfortably sprawled on Mulder's sofa, his boots up on the coffee table, a bottle of Mulder's beer in his hand and a small pile of tapes, selected from Mulder's extensive collection of pornography, beside the VCR. A tape was playing.  

"I don't believe this," Mulder said in disgust, closing the door behind himself. "I'm getting the fucking lock changed."

"You have a very obliging super," Pierson said cheerfully. "He actually wanted twenty dollars to let me in. I got him to see it my way. Don't worry – he's still breathing."

Mulder threw his jacket over the back of the chair and went to the kitchen to get a beer for himself, resigned to the probability of having company for the night. He tossed the cap into the garbage and returned to the living room.  

"You could have brought your own beer," he said, dropping onto the other end of the sofa.

"I didn't bring any in case I had to break in. This is awful stuff."

"Next time, bring your own."

Pierson turned toward his reluctant host. "So. Now what?"

"No safe house available. Looks like you're stuck with my sofa for the night."

"Thanks, but no thanks. I'm not exactly destitute, you know. Spent last night at the Park Sheraton. A bit pricey but very nice."

"Stay here until after dark, then." 

"No plan blossoming in those little gray cells yet?" Pierson scoffed. "No grand design? An idea at least?"

"My boss is asking awkward questions. He's had his own little visit from Mr. Smith."

"A very devious character, our Mr. Smith,” Pierson remarked.  

Mulder was sure he detected an undertone of worry. Of course, he could be imagining things. "Our very own Man in Black," he said. 

"Yeah, a veritable Tommy Lee Jones," Pierson said, twisting the cap off another beer.  Briefly, Mulder saw those same hands twisting somebody’s neck. The image was … disquieting. 

"Smart ass,” Mulder said.   

"I don’t enjoy having an arch-nemesis,” Pierson replied. “How much did he tell you about me, exactly?”

"I don't know whether he knows what you are but he asked me if your name meant anything, told me you were carrying information he wanted. He wasn't specific."

"Did he say anything else?"

"He mentioned the name 'Diane Horton', said she was planning to sell information to them and that you murdered her before she could."

Pierson closed his eyes and sighed. "That was the lady's name."

"Do you have any idea what the information was?"

Pierson smiled to himself and contemplated his beer bottle. "Oh, she had a great deal of information to sell. She knew all about us. She had access to files that could name us all. Names, dates, the lot."

"That's why you killed her?"

Pierson sighed, probably remembering. Was that remorse? Mulder didn’t think it likely. "I already told you why I killed her. You don’t listen very well, do you?"

"Why would she sell you out?"

"She hated us. Her father led a movement to destroy us all. He and his cronies had racked up quite a score before one of us killed him. At that time, we didn't know about Diane but she knew all about us and, if it's possible, hated us even more than he did."

"How did she know?"

"There's an organization of mortals which keeps an eye on us, so to speak. It has kept records for a very long time. Her father was a member of that organization. She wanted revenge as well. I am not surprised that she tried to have others do what her father could not. When I, um, killed her, I thought it was over. I hadn't thought of this possibility. This time, it might actually work. What else did he tell you?"

Mulder thought a moment before replying. That evening was already fading in his mind. If only he had known then what he knew now. But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? If not for Smith’s prompting, he might have left it alone, might have let the files gather dust as one more thing to pursue some time after the next Ice Age. As it was … And now Smith had paid another call. "He said he believed you possessed the information he was looking for, that you had been trying to pass it to someone at JFK before you died and that I should pursue the matter. I didn't trust him and I already had my own theories by that time. I thought of you as some kind of fanatic, throwing your life away for a lost cause."

"Did he give you the impression that he knew about Immortals?"

"No. But he wouldn't have said anything to me if he did."

"So where do we go from here?" Pierson sounded tired.

"I have no fucking idea," Mulder said, feeling Pierson's weariness himself.

Pierson drained his beer but didn’t reach for another. "I want to check out some information. Can you get me to a decent computer?"

"What kind of information?"

"Rumors. Old rumors. I have contacts. They change the access code often but I can get past that."

"I have friends who can help. But we have some time to kill. Do you like pizza?"

The afternoon passed sociably enough. They ploughed their way happily through several beers and a large pizza, no anchovies. Pierson offered no gratuitous information on his background and Mulder was wise enough not to ask. They swapped wild stories and bawdy comments on Mulder's tapes and tolerated each other's company.  

Just as darkness was falling, in mid-sentence, Pierson suddenly sat bolt upright, his face deadly serious, as if listening. He placed his beer on the table, reached behind him to where he had hidden his sword behind the sofa cushions and got up, both hands grasping the hilt. While Mulder wondered what the hell was happening now, Pierson rounded the coffee table on cat feet and headed for the wall beside the window. Mulder got up slowly.  

"Someone's out there," Pierson said. "Turn off the light."

Unnerved, Mulder switched off the light and the television as Pierson leaned his back against the wall beside the window. Pierson’s breathing was deep and controlled. In the darkness, Mulder moved close enough to see outside without being seen himself. There was indeed a man standing on the other side of the street, his face turned toward Mulder's apartment, fully visible in the light of the street lamp. "You'd better take a look," he said.

Shifting the sword to one hand, Pierson looked into the street while staying in the shadows. He drew in a sharp breath of surprise. "Oh, crap!"   
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"Thanks for your hospitality, Agent Mulder," Pierson said, scooping up his coat and heading for the door. "I'm outta here. I'll be in touch."

"What the hell’s happening? You need my help. You can’t just leave."

At the door, Pierson looked back at Mulder. "He's an Immortal. If I felt him, he felt me. A little something I forgot to tell you about. He knows I'm here. And I am gone."

Pierson opened the door a crack and stowed the sword beneath his coat.

"You can feel each other?" What else had Pierson neglected to mention? Mulder grabbed his own coat and his keys and took a quick last look out the window. The man was gone.

"Come if you're coming," Pierson called out. "Is there a back way out of here?"

Mulder was right behind him. "The basement's locked and there are no windows. There's only the roof." The fire escape was a possibility, if he could remember where it was.

Both men slipped through the doorway and headed for the stairs.

"The roof will do fine. Where's your car?"

"On the street.” Damn!

"Is there a back alley or something?"

"Yeah."

In the stairwell, Pierson looked up. "Watch your back,” he said over his shoulder. “Bring your car around to the alley and be ready to pick up the pieces."

"You're not going to jump!"

"Not if I can help it."

Not inclined to argue about it, Mulder went down the stairs while Pierson went up. Outside, Mulder walked casually to his car, unlocked it and got in. This was getting ridiculous. Just for once, he’d like to know what was happening before it happened. He started the engine and drove until he was sure nobody was following. He turned right, then right again and headed back in the direction of his apartment building. As he pulled into the alleyway, he looked up. It was dark now but there was just enough light to see movement at the edge of the roof. He stopped the car and got out. A face looked over the edge.

"I'm coming down the easy way!" Pierson called out.  

As Mulder watched, almost disappointed, Pierson appeared at the top of the fire escape and came down in one piece.  

"No use getting blood all over the place for no reason," he said reasonably as he dropped off the last step.

"What was that all about?" Mulder asked, as they got into the car.

"You took your sweet time getting here. I did a little thinking while I was waiting. Our friend is gone; I couldn't feel him. He's biding his time. When he comes for me, it'll be like a SWAT team. He doesn't play by the rules."

"There are rules?"

"Where are we going?"

"To see some friends with a computer. You can stay there. Where's your gear?"

"In a locker at the bus station. I'd like my gun back, if you don't mind."

"Sure." Why not? Mulder reached into the glove compartment, pulled out the Glock and handed it over.

"Have you had that in there all this time?" Pierson sounded surprised as he stuffed the gun into its nesting place.

"No,” Mulder admitted  “I just grabbed it when I picked up my coat. Thought you might need it."

"I take it that means you trust me?"  

Yeah, right. "Not really, but I thought you'd want it. How long have you known him?"  Mulder didn’t really expect an answer.

"We've never actually met,” Pierson replied, sounding apologetic.  

Mulder really didn’t give a rat’s ass who Pierson knew or didn’t. He would just have liked a heads-up on this ‘felt me’ thing. “But you do know who it was. I got the impression you knew him.”

“I know who he is. I said we had never met and I would prefer to keep it that way."

"He has a name?" Mulder kept his eyes on the road, determined to remain nonchalant whatever the reply.

"Quintus Metellus Pollio."

"He's a Roman?!" Mulder looked straight at Pierson for a full second before the sound of a horn brought his attention back to the road ahead. He swerved just in time to miss a limousine. So much for nonchalance.

"Don't look so shocked. He is not the oldest one." Pierson sounded smug; he was relishing the reaction he was getting, like a schoolboy who had just stuck a girl's braids in the inkwell.

"How old …? No. I'm not going to ask." Mulder sighed and tried to concentrate on his driving but he had to know. "Who was – is – Quintus Met– who?"

"Quintus Metellus Pollio. The Metelli were a big shot family in the first century BCE, before the time of Julius Caesar but he only claimed to be one of them. According to the records I had access to, he murdered the real Quintus Metellus in Syria, then went to Rome claiming to be Pollio's grandson, whom the old boy had never met, of course. It was not as if he could be asked to produce photo ID."

"When did you know him?"

"Never did."  

Pierson was not going to be tripped up that easily. It occurred to Mulder that he had not actually said he had been there, not that it would be an easy one for Mulder to swallow in any case.  But, what the hell? Aliens, Immortals, in for a penny, in for a pound. "How do you know all this stuff?"

"I told you. I once had access to the files on all of us." Pierson's voice had a guarded edge to it that Mulder was coming to recognize. No more would be said on that subject.

"Go on with the story. It's getting interesting."

"Just keep your eyes on the road. He pulled off that little scam before his first death, so he was still aging at the time and didn't know what he was. He inherited the family fortune in due time – some say he helped the old boy along with his dying – and bought himself a fancy commission with Gaius Marius. You do know who Gaius Marius was?"

"Sure. He invented the Roman Army as we think of it."

"So you do have an education. I'm impressed. He was also Julius Caesar's great-uncle. But that came later. Anyway, he was right there in North Africa when Marius and Sulla conquered it and learned his lessons in warfare at the foot of the master. He liked power but he didn't like wielding it directly. By the time Sulla became dictator, he was very influential but as an 'eminence grise', the power behind the throne, the one who whispered all those nasty ideas into Sulla's ear. The proscriptions were his baby. Sulla needed money literally by the cartload. No paper money back then, just coins and bullion. Metellus told him how to get it by having the heads of wealthy families declared enemies of the state. They were butchered and their estates seized. But Sulla preferred boys and went a little gaga. Got paranoid, as all tyrants do, and had Metellus murdered because he wouldn't oblige the old goat. He became immortal and disappeared until Sulla was dead. You following all this?"

"Yeah, I think so," Mulder said, negotiating the traffic under Dupont Circle. "What's the point?"

"I'm getting to that. I want you to know what he really is. Anyway, Sulla had seized his estates as well, and it took him a while to get rich again, this time by marrying it, but well away from Rome. He divorced her almost immediately – rumor had it it was never consummated – and took the lot. When he surfaced again, Julius Caesar was nearly at the height of his game. Metellus got down and dirty with Crassus, who was Caesar's money man, and went with him on the campaign against Spartacus."

"The slave uprising?"

"That's him. They never caught Spartacus himself, you know. Disappeared with a great deal of gold." He chuckled quietly, privately. "Crassus' army did very badly in one of the earlier battles; in fact, they turned tail and ran, which was unheard-of cowardice for a Roman army and Crassus wanted to terrify them into acquitting themselves better the next time, so he decimated them. That was Metellus' idea. The punishment was already on the books but nobody had ever actually done it before."

"What? He culled them out or something?"  

"Okay, this is the picture. What was left of the legion was drawn up into their centuries, rows of one hundred men with a centurion in charge. We're talking four or five thousand men here, forty or fifty rows of one hundred men each. Each row is split up into ten groups of ten men each. Decem, Latin for ten. Decimate. Are you with me?"

Mulder nodded, wondering why the explanation was getting so elaborate.

"See this in your head," Pierson went on. "You're a legionary standing there with nine of your best buddies, the guys you fight with, live with, eat with, loot with, share whores with – the ultimate 'guy thing' – and here comes your centurion with a bucket of straws. The ten of you draw lots and the one with the shortest straw gets beaten to death by the other nine. Right there where he stands. And if you don't put your back into it, you're next."

"Holy shit! Are you putting me on?"

"Nope. That's what they did. It was the only time in recorded history and it was Metellus' idea. That's what I'm up against."

Mulder was silent. The picture in his head was vivid and disgusting. Like everyone else, he knew about the Roman predilection for blood and guts but this was much more information than he  really needed. He felt sick.

"They never lost another battle," Pierson said. He sounded sad. Was this personal?

"You weren't there, by any chance?" Mulder asked, almost gently.

"No. No, I wasn't there, but I have seen my share of battles. More than my share. And I have seen what happens to men who live through too many of them. It's all very well saying they were violent times, but we're always living in violent times. Human nature is both loving and violent. Everyone on the face of the earth wants to be loved and almost every one of us will kill if the circumstances are right." Pierson became quiet, thoughtful, as if his own words had bitten him.  "Every once in a while," he said at last, "you find someone who kills because he likes it."

They drove in silence, going north toward the Beltway and Maryland. Mulder felt a heaviness settle between the two of them, like a portcullis ramming itself down into the earth, a barrier which allowed nothing past it. ‘There's the respect that makes calamity of so long life …'

As they reached their destination, Mulder decided it was time to tell his companion what he knew.

"Adam?" he said, tentatively.

"Mmm?"

"I know that man, too."

"Metellus?"

"That was Tommy Lee Jones."
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"Metellus is your 'Mr. Smith'?" Pierson looked ready to kill. "Bloody hell!" He made no move to get out of the car.

Mulder shut down the engine and turned sideways to watch Pierson's face. "Is he after you personally?" He was having his own troubles with the idea that Smith was an Immortal. God, what had he done now?

"No, I don't think so,” Pierson replied quietly. He seemed subdued. “He's not a hunter and I certainly have never been stupid enough to hunt him. He stays away from other Immortals. He would rather have power over mortals than be a power among Immortals. There's a difference. Big frog in a little pond. 'Better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven'."

"You think he was just looking for any Immortal who happened along."

"And it just happened to be me. Lucky me. He probably doesn't even know who I am. We don't know what Diane told them. She certainly knew who I was."

"You talk like you're something special. Are you ever going to tell me who you are?"

"Maybe on your deathbed." It was said coldly and Mulder shuddered. Pierson opened the car door. "This is it? It's a bunker!"

***
I had never seen anything quite like it. An old, battered VW bus, plastered with Green Peace stickers and what I took to be left-wing political propaganda flyers, was parked beside a cement air raid bunker, in the wilds of deepest, darkest Maryland. I was highly amused. Which was a good thing, because I needed some amusement just then. Mulder assured me that the occupants of this war-surplus haven were the best there were at what they did, although he refrained from elaborating on just what that was. I supposed I was about to find out.

“They’ll be pissed off I didn’t call ahead,” Mulder said, banging on the steel door.  

“They live here?”

“Yeah.” And he gave the door another pounding. They must have been used to that shit; I'd have told him where he could park it.

I heard locks being undone and slide bolts being drawn back. I have my paranoid moments but this took the cake. After nearly half a minute of metallic fumbling noises from the other side of the door, it opened a crack and a face appeared. On seeing that a second man was standing outside, the face disappeared and the door shut again.

“Frohike!” Mulder bellowed.

When it opened again, ‘Frohike’ expressed his displeasure at finding a perfect stranger standing there. I couldn't really blame him. If I were that paranoid – and I have been – I would have objected as well. The short, scruffy gnome of a man harangued Mulder for a full three minutes before agreeing to allow ‘the tall guy’ inside. I found it enormously entertaining. What a strange life Agent Mulder leads, I thought. I still think that.

"Sorry I didn't call first," Mulder said, guiding me in with a hand in my back. That boy wants some manners, especially with his elders.

"When do you ever?" Frohike answered. It was a sour remark to match a sour look and I noticed the sarcasm with interest; Mulder can be less than diplomatic even with his friends. Why am I not surprised?

I said nothing, content to occupy myself with surveying the surroundings. I had never seen such a collection of electronic gadgets in one small space. Mulder let Frohike close the door behind us before offering any explanation for our precipitous appearance in the little man’s domain. By that time, two other, younger men had come out of hiding and were observing the new arrival like a pair of deer caught in headlights. Curiouser and curiouser.

"Guys," Mulder began, clapping a hand on my shoulder, "this is Adam Pierson and he'll be staying with you for at least tonight." I wished he'd asked me first. I could still hang out at the Park Sheraton for another night. I rather thought one of the waitresses had an eye for me. 

I gave my best imitation of a shy smile and allowed myself to be propelled toward the waiting group. They did not look happy to see me. The tallest of the three, a gangly, bespectacled young man with long blond locks, looked downright hostile. The third man was conservatively dressed in a sports jacket and slacks, his hair neatly cut. He seemed rather out of place.  

"He needs some computer time," Mulder announced, beaming.

"Oh, well, you've certainly come to the right place," Frohike said, drawing himself up to his full, diminutive height. The quaint little fellow at least takes pride in his work, which is more than can be said for many, more imposing men. "Anything else we should know about him?" he asked as if I were invisible.

"Why do you ask, Melvyn?" Mulder said.

"Because there's always something else with you, Mulder," Frohike added in a tone that had icicles hanging from it. "We'd like a heads up this time. Me and the guys talked about it." I was beginning to get the picture. I would need to be nice. I can do nice.

"Yeah," the blond man added. I could easily imagine him in a flowered shirt and love beads. I can't point fingers; I tried it myself for a while way back when. I still do the occasional joint when I'm in the mood. No love beads, though; never my thing. "We want you to be up front with us."

"Langly’s right,” the third man chirped, nodding at the blond man. These three were friends and Mulder was the outsider, that was obvious. I took note because such information is always useful. “The thing is … well … you don't always tell us what the real deal is until we're up to our necks … or deeper … and we're not really happy about that." He reached his hand toward me. “Hello. I’m John Byers.” I took it and smiled my best ingratiating smile. At least somebody had some manners.

"John! You don't trust me any more?" Mulder said, clutching his chest melodramatically.  Spare me. "I'm shocked!" I was not at all shocked. 

"So, before we go any further," Frohike said with admirable defiance and in what was probably his most purposeful voice, "who is this guy we're supposed to be taking into our bosom?" Langly nodded vigorously, his long blond locks flicking into his eyes. It was all I could do not to laugh out loud. At Mulder. I rather liked these three oddballs. More than I liked him.

Time to ingratiate myself. I reached out and touched a bruise on Frohike's forehead. "That's a very nasty contusion you have there … Melvyn, was it?" See? I can do nice if I want to.

Frohike shoved my hand away. "It's nothing," he said. He would come around; I can also be persistent.

"No, that's not nothing, Melvyn," I added, reaching out again and inspecting the small, purple bump at Frohike's hairline as if it was of earthshaking importance. This was getting to be fun. "You've been hurt." Which was something of an exaggeration but my conscience is clear. "Are you having any trouble with your vision, dizzy spells, feeling faint, anything of that sort?" I affected a look of studied concern. Frohike looked me in the eye as if seeing me for the first time.

"Well, I did bang it pretty hard,” he admitted, “and it has been hurting quite a lot." Here he shot Langly a vicious look. "We were just horsing around in here …"

"Mm, I see. Perhaps you should lie down. I'm a doctor." Don't cringe. It wasn't all that much of a whopper.

"Since when?" Mulder said in a stage whisper that could be heard in Albuquerque. 

"A doctor?" 

"Oh, yes," I continued, ignoring Mulder. "Heidelberg. Class of … um, well, never mind about that."

"I'm fine," Frohike mumbled. "Really."

"You need computer time?" Langly asked, crossing his arms and leaning on one elbow against a bench. The deliberate casualness was obvious. Studied cool. I liked it.

"Er, yes, I do indeed," I said sweetly. Nice. Really nice. "Just a little matter of life and death. You know, usual thing."

"Mulder!" It could have been any one of them. This really was fun.

"I'm joking!" I said and brought my hands together in supplication. That usually works. "I really do need help and I can see that you are very well set up here. Absolutely the latest, state of the art. I wouldn't know where to begin. Honestly." Flattery will get you a long way, never doubt it.

Langly's chest puffed out just a touch. "It depends on what you need."

"Access to certain databases," I answered. Time to do businesslike. "They're encrypted and I don't have the access code but I'm sure that should not be a problem for experts such as yourselves. Just look at all this stuff! What does this do?" I reached for a keyboard with a large red ball set in it. Where did he get that antique? Hadn't he heard of finger pads?

"Don't touch that!" Byers yelped.

I drew back abruptly as if I'd been burnt both. "I'm sorry. I'm hopeless at this stuff."

Mulder rolled his eyes. I could see he appreciated my performance.

"Mulder," Byers said, his brow so furrowed with worry that his eyes were almost crossing, "can you tell us a little more, please? I mean, you know, we're still sort of, uh, recovering from the last time we did you a favor." I could believe that. He leaned toward Mulder. "Who is this man?"

"You don't have to worry, John," Mulder said. "He's a little out there but he's okay. Trust me. Let's go in and sit down." 'Out there'. I shrugged. I could live with that.

From the relative comfort of a Sally Ann sofa, I fielded questions while Mulder smirked at a distance from his perch on a countertop, like a leprechaun on a toadstool. He seemed content to watch the show. Byers made tea and I sipped obligingly at the vicious-looking brew as if it were the best I had ever tasted. Nice can have its drawbacks.

"You're English," Frohike stated.

"Technically, I suppose, yes."

"'Technically'?"

"I'm the proud owner of a British passport, at least," I replied, taking another sip. I should teach Byers how to make Arabian tea. He needs his horizons expanded.

"It's fake," Mulder added, grinning. Oh, nice shot, asshole! What was coming off here? He crossed his arms and leaned against the cupboard behind him. I was puzzled by the reaction of his new companions to this piece of braggadocio. For some reason, the remark seemed to add to my stature in Frohike's baby blues. How odd.

"Is someone after you?" Byers asked.

"What makes you ask  that?" I said slowly, casting a glance in Mulder's direction. What had I missed?

"Because almost everybody Mulder brings here is hiding from someone," Frohike said cheerily.

"That's … comforting. What do you fellows do here, anyway?" I glanced at Mulder again.  He was beaming. He can be such an ass.

"We publish an internet newsletter," Byers said with considerable dignity. I liked him. I still do, although I doubt it's mutual.

"They investigate reports of flying saucers, alien encounters and government conspiracies," Mulder said. Byers reddened. You shit, Mulder.  

"Okay, listen up, guys," Mulder continued. "You want to know, so here's the skinny. Our Mr. Pierson here is being hunted because he's immortal. They want to study his DNA, and he doesn’t like the idea of becoming a lab rat. And we don't want that to happen, do we?"

The silence was deafening. All eyes burrow into Mulder. I was imagining my hands round his throat. "You should see yourselves!"

It was only then that I realized that Langly was missing from the conversation. I had let my attention wander. At that moment, a confused-looking Langly appeared at the door holding two sheets of computer paper. One was a photograph. Of me. He held them up for the others to see. It was not particularly flattering.

"Mr. Pierson," he said, "I just ran a background check on you and not only have you never officially existed – you're dead."

***
Mulder explained while Pierson stared his disapproval. It was a real crowd pleaser; any other audience would certainly have dismissed both Mulder and Pierson as being permanently out to lunch. Mulder loved these guys! Pierson was the instant darling of the little group, a celebrity for whom his new cadre of admirers would bend over backwards to pay dubious homage. The sword was the hit of the evening until Frohike tested it on his own finger for sharpness. It was five minutes before the bleeding stopped. At length, Pierson gave in to the temptation to let himself be doted on and, as Mulder had fully expected, played the part to the hilt.

The ease with which the Immortal had correctly interpreted the natures of these three odd individuals – not to mention Mulder himself – had more than caught Mulder's attention. He watched Pierson closely, listened to his voice, watched his body language and, for the hundredth time, wondered how old this man was, how long it took to learn to such an exquisite degree what made human beings tick that he could play them like a fine instrument, imitate them, manipulate them, know exactly when to flatter or cajole, be now the friend, now the teacher, now the clown, always ultimately in complete control. We all do it, Mulder thought, but not like him. As he watched, he began to understand; this finely honed ability, a sleight of mind so subtle, so quick it might have been a parlor trick, was the key to the continuation of an existence in which Pierson needed to separate his friends from lethal enemies with no more than a casual glance. It was done with a cunning and an agility of mind so refined it had become second nature.

It also told Mulder that, in him, Pierson had seen a friend, or, at least, a non-enemy. Which was a good thing, because those whom he judged to be enemies seemed to have a very limited life expectancy.

While Langly did what he did best at Pierson's instructions, Mulder thought about what he had been told about Smith/Metellus. The Man in Black had always had the upper hand because he had always known what Pierson was. Mulder now understood that he had been a fool, immersed in his own pride, too full of his own need to be right, a need to pursue to the end the brilliance of his own reasoning, and in so doing, he had brought about the very thing he had sought to avoid.  He had led Smith straight to his quarry. He also understood Smith's visit to his apartment, his insistence that Mulder push the case, look for Pierson's 'contact'. Carl Robinson had done what he needed to do. Pierson would have done the same thing if Mulder hadn't been on his trail. He hadn't stood a chance and now Mulder owed him one.

When Langly was done, Mulder went to sit beside Pierson, who was now at the keyboard.  Pierson blanked the screen and Mulder took the hint. He moved and watched in silence as Pierson read the screen, grim-faced.  

It was a quarter of an hour before Pierson stopped reading and looked up. "What did you find out?" Mulder asked hopefully. Why had he thought Pierson would let him see what he was doing?  

"Enough," Pierson answered.

“Are you going to let me in on it?”

“You don’t need to know.” 

Pierson exited the program, laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back, ignoring Mulder, apparently considering what he had been reading. Mulder felt shut out and it was as unpleasant as the steel expression on Pierson’s face. "And you don’t want to know,” Pierson said, looking up. “You already know enough to get you killed. Welcome to the freak show."

‘You, too, are now a target,’ Pierson was saying. It was humbling. “Does it involve those people who keep tabs on you?” Mulder asked. “Is this their database?”

“That is none of your business. I have already told you too much.” The tone told Mulder everything. He had been wrong; this man was not his friend. "Do you intend to involve the FBI?" Pierson asked pointedly.

"I don't know how deeply Smith has penetrated the FBI,” Mulder admitted. “Besides, I have nothing to give them -- except you."

"That’s not funny."

"I was just making a statement," said Mulder, with a propitiatory smile. “If we can draw them out of the shadows, we might stand a chance of stopping this.”

"What do you mean 'we'? I am not sticking around for Metellus to use me for a pincushion."

"I don't know any other Immortals."

"Meaning what? You want to use me as bait?"

"You have better ideas?"

Pierson shook his head. It had been a stupid question, Mulder realized. If Pierson had had any better ideas, he would have acted on them by now. And he would not have bothered mentioning it to Mulder first. Mulder didn’t like it but he understood it.  

"Your best bet is to help me disappear,” Pierson said. “I still have a connection to the organization and I'll put the word out. Let them take care of it. The closer you mortals get to perfecting cloning techniques, the more incentive they'll have to stop this."

"They won't have any more to go on than I do and neither do you. When you think of it, your days may be numbered anyway. How much longer before they use DNA as an identification requirement for everything? Fifty years? Twenty? They're only waiting for the development of a quick test. Where will you all be then? It's only a matter of time."

"So forget it? It’s all over, so just turn yourself in and have done with it?"  

Pierson was not bothering to hide his displeasure. Mulder could understand that, too, but he could do nothing without Pierson’s cooperation. He had been responsible for this predicament; he must make amends somehow. "No,” Mulder said. “Just getting it into perspective. If Smith, or Metellus, or whoever he is pulls this off, you Immortals will be systematically hunted down. And probably that ‘organization’ of yours, too. I’ve made things worse than they needed to be. I’d like your help to find them and stop them before it gets off the ground."

"Now you want absolution. Spare me the self-recriminations. How are you going to do this without giving the game away?"

"I don't know. I'm play …"

"Yeah. You're playing it by ear."

"Unless you can think of anyone else who would be willing to volunteer, you're all I have, my only way to them. Think about it."

“I don’t want ‘a way to them’. I just want to stay out of their way. You want to find them, you do it without me.”

“That’s it? You’d just run away?” Mulder regretted the remark as soon as it was out of his mouth.

“Do I strike you as a coward?” Pierson said. Mulder had overstepped himself.

The conversation was over. Pierson stood and pushed the chair under the counter. “Where am I sleeping?”

Frohike had left a blanket and pillow on the sofa. Pierson took it without a word, but his meaning was clear.

Mulder left him alone.       
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I cannot sleep. And I cannot stay here. Just when I thought it could not possibly get any worse …

How did I let it come to this? What was I thinking? I am reasonably sure that Metellus Pollio does not know who I am; our paths have never crossed that I know of. But I cannot know what that little bitch told him before I killed her. There is no point in regrets now. I made a study of that bastard while I was a Watcher and what I found sickened me. And fascinated me.  Metellus’ appetite for other people’s pain and suffering is boundless. There must be worse things than falling into the hands of a man like that but, offhand, I cannot imagine what that might be. I have hardly been a model of civilized man in my time, but I never reached the heights of sheer evil that Metellus reveled in. My own misdeeds were committed in the throes of a very long-lived psychotic rage that I prefer not to dwell on but I recovered. Metellus has been truly evil since the day he was born.

I can well imagine Metellus now, still pulling the strings, still keeping his own secrets. It is what he does best. Mulder’s theory of a plan to sell the secret of Immortal DNA does have his smell about it, providing he can retain control somehow, of course. That is just his style, although he is playing in a much bigger sandbox this time and it may bury him. I can only hope. And he will have kept his own immortality a deep secret; he delights in knowing things that others do not because knowledge is power and Metellus is all about power – power combined with mind-numbing ruthlessness. At my worst, I was an angel compared to him.  

And Mulder. I am not safe around him; I never was. That was a serious misjudgment and I am likely to pay for it. His misguided meddling has gone too far and I am beginning to dislike him intensely. The sooner I put some distance between us the better.    

***
I slipped out from under the blanket on the ratty old sofa and pulled on my clothes. I made my way to the door but, without windows, the place was black as a coalmine and I had to feel my way, expecting at every step to upset something and bring it crashing to the floor. Once I found the door, I had a new problem; it took me nearly three minutes to undo all the locks and slide bolts going by feel alone. Fully expecting alarms to ring, I pulled the door open enough to let myself out and closed it again. I was pleasantly surprised when all stayed quiet. It was a brief walk to the highway, where I managed to hitch a ride back to Washington. I guess I didn't look too scruffy, although I needed a shave and my clothes looked slept in. Hell, they were slept in.

It was after four when I got out of the taxi at the bus station. I bought a ticket to Key West, Florida, because I have never been there and because it is a short hop in a hired boat or a seaplane to the islands. I am not happy about going into the open sea in anything smaller than an ocean liner but my reluctance to do so before was what landed me in this mess. I was willing to make the sacrifice. Besides, I was not there yet; perhaps something else would present itself in the meantime. I had not wanted to use the credit card but I had no cash left. It was not really an option. The driver who picked me up in Maryland let me off at a downtown bank machine but the price of the ticket exceeded the daily limit. I took out what cash was available anyway. The taxi driver didn’t want to change a twenty and I had no quarters for the station vending machine. The ticket clerk looked sympathetic but showed me the printed notice on the station’s policy on handing out change. I settled for giving the machine an angry kick and went hungry. I stowed the sword in the locker with the rest of my gear to avoid notice and sat down to wait.

The bus wasn't leaving until six and I was hungry. I hadn't slept and I knew I looked like it. If I wanted to avoid leaving an impression on potential witnesses, I needed to clean myself up. I headed back to the locker I'd left my gear in. It is a habit I got into years ago; people take less notice if you are tidy and clean-shaven. A good work-over with a toothbrush would help, along with a clean shirt.

The locker was on the inside aisle of the first row. I inserted the key in the lock and was about to open it when I heard a familiar voice behind me.  

"I've been waiting for you." 

Fuck! I spun round to see Mulder, in an equally disheveled state, holding a gun. That's the trouble with mortals – you can't feel the bastards coming! 

"Haven't we waltzed around this bush before?" I said quietly, and, I hoped, menacingly. I took a step toward Mulder. He narrowed his eyes; he was afraid of me.

"This time he has backup," came another familiar voice from the other side. Christ! 

Agent Scully appeared from behind the row of lockers also aiming a gun at my chest, her arms outstretched, elbows locked. I was trapped. Both of them knew they could kill me with impunity. What had I expected? One of those three fruitcakes probably discovered my absence and called Mulder. I forgot that I told Mulder where my gear was. I was definitely slipping. I felt the anger rise in my chest, anger with Mulder, anger with myself.

"Raise your hands and assume the position against the locker!" Scully ordered.

I stayed where I was, unmoving, weighing my odds. No reason to make it easy. Mulder might hesitate to shoot to kill but she would not.  

"Do as the lady says," Mulder added. “Please.”

"This is not funny," I snapped back. It was no longer a game and I stayed where I was.

"Do it!" Scully yelled. Her determination was obvious; she would pull the trigger and bugger the consequences. I was not walking out of there on my own.

I did it, hands against the metal over my head, feet back and apart.

"Boys!" Scully shouted over her shoulder.

Two large men in bulletproof vests, 'FBI' emblazoned on them in bold white letters, appeared behind Scully. When they reached me, one of them patted me down, finding the Glock. The other whistled in surprise when he took the sword out of the locker. I was done now. The gun was quite enough for an arrest because I had no papers for it. The sword? That should be worth a weapons charge if they wanted to push it and I assumed they did. I was good for a few months for this little lot. Wait until they find out my passport is phony, I thought. I could kill the little bastard with my bare hands. I just might do it yet.

"I'll take those," Mulder said. "Get the rest of his stuff." 

"You son of a bitch!"  

"Adam Pierson," Mulder intoned, “you are under arrest for possession of an unregistered firearm and carrying it across a state line.” I saw the fatigue in his eyes and perhaps sorrow but it only made me angrier. It was entirely too late for regrets. "You have the right to remain silent.” My arms were grabbed and pulled behind me. “You have a right to an attorney. If you do not have an attorney, one can be provided for you.” The handcuffs ratcheted closed around my wrists. “Do you understand these rights as I have explained them to you?”   

I said nothing.  

“You have to answer,” Mulder said.

I glared at him. “Go to hell.”

"Answer!" Scully yelled.

"Yes!"

Hands gripped my arms tightly and pulled me backward, away from Mulder.

“I want him placed on suicide watch,” Mulder said. Bastard! He sounded frightened; he fucking should be. “Feel free to use whatever force is necessary but get him there. He's to be regarded as dangerous."

“You are dead,” I hissed under my breath. I meant it. It would be my pleasure.

Mulder holstered his gun. He was not enjoying this any more than I was. Too fucking bad. He could keep his sympathy.

"I couldn't think of any other safe place," Mulder said to me quietly. "I don't think there's anywhere you can run where they can't find you and it's my fault. I'm sorry."

"What name, Agent Mulder?" the burly agent asked.

Mulder hesitated before answering. "John Doe." 

***
Scully watched the little party exit the bus station toward the waiting cars, Pierson wedged tightly between two agents. Mulder had told her everything when he called to say he thought Pierson was going to run. Since she last saw the Immortal on the plane, she had had time to think about Pierson and what he represented, a hunted, haunted soul and a killer, without remorse and seemingly without conscience, a miracle and an enigma. As she saw it, there were only two possible courses to follow – treat him as the criminal he was accused of being, or let him go and wish him well. Mulder seemed willing to do neither but that resolved nothing. Pierson might not have earned her respect but he had done nothing to warrant her contempt and he did have her compassion. She didn’t think it was misguided.         

When Mulder’s call woke her out of a sound sleep, she had not been prepared to hear his distress but the distress had been for himself, it seemed to her. He told her that when he left Pierson with the Gunmen, he had known the Immortal would run, although he wanted desperately to believe otherwise. He wanted to intercept Pierson at the bus station and just drive. It was an absurd notion. Mulder was adamant – Pierson could not survive without his help. Scully didn’t believe that for a moment, but once Mulder had an idea in his head, no amount of common sense could dislodge it. She had told Mulder that if he could not bring himself to leave it alone, his only other choice was to arrest Pierson. And he had agreed, to her surprise. It bought him time, he said. If it had been up to her, Pierson would have been in a cell right after they landed from Seattle. She still did not understand why Pierson had not simply disappeared the way Robinson had. Nothing much about this made sense. Truth to tell, now, if it were up to her, Pierson would be on that bus.

“Why don’t you go home and get some sleep,” she said. “You look like shit.”

“I want to know he’s okay,” Mulder replied, rubbing his face with his hand. 

“Mulder, go home. You can’t do anything for him right now. He’ll be safe enough and he can rest until we decide what to do next. Come to work when you’ve had enough sleep.” Scully sighed. He meant well. She could not fault him for that.  

“Yeah. I could use a shower.” He looked decidedly unhappy.

“Mulder?”

“Yeah?”

“It was the right thing to do. He’s not your friend. He’d kill you if you got in his way.”

“I don’t believe that.” He turned toward her. He had looked like that the morning she retrieved him from the airfield in Idaho after his night spent chasing UFO’s had turned sour – dirty, disheveled, dazed, confused. Why could nothing ever be simple for him? Why did he always have to make such heavy weather of something so straightforward as arresting a confessed killer? He would sleep better.

“I don’t have a problem with it,” she said. “I don’t think Skinner will either. The weapons charge will stick. He brought it over a state line; that makes it our business.”

He scowled at her. “I’m the one who brought it over the state line,” he said angrily. “I just betrayed him.”

“He probably had it with him in New York before he went to the Cascades. That’s a whole lot of state lines. I know you have a problem with his being in prison long enough for them to find out he doesn’t age. We’ve discussed that. This is enough to put him behind bars and out of harm’s way for a couple of years, not long enough for anyone to get suspicious. It’s a solution. I’ll do the paperwork myself; I’ll get him a lawyer today. Will that make you happy?”

He squinted into the street, avoiding her look. “No, it will not make me happy. This isn’t the way I thought it would end. And I’m not convinced he’ll be any safer in prison.”

“How did you think it would end? The two of you were going to do battle with the evil John Smith and set the world straight? Wake up and smell the roses, Mulder. He was always going to run out on you the first chance he got. Why do you find that so hard to believe? Count yourself lucky you’re still breathing.” 

He still refused to look at her. "He’s not going to prison. I will admit that I planted the gun on him if that’s what it takes, but he is not going to prison! That is not what we agreed. This was just to get him into protective custody. We didn’t have grounds otherwise. You agreed.”

He was right; she had agreed. And she had had second thoughts. “What are you going to tell Skinner when he asks why we just let him go after arresting him on a valid charge in front of witnesses? MacIntyre will swear he took the gun off him. It’s a little late to change your mind now.”

“He can’t go to prison, Scully!” He looked as desperate as he sounded.   

She sighed and shook her head. “I‘m going to follow them in. He’s not going to be easy to handle. Go home.”

Mulder shook his head wearily. “No, I don’t expect he is. I don’t like this. I told him I’d protect him.”

“This is the best protection you could give him. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

He nodded sadly and left without another word.

She watched him go as she headed for her own car. Mulder was more of a problem than Pierson could ever be.   

***
I hate being manhandled! The last man who laid hands on me did not outlive the experience. I wrenched my head away from the agent 'helping' me into the back seat of the waiting car; if I could have done worse, I would have. I swear I will kill Mulder, that irritating little bastard! The drive to the FBI building was short but it was long enough for me to vent my rage and frustration and I did not bother to restrict myself to English. I am still so angry that I cannot even think in English. If the agents did not believe Mulder's story of their prisoner's being a 'whacko' when they picked me up, they believed it by the end of the trip. I do not give a damn what they thought and it gave me a measure of satisfaction. There is only so much rage one can indulge in with one’s hands bound behind one’s back. They would be very unhappy to know what I was saying about their mothers, their morals and their manhood. It was easy; I let my anger feed on thoughts of what I will do to that meddling son of a bitch I get my hands on him.

When they got me into the building, I struggled. I could not help myself. Freeing myself was impossible, but I will not tolerate the outrage of hands laid on me like that, being held and shoved, bound and led. I spared no thought for the civilized veneer of Adam Pierson; what does that matter now? Adam Pierson is dead. With a vicious Immortal like Metellus hunting me, staying alive means staying in control, being free; I cannot be here, cannot be behind locked doors. Mulder knows that. I will bet it was that redhead partner of his who put him up to it. He does not have the guts but she does and I have to admire her for that. It would have been awkward for her if she had shot me at the bus station. But she would have done it. And I doubt she would have regretted it. She has the brass that one. I must remember to stay out of her way.

But desperation breeds desperate measures. When those elevator doors opened on the cell level, one of the agents placed a large hand in my back and pushed. And I lost it. It was the last straw and I exploded. I still feel that rage. I let out a battle yell Kronos would have been proud of, smashed my head into that one agent's face and brought my knee up sharply into the groin of the other. They both howled and let me go. That must have been a shock. I am a lot stronger than I look. I leaned on the elevator button but before the doors closed, a black-booted foot shoved itself between them and they opened again. A body hurled itself at me, knocked me backwards onto the floor of the elevator car. I kicked him in the belly as hard as I could. He will feel that for a long time. I failed to get the damned handcuffs over my feet before something smashed into my head and knocked me down. I suspect someone used something harder than his fist. It certainly felt harder than a fist. Then somebody grabbed my feet and pulled me bodily out of the elevator. It was all down hill from there.

I vaguely heard the other elevator door open and Agent Scully’s voice yelling orders, but by that time, I was well out of it. I'd been a little stressed lately. I had no idea what she was saying but for a little thing, she throws a lot of weight. It gave me a chance to twist myself onto my knees and get up. I rammed my shoulder into the nearest man left standing, yelling at the top of my lungs. The adrenaline was running, the old fury was out of its cage. It was like riding the crest of a wave, letting that rage out, the thrill of the blood roaring in my ears, the joy of the uncaged, untamed spirit, free of the constraints of civilization, even of sanity, if only for the space of mere seconds. It was worth it. The wildness in my soul called to me and I heeded it.

Now they will charge me with assault as well but I really do not give a damn. I have bested worse than they in an afternoon in the arena when my life was at stake and my chances of survival a good deal slimmer. They are nothing.

It took another five minutes to subdue me. The outcome was inevitable but I fought anyway, fought until there was nothing left, until the rage was drained. Joe would call me a fool and perhaps he would be right. Sometimes I cannot help myself. I am my own worst enemy when I am like that. As they dragged me into the cell, still handcuffed, I spat in their faces. Which is probably the real reason I am now lying here in restraints with a two-hundred-pound gorilla keeping me company. I do not know what I was clobbered with but I went down like a sack of coal and the lights went out and my head is still screaming at me. When I woke up again, I was lying on this bunk, flat on my back unable to move and the gorilla was sitting there, dozing in that chair, just the way he is now. I wonder if this was her idea. She knows I will let them kill me and she cannot tell them the real reason she has ordered this. If it were not for that, they would simply have shoved me through the door and left me to stew. I have been under suicide watch before and she has done it up proud. They are sticklers for procedure in this country, which strikes me as funny. I am hardly in a position to sue if anyone violates my ‘rights’.

I do not know why I do this to myself.

‘Do not go gentle into that good night; rage, rage against the dying of the light.’ 

It is as good a reason as any.
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10:16 AM EDT    

Mulder was feeling sour as he pushed open the door to the corridor along which the holding cells were ranged on either side. They were closed rooms, offering privacy along with the bare essentials but nothing more. Each door had a window with a sliding cover across it to allow the guard to peer in occasionally. He had hoped fervently that it would not come down to this but it had been foolish to expect Pierson not to make a run for it. When Scully suggested arresting him on a weapons charge, he hadn’t thought it through. He’d grabbed at it as a way of keeping Pierson within reach. And safe. Now he had serious doubts about the wisdom of that little idea. Now he was going to have to write a report to Skinner, who was going to want to know who he had in his cells. And he’d already lied to Skinner once.

Agent Harris was seated at a small table halfway down the hallway, engrossed in a novel. At Mulder's approach, he put the book down and greeted him in his usual, cheerful manner.

Mulder liked Harris, a steady, reliable man, meticulous and loyal. "Hey, Ted," Mulder said. "How's our guest?"

"He was some pissed with you, Mulder. According to the night shift, he went crazy, screaming in some language nobody could understand. Your name came up. I’d stay out of his way for a while if I were you. They had a hell of a time getting him calmed down. Kneed MacIntyre in the groin and bloodied Johnson's nose with his head. Somebody knocked him out but nobody’s claiming responsibility. Agent Scully had him put in restraints so MacIntyre could stay with him in the cell. Nobody wanted to sit with him otherwise."

Shit. Still … maybe that was wise. "He's a little upset,” Mulder conceded. “Somebody wants him dead. That would certainly upset me."

"They had to keep the cuffs on to handle him. You told them to use whatever force was necessary; I guess they weren’t shy about it. They couldn't take his belt and shoe laces until then. Took three of them to hold him down but he's sleeping like a baby now."

"Okay. I'll come back later. I just wanted to check on him. When he wakes up, don't go in by yourself for any reason."

“He won’t be waking up for a while,” Harris said. He seemed embarrassed about something.

“How so?” Mulder asked, puzzled. Harris didn’t embarrass easily.

“He was okay at first, just really upset, you know?” Harris hesitated. “I’ve seen it happen like that before.”

“And…?”  Mulder prompted.

“He was quiet for a while but then he starts howling.”

“And…?”

“MacIntyre comes running out of the cell saying the guy was freaking out. Said he was trying to break out of the restraints, screaming like the hobs of hell were after him. Figured he was having some kind of attack.”

 “He could have been faking it. What aren’t you telling me?”

Harris sighed. Something was making him very uncomfortable. “He was really freaking, like he’d seen a ghost or something. He was terrified. That happens sometimes too, you know.  Some people just lose it when you get ‘em into the cells. Especially in restraints. That would be enough to freak me out.”

“Harris…!” 

“They followed standard procedure, called upstairs and Agent Scully came down. We thought for sure he was going to hurt himself. Anyway, she gives him a shot and he quiets right down.”

“Scully?” Now he understood why Harris was embarrassed. Damn it! Pierson was his case, whatever Scully felt. “What did she give him?”

"The log says Haloperidol."

"Haldol? That stuff's an anti-psychotic and about as strong as it gets. No wonder he's asleep. He'll be out all day. Was he that violent?"

"Screamed the place down. Is he really suicidal?"

"Count on it. He’s tried it before."

"I believe it."

"Who’s on shift with him in there with him now?”

“Some new guy. Better him than me. I don’t like being in there with them.”

“New guy?”

“Yeah, just started about a month ago, he says. He actually asked for this assignment.  Takes all kinds.”

Concerned, Mulder went to the door and slid back the window cover. The ‘new guy’, probably some eager beaver straight out of Quantico, gave him a cheerful wave. Pierson was on his back, restrained at the wrists, ankles, chest and hips. His eyes were closed. Someone had at least had the decency to cover him with a blanket.
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10:42 AM

A very angry Mulder stormed into Scully’s office, startling her and she slopped her coffee over the papers she had been reading.

"Mulder!" she protested. This was all she needed.

“What’s going on, Scully?” he shouted.

"So … how is our friend?" Scully asked, ignoring him and sopping up the mess with a wad of tissues. “What did Harris tell you?”

"He told me about the Haldol."

Scully continued to dump soggy Kleenex into the wastebasket. She had hoped to put this off until she had more answers. "You can keep your voice down. He was having a severe psychotic episode,” she said. “That was obvious even to me. I’m getting a second opinion. Agent Markowitz is going to take a look at him." She took her mug to the coffee maker and poured herself a fresh cup. “I know you don’t like Markowitz but he’s a competent psychiatrist. Do you want some coffee?”

As she expected, he ignored the offer. “That’s just great. What is he going to tell a psychiatrist? And why the Haldol?” he insisted.

Scully took her mug to the desk and sat down. He was exasperated but he could save it. She had acted in good faith and didn't have to explain herself to him. “He was exhibiting symptoms of a full-blown paranoid breakdown,” she said patiently. “I presume it was being taken into custody that set him off. You’re the one who’s spent time with him; you know him better than I do. He struck me as having a marked paranoid streak and being put in a cell doesn't help when you think every other person around you wants to slice your head off."  

“What was he like when he first got here?” Mulder sank into the other chair but his expression didn’t change. Scully was not moved. If he wanted to sulk, that was his problem.

“He fought,” Scully said, watching the coffee swirl in the mug. “According to MacIntyre and Johnson’s report, he kicked up holy hell as soon as they got him into the car, and most of it wasn’t in English. By the time I got there, he was getting the shit beaten out of him. They got him into the cell but they had a hard time doing it. I hoped you could talk to him once he calmed down.” She drank some of the coffee. It had worried her at the time; it worried her even more now. Perhaps she should have seen it then. “He didn’t seem irrational, just angry.”

Mulder was not mollified. “If he wasn’t irrational, why the Haldol, Scully? Come on!” 

Scully sighed. “I don’t have to justify a professional judgment call to you.”

“He’s my case.”

“He’s now my patient.” They glared at each other until Mulder backed down. “When they called me, it sounded like more of the same, but when I got there, he was different.” She regretted what they had had to do but Pierson had given them no alternative.

“How ‘different’?”

“He was scared out of his mind and screaming that ‘they’ were coming for him. I gave him the shot. I’ll swear he didn’t know me. He snapped, Mulder! It’s not so hard to understand, given what we know about him. What we put him through.” That was part of it, she thought.

“You lost me.” He still sounded angry. “He has reason to be scared. Why use a drug like Haldol? It’s vicious stuff. How did you get it?”  

She sighed. “I requisitioned some several months ago. I still had it. It’s the drug of choice for emergency treatment of acute mania.” She had, in fact, requisitioned it for possible use on Mulder himself on one of their earlier cases when she had been less than sanguine about Mulder’s state of mind. She still didn’t see him as the most stable individual on the block. She hadn’t needed it but she would never tell him about it. “Before, he was just really angry. This time …  I don’t know. He’d lost it. He kills to stay alive; he’s being hunted, for God’s sake! How stable would that make anyone? He was raving, probably hallucinating, violent. Textbook case. He wasn’t really seeing me. I don’t know if he knew where he was. He just kept screaming. I did it to help him. Is that so hard to understand?” Now she was angry. He had dumped this in her lap and now he was pissed off with the way she was handling it. He could stuff that! What she saw had been heart-rending and she had gone with it. If Pierson was faking it, he was very, very good. And maybe that alone meant that he was insane or had been at one time – could you fake madness without having made its acquaintance? The terror had been real enough, regardless of what had set him off. She stuck by her call and to hell with Mulder’s disapproval.

“Was there anyone there, anyone who wasn’t supposed to be there?” His concern sounded genuine. He was fence-mending.

“No,” she said, willing to do her part. “I didn’t see anyone, anyway. Why? Who do you think was there?”

"Something went wrong last night," Mulder went on. "Pierson isn't fool enough to fight when he knows he can't win. He's much too controlled for that."

"It's the controlled ones who snap the quickest. He strikes me as someone who only feels safe when he's miles from anyone. He wasn’t all that controlled when we took him into custody this morning. He looked as if he wanted to kill something, mostly you."

"Something set him off and you’ve fixed it so I can't ask him. Maybe he sensed another Immortal."

"So they're psychic now, too?" Now what? She was fed up with being told only half-truths. "Next you'll claim he has private audiences with the Virgin Mary every second Tuesday."

Mulder hesitated. There was something more he hadn’t told her. She could see it in his face. "They can sense each other,” he said. “He knew Smith was outside my apartment and he says Smith could sense him."

Scully sat back in her chair and stared at Mulder. She hated it when he did this. "Smith is an Immortal. When were you planning on telling me this?"

He looked embarrassed. "I just did," he said.

"Thank you so much for trusting me."

"I’m sorry, okay? What more can I say?" He sounded irritated.

Scully was in no mood to feel sympathetic. “You think Smith was there? He may be able to get into our personnel files and bribe our landlords to get into our apartments but that’s a highly restricted area down there, Mulder. He’s not that powerful. You always do this. Smith is not the bogey man.”

“Pierson told me that he can feel them fifty yards away. Smith was at least that far away outside my apartment. He could have been close enough for Pierson to sense him.”

"Now you're sounding paranoid, Mulder," Scully said. "Smith doesn't have clearance and the cells are off limits to just about everybody. He can't pass through walls, Immortal or not. Pierson just lost it; it makes sense to me. I went with what I saw.”    

Mulder sighed. Was he wishing she would just shut up? "They can sense each other right through walls,” he said. “I think Smith was there. It’s the only explanation I can think of. Or he was faking it. In the meantime, we have one Immortal in custody who isn't going to be coherent any time in the next few hours and another one who seems to have the run of the FBI any time he chooses."

 Scully shook her head sadly. “You knew all this and you didn’t see fit to tell me? You left me in charge of Pierson without giving me the full story and now you’re pissed off with me for doing what I saw as necessary? How am I supposed to act in everyone’s best interests without knowing all the facts, Mulder? How am I supposed to do my job?”

“I’m sorry. I just didn’t think Pierson would want everyone to know.”

“No. You just didn’t think.”

It was an awkward moment. She was tired; he was worried. “Markowitz is coming this afternoon. He might want to move him to St. Elizabeth’s.”

“Geez, Scully! Call him off. Pierson is faking it.”

“It’s a maximum security facility, Mulder. He’ll be safe there and they can look after him better than we can. And I don’t believe he was faking it. I think it’s where he belongs. Let Markowitz decide. Why would he do that, anyway?”

“Because it’s easier to break out of a hospital than it is to get out of here, Scully. All he has to do is be a model patient until they drop their guard and he’s history. Although he probably didn’t plan on being shot full of Haldol.”

“I still think he just lost it. He’s not a model of sanity on a good day. I’d have a few bats in my belfry if I lived the way he does.”

Mulder sighed. “I don’t buy it.”

“I don’t care if you ‘buy it’.  As of this morning, he’s my patient. By the way, Skinner is on the warpath and looking for you."

"Oh, crap! What does he want?"

"He wants to know who the John Doe is and why he's in our custody and not entertaining the police."

"What did you tell him?"

"That our John Doe refused to identify himself, was suicidal and probably paranoid. What was I supposed to tell him?"

"What did he say to that?"

"He suggested St. Elizabeth's."

"What did you say?"

"That I thought that keeping him in our custody was justified in view of the facts. I didn’t elaborate.”

“We’ll have to tell him something.”

“Possession of an unregistered firearm brought from out of state is a Federal offence. It’ll work for him. It’s up to you if you want to tell him something else, but it works for me. What are you going to do now?”

“I’m going back down to check on John Doe. I’ll warn Harris to watch for our Mr. Smith.”

“I’ll call you when Markowitz gets here.”
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“Hey, Ted.”

“Back so soon, Agent Mulder? How’d it go with Agent Scully?”

Mulder felt a little sheepish. “Was it that obvious?”

Harris laughed. “You were a little pissed when you left here.”

“I had reason. How’s he doing?”

“He looked fine. It was the right thing to do.”

“What was?”

Harris frowned. “They came for him just after you left.”

“Who came for him?”

“The medics from St. Elizabeth’s.”

Mulder was silent. Of all the…! Scully had never acted behind his back before. This was too much. “You have a work order?”

“Of course.” He shoved the papers toward Mulder.

Mulder scanned them quickly. Everything appeared to be in order. And there was Scully’s signature. “How long ago?” he demanded angrily. 

“Maybe fifteen minutes, not more.”

“Did the new guy go with them?”

“No. Probably back at his usual job, whatever that is.”

“Did he sign out?”

“Sure.” Harris turned the log around and shoved it toward Mulder. The last person to sign out had left a very indistinct signature. Mulder couldn’t read it. “Do you know what section he’s in?”

“Nah. He didn’t say. Nice enough."

Mulder took off at a run, taking the papers with him.

“Hey!” Harris called after him, “Agent Mulder! I need those!” Mulder ignored him.

He stopped long enough to grab his jacket before heading to the underground parking lot.  He would have Scully’s ass for this. Pierson was his case. He got into his car and slammed the door. Once into the street, he snatched up his cell phone and pressed Scully’s office number. Pick up, Scully!
“Agent Dana Scully.”

“Scully, what the hell are you pulling off?” He braked hard when the taillights of the car ahead lit up. He hadn’t noticed the red light.

“What are you talking about?” 

“You know damned well what I’m talking about,” he yelled. God, this light was a long one. “Why didn’t you tell me you’d signed a transfer order for Pierson? “ The light changed.

“What?” She sounded genuinely surprised. “I didn’t sign anything. Where are you?”

“I have the papers, Scully.” The driver ahead appeared to be watching for street numbers.  Tourists. Impatient, he changed lanes and accelerated. “Harris gave them to me.”

“I still did not sign anything. What are you talking about?”

She didn’t know. A blast from a horn behind him startled him. “They took him to St. Elizabeth’s. You’re telling me you don’t know about that?”

“Mulder, that was not my signature. I didn’t order a transfer and Markowitz hasn’t been here.”

Shit! Could Smith have arranged this? He was beginning to understand Pierson’s desperate bid to disappear with a man like that on his tail. For the moment, it seemed Smith had the upper hand. He kept this new idea to himself; he was not in a mood to be told that he was jumping to conclusions. He just didn’t see any other possible conclusions. “I’m on my way there. He’ll probably be there by now. If he’s there at all. I’ll call you later.” He’d apologize when the time was right; he had other things on his mind right now.

The traffic was unusually clogged and Mulder's patience was wearing thin. It was a warm day. He rolled down the window while the line of cars crawled to the next traffic light. Now closer to the problem, Mulder could see flashing lights ahead, probably a traffic accident. It was a bad one, judging by the snarl-up. When he was close enough to see more, his heart sank. He pulled over and walked the rest of the way to the intersection.

An ambulance lay on its side. It had evidently turned over in the middle of the intersection and its momentum had slid it over fifty yards before it came to rest against a street lamp. Service vehicles now blocked the intersection and city police were directing traffic around them. Mulder presented his credentials to the officer who appeared to be in charge, a harried-looking man in his thirties.

"Special Agent Fox Mulder, FBI."

"This isn't an FBI matter, Agent Mulder. It's a traffic accident. Now, if you'll just step aside, I can get on with my job here."

"I'm sorry to be in your way, officer, but it may be that this is an FBI matter. Do you know who the patient being transported was?"

"No. You'll have to ask that man over there. He's the surviving attendant."

Mulder walked to where the man indicated was sitting at the back of an ambulance, being treated for a head wound and other assorted cuts and abrasions and spoke to the paramedic.

"Can he talk to me?"

"Sorry, but this man probably has a concussion. Why don’t you ask the cop who was riding with them. He’s over there." And he pointed to a police cruiser parked at the curb. The rear door was open and a policeman sat on the back seat, his feet on the ground. There was a streak of blood on his face and his arm was in a sling. Mulder walked over.

“Officer? You feel up to talking to me?”

"Depends on who you are."

"I'm not a reporter. Special Agent Fox Mulder, FBI."

“Sure.”

"What happened?"

"I didn’t see it all. I was in the passenger seat in the back. The seat belt probably saved my life. The driver yelled and I felt us brake, then we swerved, seemed to spin. Then there was a huge crash from the front and we rolled. Next thing, I'm upside down with blood in my eyes."

"You didn’t see the car that hit you?”

"No. Sorry. I guess it took off."

"Where were you going?"

"Taking this nut to St. Elizabeth's. He was strapped down and out cold, drugged to the eyeballs. I guess he survived. I didn’t get a look at him. Come to think of it, we picked him up at the FBI."

"What happened to him?"

"Another ambulance came and got him."

"You're sure it was an ambulance?"

"What else would it be? I didn't hear a siren, though." He managed a laugh. "I thought they were going to treat the attendant first, but they didn't even check us over. They just unloaded the guy and took off. They were here in, like, maybe a minute and a half. Less, maybe."

"What ambulance service was it?"

"I didn't see anything, Agent. Ask those guys." He indicated an attendant from a second ambulance that had just finished loading the dead driver. Mulder thanked him and approached the other ambulance.

"Any of you see who picked up the original patient?"

"No. He was already gone by the time we got here. We thought they didn't have anyone until the attendant told us and we looked at the transfer order. It was a John Doe going to St. Elizabeth's."

"Yeah," said Mulder. "I know. Thanks."

Mulder walked to the crashed ambulance, surveying the ground around it. He stood where he reckoned a second ambulance would have stopped while it unloaded Pierson, studying the road surface carefully. He needed something, anything; there had to be something. He was down to outright desperation. After nearly ten minutes of close scrutiny of the area, he noticed what he thought was a discoloration in the asphalt. When he bent down for a closer look, it turned out to be grains of sand, probably from a wheel well. On the off-chance that it might be something of importance, he fished an envelope from his pocket and swept as much of the sand as he could into it. It amounted to less than half a teaspoonful.  

***
Scully snatched up the ringing phone. “Mulder?”

“Yeah, it’s me,” came the sound of a weary voice on the other end. “We’re too late, Scully.

“What’s too late?”  

“They grabbed him. He’s gone.”

“‘Gone’? He should be at the hospital by now.”

“The ambulance was in an accident that I’m pretty sure was staged. And he’s gone.”   

Gone?

“They took him, Scully. I’m at the scene now. It was very well planned.” 

Scully could think of nothing to say. She should have left things alone.

“Scully?”

“I’m here.”

“You okay?”

“I don’t know what to say. I am so sorry, Mulder.”

A pause. “You did what you thought best.”  

Had she? Had she really done what she thought best? "I can check with the hospital," she said, hoping she sounded sympathetic, feeling helpless.

"Yeah, I suppose so." There was a pause. "We both know he won't be there. I blew it."

“We both blew it, Mulder. You did what you thought was right.” Why didn’t she believe that?

“Fat lot of good that did me. Or him.” He sounded defeated.

“Are you coming back here?”

“I’m going to Quantico first.“ 

She sighed. “Okay. I’ll see you when you get back.”  

She hung up and held her forehead in her hands. What had she done? When she first heard about Pierson, it had been so simple. He was a killer; he belonged behind bars. When she met him, black and white had become shades of gray, like some kind of Stockholm Syndrome. He became real and the lines blurred. When Mulder called in the night, frantic with worry, her concern was for him first and Pierson only a distant second. It had seemed so easy then. It was so easy to think that she would have acted differently if she had known about Smith but it was too late now. She had allowed concern for Mulder to preclude rational judgment.

She should have told Mulder to drop it, get a life, whatever it took. But she had not. She should have refused to become involved. But she had not. 

She should have let Pierson get on that bus.

But she had not.    
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QUANTICO LABS, MACLEAN, VA

1:46 PM 

Mulder liked Agent Ramirez. He was a true oddball, a genuine, down home nerd with a penchant for talking the hind leg off a donkey whenever the opportunity presented itself. Soil samples were Agent Ramirez' specialty. Ramirez was one of those strange people who inhabit labs as if they were summer residences, never leaving if he could help it and finding endless fascination and entertainment in the esoterica of dirt. Obsession with minute niches within the scientific realm was a family trait. He once told Mulder that his uncle was one of only two people in the world interested in diatomic molecular stellar spectra, but then, the world only needed two of those, one in the northern hemisphere and one in the southern. Between them, they had the universe pretty much covered.  

When Mulder walked in, Ramirez was just finishing some kind of test and he did what he always did in such cases. He ignored his visitor until he was done. Mulder felt free to watch over his shoulder because Ramirez loved nothing better than an audience and a happy nerd was a cooperative one. When a blue color appeared on the little piece of paper he was holding, Ramirez finally looked up from his work.  

"Oh. It's you," he said, as if he saw Mulder every day and twice on Thursdays. It had actually been over six months, but Ramirez had that kind of memory. "What have you got that can't wait until next Christmas?"

"You're busy?"

"Understatement. Lunch?"

"Had some."  

Mulder pulled the envelope from his pocket and gave it to the technician. Ramirez opened it and looked inside, then poured the contents into a Petri dish and gave Mulder a quizzical look.

"I picked it up at the scene of a traffic accident. I'd like to know where it came from."

"Do you have the proper paperwork?" Ramirez asked, pulling a brown paper bag out of the refrigerator.

"Paperwork. Er, no. I just hoped you might, um, …"

"You hoped I might just shove it under a microscope and tell you off the top of my head where on the face of this planet this little pile of silica was ground down to a powder and in which geological epoch." He sat on his favorite stool and took a sandwich out of the bag.

"Something like that, I guess." Mulder smiled. It was asking a lot, he realized, but he also knew that Ramirez was a lot more obliging than he sounded. Like all scientists, he loved nothing better than to show off his knowledge, which was considerable, and, with the right amount of flattery and wheedling, he would, in fact, shove it under a microscope and tell Mulder what he needed to know.  

"Sure you won't have a sandwich?"

Mulder eyed the mysterious brown smear between the slices of bread and declined the offer.

"Will it do any good to tell you to come back later?" Ramirez asked between bites.

"I'll wait. I want it looked at by the best. It's important. I'm looking for a kidnap victim and time is kinda short."

"Why didn't you say so?" Ramirez popped the top off a can of Coke and washed the sandwich down. Then he set lunch aside and took the sample to the microscope.

"Sand is a composite, you know," he said, adjusting the eyepiece. "Quartz, silica, mineral grains between 0.2 millimeters and 2 millimeters in diameter. Mostly quartz." He was silent for a few seconds while he studied the contents of the dish. "Yeah, this looks normal for this area. Of course, I'm talking Atlantic Ocean. I don't mean that Washington has its own kind of sand but the stuff gets tracked in by vehicles from the coast. No coral residue that I can see. No diatoms. Love diatoms; really gorgeous little pieces of calcareous architecture."

Mulder shuffled from one foot to the other. He had long ago learned that it was unwise to interrupt the lecture that always went with the favor. It was the price of doing business.  

"Oh, here's something," Ramirez said, bringing Mulder's interest back into focus. "There's some biological material, plant cells." He looked away from the eyepiece, searching the countertop for something. Spotting what he wanted, he indicated a plastic bottle with a sharply-angled tip.

"Hand me that, would you?  It's just distilled water."

Mulder obliged. Ramirez squirted the dish with the water and refocused to a greater magnification.

"That's better. Don't see this away from the coast, though."

"What?"

"You swept this up from the roadway?"

"Yeah, downtown."

"Mm. Yep." Ramirez clicked his tongue while Mulder waited as patiently as he could. "Okay." He sat back and faced Mulder, a self-satisfied grin on his intelligent face. "Chesapeake Bay. That'll be five bucks."

Mulder sighed. "Can you be a little more specific?"

"Actually," he said, smugly, "I can." And waggled his eyebrows. "There are some desiccated cells of a very specific type of plant which actually requires salt. Easy to spot. Very thick cell walls, large vacuoles, only grows in salt marshes, tidal basins. There isn't enough material to nail down the species but there aren't that many anyway. The genus is native to the Chesapeake Bay, mostly on the Maryland side but there's roughly a twenty-mile section on the Virginia side as well. I can show you on a map. And I was only kidding about the five bucks."
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HEADQUARTERS OF THE LONE GUNMEN

MARYLAND, 5:54 PM 

"Scully told us about your friend," Frohike said as he ushered Mulder inside. "Too bad he went off his head, but he was a little … you know …" and he made circles around one ear with a forefinger.

"Frohike," Mulder said, "you are a little … you know …" and he repeated the gesture.  "And nobody's after your ass, cute as I'm sure it is."

"Cute as a bug's ear," Frohike replied, unruffled. "What can we three geniuses and men of the world do for you this time, O Strange One?"

"Got some easy stuff for you. Do you handle easy stuff as well?"

"Smart ass. Am I right in assuming we are looking for the nut?"

Mulder followed Frohike into the room they had occupied the night he had brought Pierson to visit, which, Mulder reflected, had been only the evening before. Somehow, it felt much longer. Langly and Byers were cleaning up after whatever had been supper. Mulder accepted Byers' offer of coffee.

"What's the scoop?" Langly asked.

Mulder looked at the three earnest faces waiting on his every word. It was uncomfortable, being an idol. He coughed and drank some coffee.

"It's just an idea."

"Shoot!"  

"I don't have any real leads."

"We can work with that."

"We're looking for a needle in a haystack here."

"Yep. That's what we figured."

"So, I thought we'd start with something easy."

"No task too big for us."

"I want you to look for a body."

"Anyone in particular?"

"No identity. Sorry."

"This is something easy?"

"It's headless."

“What is?”

“The body.”

"That's a start. Can't be too many of them."

"It was in Seattle."

"Was."

"Yeah."

"Anything else?"

"It was shipped somewhere."

"You know where?"

"Nope."

"Who killed him. Her?"

"Him. I think."

"So, who did the deed?"

"Pierson."

"Cut his head off?"

"Yep."

"With a sword?"

"Yep."

"Oh, yuck!"

"Think you can find him?"

"We can try!"

"Look, if you don't want to, just say so."

"We'll do it, we'll do it."

Part 6

1

SOMEWHERE IN VIRGINIA

"It's time, Adam." 

***
Beautiful face turns toward me. I kiss her … her lips turn to flame, burn me.

White columns, garden, sunlight … water.

Cannot move.

She touches me … touch like ants walking on ground glass … Flames burst from my skin.

I am screaming … pain overwhelms me.

Voice calling me … fills me with dread. So hot!

Buzzing in my head … like high tension wires, cicadas’ electric singing … the sound of heat.

So much light.

***
"Wake up, Adam. There's a good lad. You have been dreaming."

Quintus Metellus Pollio was well aware of the power of the voice. In his experience, the mind of the victim clung gratefully to the sound of gentleness, the rhythm of concern. A soft tone soothed the unquiet mind, encouraged … cooperation. He had had much success in the past by keeping his voice full of gentle concern. "The rapid eye movement stopped a few minutes ago. Wake up."

***
Someone speaking to me … cannot see who … don’t understand. Dreaming? Cannot tell. 

 Must wake up … forgotten how. Voice wraps me round… like a shroud. Frightens me; don't know why. Like hearing through water.  

Belly hurts …  head drumming behind my eyes. Going to throw up. 

Was in a garden -- where did it go? Awful dream.

***
"It will just take a little while longer now. Just a while longer." Metellus stood patiently by the head of the bed. Patience was the key and there was always time. Time was his ally. He stroked the angular face gently, lovingly. It gave him so much pleasure, this intimate time before the storm. This one was special, different, an unknown quantity. Excitement had become a rare commodity in his existence, an eternity spent among lesser beings. They were so fragile, so predictable, so … disappointing.  

"You are going through withdrawal, much the same as addicts feel when they come down from heroine, or so they tell me."  

***
What is that language? Think I’m supposed to understand. What does it want?

Mouth feels awful … must have water.

Must wake up.

Been drugged … don’t remember anything.

***
Metellus was fascinated by the possibility of drugs. They were so subtle. He had embraced this opportunity to test their effects on fast-healing tissues. He smiled to himself. If they only knew. The first time they tried it, it had stopped Pierson’s heart, which caused a stir. They had that little problem worked out now. They were really learning quite a lot. It was very satisfying. “The last drug combination seems to have upset your nervous system and your body temperature is out of control. I know you can hear me. Come on, now, Adam. Wake up.”

It mattered not one whit what he said. The voice was everything. “I am looking forward to getting to know you. Adam. That’s not your real name, of course. Come on, now. Open your eyes.”

He took the damp towel from the basin beside the bed and wiped Pierson’s brow. He had done this many times over the past few days. He always took a personal interest in his subjects but this particular man pleased him exceptionally.  

***
The voice is like insects droning… so hot! 

I’m not dreaming, not really awake.

Feel so awful.

I want that voice to go away so I can think. What is he saying?

What’s happening?

I am awake … was dreaming …  hallucinating?

The voice is still there, gentle, soothing, loving. I must resist… must resist.

Oh! Blessed coolness! Gentle hand … tenderness. Fills me with dread. Buzzing is quieting, nausea is less … I am grateful. Why does that worry me? The voice drones on, the tones soothing, caring.

I am sweating, Somewhere I can hear moving air. 

Breathe. In. Out. In.

I remember the dream clearly …  think it was a dream … the white bird came back, wheeling in the sky, graceful and glistening … floated toward me, so graceful, settled beside me in that non-place … it sang to me, a sweet song full of colors … touched my skin with its wings; I felt love. Strange. Birds do not sing … lovely thing.

I am drifting … consciousness flickers on and off. Must hang on.

Need to open my eyes … concentrate.

I am sick.

***
Metellus smiled as Pierson opened his eyes. The stark brightness of the overhead light made him wince and he closed them again.

"Good. That’s very good.” In the bright light, Pierson would probably not be able to see the face behind the voice yet, just a shadow, featureless, blurred about the edges, the head silhouetted by the light directly behind it. "Your eyes will be very sensitive to light but that can't be helped. I apologize for the less than comfortable surroundings, although I am sure you understand the problem. It is a practical matter."

Pierson tried to move his head to one side. It would take a few minutes to realize that movement was impossible. Metellus thought briefly of inviting the scientist in charge of developing the immobilization drug to watch Pierson’s progress but decided against it. There would be time enough for that. Metellus knew what to expect -- the distressing auditory effects would be almost gone by now but his skin would still crawl miserably, as if prickled with a million tiny needles. Even the sheet would lie heavily over him like hot sandpaper if the effects reported by previous…volunteers… were anything to go on. He saw no reason not to trust them. Metellus saw beads of sweat dribble into Pierson’s eyes. Through the stew of confused sensations, Pierson’s mind was undoubtedly trying to tell him that the owner of the voice was an Immortal. Further rational thought would still elude him for the moment. It was an ideal state for rendering the subject pliable … cooperative. Metellus smiled. This new experimental field was completely suitable to his purposes.

Everything was set up for long-term immobilization. They were still learning. The uses of such a drug were many and the Corporation was most eager to pay any price. This subject was likely to be here some time. He lay naked on a standard hospital bed with a single white, cotton sheet over him. Plastic tubes led from an IV stand to Pierson’s right through a meter into a needle driven into the back of his motionless right hand and held down with colorless tape. About a foot up the line from his hand, there was a shunt through which drugs could be administered at will. Saline and glucose dripped steadily into the prominent veins as the meter clicked quietly. A tube led under the sheet and over the right thigh. There were no restraints; they were not needed. There were also no drapes around the bed; privacy was not an issue. There were no windows to the room, nothing that would suggest to Pierson how long he had been there should he waken enough to notice such things. Metellus had kept Pierson’s immortality a closed matter. The doctors in charge of the experiment had not been alerted to anything out of the ordinary; so far, Pierson’s reactions had been those of a mortal human being. Metelllus had had misgivings at first – he preferred that no-one notice anything ‘different’ in the subject -- but his concerns had proven to be unfounded.

As if the effort of waking had exhausted him, Pierson drifted back into whatever never-never land he had come from.  

***
Lost it there … must not drift … 

The heat is relentless … buzzing pain in my head … skin crawling, burning.

Going to throw up.

The gods are unkind.

Was dreaming again … I must stay conscious. The white bird did not come again.

***
Pierson was trying to say something. His mouth was moving in the attempt to form the syllables. He was probably asking for water; they usually did. Dehydration was a problem. The saline should take care of that but the act of giving water was a kindness. Pierson’s gratitude was a necessary component at this stage. Metellus lifted Pierson’s head and held a plastic bottle of cold water to his mouth. He let it flow over Pierson’s lips and tongue. Water dribbled over Pierson’s chin and down his neck. He wiped the water away. Such small things went a long way toward cultivating trust … and confusion.  

"You should have disappeared when you could before Mulder found you.” The tone became forgiving. “Although, that would only have postponed the inevitable.” Like a mother with a naughty child. “Your little psycho act gave us just the opportunity we were looking for. That was very foolish. But that is all behind us now, is it not? Mulder did quite a remarkable job of finding you. My associates were delighted. I am delighted." He withdrew, satisfied, pleased.  

He pressed the button to lower the bed as far as it would go and sat in the chair beside it. Pierson opened his eyes and attempted to turn his head to the side. Metellus allowed his subject to learn for himself that such movement was not possible. Pierson almost certainly had a severe headache. His breathing was ragged, painful to listen to. The thin pillow was wet from the sweat that continually poured off him. Metellus sat with an easy posture, the black pants and narrow, black tie a deliberate contrast against the whiteness of his shirt. In the all-white room -- a stipulation Metellus had made -- Pierson would be unable to focus well enough to determine Metellus’ features clearly. Metellus would introduce himself in good time. The Immortal aura was strong. Pierson was in that suggestible state just on the edge of consciousness, too deep for conscious memories to surface and aware enough for emotions to seep across the borders, fear, anger, desire.  Metellus produced a cigarillo and lit it. Pierson’s heightened senses recoiled visibly. He was, if not alert, if only minimally aware, at least conscious.

***
The light hurts my eyes… I hear him, his voice droning. Don’t know what he is saying. Everything is spinning. Such pain in my head …  Cannot think…

I remember. That buzzing … an Immortal. It must be him. They have me. 

God help me. 

So it begins.

***
"You are an old one, I think. Your aura was very strong that night. I was quite pleasantly surprised." He smoked silently for a few moments. 

“The anesthetics expert went into a tailspin when you arrested. I sent him away while you revived and he believes we used conventional methods to resuscitate you. There is no reason to disabuse him of the notion that you are a normal human being. The Corporation will use what he learns to improve their anesthetic products when he has completed his tests -- at a considerable profit, of course. You are finally serving a useful purpose. They pay us handsomely to use a live human subject and we learn how to immobilize you. And others, of course, when we find them. It is a very cost-effective arrangement, don't you think?"

***
‘Others’? Who are the others? Too much light … cannot see… 

I am so sick.

Remember nothing about being brought here. What is this place?

Cannot move. What did they give me?

I must be on a bed. 

My hand is sore. I can feel but I cannot move.

Come on, Old Man … wake up!

Concentrate.   

***
Metellus heard a soft moan rise from Pierson’s throat. Good. Things were progressing nicely. Perhaps it was the mention of 'others' that had caught him drifting and brought him back to whatever passed for reality, at least for the moment. It must be taking great effort to concentrate over the clamor inside his skull. Metellus was impressed.

"We debated whether to keep you locked in some sort of cell but the difficulties were obvious." Metellus made an effort to sound apologetic, as if the decision had hurt him in some way. "This is much the best solution, I think. Much more… humane. There will be no long-term effects on your internal organs, of course, none of the usual problems associated with continued immobilization. You do make an excellent subject." He smiled. "And there's the time. This way, you won't be aware of its passing. I thought that was a nice touch. The doctor suggested it and I agree heartily. There is no reason to make you suffer unnecessarily."

***
I am burning up. How long have I been here? What is he saying?

I understand the words now but they make no sense …
He terrifies me; I must be careful.

That voice …  so seductive. I must not listen …

He must not know…

I must hold on.

I need water.

***
Pierson was attempting to speak, probably to ask for water. It came out dry and cracked, barely recognizable as speech. Metellus admired the effort that had gone into the attempt to communicate. He was becoming more pleased with his subject every passing minute.

"Of course. Forgive me. I should have given you more without your having to ask." He brought the plastic bottle to Pierson’s lips. As Pierson drank, Metellus stroked his hair. "I feel very paternal with all my subjects and, like any parent, it pains me to see them hurt. I like to become very close to those in my care, help them through it. I feel very fond of you already."  

He brought his mouth closer to Pierson’s head. "There are things I need to know, Adam. But I am sure you already realize that. They allowed me to awaken you so that I could talk to you privately, reassure you. You are my first Immortal and it is quite a thrill for me, quite an honor. We will talk of that later."

***
I see only light, hear only that voice.

I am so sick.

He wants information … I have too much information.  

Damn him to hell!

***
"Yes. We shall become very close, you and I. We have so much time. You have no fear of death and there is such a challenge in that. I must find other ways to convince you to trust me. It will be difficult to find that fine balance where I can retain control while allowing you to speak to me with complete freedom and trust. I am not convinced we can do that with drugs alone, although the doctor wants to try. I doubt I can stop him. The excitement is quite high, you see, because no doubt the military would be greatly interested and there are huge fortunes to be made. I personally find that an extremely distasteful motive. They are such rank amateurs with absolutely no understanding of true power. You cannot imagine how I have longed for an equal to confide in.  

"I don't expect you to tell me now who you are but you will. You will. You will tell me because you want to, because you need to. And you will do it gladly. Everyone needs to confide his innermost thoughts. You will find it a great relief to put down the burden of secrecy that you carry all the time. We all carry a burden of secrets, of self-doubt, and after so long a life as we live, it can crush us. You may well never leave here alive so what does it matter if you speak freely to me? It creates that bond of trust that is so necessary for the exchange of minds and thoughts."

Metellus leaned close once more, speaking softly, almost whispering. "I will take very good care of you and you will tell me all your secrets. You will resist, of course. They all do, and I expect that you will resist me for a very long time but I will not leave you, I will be your only solace, your only friend and, in the end, you will tell me everything of your own accord. You will even come to love me."
***
Love him? The man is insane.

He understands nothing. Who knows more of secrets than I?

He is dangerous. 

I did not want this.

I must do this…

***
A young man in white nurse's garb came into view on silent feet. He carried a small tray with two hypodermic needles.

"I told them I was not to be disturbed!" Metellus snapped. "This is very delicate. What do you want?"

"They want to try a new combination once his system is flushed," the young man said.  "Now that he's awake, the Corporation doctor is anxious to complete his tests."

"I have priority here and I am not finished. Leave those with me."

"But, Sir, I have my orders," the young man protested. There was uncertainty in his voice, the beginnings of fear.

"His system is obviously not flushed if he is still unable to move and he is still not entirely conscious. It is much too soon. His temperature is still high. These things take patience."

"If we allow it to flush completely, he'll have to be restrained."

Metellus controlled his growing impatience. "I understand that but he is hardly about to leap off that bed and overpower me, now is he?"

"No, Sir."

"Then leave those with me and go away. I am quite capable of administering them myself."

"I should tell you the larger one is to keep him immobilized, so that one must be given first." The young man's voice became almost desperate, his words already admitting defeat. "The other one shouldn't be given until we have the monitors in place. I'm supposed to attach the electrodes first. And he hasn't been bathed yet today."

"Then I shall call you when I am ready. Go!"

When the young man was gone, Metellus laid the tray on the bedside table. He moved out of Pierson’s limited range of vision but returned shortly carrying a large basin, a towel over his arm. These he set on the table and rolled his shirtsleeves to the elbow. Pulling back the sheet, he proceeded to wash Pierson’s body from head to foot with warm water. He began at the neck and shoulders, his hands ever gentle and meticulous, washing away the accumulated sweat and the stink. He did not shy away from washing the genitals but the touch was not sexual, merely gentle.

A groan escaped from Pierson’s throat. The drug-induced sensitivity in his skin must make any touch excruciating; at the same time, the coolness of the wet cloth must be giving blessed relief from the burning sensation. Metellus lifted him by the shoulders and applied the cloth to Pierson’s back while he hung like a rag doll. Quite possibly, Pierson had never known illness or helplessness and even the peripheral awareness of it must be a shock. But that was the point. The sense of helplessness … of despair … must be carefully cultivated. When Metellus was done, he drew the sheet up over the motionless man. Pierson flinched at the sound of the electric razor; Metellus was patient and careful, taking his time, his touch light. When it was done, Pierson was calmer. 

***
What have I done to deserve this? The gods are unkind.

He humiliates me even as I am helpless. I have killed men for less. His turn will come. I swear it on Alexa’s grave! 

***
"I am sure that is much better," Metellus said. "Stay with me. We are not done yet." He continued to stroke Pierson’s hair. Amazing how touch went so well with voice even when the mind was conscious of very little else. He hardened his tone and took his hand away from Pierson’s head. "I will have to hand you back to them very soon but something needs to be established first.” It was fascinating to watch the muscle tension increase at the sound of the colder voice. How finely tuned we are, he thought. “We have not quite yet come to an understanding. You see, I hold your life in my hands." He leaned closer and the voice lowered, the tone becoming even softer, more intimate. "You have always thought of life as that which is not death but death can take many forms. You might as well have been dead for the past eight days. I should like you to think about that." He paused, waiting for signs of understanding before continuing. When Pierson moaned slightly, he continued, the words slow and precise.  

He hardened his voice further. "The quality of your life now depends entirely on you.”  Now there was need of threat. Fear was so easily invoked when the mind was aware of its helplessness and Pierson was no exception, he was sure. Indeed, as a being who lived his life in constant danger, the state of helplessness must certainly be much more acute. “You will not leave here. I will watch your every waking moment and I will haunt your dreams. You will never be free of me again. Tell me what I need to know and there could be a life away from this bed. I will ask you questions and there will be rewards for the right answers." Metellus watched for the telltale signs. It was subtle, but it was there in the lines of the face. Pierson understood. Excellent.

"I am going to ask you a question and when we meet again, you will answer it. It is a simple one: What is your name?" He smiled. He had chosen the question carefully because it was one few Immortals answered willingly and Pierson was undoubtedly no exception. The name was precious; it was identity, the integrity of the self. "Are you with me? Tell me. I want to hear you say it."

***
Go to hell!

***
A sound rattled in Pierson’s throat. It would do for a response.

"Good. That's very good. And you understand the question. Tell me."

***
Your head is mine, you son of a bitch!

***
Another rattling sound.

"Excellent. I do not want you to tell me now. I want you to think about it, when you are able, of course. That question must be part of your every waking moment; it must inhabit your dreams and fill your days. I want you to know the full meaning of what you will be doing when you tell me the answer. You must tell me freely, of your own will. I am sure you understand that."

Pierson swallowed, probably trying to relieve the burning dryness in his mouth and throat. Metellus knew with a certainty born of long experience that on some deep, primal level, Pierson knew exactly what Metellus wanted; he knew and was afraid. Fear was Metellus’ ally, for that would be the beginning of the end. Possibly for the first time, Pierson’s body was no longer his friend but his deadliest enemy. What advantage was there to inflicting physical insult on an Immortal body? No, the assault would be on his mind and his will, on his sanity. Even so, it would take time.

"I am going to give you the drug now. I have no idea what's in that other hypo, but it might be a while before you are with us again. I want to show you how sincere I am that you should answer my question, something else for you to think about while you wait for our next interview. These people put such faith in drugs and I find their use very productive, but some things still call for the old ways."

Being sure to remain in Pierson’s sight, Metellus reached to the bedside table and picked up what had been waiting for this moment. He brought it up to Pierson’s face and let the light glint off it. It was nearly a foot long and thin, pointed and sharp. Pierson drew in a sharp breath.

***
The gods preserve me! The man is mad!

***
"You see what this is. Excellent. Nothing like good Italian steel. Just so that you will not think me unwilling to soil my own hands and so that you know there will be punishment for wrong answers…"  

Metellus placed the point of the stiletto against Pierson’s side below the left breast between two ribs. It was with great satisfaction that he noted the fear in Pierson’s eyes. A moan escaped from Pierson’s throat and turned to a gasp as the glistening instrument was rammed home. “Dying is never easy,” Metellus said quietly.

Pierson’s body shuddered with the shock as the thin blade sliced through his left lung and pierced his heart. Metellus saw excruciating pain in the gaunt face. Blood soaked rapidly into the sheet. The body shook even as the breath left it. Just as the eyes dimmed into unconsciousness, then into merciful release, Metellus leaned over and kissed the forehead tenderly. As the life drained out of the body laid out before him, he spoke the old words that still came so easily to his lips.

"May God have mercy on your soul."

Metellus stood beside the body for some time before withdrawing the blade and wiping it on the towel. No doubt there would be questions about the blood but he felt no particular need to explain. Let them ask their questions. He tossed the towel into a bin and picked up the larger of the two hypodermics. Moving to the opposite side of the bed, he injected the contents into the shunt and turned off the meter. Without a beating heart to circulate the blood, the fluid would merely collect in the tube. While he was waiting for 'Adam' to revive, he lit another cigarillo and contemplated what lay ahead.

This was his game now, a game he had never yet lost. For Metellus was more than the hand behind the power, more than the advisor to the powerful. Throughout history, his names had been various but the one of which he was the most proud for the fear it still struck centuries later was Tomas de Torquemada. Metellus was the ultimate Inquisitor and like all good inquisitors, Metellus' intent was not only the information but the fear, not only the confession but the adoration; he wanted full access to his subject's every thought, every memory and he wanted it with his freely-given consent, even with his help. By the time Metellus was done, he would own this unfortunate man's soul. There was no power greater than that.

He had little doubt that Pierson had not understood much of what had been said to him, if anything, but he had understood enough. The fear on the face at the end was proof of that. It was different now. The purpose of pain during the Inquisition was not information but punishment and salvation, atonement and redemption. The fully conscious mind fights for itself, struggles to retain the integrity of its own sanity. The answer to that was drugs, not pain. The two together, now …  He had yet to explore the full range of that combination and Pierson was his opportunity. Yet, he must not give in to impatience. No, the severe physical distress from the drugs was a bonus, one that could be repeated at will. He was feeling his way in many respects but there was really nothing very different here. An Immortal would hold out longer, perhaps, but ultimately, since there was so much time available and because effective methods could be repeated without danger of irreparable physical damage, the end results would be the same. At the same time, pain inflicted on a man who knew he would not die was less effective in the long run against his real goal; the target must be the mind, the soul itself. He anticipated the satisfaction with great pleasure. He drew in the aromatic smoke deeply, and smiled.

It would be the first real challenge to come his way in centuries and he was looking forward to it. It would be stretching things to say that he felt excitement since that emotion no longer meant anything to him. It was not, he was sure, that he had no capacity for it; it was simply that he had seen nothing new in a very long time, nothing worth the expenditure of emotion. It was also a matter of discipline. It no longer touched him, no longer interfered with rational thought. Nor did he experience sexual arousal any more but he felt no need for it, no loss. It clouded the judgment. That was something he had learned as Sulla's friend and confidante. The great man had preferred self-imposed celibacy and his wife, Julilla, had drunk herself to death. It had been a politically and financially expedient marriage in any case, for Sulla's own, carefully guarded preferences lay elsewhere. In old age, his self-restraint had broken down. He had made overtures in Metellus' direction and, disgusted, Metellus had rebuffed him. Saddened, and no longer young himself, Metellus had awaited the inevitable assassins with stoic resignation. To avoid scandal, Sulla had sent them privately and in secret. They had not taken his hands and head for display on the Well of the Comitia in the Forum. Friendship had been worth that much, at least.

And, of course, he had revived. He had also learned some valuable lessons. 

As he waited, he pulled back the sheet from the body, contemplating it with admiration, as one would contemplate a fine work of art, a product of the sculptor's genius. Whoever he was, Adam Pierson was a beautiful man. Metellus ran a hand over the shoulder and chest, noting the spare, sculpted musculature beneath the smooth skin, now growing cool. The facial features were striking with its strong bones, probably Celtic in origin. The nose was a touch too large, the mouth soft and sensuous, even a little effeminate. The arms and legs were straight, firm and muscular, the hands large and strong, the penis uncircumcised.

 It was taking longer than he had expected. Interesting. The drugs must be having an effect on the regenerative process. He would keep that in mind. He began to replace the sheet but changed his mind, removing it from the bed completely and dumping it into the bin with the towel. Western Christian culture regarded nakedness strangely. In old Rome -- and Metellus was convinced that Pierson was at least as old as himself -- the baths had been one of his greatest pleasures and no-one gave it a second thought. Under normal circumstances, Pierson would have no inhibitions on the subject. In the Christian era, however, a man was born naked and experienced nakedness only when bathing or sleeping or during sex, all private occupations. Nakedness before the prying eyes of others, others for whom it was something shameful, engendered deep humiliation -- and humiliation was Metellus' stock in trade. It was a most effective tool.

At last, he heard the sharp intake of air into Pierson's chest and the fluid levels in the tubes began to drop once more. Metellus reset the meter and left the room. 
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WASHINGTON DC

"I do wish you would consent to meeting with the whole Board, John." The fire was really unnecessary but always primally comforting. The Club prided itself on comfort in sedate, quality surroundings. The smell of the leather upholstery, the rich, dark wood and heavy, red velvet drapes -- very Victorian, very masculine. The Chairman appreciated such things.

"I prefer as little contact as possible,” Smith replied in his usual dulcet tones. “I leave that in your capable hands."

The Chairman snorted. Smith could be quite outrageous sometimes. "I hope that is not flattery,” he said. Of course it was, and ill disguised at that. “However, I can understand your preference for remaining as anonymous as possible. The work you do is very delicate. And very much appreciated by us all, I must say. Will you have lunch?" He appreciated it indeed. Smith’s ‘work’ had made many things possible. It nevertheless disgusted him that such things were necessary. He appreciated Smith’s tact in never disclosing the sordid details. Knowing what Smith did – or rumors of it at least – always left the Chairman feeling slightly dirtied by the man’s company, elegant as it was.

"I should be pleased to join you,” Smith replied.  

"The special today is lamb, which they do in an excellent red wine sauce.” They always served it with little boiled new potatoes in mint sauce. His mouth watered in anticipation. “You really must try it. I believe you like Remy Martin."

"Thank you, yes."

"The Board has decided to award you a bonus for Pierson's successful capture,” he announced cheerfully, “and, as Chairman, I extend to you my personal congratulations and gratitude. It is already paying off handsomely."

In fact, the Corporation had made a pointed suggestion that the Chairman should entertain those concerned at a dinner party at his home. It was the usual arrangement --  they would judge him on how he lived, the quality of his furnishings, the beauty and poise of his wife; the real business of corporations and governments had always been carried on in the salons and drawing rooms of private homes. When he approached his wife on the subject, however, she had been adamant that she would not have ‘that man’ in the house. Some wives did not understand their role in the grand scheme of things but his protestations had got him nowhere. The Chairman had made excuses but it would not be forgotten in certain circles. Sometimes Smith could be a liability. Not to mention his wife.

"Your continued confidence in me is reward enough,” Smith replied politely, “but I certainly appreciate the sentiment."

That was typical. The man took modesty to a serious fault. "You're not one for money, are you?” the Chairman said. “I admire that in a man. Loyalty, dedication -- they're in such short supply these days. You can trust a man who is not swayed by money or luxuries."

"I have sufficient for my needs. My reward lies in knowing that I have done the best I can." Needs? The man lived like a monk.

The same waiter as before took their order. He seemed as much a part of the décor as the British India rug beneath their feet. The Remy Martin arrived before the conversation was renewed. Smith spoke first.

"May I ask whether you have told the other members of the Board about Pierson's true nature?"

"That he is immortal? No, of course not. I see no reason to do so at this point. You, yourself, understand the importance of retaining information. That particular tidbit, for which I shall be eternally in your debt, I might add, stops with me for the time being." Was the man mad?  Such information was the stuff of industrial espionage. There were those who would pay a king’s ransom to know such things; he was not about to give it away for free.

"I am pleased to hear it,” Smith said with a small smile. The Chairman had often wondered what lay behind that smile but had long ago decided that he preferred not to know. “I always thought you had the knack for power."

And that certainly was flattery. "I take it I can count on your support?"

"Of course. I am not ambitious in that way. You need not fear a coup d'état from me."

The gall of the man! Ambition was his middle name. But he was not lying, either. John Smith’s ambitions lay in directions the Chairman had never been able to fathom. "Oh, I don't, I don't. I have complete faith in you. I am not a man who invests his trust easily but I know that your interest is not in the acquisition of power. You are driven by more private, more personal needs, I think." He smiled pleasantly. Two could play at the smiling game.

The entrée arrived and the two men ate in silence. Smith's tastes were more Spartan than Epicurean but he appreciated the finest, if in moderation. The Chairman enjoyed tempting him. Smith reminded him of tales of British army officers stopping for afternoon tea on safari. And the lamb was excellent. The bottle of Montrachet '79 was the perfect complement. The Chairman sighed with pleasure. 

"How many others know that Pierson is an Immortal?" the Chairman asked. His interest was not entirely academic and he had no doubt that Smith was aware of that.

"It is on a need-to-know basis only,” Smith replied. “The operative who was sent to take him in the mountains was told so that he would have no inhibitions against using extreme measures, but no one else on the team knew it. Even our doctor doesn't know. It would seem there are just the two of us." That smile again. The Chairman was satisfied.

"The Corporation doctor has been told nothing except that he is free to try whatever he needs to do,” the Chairman replied, refilling his glass. “He has been told that it must be legitimate research. They have been seeking military contracts to test mind-controlling drugs but you know that already."

"I do indeed,” Smith said with a distinct note of disgust. “From what the representative told me, they are looking into drugs which stimulate the fear and pleasure centers of the temporal lobes. It has long been studied with implanted electrodes in rats and monkeys but never by drugs. I strongly advise against it before I have completed my own work."

"We are not in a position to dictate to the Corporation what it will do with Pierson. They have paid handsomely for the privilege of doing whatever they wish. They are satisfied that he is everything we said he was and they have wisely refrained from asking where we found him. Have you learned anything from him?"

"It's much too soon. I have barely begun."

"Do you think he can be persuaded to give up anything useful?"

"Everyone can be 'persuaded' eventually. That isn't in question, but I must be allowed all the time I need."

"Surely there are drugs that can be used."

"It is not as easy as all that. Drugs can be used effectively to make the subject pliant but they cannot make him tell the truth or make him intelligible."

"I understand. Can I take it you will be a touch more -- traditional, perhaps?" As soon as he said it, the Chairman wondered if that had been such a wise remark. The less he knew, the better he would sleep.

"Each subject is different, but immortality does not make him invulnerable to the more straightforward methods and there is no substitute for patience. We have time. I rely on more subtle things, however. I should like your permission for a free hand."

The Chairman moved his arm as the waiter retrieved the empty plates. Dessert was strawberry shortcake, if he remembered correctly. "I can grant you that so long as you can guarantee that he can be restrained if necessary,” he said. “We don't want a repeat of the last experiment. There will be no opposition so long as the Corporation is happy. They can be persuaded easily enough that Pierson must be allowed time to rest between tests, I'm sure. You may use that time. Is there any way I can help facilitate the process?" The strawberry shortcake appeared as if by magic. He noticed that he would be eating dessert alone.

"I should like a room prepared where he may be allowed to spend time as reward for cooperation,” Smith said. “Something pleasant and comfortable; something he can come to regard as a sanctuary. Books, music, flowers, a comfortable bed, perhaps willing female companionship, if his tastes lie in that direction. We are, after all, planning on keeping him with us for a long time. Complete sensory overload will work against us; we may not need to be concerned for his body but we risk his sanity and then we shall get nothing."

"I understand. Yes, that's logical. I'll see to it. We have collected sufficient tissue samples to keep the geneticists busy for quite a while. I see from the lab reports that he is sterile. That's most unfortunate. I wonder if that is just coincidence."

"It is not uncommon for genetic mutations to be sterile. We shall need other subjects and for that we need the information from Pierson."

"You're sure he has information on other immortals?"

Smith sipped at the brandy before replying. "You were the one who spoke to Miss Horton,” he said. Was that disdain in the tone? Smith’s tones were never accidental and the Chairman felt a momentary chill. “May I ask what she had to say precisely?"

"Yes, of course,” the Chairman said. “She hinted at many things, expecting to raise our hopes, I suppose, and no doubt the price, but she was not very specific. There is a database somewhere, apparently, which is what got me most interested. She offered to give us three names that could be verified the next time we spoke, but she was killed before she could make good on the promise. She spoke specifically of immortality, which I found outrageous at first, of course. I might well have dismissed her as a fanatic if I had not spoken to you first. When you told me that you yourself had seen someone revive after a violent death, I thought you were quite mad. Only Pierson's name was raised and only as someone who had access to that database, not as an Immortal. I had the feeling that she hated him for some reason. The feeling was mutual it seems, in view of how things turned out." He took a mouthful of shortcake and washed it down with wine.  Sometimes Smith’s abstemiousness irritated him. He could never quite trust a man who did not enjoy the little pleasures of life. “When you came to me with the information that Pierson was immortal,” he said, pouring a little more wine, “I thought you were as mad as she but that suicide at JFK bore out your predictions and I had no choice but to listen. I owe you a debt of gratitude for your trust, John.”

"As an Immortal, " Smith said, "he must have Immortal friends. Didn't we decide that Robinson was one? If there is a database, and he has access to it, then we have been fortunate indeed in capturing Pierson. I shall soon know whether he has information; getting it out of him will be an entirely different problem." He smiled cheerfully and lifted his brandy glass. "Well. All in good time." How Smith could remain so cheerful while contemplating the destruction of another was beyond the Chairman. If Smith were not so necessary …

"Should we cancel the testing and leave him in your hands until you have what you need?" he asked.

"There is no need for that,” Smith replied. “The tests cannot be pleasant. It helps to wear him down. It is useful, shall we say. I need to be free to interrupt it as I see fit, however."

"That should not be difficult to arrange. He is an excellent subject. I find it very exciting.  We had to tell them that Pierson is sterile, of course. It affects the contract."

"I would not recommend having more than one or two in captivity at a time, although I can certainly understand the impatience. It is difficult enough keeping one under control, I can assure you."

"We are still considering the possibilities, John. Other facilities, much more secure. This one is so makeshift. Not that I'm complaining, you understand. It was inevitable to begin with. Now that we have something to show the Corporation, there will be much more funding coming our way. And nobody knows about them." He smiled. “It’s ideal.”
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FBI HEADQUARTERS

"Have you heard anything at all?" Scully asked, looking concerned over the rim of her coffee cup. "It's been more than ten days now."

"I know. It's not as if we can expect a ransom note. Finding him is up to us and I can't think of a good place to start." Mulder tapped his pencil absently on his desk top. Every day that went by, the guiltier he felt and the more anxious he got. He wasn't sleeping well and he'd lost his appetite, not that he'd had much of one to begin with. "I spoke to Langly yesterday. They're trying to track down the body. I got the name of the transfer company from the morgue in Seattle while you were home for Easter. They remembered your call and they remembered the body but they'd lost the paperwork as to which company they'd hired. When they found it, which took five days because of the holiday weekend, I called the company." It had not gone well. His phone calls had gone unanswered and when someone had deigned to speak to him, tempers had flared on both ends of the telephone line. The resulting headache was a lulu. And he felt helpless. Not to mention damned tired. There had been a lot of long days -- and nights. "That company found the record of the pick-up from the morgue but they don't do transcontinental runs. They passed the body on to a second company which had refrigerated rigs and did small loads. That was the problem, waiting for a spot on a part load. It seems that if you want to send fifty corpsicles thirty-five hundred miles, it's easier than if you want to send just one across the country. Would you pass me that box of Kleenex? I seem to have picked up a cold from somewhere."

She tossed him a Kleenex box with big yellow daisies printed on it. He pulled two tissues out and blew his nose, threw the tissues into the waste basket and picked up his own coffee mug. It was cold. He put it down in disgust and went back to tapping his pencil.

Scully looked sad. Was it for him? "We're not waiting for the body,” she said. “All we need is the address."

"I know that. It seems the driver had instructions to call a number, of which they don't have a record, when he got to Virginia."

"And did he?"

"He's not here yet."

"You're kidding."

He wished he were. “The dispatcher said it could take up to two months and may end up on another truck. They hit every backwater boondock in east Hicksville in the process because that's how they compete. The big companies won't do that. It's a matter of space and who's going where."

"You know what's really weird?"

"What?"

"Why didn't they just ship it by air? I mean, why go to all this rigmarole?"

"You know, that actually didn't occur to me? I'm glad you're back."

"You don't look well. Are you all right? Have you been eating? " 

"The only thing I can think of is that wherever the body's going, it's not in any major center, any place with an airport. Or maybe somebody just screwed up. And I feel lousy, Scully, thanks for asking." 

She picked up Mulder's coffee mug and poured him some fresh brew, double sugar. "Here. At least it's hot. Why don't you go home?" She could be a mother hen sometimes, but she did care. Or was it guilt? For once, he wasn’t the only one at fault. He sipped the coffee and wondered why that was no comfort. 

"I told Langly I'd go out there later. I want to get into that program Pierson was using that night. Maybe there's a lead, though I can't imagine what."

"Or maybe you're just bursting with curiosity."

"He wouldn’t let me see the screen. I would kinda like to know why, yeah."

"If it's a database of Immortals, maybe Smith is on there somewhere."

"Pierson actually implied that he was, said his real name was Quintus Metellus Pollio. A Roman, if you can believe that. Ain't that a mind-boggler?"

"Maybe Pierson himself is in that database."

"I doubt it. If you had access to something like that and you knew somebody might be hunting you, wouldn't you take yourself out of it the first chance you got?"

"Did he say anything at all to you about himself, apart from dropping little hints about four hundred year old love affairs?"

"No, but he had a lot to say about Rome in the first century BCE. You had to see his face when he was telling me about it but I'll bet you dollars to doughnuts he was there."

"Didn't the French report say he was a historical researcher and translator of classical language texts? Do you suppose he learned his history and his languages first hand? Nobody really knows how those languages were spoken, how they sounded. That would be of incredible value to historians. First-hand accounts of lost history?"

"But he can't tell anyone, Scully!"

"And there are others like him … No, I suppose he can't tell anyone." She sighed and rubbed her forehead with her fingers. It was a worry gesture.

“You’re actually worried about him,” Mulder said. “I thought you didn’t like him.”

“I don’t, but nobody deserves this. What else are you looking at?”

He was irritable; maybe he was getting sick. "I'm working on finding the driver. What else can I do?" He flipped his pencil onto the desk and pulled on his jacket. "I keep wondering what's happening to him and I don't want to think about it."

“What about the agent who was sitting with him in the cell? Did you follow that up?”

“Of course. First thing I tracked down. The signature on the log was unreadable but he’d put his ID number down. He worked in records. He did extra shifts for the overtime to put himself through college at night.”

“Worked? Past tense?”

“Yeah. They found him dead in his apartment the next morning. The police have no leads.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“It’s a dead end. It’s in the report I gave Skinner.”

"Are you going to bring Skinner in on this?"

"I think we have to. He should be used to our peculiar theories by now, wouldn't you say?  And I think it's time we answered some questions as to what we've been doing with FBI time, although I can't say I'm looking forward to it. Let's treat him to an early lunch. Come on. I am not doing this alone."

"It could be construed as a matter of national security."

"Don't even go there, Scully. I have to break him in to the idea of immortality first."

4

GALILEO'S CAFÉ,

G STREET, WASHINGTON

11:42 AM EDT

When A. D. Skinner came through the door of the restaurant, Mulder cringed a little inside. As he watched his boss survey the room, catch sight of them and turn in their direction, he mentally edited the little speech he had cooked up on the way over while Scully drove. He should start with a confession. It was always good to start with a little confession and his soul could use some help at the moment. As Skinner walked toward them, Mulder pulled a fresh tissue out of his pocket and blew his nose.

Scully cleared her throat as Skinner took off his coat and settled into the chair across from his agents. His expression could best be described as one of puzzled annoyance. He leaned on the table, clasped his hands together and looked from one to the other. 

"All right," he began. "To what do I owe this dubious pleasure?"

"I wanted to talk openly, Sir," Mulder said. Damn! It was not the beginning he had planned. He opened his mouth to say more and thought better of it. "Do you want to order something?" he said instead.

"No, Agent Mulder," Skinner replied. "I want to know why I'm here."

"Sir," Scully began, "Agent Mulder and I want to apprise you of a situation …"

"Let me, Scully," Mulder interrupted. "Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to, um, suspend disbelief, as it were, in view of the nature of certain facts … "

"We don't really have all that many facts, Sir," Scully said.

It was not going well. Skinner’s face told of a busy man making a concession just to be here, a man in no mood to hear nonsense. “Will one of you just tell me and have done with it, please?”

Mulder wished fervently that he had never lied in the first place; if he felt bad about that, it was nothing to the mess he was making of this. Somewhere in the room, a cup broke as it hit the floor. It was a bad omen. “It’s about Adam Pierson.”

“I know that name. I thought you told me he was dead.”

Mulder traced the rim of his empty coffee cup with his forefinger. “Yes, Sir.” 

“You found the body.” It was a statement that cranked up Mulder’s discomfort level even further. It was a direct question; there would have to be a direct answer.

"In a manner of speaking."

"Cut the preamble, Mulder. Just tell me."

"He's not dead, Sir. He was the John Doe in the cells a couple of weeks ago.”

Skinner’s displeasure couldn't have been more obvious. "I am not in a mood for this. You told me he committed suicide publicly, that you had it on tape. How is it that you are now claiming he is still alive and in FBI custody? This is the man you arrested on a weapons charge?”

"Yes, Sir."

"Agent Scully’s report said that the John Doe was a raving lunatic and was sent to Saint Elizabeth's. Isn't he there now? Agent Scully?"

"Not exactly, Sir,” Scully said. “He’s missing.”

Mulder said nothing; Scully’s discomfort was obvious.

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” Skinner said. He did not look amused. “You lied to me about Adam Pierson’s being dead, for whatever reason. Is the arrest legitimate?”

Mulder squirmed in his seat. “The gun was found on him, Sir. It’ll stand.”

“Did he bring it across a state line?” 

Mulder hesitated. Time to bite the bullet. “No, Sir. I did.”

Skinner’s gaze was unblinking. “Is this true, Agent Scully?”

Scully sighed. “Yes, Sir.” She sounded subdued. “It’s unregistered. We believe he acquired it in New York and took it to Washington State.”

“Do you have proof of that?”

Scully glanced at Mulder. What was that supposed to mean? “No, Sir. We don’t.”

Skinner looked disgusted. “Are you telling me that you brought this man back from Washington State?”

“Yes, Sir,” Mulder said. ‘Oh, what a tangled web we weave … ‘ 

“Why wasn’t that in your report?”

The report. He’d forgotten the report. “It was not an issue, Sir.”

“How was it ‘not an issue’, Agent Mulder?” The tone was frosty. “You arrested a man without proof for bringing an unregistered firearm across a state line that you now tell me you brought him across. If you knew he had the weapon, you just made yourself an accessory and if you didn’t, why are you now saying you were the one who brought it across the state line?” 

“I was the one. I want to explain that.”

“I expect you to. I have a lot of questions and very little patience at this point. Why did he come here? Was he under arrest? Why is none of this in your report? And while we’re about it, why did you list him as a John Doe when you knew his name? What is going on?”

 Mulder was sweating. Laid out like that, it all sounded so … “Sir, there are extenuating circumstances.”

“There had better be. Let’s have it.”

Mulder glanced at Scully, who nodded the go-ahead. She would back him up. “Sir, this is going to sound far-fetched … “

“Try me. I’ll believe anything that makes sense, Agent. I made an ass of myself in front of Kirsch on your behalf and I don’t appreciate that. I’m your boss, not the bogey man. I would like to be treated with some respect.”

There was no longer room for argument. Mulder began at the beginning. Skinner displayed unemotional patience, for which Mulder was grateful; it made it a whole lot easier than it might have been otherwise. Skinner even took the news that Smith was a Roman with much more equanimity than Mulder had expected. It would seem that he had been underestimating his boss for a long time. 

And as he laid it out, it all made much more sense than it had. The only piece missing was where Pierson was now.

“Is that it?” Skinner asked as Mulder paused. Wasn’t that enough? “Smith is kidnapped Pierson to study his DNA. That’s illegal as hell. I can get behind you on that if you want to follow it up.”

Was Skinner kidding? It was not the response he had expected but it was certainly one he could live with. “Uh, yeah. I owe it to him. What about the murder charges?”

“You have a death certificate?”

“Yeah. The NYPD coroner made one out. It’s the real thing.”

“Then the French can stuff themselves. I think it would be prudent to avoid using FBI resources if you can manage without, until we can be sure there are no more leaks.”

Mulder was relieved. He’d go with any contingency and the Gunmen would jump at it. “I can live with that, Sir.”

Skinner turned his attention to Scully. “What’s your part in all this, Agent?”

It was Scully’s turn to look tense. “Sir, the weapons arrest was my idea. I saw it as a way to get Pierson into custody where he’d be safe.”

“Your idea of ‘safe’ was to set him up for a prison term? Your motives may be admirable, but it wasn’t your best decision. I expect better judgment from my agents. Why did you sedate him in the first place?”

“It was a mistake, Sir. I really thought he’d lost it.”

“It was not within established procedure, Agent. The Haldol should not have been administered by anyone but Agent Markowitz. Why did you wait to call him in if you were worried?”

“I thought that, given the circumstances, …”

“And how did you come to be in possession of it in the first place?”

Mulder wondered why Scully looked panicked. Skinner must have seen it, too. “Never mind answering now, Agent,” he said. “I want a full written report on my desk by Monday, including the name of whoever filled the requisition. I want his ass as well. Any  questions?”

“No, Sir.”

“Is there anything else, Sir?” Mulder asked.

Skinner’s face didn’t change. “Yes, there is. I am disappointed in the pair of you. Mulder, you falsified reports and you lied to me. There will be a reprimand entered on both your personnel files. I expect better in future. Now, if you have no more surprises, that about covers it. I won’t join you for lunch. And Mulder?”

“Sir?”

“Be grateful you still have a job.”

Mulder watched him stride across the room to the door. “I thought that went very well.”

5

HEADQUARTERS OF THE LONE GUNMEN

MARYLAND,

7:15 PM EDT

“So why are you so bummed out, Mulder?”

Mulder swore as Langly shut the door behind him. “Don’t ask. You still got that bottle of rum from last Christmas?” He headed straight for the ‘living room’. He needed this.

“Nice to see you, too,” Langly muttered behind him.

.As Mulder shrugged off his jacket, he realized, with some embarrassment, that he had forgotten to pick out a fresh shirt this morning, and he didn’t feel like driving back to Alexandria just to change before coming all the way back out here. He asked Langly for a clean T-shirt and felt more comfortable once he had changed into it. Maybe he should take a few days off. To get his head straight. It was all closing in at once.

Frohike appeared around a corner with a mug. What did he want?

“Mulder?” Frohike ventured.

The sight of Frohike’s trusting face caught Mulder by surprise; he was genuinely worried. Mulder thought about his surly entrance a few minutes before and regretted it. He was being an ass; it wasn’t their fault. “What’s up, guy?” Was he as tired as he sounded?

“You okay?”

No, he was not okay.

“Scully called. Hear you two had a bad day.”

Mulder smiled. "You could say that."

“You look like hell,” Frohike said, holding out the mug. “I made you this.”

Mulder reached for the mug. “What’s this?”

“Hot rum and lemon. I heard you ask Langly about the rum.”

“Thanks.” He took the mug gratefully. It sounded good.

“Scully said you had a cold.” 

How about that Scully? She’d stomped out without saying a word right after Skinner left. He smelled it. “Lemon?”

“Neocitron. For the cold.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

Langly found the program and hacked into it again without too much difficulty, although there was a brand new firewall to break through just since the last time. “Perhaps because of me,” he said, not without a certain pride. Mulder watched as he navigated through the program, bypassing several passwords. Mulder was impressed and said so. “Child's play,” Langly replied. “In some ways, the program is very sophisticated and, in others, it’s quite easy.”

By the time Mulder took over from Langly, the hot drink had helped his headache and warmed the cockles in the process. He slumped into the chair in front of the computer and began to explore and what he saw held him spellbound. First, of course, he had tried to find Pierson and wasn't much surprised when he failed. Pierson had never told him his real name. With the program open in front of him, Mulder could understand why. It was all there. Mulder himself had vague, back-of-the-brain misgivings about the possibility of secret personnel files held at the Bureau or elsewhere on himself, but no-one was out to take his head, not so far as he knew, anyway. With Pierson's marked, though completely understandable, paranoia, his reluctance to reveal who he was was no more than simple prudence. ‘Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you,’ he had once told Scully.

And this must be Pierson’s ‘organization’. The Watchers. It gave no indication of their physical location; they could be anywhere from East Bumfuck to Timbuktu or all points in between for all he could tell. Pierson had dropped no hints. 

After succumbing to sheer curiosity about the parade of faces which came up on the screen, he finally got around to his real target. He didn't waste time trying 'Smith'; Pierson had referred to him as 'Metellus' but he tried 'Pollio' first. It was there, but it was cross-referenced to the name 'Hargreaves, William Thaddeus.' He clicked on the link. As the photograph of a formal, painted portrait began to upload from the top down, Mulder almost held his breath. The subject wore a wig in the grand style of two hundred and fifty years previous but the eyes were right, he thought, although he had never had that close a look. The nose wasn't wrong either, and by the time the mouth drew itself in, Mulder was convinced. The rest of the portrait showed an eighteenth century English gentleman of some wealth and position in a formal, bewigged pose.

According to the text which came with the portrait, Quintus Metellus Pollio, a.k.a. William Thaddeus Hargreaves, had been born probably around the year 110 BCE in an eastern province of Rome. It gave several alternate names used by the subject over the course of many centuries, only one of which meant anything to him. Pierson had said that the man avoided the limelight of history. The name he recognized, and which shocked him outright, was that of the first Inquisitor of the Spanish Inquisition from 1483 to 1498, the Dominican monk, Tomas de Torquemada. After that, he had been tracked continuously until the end of the eighteenth century but had been lost sight of when he walked out of his house one evening and simply never came back. The brief note suggested that he had probably gone to America. He was never seen again.

And that was all. Pierson had spoken of surveillance diaries, chronicles, volumes of hand-written information on individual Immortals, but they were not part of the database. That was not the kind of thing which belonged here, anyway. They would be of incredible historical value, Mulder realized, but how much were they worth if no-one ever saw them or read them?

What he did know now was that, in the wrong hands, this database would start off a witch hunt such as had not been seen since the seventeenth century. All in all, there were well over three thousand names, Mulder estimated. Pierson thought that there were probably between sixty-five hundred and ten thousand Immortals throughout the world who had made it past the initial phases to a relatively secure existence, 'relative' being the operative word. Ten thousand among over six billion mortals. There was no way of estimating how often the gene actually occurred since the majority of individuals carrying it would simply live out their lives never knowing.

He had, however, absolutely no idea of what he was looking for beyond improbable biographies. What had Pierson been so interested in? Perhaps finding the information required an understanding of the organizational structure of the Watchers, who had filed them, whether they were personal logs, which was always possible, or data meant for certain eyes only. When he looked at his watch, it was past midnight. He was unspeakably weary and his head hurt; he would wheedle some more of the hot, alcoholic lemon stuff out of Frihoke and let Langly have a try.

He woke up to find himself on the old Sally Ann sofa, a blanket having been thrown over him at some point. It was daylight, according to his watch.

Langly had found reports, all right, but it wouldn't help much. It wasn't that the program was that sophisticated, electronically speaking; the problem was the sheer size of the thing. It would take weeks of diligent searching, hundreds of hours of reading -- and that without knowing what information would be helpful and what would not -- before they might -- and Langly emphasized the word 'might'-- find a useful tidbit. There was no point, other than curiosity, to searching any further. Their efforts were better concentrated on finding the body in transit, and then again, the usefulness of that assumed that the body would be going to the same place they -- whoever 'they' were -- were keeping Pierson. It may still turn out to be a dead end. It was so fucking … frustrating!

And how were they coming along with that? Langly had nothing to offer. Whichever company owned the rig currently zig-zagging across the North American continent must be keeping old-fashioned, hand-written records. Electronic morons! The FBI could be more help with that, perhaps? Mulder would think about it.

And he needed to know more about the Watchers. He needed names, contacts. It was going to take a lot of hours. And some kind of reassurance that he wouldn’t be walking into a hornet’s nest if he did contact them. Once bitten, twice shy.

As he drove back to the city, still tired, aching in every muscle, in need of a shower, a shave and, incidentally, more sleep, he felt helpless. He felt every bit as bad as he looked and Scully would undoubtedly send him home. He did not need to be sick right now, when time mattered so much. Another day had already passed without his knowing any more than the day Pierson had disappeared. It was not that he feared for Pierson's life, although that was not an impossibility, but he knew what could be done to a human being when the will was there and moral restraint was not.  

When the 'subject' knew more than was good for him, when conscience was in abeyance, there was little to limit the lengths to which someone who was determined to have that information would go. Goebbels had understood that when the subject is regarded as less than human, as inferior, even just different, it lifts inhibitions on what was permissible, the limits to cruelty and mindless inhumanity to one's fellow man dissipated and even men of good conscience behaved like animals. And when your subject healed rapidly after every physical insult, up to and including a violent death, well, his imagination refused even to go there. Whatever Pierson was, whatever he had done, he had not deserved what must be happening to him now. And he could not get over the idea that it was his fault. Because it was.

Mulder needed to find him. Until then, may God have mercy on both their souls.

Part 7

1

High above me, in the blue vault of the sky, a kitehawk is wheeling in lazy spirals, waiting for me to die. Its shrieks split the hot, shimmering desert air, piercing my eardrums like a needle. I remember this place. I try to press my palms to my ears against the sound but my hands refuse to move. The brilliant, white sun sears my eyes; the burning sands blister the skin of my back. I taste my own blood; my lips are split and bleeding. Sweat stings my eyes. The soles of my feet are on fire; insects crawl, buzz and skitter across my chest and belly, flies burrow into my legs and groin; their millions of prickling feet are fire. I have died here many times. I remember.

A soft voice speaks to me in Aramaic, then in Greek, asking my name. If I could remember, it would all stop. But I can think only of the heat, the burning, blistering pain. As the kitehawk dives toward the earth, I scream.  

The sun dims as a shadow hovers over my  face. Blessed water cools my lips and throat but my ears still hear the shriek of the kitehawk. My body responds to my efforts to move, but heavily, as though it were made of lead. As the water is taken away, I scream again; sadness overtakes me. I cannot stop the tears.

The white heat of the desert becomes the whiteness of a room; hands push at me roughly as my arms and legs are held down. My skin still burns mercilessly. I am afraid. The voice, still soft, caring, speaks to me, this time in a language I cannot comprehend. This time, the face of a man swims into my field of vision, kindly and loving, familiar. The terror eases. I must not listen. He wants something I cannot give; I cannot remember; I must not remember. 

My eyes brim with tears; my screams become a deep sob. A soothing hand caresses my face. 

Forgive me, forgive me…

2

It was light. Not daylight, though; the light was artificial, I was sure of that. But light. And I felt like shit. I lay there wondering where the hell I was this time. I had to think I'd been out on the town but damned if I could remember it. It wasn't the first time and it probably won't be the last but it always gives you a jolt. Time to see what kind of a mess I'd landed myself in this time.

I opened my eyes and knew I was in trouble. For one thing, I was wearing pyjamas. Pyjamas are not my thing; I do not own any and never have. The bed was comfy but not one I'd ever slept in before. No surprise there. The sheets were white and they seemed to be new. That ruled out jail. It also ruled out my own bed. I definitely did not live here, wherever 'here' was. A down comforter with a flowered pattern? A lady. And not one I knew. Damn. Don't tell me you've got yourself into a one-night stand, laddie, I thought. Old Man, you have got to stop tomcatting around with strange women. I closed my eyes again, postponing the inevitable. I must have been horrendously drunk because I had no memory of it. Not the first time for that either. I had to do something about my social habits before they got me into serious trouble. Rohypnol works on men. I even gave that a passing thought. Would have been a first for this old dog.

I opened my eyes again but put off sitting up. Bloody hangover was real enough. Nothing a pint of Bromo, a handful of aspirins and a good workout with a toothbrush wouldn't fix, though. But I really had to stop wandering into bars with strange women. Speaking of women, where was she so I could apologize for whatever it was I did? Then I made the mistake of sitting up.

My head hit the ceiling. I grabbed it, lay down and hung on. I know better than to sit up too fast after a drunk but it's funny how you forget that at the time. This one was a humdinger. I sat there gritting my teeth and rocking like a neophyte, interesting black and white geometric patterns flashing across the surface of my brain. Great. I wondered what the hell I'd drunk. I was disoriented, dizzy, nauseous and it had left little scintillating points of brightly colored lights filling my field of vision. Something was seriously out of whack. Joe would have been singularly unsympathetic; last time I did this to myself he just told me I was old enough to know better. Thanks, ‘Dad’. I was not that sympathetic myself. It took a while, but it subsided. I opened my eyes and tried again.

I must have slept very heavily, I thought, because the bedding was barely disturbed. And if a lady was involved, why was there only one dent in the pillow instead of two? Maybe she had tucked me in and gone to work or something. Shit. The back of my right hand was sore. And itchy. And my fingernails were longer than I usually kept them. Strange observation. The most disturbing thing was remembering nothing at all about how I'd got there. I was sure that considerable time had passed but I was not sure why I felt that way. The last clear memory I had was of some bull moose sitting on me in the bowels of the FBI and of doing my best to avoid being stuck with a hypodermic needle. And I was not entirely clear on that either. Of course, I'd brought that on myself, but I'd expected to wake up in a hospital room. Wherever this was, it was clearly not Saint Elizabeth's. Not that I had wanted to wake up in a maximum security mental hospital. It just seemed better than the FBI and maximum security prison. I have priorities.

The FBI! That son of a bitch Mulder was responsible for this, the little weasel! Too bloody fancy for an FBI budget, though. That partner of his probably picked out the damned jammies. And I needed a shave; it had obviously been a while. At least I did not beat anybody up or force myself on some unsuspecting lass or I would have been behind bars. Shit. I did not need this.

I took another shot at sitting up. Slowly. I fully expected the ceiling to fall down again. I was really wobbly but the ceiling stayed where it was. And what a place. I had been thinking hotel room, but this was nowhere they could have rented out. No windows for one thing. Painted cement-block walls for another. I felt like Alice. ‘One pill makes you larger …’ Maybe somebody had slipped me something when I was in the little boys’ room. Wished the hell I could remember something. 

If it weren't for the window thing, the place might be an upscale hotel, though, complete with robin's egg wall-to-wall and faux-Georgian furniture. That struck me because I hate robin‘s egg carpets and faux Georgian furniture. Very fancy. Or maybe a small loft. There was a sitting area with large, plush, L-shaped sofa and armchairs. My first thought was that somebody lived there. Chinese-style coffee table, even a vase of fresh flowers. Very nice. If it was a lady, I could have done worse, I supposed. Bookcase, complete with books, stereo system, shelf of CD's, side table – you could hole up for a long winter’s nap in that place. The pictures were not exactly to my taste but not bad taste, either. So long as I wasn't paying for it. Wooden dining table, chairs, tablecloth, even a centerpiece. What, no hookah-smoking caterpillars? Set for two. Seemed I was to meet the lady. There was nothing to call a kitchen but there was a separate bathroom behind me. Which was a good thing because I needed to use it. The only entrance was a steel fire door. That did not bode well. Overhead lighting, a false ceiling – I was beginning to wonder where the cameras were hidden.

The double bed I was sitting on was very generous, extra pillows, apart from the rest of the room – rather like a little bedroom, armchairs to the side, and a dresser. It was becoming very unnerving and it was not just the crashing headache. What else? Bedside table, rather an elegant lamp, a very handsome armoire, though too ornate for my taste. More rococo than baroque. And a reproduction of a Lalique glass sculpture. I like Lalique. Nice touch. Then I noticed my own clothes, all freshly cleaned and neatly folded on that armchair. Where was the butler? There had to be a butler. Now, if I stood up slowly, the thumping in my head should stay bearable. I accomplished that feat and nothing happened. 

I was curious about that door. I tested it out and it was locked. Did not surprise me in the least. If it was a ‘lady’ … I hadn't paid for it in a long time and I preferred not to consider that prospect for the moment. Any further exploration of my 'cell' would have to be put off while I attended to more immediate urges.

The bathroom was pretty small but functional. No mirror. That was interesting. Electric razor, hair comb – only men things. That was also interesting. A new tube of toothpaste and a toothbrush still in its cellophane wrapper – I was not getting a good, friendly feeling about it. Apparently, I was the intended occupant. Uh-huh. Not good. I really did need to remember some things. Clean, white towels – at least I had maid service. Glassed-in shower stall – better than my own hand-held thing in Paris. Definitely not in Paris. New bottle of shampoo, washcloth, a new bar of soap. All the amenities.

 I shaved and took a good, hot shower before pulling on clean clothes. There were no shoes – just a nice pair of leather bedroom slippers. It seemed I was not supposed to be going anywhere. And no watch. Right.

I had just finished dressing and was about to explore further when the electric warning buzz of an Immortal nearly knocked me over. It also scared the shit out of me. It was all I fucking needed and guaranteed there was no handy sword. I heard the lock click and the door opened. A young man in a security guard's uniform held it open. 

Oh, shit! I was so screwed.

Metellus. Damn you, Mulder, you fucking screw-up! How had this happened? My whole brain went cold and I was dizzy.

"Adam," he said and smiled. I could be dead any time now. "You've decided to join us. Come, sit down." ‘Decided to join us’? What exactly did that mean? How long had I been here?

 I was going to stay where I was and concentrate on breathing, thank you. There was no way I was going to hobnob with this bastard. Although I had only seen this man briefly from Mulder's apartment window, somehow his was a face I knew well, the graying hair, the strong features, the black eyes – especially the eyes. A memory was stirring – no, it was gone – and I found myself fingering my ribs on the left side. I’d seen the photograph of the eighteenth century painting, of course, and this was certainly the same man, but it was much more than that. I didn't just recognize Metellus – I knew him. And the voice. The palms of my hands were sweating and I was very nervous. Which was really odd for me. I wiped my hands on my jeans, hoping he would not notice. How would he not notice? It was exactly the sign he was looking for. I was on extremely dangerous ground – and it was not my head I was worried about.

He laughed. "You're quite safe.” Define ‘safe’. “I'm sure you want to know what's happening." He gestured toward the sofa, still smiling. "Please."

I walked to the sofa to the corner of the ell, as far from him as I could get. I had no choice. One does not oppose men like Metellus without a very sharp sword in one’s hands. He hitched the knees of his trousers and seated himself in the adjoining armchair, crossing his legs. I would have to be very, very careful. Losing my head was the least of what could happen to me now. Sitting is an art. I had to show deference but not grovel. It is a fine line. I lowered myself into the cushions and leaned forward, my elbows on my thighs. No hint of a sprawl there, nothing he could take offense at.

"Do you mind if I smoke?" he asked. As if I had a choice. Mind your manners, Old Man, I thought. You could be dead soon.

I shrugged with a discreet degree of near nonchalance, never taking my eyes from his face. I had to show that I was wary of him. My stomach was churning but to let that show would have been foolish. He returned my gaze with a bemused smile. I had judged it correctly. One for me. He took a cigarillo out of his inside jacket pocket, lit it and drew the smoke in deeply, then let it out again without ever looking away. The game had begun. I wouldn’t have minded one of those myself right then, but he would not offer and I must not ask.

 "What is your name?"

Before I could even think about it, there was that same sharp pain and I was hanging onto my head as if it would fall off. Damn, that hurt! Had he done that to me somehow? Shit. I drew in a sharp breath and hung on until it is over. Again, I 'saw' the shifting black and white geometries, the dancing lights, but my vision cleared sooner than before and I was able to regain my orientation without feeling sick. If he was able to do that to me at will, I was in even deeper trouble than I'd thought. I hated even to think it but I was afraid. And I must let just the right amount of it show.

"Is there a problem?" he asked. He seemed unconcerned.  

He knew. “No," I replied. My voice was raspy. But, then, this was the first time I had said anything since I woke up. How long had it been since I'd said anything at all? I coughed to clear my throat. "You know my name." It was still husky. Did he know who I was? Would he tell me if he did or would he leave me hanging?

"You go by 'Adam Pierson'. That wasn't what I was asking. What is your real name?"

"I'll keep that to myself for now," I said. It was possible he didn't know. And that could be a seriously bad thing. No doubt he wanted to know and that did not bode well for me. The uneasiness was heavy in the pit of my stomach. I have been in close quarters with dangerous men many times before without losing my nerve; I could not afford to lose it now. But I would have felt a lot better with a sword in my hand. 

"As you wish. Do you know my name?"

I hesitated momentarily. "No. Mulder called you 'Smith'." Nearly slipped up there. I was not supposed to know the identity of this man; to reveal that little gem would cost me dearly. "Where am I?"

"That's not important."

"It is to me."

"You're … safe. That's enough for now."

"How long have I been here?"

"Questions, questions!" He was a master at this game. He would give away nothing that he did not want me to know. The best I could do was keep from dropping anything I didn’t want him to know. I am a lot better at games than he realized, fortunately for me. I needed all the advantage I could get. "That's my prerogative,” he said, telling me nothing I didn't know. “I ask the questions and you give me the answers. Meanwhile, you could be in worse surroundings, don't you think? It helps when money is no object. I decided on a more classical setting; I believe it composes the mind. Simplicity of line and form soothe are very soothing. It will be kept clean and waiting for you and you will be allowed time here – for cooperation, of course. There is extra clothing in that dresser, underwear, socks. A couple of shirts and a pair of slacks in the armoire. They're yours. I hope you like classical music."

‘Reward for cooperation’. Nice. I was liking this less by the minute. "Yes, but I do not like other people making my choices for me." And that is a fact.

"Go and pick something out now. I think we should have a little music to ease the soul." He smiled, oh so pleasantly.

Time for a little recalcitrance. "I'm not in the mood. Some other time."

"I insist." His face hadn't changed but a subtle change of tone made the meaning clear. Rebellion even on this small scale would not be tolerated. Of course it wouldn’t; now to show a little subservience. 

I fingered the spines of the CD boxes on the shelf for show and slid one out at random as if I were unsure of my choice. Truth was, I didn't give a damn but a little display of nervousness was in order. The mechanism of the CD player was quite simple and, in moments, the strains of a Chopin etude wafted from the system. Thank all the gods it wasn’t opera!

"That wasn't so difficult, was it?” I kept the smile off my face. “The E Major Etude, Opus 10, number 3, I believe. One of my favorites. Good choice.” For some reason, I did not like the way he said that. It made me wonder what his real motive was for this strange little piece of business. “There is something you should know, in case you are thinking of committing suicide or enlisting anyone's help in leaving here."

Oh, this would be good. "I'm sure you've thought of everything."

"I like to think so. The story has been allowed to circulate that you are a convicted killer, that you raped and murdered a little girl. That's what the Corporation doctor in charge of your care was told and it has been allowed to leak from there. Everyone thinks you took a deal to avoid a date with the executioner."

Damn. That was one even I would not have thought of. "And everyone would be quite happy to see me dead." Smart move.

"I'm afraid so. Mortals can be so unforgiving. Anything else I can do for you?" 

I absorbed this new tidbit of information with a sinking feeling. He had indeed thought of everything. Almost everything.

"I have been here long enough that my fingernails have grown. Why don't I remember?"

"And you need a haircut, I think. We shall have someone take care of that.” Ah, I had just outsmarted myself there. He would not let that happen again. That's always the price of showing off. “Meanwhile, I have taken the liberty of having a light meal prepared for the two of us. It will be here in a few moments. I should like to get acquainted, since our association is likely to be a long one." He leaned back comfortably in the armchair and took a long drag from the cigarillo. The pose was … suggestive. Smug bastard! He leaned his head back and blew the smoke at the ceiling, the picture of composure. I was unnerved now. There was a game here. Careful, Old Man.

"You have nothing you wish to say to me?" he asked. He flicked the ash into an ashtray.

"You said you would tell me what was going on. I take it I have been drugged."

He merely smiled. I am always wary of the ones who never stop smiling. "That hardly took a great leap of intellect. We're doing work with experimental drugs, mostly anesthetics to begin with. They pay us very well to use you. I have actually told you all this before. It seems you were not paying attention."

He had my attention now. "And now?"

"Military contract to test psychotropic, altered states of consciousness. Induced memory loss."

That explained a hell of a lot. And that was outside my experience. The uneasiness cranked itself up a notch. "Seems to work."

"We'll see. They will want to interview you at some point."

'Interview' me? Shit. I could guess what that meant. Now I was seriously unnerved. He smoked in silence, still that bemused smile on his face.

"Quid est nomen tuum?" he asked.

That came out of left field and I damn near answered him. I felt my face flush and shook my head to clear it. Please tell me he did not notice that. "I don't understand," I said, but it was too late. His smile told me he'd caught the change in expression. I was going to have to do better than that. One for him.

"I reserve judgment on that," was the reply. "Adam Pierson was a translator of classical languages. I'm surprised you wouldn't understand when I simply asked you your name."

He had me on that. Serious slip. "Studying Latin and hearing it spoken to you are two different things,” I said. “You caught me off guard." I doubted he bought it but it was the best I could do on short notice.

A knock sounded on the door before it opened. A middle aged man, wearing formal waiter's apparel, came in, carrying a tray. The perfect servant, he said nothing.

Metellus stood up. "Place that on the table and serve it, please, Charles. Adam? I know you're hungry."

He had that right, at least. ‘Charles’ walked smartly to the table, took the cover off the tray and laid out the dishes of food. They did smell good, I must admit. He placed a wine bottle on the table and took up a corkscrew. By the time we arrived at the table, he had uncorked the wine and held the bottle ready. I was unsteady on my feet but managed it more or less decorously. I was very grateful that my manners are more than passable when I want them to be. I must let him be the first to sit. He sat down in the farther chair – a gesture of deference to my weakened condition – and waved to me to take the one opposite. This was about as refined as the game gets. Charles poured a little wine into Metellus' glass. Metellus tasted it experimentally, raised an eyebrow and nodded. He had all the right gestures down; I would be keenly judged on how I held my knife. Charles filled the glass and moved toward me. I put my hand above the glass and shook my head. Observing the niceties, as I knew he would, Metellus did not insist. Charles turned toward Metellus – his master, I suspected -- for instructions.

"If Mr. Pierson doesn't want wine, that is his prerogative, Charles. Finish serving and go."

The 'meal' – Metellus scrupulously avoided calling it breakfast, dinner or lunch, I noticed – consisted of sliced chicken in a lemon sauce with snow peas and carrots in ginger and honey on a bed of saffron rice. It smelled wonderful and I was very hungry. Did I eat? Of course I did. The game must be played correctly. I unfolded my napkin and placed it on my lap as he watched my every move. The table service was English bone china, the pattern elegant, classic. The silverware was solid from the look of it, which I thought was overkill; I was not so graceless as to look for a hallmark. The water and wine glasses were lead crystal, probably Czech or Polish, the napery French damask, if I am any judge. My captor enjoyed fine things. Charles used a large silver fork and spoon in the correct manner in white-gloved hands to serve the food onto Metellus' plate first, as was correct. Women and prisoners last. After serving me, Charles filled the water glasses from a carafe and left, taking the tray and empty dishes with him. An expert performance, definitely too expert for just a waiter.

Metellus drank some water but left the wine untouched. That was interesting. Had I miscalculated? Even after I began to eat, I hesitated. It was the right gesture.

"Caution may be prudent," he said, "but you do not have any choice and it would be a shame to let the food get cold. It's very good."

My thinking exactly. Still, a studied reluctance was called for. I picked up the utensils and took a mouthful of the chicken. A slightly bitter taste in the sauce gave me a start but it was gone in a moment.

"Too much lemon in the sauce?" he asked. I caught the faintest glimpse of satisfaction on his lips. I had just made a fatal error. "I must admit I prefer it a little less tart myself."

We ate in silence for several minutes. When I was done, I set my knife and fork together across the empty plate and wiped my mouth. Anything less than an empty plate would have been a display of cowardice and he expected better of me. I dared not be less than his expectations. Such things can save your life. I drank from the water glass and sat back. If I had made a mistake, it was too late to worry about the consequences now. He finished eating, pushed his chair back a little to allow himself room to cross his legs and picked up the wine glass. We stared at each other while he sipped the wine. I saw I had indeed made a mistake but I thought I had made the right impression, mistake or not, and that is always much more important.

"Are you always this talkative?" he asked.

It was a test. "It's the company," I replied.

"Touché." He smiled and took a fresh cigarillo from its hiding place. He didn't light it. "Would you like coffee?"

I considered the question for a brief moment then looked squarely at him. "Yes, thank you. Costa Rican, cream, no sugar."

"Colombian, I'm afraid. It will be along in a moment."

"No liqueurs, no brandy?"

"I would not recommend it."

"Why not?"

He emptied his wine glass before answering. Here it came. I hate it when they gloat. "Because you have just ingested three c.c.'s of an experimental drug. Alcohol would confuse the results of the blood tests. They wanted to try it in food. You have about twenty minutes. They tell me you should simply feel pleasantly drunk and then pass out. Sorry to put you back to sleep so soon but they wanted to see how fast it would work on someone who was completely rested. In any case, you needed the respite and you're all squeaky clean again. You slept about seventeen hours; you must have been exhausted. I would have stopped you from having the wine, of course, but it wasn't necessary." He smiled, pleased with himself.

"I thought it would be in the wine," I said. I heard the wistful resignation in my voice. He had outmaneuvered me. One more for him. I saluted him with my water glass and he nodded graciously.

"I counted on that," he replied. "Charles is my personal valet.” That explained the classy subservience. “He was given very strict instructions as to which side of the plate to serve you from. I took the initiative in taking this place setting so that he would not have to turn the plate and arouse suspicion."

And I fell for it. "I shall have to think faster next time."

"And I shall have to remember about the fingernails. Thank you for pointing that out."

The door opened and Charles brought in a silver salver with two coffees and an ashtray. He placed it on the table, gave each of us one of the cups, removed the empty plates, and left. He was certainly well trained. I was impressed. Metellus lit the cigarillo and inhaled.

"They're watching us, of course," I remarked.

"Of course." Still looking at me, in a louder, distinct voice he called out, "Camera and sound off!" He respected me. I had passed the test. He smiled a self-satisfied smile as he watched my reaction to his little show of power.

"Just like that," I commented. A little flattery in the right places. I felt nothing yet. I wondered what it would be like.

"Just like that." He tapped the cigarillo against the ashtray. "That was for my benefit, not yours.” Oh? “I have a proposition for you."  

"The answer is no."

He laughed. "I like you, Adam Pierson. You're intelligent, educated, you have good table manners and a sense of humor. You could have been some eternal adolescent who didn't know a fish knife from a tuning fork, but you are someone I can understand, whose company I could enjoy. I want you to join me."

This was too outrageous! I laughed.

"I can promise you it beats the alternative," he added. That I did not doubt.

"You'll take my head?" No, not that, I suspected. That was for effect.

"Nothing so crude, I assure you. The choice is entirely yours."

"I've never dreamt of power in the way you mean it," I said, smiling to myself. It’s absolutely true. "And I have never really liked those who do,” I added, pushing the envelope a little. He laughed again. I was in. "I don't believe I just said that. A little gallows humor." I have always appreciated gallows humor, especially in others.

"Have you never thought about what we are, Adam? Really thought about it? We could be the saviors of the world. 'O brave new world that has such creatures in it.' Us, Adam. Us!"

"You're too late," I said carelessly. A light giddiness was creeping across my brain, quite a pleasant sensation, really. It made me incautious but I no longer cared.

"Do you want to enlighten me on that statement?"

"There might have been a time …"  

"And now?"

"I've  … outgrown it, I think," I said. I found it funny. The drug was doing its work and it was all rather amusing. "Too much trouble," I added and laughed to myself. I picked up the delicate coffee cup and drank some of its contents. "So, you might as well have them turn the cameras back on."

"Then you refuse me." His face hardened; his voice took on a new edge. What had I missed? 

"Looks that way."

"I'll take you apart." A deep sadness showed itself fleetingly on his face and was gone.

"I know." I was quite sure he would.

"Piece by piece. It will take time."

He was angry. Had I been a little too cocky? "And all of it will be extremely unpleasant, I am sure."

"I see you understand. How are you feeling?"

"It's rather nice. You should try it some time." My speech was beginning to slur. "I think it's working faster than you said it would."

"I will take from you whatever I want and whatever happens will be on your head."

Now the posturing. It would all be my fault. "That's the standard line. I would even have believed it once." Right. Twist the knife a little, why don’t you, Old Man. Sometimes you deserve everything you get.

"You're making a mistake," he said. The coldness in his voice chilled me, as it was meant to.

"Wouldn't be the first. I think I've been making fewer of them lately, though." The coffee was really very good. I put the cup down gently, completely missing the center of the saucer.

"You can save yourself. There are plenty of others and I will know who they are eventually." Was this a last ditch effort?

"Probably." The world was slowing down. I rather liked it. I hoped it wouldn’t be as bad as I suspected it would be.

"I know your kind,” he said. “You're not a hero.” No, but I'd been a minor god. Much more fun. “ Tell me what I want to know now and you have my word you will not be harmed."

I chuckled. The indignant cry of the eternally unhappy. Can they never think of anything new to say? "I don't believe you," I said. I was beginning to drift; it was an uncomfortably familiar feeing. "I know your kind too, and you will never let me just walk out of here." The music was seeping into the web of my nervous system, soothing, peaceful. Whatever that drug was, they had a winner. It would fetch huge fortunes on the black market. I wondered if the dose was fatal.

"Are you calling me a liar?" It was asked without rancor. 

What? "Not really.” I closed my eyes and let the music wash over me. The sensation was not unlike floating in warm water. "You are just being yourself." I was having trouble staying upright in the chair. I hoped I would not disgrace myself. "If I am not with you, I am your enemy. I cannot be something I am not and I am not your friend. It is really that simple." I think that was where I really botched it.

"It does not have to be that way."

Ah, but it does. "It took too long to get here. I can't turn back now."

"I don't understand."

"It doesn't matter." Such sweetness in the music, such timelessness.

"I'll be sorry to lose you." It was said quietly, almost to himself, but I hear the sound of complete sincerity in the words. I was not wrong.

"Just get on with it," I said, meaning it. I felt myself slide down a little in the chair but I couldn't help it. My head was too heavy to hold up. "Aren't you going to tell me how this is going to hurt you more than it is me?" I chuckled to myself. "It's a lie anyway. We both know this is going to hurt like fucking hell." And perhaps this time I would not live to tell the tale.

As the music ended, the dreams took me. My head fell forward as I slid gracelessly to the floor. And one for me.

The gods have mercy on my soul.

***
Metellus sat without moving, smoking the cigarillo, dispassionately observing the motionless form slumped at his feet. It was disappointing. No, it was betrayal. He had gone to such lengths to offer the man everything it was in his power to grant, the most gracious surroundings possible under the circumstances, a little beauty, a little elegance, the chance to live a life of freedom and luxury, unprecedented power and, something he had never offered before, his friendship. And it had all been thrown back in his face. It was going to cost Adam Pierson everything he had.

This was how Sulla must have felt when he offered himself to Metellus all those centuries ago. Metellus had betrayed his master, his mentor. He had known then what the price would be and he had paid it. He had accepted the sword thrusts of the assassins with resignation and courage, believing that the end was necessary, just and permanent. Pierson would also pay the price and he had known that. He had refused Metellus' offer without making excuses, in full knowledge of the consequences, on his own terms and with courage, just as Metellus himself had done in his own time. He had accepted the inevitable, had not disgraced himself with mewling cowardice and Metellus respected him for that. It was a great pity that they did not see eye to eye on other things, a great loss.

Still, betrayal could not be tolerated and Pierson was indeed the challenge he had been hoping for. He had not, however, expected that it would become personal.
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"You're late, John,” the Chairman said, not even deigning to look up from the menu. “I thought I said twelve."

"You did," Metellus replied. The snub was lost on him. The lateness had, in fact, been deliberate; occasionally a show of independent action, even in a very minor way, was necessary to forestall the presumption of control. The brandy was brought immediately as if the waiter had been instructed beforehand. "I apologize,” he said with as much grace as he could muster. The session with Pierson had left him unsatisfied, even angry. He did not enjoy catering to an adolescent show of ill-temper in this man on top of it. “I was having a difference of opinion with the Corporation representative on the issue of who has priority on Pierson's time. I thought you had taken care of that."

"I made concessions.” The Chairman looked up from the menu and signaled to the waiter. “It was necessary and I don't have to explain my decisions to you."

Unfortunately, that was the truth. "I was under the impression that we had an agreement." He had long suspected that the Chairman had another agenda. In fact, he had assumed it; that way there could be no nasty surprises. Anyone in the business of power had his own agenda. Anyone who said he did not was simply lying.

"We did have an agreement and we do still,” the Chairman remarked evenly. He did not seem particularly perturbed by the possibilities if control of the project got out of hand. “Will you have lunch?"

"Thank you, no. I ate at about four this morning. But I appreciate the brandy." He took a sip and set the snifter down. A cigarillo was lit discreetly by the hovering waiter. His companion confirmed that there would only be one meal required and the waiter left.

"You seem a little disturbed, John. I thought things were going well."

"I need Pierson to myself." He was not in the mood to mince words. The Chairman must understand how important this was.

"How long for?"

"For as long as it takes."

"You'll have to be more specific."

"That's impossible. It's going to be more difficult than I thought." Metellus suspected that his tone had been too abrupt. Pierson had unnerved him. That must not be allowed to happen again.

"But time is on our side, John. You keep reminding me of that yourself." 

What was the matter with the man? Could he not understand the urgency? "I need continuous time, not an hour here and there. And I need his memory intact. The psychotropic drugs were effective in themselves but he must remember the experience in order to fear it and I need him to fear it."

"Do you have any evidence at all that he remembers the altered states?"

"Very little. There were some signs of flashback. The memories are there. The human brain forgets nothing but I need access to them. They're of no use to me if he can't be made to remember."

"The experiment in induced memory loss is under military contract. There's not much I can do there. It's all just getting started, John."

"What you need is more subjects. I can get them for you but I have to have Pierson to myself to do that."

The waiter reappeared unobtrusively with the meal and placed it on the table. It was Metellus's personal opinion that his superior ate too much and too often. The man was a pig. Metellus watched him as he tucked in with unrestrained gusto. The sight disgusted him; the idiot knew nothing of moderation, of self-restraint. There was no delicacy in his habits; all was open to view even in how he ate his food -- the greed, the self-delusion, the blindness to his own faults. It also disgusted Metellus that this ignorant piece of mortal dung would live on while Adam Pierson, his superior in every way, would perish. And Metellus would mourn his passing. He drank some more of the brandy and savored the smoke of the cigarillo.

"You know, you have a point there," the Chairman said between mouthfuls of roast beef washed down with red wine. He leaned back in his chair and wiped his mouth, apparently considering the question earnestly. "Yes, there's something to that."

"We cannot let the Corporation dictate terms to us or we will lose the initiative and find ourselves with nothing to bargain with."

The Chairman finished his wine before answering. "Another point well taken. You feel we should simply say 'no' to them once in a while."

At last. Some understanding. "You could put it that way. If we cannot make a case for keeping Pierson in our hands, we could find ourselves out of the picture altogether. We're playing a very delicate game here."

The Chairman pushed away his empty plate with a sigh of pleasure. "I agree." He allowed the table to be cleared and a generous slice of Black Forest cake to be put in front of him before continuing. "At this time, there is no reason for them to think that Pierson would have any information on the whereabouts of other mutants. If they got their hands on him, that might change. And it won't be long before someone within the Corporation will take it into his head that they should take complete control of the project. Yes. A distinct possibility."

"They would also discover eventually that he is immortal."

"You would limit access to him, then."

"I think it would be prudent. I recommend the greatest caution at this stage. If we can show that we can find other mutants while they can't, that would keep our options open. We cannot afford to let them have him. We must even be prepared to destroy him first."

"But not before we have whatever information he carries."

"Precisely."

The Chairman focused on the dessert in front of him while Smith waited for him to arrive at the obvious. "Very well," the Chairman said. "He's yours. They have enough tissue samples and enough data to keep their scientists busy for months as it is. They can be told that Pierson is showing signs of a breakdown and must be allowed to rest. They'll accept that, I think. They'll have to. I'll see to it."
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Scully had seen this coming but she couldn’t really blame him. Her Easter vacation had been spent soul-searching; there was no moral high ground to stand on here.

"Your temperature is way up," she said, taking her hand away from Mulder's forehead. He had not come in to work that morning and he hadn’t called. She’d found him here, huddled under a blanket on the sofa. "Do you have a thermometer?"

"Mm, no… Maybe. Don't remember." He coughed.

"I'll check in the bathroom."

In Mulder's closet-sized bathroom, which was only clean and relatively presentable because Mulder paid a neighbor lady to keep it that way, Scully found no thermometer and settled for a wet wash cloth. Back in the living room, she wiped his face with it and left it folded over his forehead. It was not as bad as she thought but if he didn’t look after himself, it would be. Mostly, he was exhausted.

"Mulder, I want you to get into bed and stay there until you feel better. Will you do that?"

"I'm fine here," he said. His voice sounded dry. "Can I have something to drink?"

"I'll get you some ice water. You can suck on the ice."  

The freezer contained no ice cubes. Scratch that idea. She let the tap water run cold.

"Here," she said. "Drink this."

"What is it?"

"Water."

"No, thanks."

"You need the fluid. Come on. I’ll get you some ginger ale but this is all there is for now. There is nothing in your fridge. Do you want me to get some groceries?"

"Not now, Scully. I don't feel well." He coughed. It was rough and rasping; Scully didn’t like the sound of it.

"I'm going to get you some antibiotics, Mulder. Did you sleep last night?"

"Little bit."

"Yeah. I’m going to warm up some soup for you, okay?" She patted his shoulder, feeling his sadness.

“S’okay,” Mulder mumbled. “Just need to sleep.”

That was probably not that far from the truth. “Then get into bed. You’ll be more comfortable.”

With only a little coaxing, he did get himself off the sofa and into his bed. He looked more tired than ill but the one could turn into the other very easily. 

At the little corner store, she loaded some fruit and orange juice into the basket without really concentrating on what she was doing. Mulder was not good about looking after himself at the best of times but she refused to be his mother. He had to learn some time; now was not the time, however. Just this once. She wrote out a prescription and filled it at the pharmacy. Half an hour later, she was back in the apartment, handing him some white pills and orange juice.

He drank the orange juice gratefully and settled into the comforter more easily for it. She’d leave the I-am-not-your-mother speech for another day.

"I want you to get some sleep," Scully said. “Okay?”

"I've got to find him, Scully," he mumbled, his eyes already closed.

"We'll find him, but you're in no shape to do anything about it right now.” It was the not knowing that was wearing him down. She was feeling it herself. There would not be much rest for him until something broke. “Pierson isn't going anywhere and they're not going to kill him."  

"He's probably wishing they would, right now. Can I have some more of that orange juice?"

***
9:42 PM EDT

"Still here, Agent Scully?" A. D. Skinner stood in the doorway of Scully’s office, carrying his briefcase. 

Scully looked up from the computer screen. "I was just following up on something."

“On the Pierson case?”

“We’re not calling it that, Sir,” she replied. “But, yes.” It had been agreed that there would be no ‘Pierson case’; officially they were investigating the kidnapping of a John Doe, nothing more. Hopefully, it would lead to finding him; at the least, it might lead to his captors.

“I know.” Skinner seemed hesitant, perhaps unsure of his ground after the disastrous ‘lunch’. “I just may have some information that would help, for what it’s worth. I’d prefer not to discuss it here. Would you join me for coffee?”

All night coffee shops were lonely places, Scully had always thought. Especially lonely at two in the morning, when the bright fluorescent lights were a beacon staving off the darkness, an island in the lonely ocean of velvet night. She had often kept a solitary vigil in a fluorescent bubble off some back road, waiting for Mulder. At those times, the night had pushed her away even as it cuddled its obedient children in their beds. Night was the enemy, the jealous lover. Night punished its rebel offspring with aching loneliness.

Skinner brought his coffee to the table and sat down. "Today, I was asked if I knew anything about the John Doe we had in the cells."

Now who was looking for Pierson? "Who was doing the asking?"

Skinner took a sip of the coffee. He seemed reluctant to answer. "I think he was military. Covert operations."

Scully fiddled with the paper napkin. "CIA?"

"No, I don't think so. I recognized him from somewhere and he's not CIA.” 

"Covert military."

Skinner put his mug down. "He just walked into my office as if he owned it. Asked point blank if I had ever heard the name. I said no."

Scully said nothing. 

"I think I may have found your driver."

"Where?" She wished she could sound more excited. She was too tired.

"Kansas."

Scully took a swallow of coffee. It was good. "Oh. I thought you were going to say he was here."

"I had the Kansas highway patrol stop him and check his manifest. They also asked him the number he was supposed to call in Virginia."

"And?"

"His story was that the previous driver, who only took it as far as some tin pot town in Nebraska, had called the number, in case he lost it. He was given an address and he added it to the manifest. The new driver didn't know the number and didn't know which address it was because some deliveries had been made and others picked up."

"So, it isn't conveniently at the bottom of the list any more."

"Exactly. Highway patrol faxed me a copy of the manifest. I think that's what alerted someone."

"And you got a visit.” She felt small. She spared a thought for Mulder; perhaps she should keep this latest wrinkle from him until he was feeling better. And Pierson -- God help him, wherever he was. “Do you have the fax?"

"I have it with me."

Skinner opened his briefcase and handed Scully three sheets of folded paper. "If you leave out the items that are the wrong weight, that cuts it down. There are no point of origin notations; those would be on the individual bills of lading and the invoices. There are sixteen addresses for Virginia, ten for Maryland, two for DC, six for Delaware and a couple for North Carolina. That pretty much covers the area."

Scully sighed. "It's all just guesswork, anyway. It will only tell us where the decapitated body is going. Pierson could be anywhere, even out of the country. There's just no other lead to follow."  

"We can always hope that's enough. You'll have a better idea once you've run the addresses down."  

As Scully tucked the folded papers into her jacket pocket, Skinner looked at her earnestly. "Be careful, Agent."

***
MULDER'S APARTMENT

APRIL 22, 8:16 AM EDT

Scully let herself into Mulder’s apartment, hoping to find him rested. He came out of the bedroom in boxers and scruffy T-shirt, still unshaven. For all that, he seemed better for a night’s sleep but less mended than he might be. He was up, after a fashion.

“Hey, Scully,” he said, smiling sheepishly.

"You okay?”

“More or less.” He ran a hand through his hair.

“Did you take another dose?" Scully asked.

"Not yet," he said, snuffling. “It’s just a cold. My head aches, my throat hurts and I'm sore all over. I’ll get over it.”

“It’s up to you.”

He smiled again. “I’m going for a shower and shave. Can you put some coffee on?”

Sure. Why not? "When you're done, I have something to show you," she called out as the bathroom door shut. She put coffee on and sat down at Mulder's kitchen table. Taking out the folded fax papers, she smoothed them out, looking at them for the first time. The list consisted of the bare essentials of information, just the weights and destinations of the various items. She needed an atlas or a road map. The shower came on. She waited impatiently, then opened the bathroom door to call through the steam. "Mulder!"

"Scully!" the annoyed reply came back from behind the shower curtain,  "I'm busy here."

"Do you have an atlas?"

"What?"

"A road map of the eastern seaboard?"

A wet head appeared around the shower curtain, water dripping off the nose.

"A road map?"

"That's what I said."

Mulder wiped the water off his face with his hand. "There's a Rand-McNally road atlas under a stack of magazines by the fish tank, I think. I’ll be out in a minute."

"Thanks."

By the time Mulder appeared in the kitchen in jeans and T-shirt, Scully had found the road atlas and was making pencil circles around the names corresponding to the list. Mulder appeared in jeans and clean T-shirt. At least he wasn’t planning to go to work. Another day of rest would probably keep it from getting any worse.

“The coffee’s ready. I can make you some breakfast if you’d like.”

"Don’t have any appetite. Did you find any Tylenol?" He poured himself a coffee, pulled out the other chair and sat down. He still looked bagged. “What have you got there?"

"I found some Tylenol on top of your fridge. This is a fax of the manifest of the refrigerated truck we've been looking for. According to the driver, the address we're looking for is one of those. He doesn't know which one."

"Let me see."

Scully shoved the papers toward him. "I've noted all the destinations on the map. They're scattered all over the place and the truck is still in Kansas, according to Skinner."

"You got this from Skinner?" Mulder looked up, surprised.

"He had another visit."

"From Smith?"

"No. I don't think we'll see him again now that he has what he wants. Skinner thinks this guy was covert military ops."

"You're not kidding."

"Nope." Scully sighed. "Skinner's sure he's seen him somewhere before."

"And?"

"And he asked Skinner if he knew anything about a John Doe in FBI custody."

"Shit. Is there anyone who isn't looking for Pierson?" Mulder said, looking down at the papers again, scanning the list of addresses. "What did Skinner say?"

Perhaps she should have stuck to her idea of keeping it from him until he had had enough rest. He was off chasing rabbits now. "He said 'no'. I'm glad we told him. I think he was unnerved."

“I don’t know. I think he enjoyed it.”

"I've been giving it some thought," Scully said, pouring some coffee for herself. "I mean, what do you do with a man like Pierson in your hands, the authorities thinking he's dead or that he never existed, no ties to anyone, no family?" She stirred the coffee without really noticing what she was doing, her thoughts elsewhere. Mulder was not the only one who had been considering the possibilities and didn't like the view. "Someone who can't die, can't escape. After you've taken every fluid and tissue sample you can think of, then what?"

"Information." Mulder's voice was quiet and serious.

"Besides that. What about, well, to be blunt, breeding, for example?"

"He's sterile. They all are."

"He told you that?"

"I don't have a crystal ball, Scully. Yeah, he told me." He sighed. "I'm sorry. I’m a little irritable. I haven't really had a chance to talk to you about what he said that evening at the cabin. That was one of the things he told me. If these people are going to breed Immortals, they'll have to do it some other way."

"Cloning, then, or gene splicing. That's a long way off yet."

"Whatever." He drank more coffee. "I don't think they're planning on letting him go any time soon."

"All right," Scully said. "But why would the military be involved? Covert operations? What does that suggest to you? Pierson has information about others of his kind, but nothing else that would be valuable to them. What else does he have that the military would want?"

"Himself. His body, a body that always heals. They would want to know how he does that, the biochemistry of it. Tests. Toxins? Biological weapons?"

"Not biological weapons, Mulder. He's just one man. They already know what the toxins do; their problems are delivery of the toxic substances over a broad field, how not to have it come back on your own troops. Not something you would need a single person for. And we're the good guys. We are not officially engaged in that kind of thing. Don't you trust our democratically elected government?"

"I won't dignify that with a response. He doesn't get sick, anyway. What else are you getting at?"

"Come on, Mulder. It was one of Byers' favorite subjects after he fell in love with Susanne Modeski. You remember her. You ended up in five-point restraints yourself on that case. You know what I'm talking about."

"Mind control. Mood altering drugs." Mulder reached for a tissue.

Scully hesitated before saying what was on her mind. It wasn’t something she felt good about. "Anyway, I don’t see why healing from physical injury quickly would make him immune to disease. I think he was snowing you. And we know he can be drugged. Did he mention anything about it."

"Matter of fact … " Mulder said. He stopped to sneeze. "Yes," he finished. "That evening, I asked him if he could get drunk. I was curious because he can sure suck back the beer. He said he'd had some monumental hangovers in his time and that it was possible to drug him. He didn’t say anything about recovering."

“I’m assuming he recovers faster than the rest of us. His metabolism has to be different from ours, which would certainly show up in ordinary tests, I should think. Even a top notch researcher would have nightmares unscrambling the data.” Under normal circumstances, it would be a very interesting study. As it was … On the other hand, it was pure speculation.

"There's no reason to believe he would be immune to the effects," Mulder said, pouring himself some more coffee. 

"No.” No reason at all. “I was just wondering what the connection could be between the military, Smith and Pierson." She let the idea sink in while she watched Mulder drink the coffee. He did not look well.    

"And?" Mulder asked. He didn’t sound as if he really wanted to know. He shivered slightly.

"Maybe our Mr. Smith and his elusive partners in crime are not only using Pierson as a source of interesting biological tissue samples and information on where to get more guinea pigs. Maybe they’re letting the military do their little tests on him, someone whom nobody is going to miss or ask questions about, for a handsome fee, of course, or any other interested parties with the cash to spare and the need for a live, reusable human lab rat. Why just torture the body when you can rent it out?"

"Scully! That's disgusting," Mulder said, reaching for another tissue.

"It's logical. That’s all I’m saying. I'm just trying to think it through, looking for something to go on. It doesn’t mean I like it."

Mulder looked thoughtful. "Then why was a military covert operations agent asking Skinner if he knew about Pierson?" He leaned his head on his hand. "Do you think Smith has him hidden away somewhere and the military want him to themselves? That would explain it."

"I doubt Smith’s organization deals directly with anybody," Scully replied. "They'd go through someone else, some intermediary, while keeping Pierson under wraps. If the military gets its hands on Pierson, they lose their bargaining chip. They would go to any lengths to avoid any kind of direct connection. Right?"

"Probably," Mulder conceded. "The question becomes one of who the intermediary is. Any way you slice it, it really stinks."

It did stink. It really, really stank. "My guess is that it's a company, a corporation, large enough to attract military contracts, that any financial arrangement goes through them, a corporation with its own interests in Pierson, maybe one of the big drug companies, somebody into biotechnology. I don't see Smith dealing with more than one person, maybe a representative, probably on neutral ground. But he wouldn't let Pierson out of his hands either. Smith is an Immortal who knows what Pierson is. I don't see him spreading that kind of knowledge around either, not about Pierson and certainly not about himself. We only know because Pierson told us. It's significant that the military agent didn't ask about Pierson by name." Scully contemplated her coffee, thinking her thoughts. "Smith has probably told a select few around him what he told you in your apartment, that Pierson's a genetic mutation with rapid healing abilities. He'd keep the trump cards to himself."

"It's what I'd do," said Mulder. "And it fits Smith's personality profile."

"There's no profile on Smith."

"It's in my head,” he said. He looked wistful.

And maybe that was disturbing his sleep as well. Mulder’s talent for profiling was what led him on when others gave up, but it was the stuff of black nightmare. The depths of the mad psyche could be plumbed only at the peril of one’s own sanity.

He swallowed some coffee. “I'm starting to see Smith as something other than just a face in the night. I read the file on him that Langly accessed. And Pierson had some things to say on the subject, although I'll spare you the gory details. Smith is a classic control freak and very dangerous. He's not a serial killer. Not the type. He's not even the right type for a mass murderer, although I doubt that ridding the earth of a few million people would even disturb his sleep. One big missing factor is the hunger for fame that usually comes with the territory, but being Tomas de Torquemada must have been satisfying as hell and that qualifies as mass murder in my book. Maybe being Immortal puts a different twist on it. And I'd say decimation counts as mass murder. I'll fill you in on that some other time." Mulder passed his hand over his head.

He was rambling. And Scully didn’t think he realized it. What was he talking about? Had he forgotten that she didn’t know? Perhaps it would be a good idea to keep an eye on him for the next little while.

"Scully, did you say I had Tylenol?"

"On the fridge. Sit there -- I'll get it."

While she fetched the pills, Mulder pulled the road atlas toward him and studied the penciled circles. She gave him the tablets and a glass of milk and sat back down.

“See anything I didn’t?”

Mulder shook his head. “They’re … random.” She watched as he followed the highways with his finger, not really concentrating on anything in particular. As his fingertip followed the Virginia border, down the Potomac, under Maryland toward the Atlantic Ocean, he smiled. “I remember going down highway seventeen for the first time as a kid,” he said. “Summer vacation. My dad was driving, my mom was trying to keep order. Me and Samantha were fighting in the back seat over the ownership of a torn Batman comic book.” He laughed. “I remember the thick air; it was so damn hot! You know how the heat shimmers on the black roadway … that road stretched ahead forever, those white, painted road markings flicking by hour after hour. Almost hypnotic. You ever notice that, Scully? My dad was so proud of that old, shiny, green fifty-four Chevy sedan. I hated it. Then the sea, that first sight of flat, endless water, the sheer hugeness of it just comes up and smacks you in the eye, you know?  I saw that, I lost interest in everything else, the comic book, the heat, my sister shrieking …  Nothing existed in that split second, just the  shining water and the empty sky above it, the smell of salt in the air … the cool breeze. I don't remember what year it was but I think I was about six at the time.” He smiled. It saddened Scully. They were gone now. All of them.

He must have had the same thought. His face dimmed. He seemed to become aware once more of his dingy kitchen, the map in front of him. Scully waited as something caught his attention. He frowned for a few moments. Was he remembering something? Another minute or so and he grinned.

“Look at this,” he said.

His finger lay on a patch of town-less green with grass-like symbols on it in little tufts. Scully looked where his finger pointed -- salt marsh. A pencil mark circled a tiny name to the east as the highway curved southeast parallel to Chesapeake Bay toward Newport News and Virginia Beach. 

“What is it?” Scully asked.

“I found him.”

Part 8
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SOMEWHERE IN VIRGINIA

APRIL 27, 10:30 AM, EDT

At the light tapping sound on the office door, Metellus opened it himself. In the hallway stood a twenty-something young woman, her bleached blond hair piled somewhat recklessly on top of her head, her lipstick at least two shades redder than her fair skin could handle without being garish, quite pretty in a plump, too-many-chocolates kind of way. The eye make-up was overdone; she was squeezed into a cotton print dress at least one size too small to contain her and too short to be in any kind of good taste. She was perfect.

"Come in, Miss Avery," Metellus said, smiling.

"My name's June," she replied, in an accent that reeked of Brooklyn. She seemed a little flustered. "Just call me June. How do you do?" She stuck out her whole arm for him to shake.

He smiled warmly and shook the young lady's hand. He had been quite looking forward to this. "Pleased to meet you, June. You can call me Mr. Smith. Come in and sit down. We have a lot to talk about."

She walked into the office, looking about her self-consciously, clutching her oversized purse to her midriff, and sat in the low chair he indicated with a gesture. She tugged at her dress as it rode upward during the act of sitting and crossed her legs in a failed attempt at sophistication. Her discomfort was obvious. She uncrossed them again, smiled nervously and set the enormous purse on the floor.

Instead of going back behind the desk, an imposing structure taking up nearly half the room, Metellus pulled another chair close to his visitor and sat down. His shirt sleeves were rolled up and he loosened his tie. He leaned forward in the chair, his arms resting casually on his thighs. 

"You must be wondering what this is all about, June," he said, smiling paternally. "You may smoke if you like."

"It's okay. I'm trying to give it up," she said, smiling, relaxing a little. 

"Good for you," he replied warmly. "June, we've been looking for someone such as yourself for a job with us. We're prepared to make what I think you'll find is a generous offer."

"A job?" she asked, surprised. "But I'm just a beautician. Don't you do science stuff here?" 

"Yes, we do," he said gently. "We do research into new drugs. We don't make them here, of course. We do the testing."

"Oh," June said. "Why would you need someone like me? Do you need a secretary?" She added brightly, "I was a receptionist once."

"No. We need your training as a beautician." Yes, indeed. Perfect.

"I don't understand," she said, shaking her head slightly.

"Then let me explain. We have one patient, a very special patient. He has needs that must be taken care of because he can't leave here. It says on your resume from the temp agency that you know how to cut hair?"

"Yeah, that's right. I was going to be a hairdresser, but…" She stopped and studied her fingernails.

"But you were pregnant and left the school."

June looked up in shock. "I didn't put that on my resume!"

"June, we have to be very careful here because of the sensitive nature of the work we do," Smith explained gently. "A lot of the work is classified. You understand what that means, don't you?" He kept his voice low, understanding, sympathetic.

"Well, of course I know that," she said in disgust. "I watch TV. And you do that kind of thing here?"

"Does that surprise you?"

"No," she said. "I mean, you have to do it somewhere, right?"

"That's right. Would you like to work for us? It's important."

"Oh!" she said, tilting her head to one side. "Does this mean, like, I'd be helping my country?"

The innocence was amazing. "Yes, June, you'd be helping your country. Would you like that?"

"Who wouldn't?" Her face became serious. "Of course, I'd have to know what the job is before I say anything."

"Of course." She was a delight. "But first, before I even tell you about it, you must promise me that nothing that is said here will ever be discussed outside this room, even if you don't want to take the job."

"I know," she said, sitting a little straighter. "You can trust me."

"I'm sure we can, June. That's why I'm talking to you now. We had several names and we did background checks on all the ladies. It's a requirement. We've all had to go through those checks, everyone who works here, including myself."

"Wow, I hadn't thought of that," she said, giggling a little. "This is kind of exciting, you know?"

"I'm sure it is. That's how we found out why you had to leave the hairdressing school. We know you have a little boy back in Brooklyn. He lives with your mother, doesn't he?"

She smiled brightly. It was obvious she loved her baby. It was quite touching. "I send her money for him every chance I get. His name's Robbie."

"We know that, too, June. That's one of the reasons we were interested in you. It shows that you are someone who is willing to work hard and take responsibility. That's what we're looking for."

"Oh, I see. You mean, it's a good thing, then?"

He smiled. "Yes, June. It's a good thing. We are very careful about whom we hire because we have to be."

"Then, you know I'm not married." She seemed apologetic, even a touch ashamed. He found it charming.

"Yes, we know that too," he said gently. "In fact, that's another reason we picked you. If you accept the job, you would live here. Would that be all right with you?"

"Live here?"

"Yes."

"Do you live here?"

"Several people do. As you saw, it's quite a large complex. We have converted some of it to living quarters. You'd have your own room, with a TV, like a room in a hotel. There's a small cafeteria and a recreation room, lots of movies, and you'd be free to leave any time you wanted when you weren't needed. Do you think you'd mind living with other people?"

"Everything would be free? I mean, I don't want to sound ungrateful or nothing, but where I come from, nothing is free." Ah, what delicious New York cynicism! She was not really all that stupid, merely ignorant. A pity, but it suited his purposes.

"Yes. Everything would be free, no strings attached. Your meals would be free, and your room. We'll give you a salary, an allowance, you might call it, and generous benefits, medical coverage which would include your son and your mother, that kind of thing. Everything would be taken care of. And time off, of course."

"Wow!" She laughed and clasped her hands together on her knees, seemingly unable to believe her good fortune. Exactly the response Metellus had anticipated.  

"Would you like to hear about the job?" he asked, leaning toward her.

She nodded, a stray wisp of hair falling out of its restraints. She ignored it.

"As I mentioned, and this is classified now, we have a patient who lives in the complex. We're trying to help him."

"What's wrong with him?" she asked, the concern genuine, even touching.

"He suffers from a form of mental illness," he said, with just the right touch of sincerity, as if taking her into his confidence, sharing a difficult but sad truth.

"You mean he's nuts?" She did a thing with her nose, her brow furrowing deeply as she asked the question.

He laughed softly. "If you like, although that doesn't really cover it." He studied her face for a moment; she was so easy to read, an essentially honest nature. Time to be reassuring. "He's not dangerous. You'd be perfectly safe. Most of the time, you wouldn't know that he was ill at all."

"Then what's wrong with him?"

"He's lost most of his memory and he has hallucinations, often quite severe ones."

"Oh, the poor man!" She put a hand to her chest in a gesture of concern. Her eyes were locked onto Metellus’ face in rapt attention. 

"Yes, it's quite sad," he said, his voice matching her concern. "We have to keep him sedated and restrained so that he won’t hurt himself. Then there are times when he seems quite normal, although he says some very strange things that we can't make head or tail of."

"You said he was very special."

"He is. He was working for the government and has information that is badly needed for purposes of national security. It was very dangerous work and we think it drove him over the edge. He was very courageous. This illness is keeping him from telling us that information and we need to make him better so that he can tell us. Do you understand?"

"You mean he was a spy or something?" Such unspoiled innocence.

"That's classified information, June. That's all I can tell you. Of course, we have to keep him safe from others who want the information. He's under guard but it's for his own safety."

"He's lost his memory? Doesn't he remember anything?"

"He doesn't remember his real name or his real life. It's all a fantasy, a delusion. He calls himself 'Adam', probably because that was the name he was working under, and we go along with that because it keeps him calm, but it's not his real name. If we could get him to remember his real name, other things might fall into place, you see. When you are with him, you could call him Adam, but you would not be able to tell anyone else even that because that might compromise his safety. Do you understand?"

"Oh, yes. I'd be very careful."

Metellus beamed reassuringly. "I know you would, June."

"And you need me to keep his hair cut and stuff like that?"  

"Yes. And stuff like that." He smiled.  

"But, you don't need me full time to do that." No, definitely not entirely stupid.

He paused. "June, because of the nature of his illness and the medications we have to give him, he sleeps at strange times and is often awake at night. We think it would do him good to have company at those times. And of course, that's why you would have to live here. He's often frightened because of his hallucinations and nightmares and we think that having a friend he could talk to, even though it might not make sense, would help the healing process."

"A friend?"

"Yes, that would be your main function. Just listening to him, being there for him. He's an attractive man, in his thirties. You'll like him. I've had conversations with him myself. He's not always rational but he can be very good company. What do you think?"

"Could I meet him first?"

"No, I'm afraid that wouldn't be possible. It would compromise your own safety unnecessarily to know what he looks like if you aren't going to take the job. You would have to trust me."

"I don't know what to say," she said, twisting her fingers. Mild agitation was to be expected.

"I have a question to ask you, June. I hope you don't mind my being blunt."

"Oh, it's okay," she said, her brow furrowing again, her body language betraying the tension she was feeling.

"If he were to ask you to sleep with him, do you think you could do that?"

"What?" Her face was a picture of stunned disbelief.

"You heard me correctly, June. I'm not saying that he will. In fact, he's very much the gentleman. I'm asking you now so that you can have the opportunity to say no before we go any further. But I need to know."

"Why?" She brought her knees tightly together and clasped her hands around them.

"I have my reasons," Metellus said quietly. "I need to know that, should he ask you, you would not run like a frightened rabbit. Would you be prepared to, shall we say, handle such a situation without hurting his feelings?"

"Mr. Smith, I can't promise you anything like that!"

"Miss Avery," Metellus said sternly, "correct me if I'm wrong, but before you went to the hairdressing school, wasn't there a little matter of charges of solicitation?" He studied the reaction in the young woman's face, the disbelief which became shock, then horror, then shame. Tears were beginning to form in the corners of her eyes as he went on, his voice now gentle, quiet, endlessly understanding. "Isn't it true that you don't know who Robbie's father is?"

"I … I …" she stammered, then rummaged in her voluminous purse for a Kleenex, putting up a desperate battle against the tears.

"It's all right, June," he said kindly. "I'm not here to judge you. I don't have the right to do that. You had a very difficult childhood -- a background check brings up all this kind of thing. It's very thorough. You did what you had to do to survive and you were very brave. You've managed to get away from that life, you're looking after your son. You're a very courageous young lady. I know that what I'm asking sounds outrageous but Adam is a very lonely man and a very nice man. I don't think he will ask you to sleep with him, but if he does, I would like you to agree. Do you think you could do that? Nobody else will know and nobody will ask you about it, not even me. It would be completely private. Do you think you could do that?"

"And if I say no right now?" She sniffled into the Kleenex but held herself erect. Quite admirable in her own way, Smith thought.

"Then nothing more would ever be said. I would have someone give you a ride back to town and that would be all. I would like to remind you that you will be very well compensated, enough to put money away for your son's education, to help your mother out, finish going to hairdressing school whenever this project is over. Money is no object for us, but it is vital that Adam regain his memory and tell us what he knows. And he deserves to be well again. I understand how hard this is for you but we believe you can help. You're really quite an important part of this. What do you say?"

"Do I have to answer you right now?" There were still tears in her eyes as she looked at him directly. A genuinely brave soul. He was impressed.

"Yes, I'm afraid you do."

"And this will help him?"

"We're absolutely sure of it." Interesting. She was thinking of Pierson's wellbeing before her own. How eminently motherly of her; how very female. The perfect  choice.

"All right." She wiped her eyes and pulled herself together.

"Good girl." Metellus put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.  
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MULDER'S APARTMENT

ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA

"Wicornico Church," Mulder said. Then he sneezed.

"What? Where the hell is Wicornico Church?" Scully asked as Mulder grabbed at a Kleenex from the box. The flimsy thing tore off in his hand. As the next sneeze built to explosive proportions, he tore the thin cardboard, jamming a wad of tissue over his face just in time. 

"Gesundheit," Scully said. She sounded unsympathetic. He didn’t really blame her. Now she was in trouble because of him and it had been a strain on their friendship. He’d make amends to her somehow.

Mulder shoved the road atlas back across the table and jabbed a finger onto the pencil circle a little below the center of the map. The small print lay to the right of a small dot on a tertiary road which ran a few miles inland from Chesapeake Bay on the Virginia side. The dot stood by itself in an otherwise unpopulated green area.

"You think Pierson is there?" she asked.

"Not right there," Mulder admitted with a snuffle. He’d have to pop some more Tylenol. "That's just the address the decapitated body is heading for, probably a post office in some kind of general store, a mail drop."

 Scully scowled. "You don't send bodies to a mail drop, Mulder."

"Of course not." It sounded irritable, even to him. He felt a third sneeze coming on but stifled it. "We need to know if there is anything nearby, like a warehouse or industrial plant of some kind. Fish packing plants would have refrigerated storage facilities, wouldn't they?"

"Sure," Scully replied, "but there are probably no fish packers right there. A fish packing plant would need a lot easier access to highways than that area and it's too marshy. You couldn't build anything very big, surely. The weight of the building would just sink it."

"I talked to Agent Ramirez when I took him the sand sample," Mulder said. "Or, he talked at me. He says the marshland is mostly on the Maryland side of the Bay; you can see it on the map here." He moved his finger three inches northeast. "I asked him about the salt grass and he said it did grow on the Virginia side for just a few miles, and right by the water, so we're not out of the ball park. This area has a granite substrate which was glaciated at the end of the last ice age and in this stretch it's closer to the surface. Apparently, the whole eastern seaboard right up through the Bay of Fundy, Newfoundland, Southern Greenland, Iceland and Scotland, all lies on one long, curved mass of rock, originally lava flows, formed from tectonic plate activity in the center of the Atlantic Ocean, which then dips down into Germany forming the Rhine Valley. So, I'm guessing that you could build something there, but not anything very high, spread the weight over the area. Something which needed to be beside seawater."

Scully made a face. "You listened to Agent Ramirez? Mulder, nobody actually listens to Agent Ramirez."

"Well … I might have been thinking about something else at the time but that's more or less what he said. I think."

"I'll take your word for it." She studied the map again. "A lot of that area is protected now but it wasn't always. It's probably mostly summer cottages. The owners of record will still be on the books and we could look for any corporate ownership. Something which has been owned for a while."

"Yeah." Mulder sighed and sagged a little in the chair. He could see it -- hour after hour spent in some hot, dusty county records office that had started keeping that kind of stuff right after the Flood, tome after tome of crumbling, leather-bound, moldy parchment covered in faded, quill-penned chicken scratchings, a squeaking, slow-moving ceiling fan, unpainted, sand-scraped board floors, an ancient records keeper in a pin-striped shirt, suspenders, stiff collar and maybe an eye shade ...  Shit. "Most of the old records aren't computerized and probably never will be," he said wistfully. "It would help to know what we're looking for first."

"Mulder, I've had some thoughts on that. That syringe you gave me, the one intended for Pierson?"

"It was a sedative, you said."

"A hypnotic. I asked the lab if it could be pinned down by brand. I expected it to be generic but they sent me a notification yesterday that it was experimental. It's up for approval by the FDA, not available on the open market."

"Did they happen to say who made it?"

"A relatively new company named Annix Corporation. They're trying to break into the big leagues, trying to compete with Lilly, Pfizer, Ciba-Geigy, the really big boys on the block."

"They've got a long way to go," said Mulder, thoughtfully. "Having live people to use as lab rats would speed things up for them, wouldn't you say?"

"Wanna bet they're working on cloning techniques?"

"Wanna bet they own waterfront property in Virginia?"
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VIRGINIA

8:46 PM, EDT

Only the light from the bank of monitors lit up the small room as Metellus entered. He closed the door behind himself and slid into the chair next to the man wearing the uniform of a security guard. The heavy-set man, whose name was Davis, glanced at him only briefly then returned his attention to the monitor in front of him.

"He's awake," Davis said.

"How long ago?" Metellus asked, looking at the monitor.

"Only a few minutes," came the bored reply. "That's some fancy cell you've got him in. For a kiddie killer."

"That is not something which concerns you, Mr. Davis."

"Son of a bitch deserves everything he gets."

"Keep it to yourself, please. If I want your opinion, I'll ask."

 It was odd that Pierson should be awake already; perhaps he was developing a resistance to the sedatives. Or perhaps an error had been made. That must be checked. Metellus would not allow errors at this critical stage. Perhaps it was just as well. This might be just the right time to introduce his new acquisition.

The monitor showed what he had come to think of as the 'apartment'. What anyone else called it did not concern him. Each camera covered the whole room but this particular one focused on the bed. Pierson seemed awake but was not moving about significantly. He had been moved into the room five hours earlier in preparation for his meeting with Miss Avery and should still be sleeping soundly. The bedclothes were in considerable disarray, indicating a disturbed sleep. It had been a particularly long and difficult session but not entirely fruitless. Pierson had let three names slip while under the drug combination which Metellus had found to be the most effective, but nothing that might give a clue to the owners of those names, perhaps now long dead.

The man's mind was surprisingly well disciplined. Metellus had discovered that Pierson understood Aramaic very well, the language of Metellus’ own boyhood, as well as Latin and ancient Greek. When under the drugs, Pierson rarely spoke in English, preferring to curse, one would assume, in some language Metellus could not place. While deeply under, in fact, he appeared not to be able to comprehend any modern languages at all. This had led Metellus to believe that they had been only recently acquired, relatively speaking, and that Pierson had his origins somewhere in the ancient Near East. That idea, combined with his Celtic features, put his age at a nearly incomprehensible five or possibly six thousand years, when early Celtic tribes had lived on the western slopes of the Caucasus Mountains. He could be wrong, of course, but he thought not. A treasure indeed, and one not to be given up at any cost.

Celts. Celts were the enemy, the barbarian within the gates. Pierson had proved himself no different at heart; he would pay for his arrogance. Metellus had heard the tales of the naked, screaming, filthy hordes streaming out of the wilderness. He had seen them in the arena; they were magnificent fighters. Rome herself had suffered at their hands. Rome was gone because of men like this. Barbarians. Oh, Rome!  To fall to painted madmen … But such men! Filthy, soiled, bloody … beautiful … He had fought for centuries to keep her pure, but they had come, raped and plundered the most beautiful of cities, the most powerful civilization on earth, and then they had gone, leaving desolation and despair. The Pax Romana, her laws, the rights of her citizens to a full and ordered life, her art, her architecture and culture -- all gone. If they had been squat and ugly creatures … but, no! They had been giants, tall and strong, pale of face and light of eye, swift and full of life, like wild horses, untamed and untameable, pouring out of their infernal forests. The glory of civilization had been nothing to them. They took what they could not understand and left ruin in their wake. And the earth had fallen into darkness and he with it. Precious Rome, keeper of the sacred fire … and the Roman Church. That, too, had been despoiled by heretics, barbarians of the spirit, unable to understand the need for purity, the purity of the flames.

No, he had not forgotten. And here was one of their number, intelligent, immortal, beautiful … Metellus had also noted, with some interest, that he himself was often incorporated into whatever hallucination Pierson's mind conjured up. When fully awake, which was rarely, Pierson was taciturn at best, and had taken to keeping complete silence on most occasions. Metellus could understand that. However, he had to admit to a certain disappointment at not knowing the content of the hallucinations, whether they were based on dreams or memories or some other psychological construct. That knowledge would have been quite helpful. It appeared, probably due to the side effects of the drugs, which raised his temperature and left him badly dehydrated, that Pierson usually believed himself to be in desert surroundings, which hinted at memories of real events somewhere in the distant past, and playing on that had been effective thus far.

Lately, Metellus had introduced a new element to the sessions which he hoped would bear fruit soon. Chopin études had been played softly in the background. A little of the hair of Pavlov's dog, he thought, with a bemused smile. He turned his attention back to the screen in front of him.

"He's not moving," Metellus said, mostly to himself.  

"His eyes are open."

"That doesn't always mean he's in the same world as the rest of us," Metellus remarked. 

Davis just stared impassively at the screen. 

"Let me see the notes from the last shift," Metellus said tersely.  

Taking the clipboard from Davis, Metellus glanced over the hand-written notes which saved him the bother of inspecting the tape itself unless something unusual had happened. According to the scribbled passage, Pierson's sleep had indeed been very disturbed, 'punctuated by periods of rapid breathing and vocalizing' -- nightmares, flashbacks. At one point, he had torn at the pyjama shirt and kicked off the sheets as if experiencing suffocating heat. Perhaps he was not developing a resistance to the sedatives; perhaps it was just that his nightmares were becoming more than the sedatives could override. Everything, in fact, was going very well. The next phase could begin soon.

Metellus put down the clipboard and left the room.

***
Metellus opened the door and went in, with the briefest of nods to the guard stationed outside. He closed it behind himself and walked to the bed where Pierson still lay, blinking in the light, which was always kept on. He glanced toward where he knew the camera to be and drew his forefinger across his throat, then sat down in the armchair at the head of the bed and regarded the recumbent form. Resting his head on one hand, he waited for some kind of reaction. When none came, he took the initiative.

"Who is Alexa?" he asked casually.

Pierson did not reply immediately. No doubt that was upsetting. A wife perhaps? A lover? Someone he cared about. "Out of your reach," was the response when it came, the slurred voice dry and rasping.

"I'll take that to mean she's dead. Pity. And Petros? Probably also dead. What about Kronos? Whoever he was, I take it you didn't like him very much."

"Fuck you." Pierson closed his eyes. Metellus noticed that they had become dark and hollow over the past few days. He had also lost weight and the cheeks were sunken, emphasizing the ridges of his bones.

"Is that the best you can do?" Metellus asked, chuckling. "Your Greek is more colorful than that and some of your Aramaic would have got you crucified in certain circles. I think I recognized some Egyptian, although I didn't understand it, but your favorite language is something I can't identify."

Silence. 

"Sullen, as usual. You are putting up a good fight for a very old man."

Still nothing.

"Well, now," Metellus continued in a lighter tone. "I have a visitor for you. You can stay like that or you can wash and put some clothes on. It really doesn't matter. A young lady is coming to cut your hair for you, trim your nails. You need a shave and, frankly, you smell bad. It's up to you of course."

"Go to hell!"

"As you wish." Metellus stood up. "I'll give you half an hour. Her name's June and she's very nice. You'll like her. I'm sure you can find it in you to be at least civil."
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When the door to June's room opened, Metellus was pleasantly surprised at what he saw. He smiled quite genuinely. "You look very pretty, my dear," he said, stepping back to let her pass into the hallway.

"Thank you," she said, smiling shyly, and walked with him down the corridor. She had on a red dress and her make-up had been done properly this time. Her hair was tidy and she was wearing new shoes, which seemed to be pinching a little but which otherwise matched the dress very nicely. Some taste had gone into the choice of the ensemble. She carried a small box but the gargantuan purse was gone.

"Your secretary was very nice," she said. "I just gave her my sizes and she brought me all this stuff. And she did my make-up and everything." She stopped walking and looked at him, her face registering distress.

"What's the matter, June?" Metellus asked, kindly. 

"Mr. Smith, I can't pay you back for all this!" She seemed lost for words. "It must have cost a bundle. I looked on the label and this dress is real silk!" Desperation was creeping into her voice. "And the shoes are Italian. I'm never gonna be able to pay you back."

He smiled and placed a hand reassuringly on her shoulder. "They're yours, June. Part of our operating costs. They go with the job, your working clothes, if you like."

"Are you sure?"

He laughed. "Of course I'm sure. You like them, don't you?"

"Oh, Mr. Smith!" she exclaimed. "I've never felt this good in anything in my whole life!"

"Well, then. It's settled. We'll say no more about it. All right? You're not going to cry or something are you?"

She laughed nervously as they began walking again. "I'm just not used to people being nice to me, you know?"

"Do you have everything you need for this evening?" he asked, changing the subject.

"I've got the scissors and stuff in the box," she said, nodding. "They're all new and sharp. I'm afraid I might cut him or something."

"You'll be fine," Metellus said as they reached a set of swinging doors leading into a secondary corridor. A security guard let them through.  

"Mr. Smith," she said, sounding worried again, "should I be taking sharp things in with  -- well, you know -- someone who could hurt himself?"

"If I thought it would be dangerous, I wouldn't ask you to do this. Are you nervous about meeting Adam?"

"Yeah." She lowered her voice. "You know what we talked about earlier..." she went on. "It's making me a little nervous."

"I just saw him a little while ago," Smith said. He stopped walking and touched her shoulder again. "There's nothing for you to worry about." He hesitated. "June, he has just woken up after a severe attack and he's not very well but he's quite rational. You might be shocked at his appearance but he's all right. The room is just down the hall there where that guard is standing." He lowered his voice. "Before we go in, I would like to be sure that you understand the situation. We're doing everything we can to make him better but he might tell you that what we are doing is hurting him, making him worse. But it isn't like that. And for reasons I can't go into right now, you mustn't tell him where he really is. We have to pretend that his fantasy is real. If we were to tell him where he really is, or even what time of day it is, it would upset him and it might bring on the hallucinations. You must be very careful to tell him nothing at all about this place. You can't even tell him he's in Virginia. Do you understand?"

"I think so. I'm supposed to play along with him, right?" She was plainly quite confused, poor thing.

"June," he said, smiling kindly, "I'm sure this must seem very strange but it's standard procedure. And there's nothing to be afraid of. He's a very nice man and you'll like him. Believe me. All right?"

"Yeah, I guess so."

"You'll be fine. I'm probably upsetting you unnecessarily."

"It's just that I've never met a crazy person before," she said apologetically.  

He laughed. "June, he's not 'crazy'. He's just very confused. You'll see. There is one thing I'd like you to do while you're with him. Put on some music. Can you do that?"

"Music? What kind of music?"

"There's a stereo in his room and there's some classical music. He likes Chopin."  

The look of stunned incomprehension was priceless. "Show …?"

"Chopin." He chuckled. "Never mind. There's already a disc in the system. Just turn it on. Can you do that?"

"Sure! I know how to turn one of those on. It's just that I've never heard of that group."

Metellus laughed. "You'll be fine. There is just one more thing."

She looked at him earnestly, eager to do the right thing, waiting for his instructions.

"The door will be locked from the outside at all times, even when you're inside with Adam. If anything should go wrong, if you become frightened for any reason at all, or if you think there is something wrong with Adam, just knock on the door and someone will come immediately. That's all you have to do; just knock on the door. Do you understand?"

She nodded vigorously. Metellus could count on her completely.

He smiled. "Come on now. I'll introduce you."
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I am still alive, still in this place. I feel no relief at the former revelation and I am filled with dread at the latter. I feel as if I have been ...  away, in a different place, another time. Terrible images, images of death and pain, heat and the desert. Some very, very old memories, I suppose, dredged up from the depths. I wish they had stayed there.  

And always there was his voice, so soothing, so seductive. 'What is your name?' he asked me. However the images change, always the voice -- and the question. However my mind wanders, I must never answer that question. He asks me to give up my self – the rest will fall like a house of cards. It must not be. ‘Never let the devil know your name,’ someone once told me.

For the moment, reality is solid enough. I know I am in the room; it means that reality can, at least for the time being, be trusted. I wonder if there will come a time when there is no more reality at all, when this place, too, will become only a fantasy, when the images will smother all real memory. I have been there before, in that place where the soul falls forever; this time, I might not come back and that makes me sad. I dare not move my head quickly in case the pain strikes, leaving me sick and disoriented like the last time. It’s getting worse. I think it’s a side effect of whatever they give me and it’s cumulative. The damage will not repair itself unless they stop – and they will not stop. I lie here, desperately hoping they will leave me alone, knowing they will not.

And I am frightened. If I have already given up the dead, how much longer before I give up the living? I nearly wept at the sound of Alexa’s name. How could I have given it up? It does not matter that she is dead; I gave up her memory. Beloved, I am so sorry. Forgive me. My face was wet when I woke up. I must not cry. ‘Never let the devil see you cry.'

***
Since he left, I had lain there unwilling to move. I sat up, oh, so slowly but there was no explosion behind my eyes and I am always grateful for small mercies. I dragged my legs over the edge of the bed; I was so weak. I tried to stand and my knees buckled under me, dumping me back onto the bed. I tried again, a little more successfully this time although I had to grab at the back of the armchair to steady myself. My hand shook when I took it away from the chair. The pyjama shirt was torn and missing some buttons. I must have had a rough night. A number of them, probably. I pulled it off and let it fall to the floor, sick at heart. In the bathroom, I felt my chin. There was no more than a day's stubble; he missed no opportunity to destroy all indicators of passing time.  

I felt no urgent need to relieve myself, which made me think I had been 'immobilized' – that was the word which came to mind, although I could not think why – long enough for them to need to catheterize me. The thought humiliates me even now. With no mirror to check my appearance, I could nevertheless feel the skin slack over my cheeks. My hip bones had become prominent and my ribs were visible. Yet I was not hungry; they must have been feeding me intravenously, which explained the soreness in the back of my hand. It had to have been days.

It took forever to shave myself by feel while my arm tired quickly. Even an immortal body needs nourishment. Energy in, energy out. It is simple Newtonian physics. The shower water felt wonderful and I stood in the caress of the hot stream until I was soothed and warm again. I washed my hair which was greasy and matted. The neat pile of my clothes was waiting for me and I dressed. I was already exhausted. The clothing hung loosely on me. By the time I was done, I wanted nothing more than to sleep forever. I fell into the armchair, its back to the door, and closed my eyes to wait.

I didn't move when the noise in my head announced that Metellus was near. Screw him. I no longer cared. I didn't look up when the door opened. I heard him come in and felt no need to acknowledge him. We were way past good manners.

"Adam," he called out. I still didn't move. The lines had been drawn; there was no more pretense. "I have someone here I want you to meet," he said. I was uninterested. I heard him speak to someone. "Come in, my dear,” he said. Please. I did not want this. “It's all right. He's just very tired."

"Hello?" a woman's voice said. It was a young voice, unsure and too sweet. I saw a fleeting image of a butterfly caught in a web. Poor creature. Poor, silly creature.

I got shakily to my feet and turned to face my visitors; I had to keep one hand on the back of the chair for support. When I saw her, I was a little startled to say the least. I had expected something quite -- well, different. At the sight of me, the poor thing gasped and put a hand to her mouth. I must look worse than I thought.

"You could at least say hello," Metellus said, as though talking to a child. I ignored the insult. I ignored him. I did manage a weak smile for the woman’s benefit. She was guilty of nothing more than foolishness – and perhaps poverty. And she would undoubtedly pay dearly for that. There was no reason for me to compound her misery.

"This is Miss June Avery, Adam,” Metellus said. “She's come to cut your hair and keep you company for a while.” Company. She was as much a prisoner as I. “I expect you to cooperate." The threat behind the words was only thinly veiled, although I was sure it was lost on Miss Avery. I noticed she had lovely skin.

"Then I want the cameras off," I said. My voice was clearer now but I sounded weary. I crossed my arms and nodded toward June. "For her sake." I was sure he would grant me this. He wanted my cooperation and he could not threaten me openly in front of this innocent. He needed her cooperation as well for whatever he had planned. I doubted it would be to the benefit of either of us.

"Cameras?" June said behind her hand. Her startled look would have been amusing if it were not so pathetic.

"It's one of Adam's little fantasies, my dear," he told her. Ah. That was what he told her about me, I thought; I have fantasies. I suppose I also hallucinate and fall down foaming at the mouth. Then he whispered something in her ear. What game was he playing?

"Oh," she said, looking surprised and flustered. She coughed nervously; she was obviously embarrassed. I thought I could guess what he told her. I was embarrassed, though whether for me or for her I couldn't tell.

Metellus looked at me and nodded almost imperceptibly and I knew it would be done. I assumed he meant it as a token of respect. Outside this room, his world might be a web of lies but his strange, unbending sense of honor had become a bond with me, the subject, a bond between captor and captive, inquisitor and accused, and he would be as good as his word. If he said that the cameras would be turned off, it would be so.

He smiled and patted June on the shoulder. It was a fatherly pat. He was condescending to her; I noticed that his speech was different with her, simpler, contracted. There was no respect there and I wondered if he was that way with all women. "Well, I'll leave you alone, then,” he said. “If there's anything you want, just knock on the door and tell the guard." And he retreated, closing the door behind himself. The sound of the lock clicking into place made her jump involuntarily. She would have to get used to that sound. She stood there, clutching the box. I had probably frightened her.  

"I must be something of a shock to you," I said, trying to ease the poor girl into some kind of conversation. I smiled as warmly as I could manage. I wondered if it made me look any more haggard than I felt. "How do you want to do this?"

"Do what?" God, she was nervous. She was so young. 

"Cut my hair," I said gently. Yes, I believed I knew what he told her.

"Oh!" she said, relaxing. She even managed a self-conscious laugh. It was very brave of her. "Over there, I guess," she added, pointing toward a dining chair. "You could sit in one of those chairs."

"All right," I replied and walk toward the table.

"Oh, wait." I stopped. "We should put something down on the carpet – you know, to catch the hair. It'll make a mess." She had a point.

"Of course," I said, smiling. She was feeling more comfortable. I went back to the bed and pulled off the top sheet. The effort made me dizzy and I braced myself for a recurrence of the pain in my head but nothing happened. I carried the sheet toward the table and she helped me spread it on the floor. Just as I thought perhaps I had escaped the pain, it struck – with a vengeance. I moaned and grasped my head as my knees buckled and I collapsed into the chair. The pain was awful. I couldn’t keep from crying out as I rocked myself, just hanging on. I was starting to see those lights. What the hell had they given me? It would seem I really was falling down foaming at the mouth. Way to go, Old Man. Now she would believe everything he said about me.

"Oh, God! Oh, my God!"  

I heard the panic in her voice. She knocked the box to the floor in the rush to help me; I heard its contents spilling everywhere. I wanted to reassure her but I was unable to speak. I grabbed her arm. 

"I'll get the guard!" Now she was panic-stricken.

"No!" I managed to say between clenched teeth. "Stay here! No guards. No guards!"

"Oh, you poor, poor man!" She almost sobbing, and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, rocking me, holding my head to her chest. It made me feel sick. The pain finally subsided, but I was still a bit blind from the after-effects. I let her hold me; it was comforting, it was … kind. Once the light show was over, which took a few minutes, I pushed myself up. I felt very sick; I was going to throw up. The vomitus rose in my throat even as I thought; I made it to the bathroom – just. There was nothing on my stomach and I was just dry-heaving. When the spasms subsided, I slumped onto the floor and leaned my head on the back of the toilet. She fussed over me like a mother hen. I pushed her away as gently as I could.

"I'm all right," I said. I sounded as weak as I felt. "Please. I'll be fine now."

"You scared me!" she insisted. Did she think I did it deliberately? … No, Old Man. Get it together. She was just showing concern.

I waited for my breathing to slow and the dizziness to subside before answering. "I know," I said. "I'm sorry."

"There's nothing to be sorry about," she said and reached out to stroke my face. I pulled my head back; I don’t like to be touched like that. "Does this happen often? You got a brain tumor or something?" Her face hovered in front of mine, worry making furrows in her forehead.

I smiled what I hope was a reassuring smile although my head still throbbed. I was sure that he had told her about the drugs. "It's a side effect of the drugs, that's all. I'm fine now. Can we just do the hair thing?"

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, I'm sure." I nodded and patted her arm. Shit. Now I was being paternal.

"All right," she conceded and helped me up. I washed my face and rinsed out my mouth and make it back to the chair.

"I'll get a towel for your shoulders."

While she fetched the towel and retrieved the box and its contents from the floor, I tried to think. The attack was a bad one. I was sure I was right. The effects of the drugs were cumulative and even my immortal system was having a hard time ridding itself of the toxic load. Or the dosage levels were very high. Probably that. They must be pushing it to the limit; I was a throw-away guinea pig, after all. I doubted he had told them what I was but he would not stop them, short of killing me. The effects of continued immobilization may not be doing damage to my internal organs but the muscles were paying a price. The lack of solid food and the weight loss were making me weak. Even if I could get out of that room, I would not get far. I wondered how much longer I could hold out.

"There," June's voice broke into my thoughts. She placed a towel over my shoulders and around my neck. "Is there any special way you want it?"

"My hair? I don't really mind. Do what you think is best." I didn't understand why she was bothering, really. I have been a good deal shaggier than that before.

She took out the comb and scissors and began to cut, combing the hair this way and that, deciding, I suppose, what looked best. I closed my eyes and accepted the pleasant sensation of being groomed.

I was curious. "Miss Avery, why are you all dressed up? Are you going somewhere after this?"

"No," she said. She was a little puzzled. What had I missed? "Mr. Smith's secretary brought me these clothes and she fixed my make-up and everything. They said it would be nice for you." Comb, snip, snip. Comb, snip, snip.

"For me?" I was surprised. No, actually, I was not. I was beginning to see a pattern.

"Yeah." She hesitated, stopping her work for a moment. "It's okay, isn't it? I mean, you do like it, don't you? It feels real good." She laughed lightly. I could tell she thought she looked like a whore. Comb, snip, snip, snip.

"Yes, I like it very much.” Not true, but …  “It looks very good on you." Sometimes lying is a kindness. There was a game there and I smelled the blood of a Roman. Metellus wanted me to like her, and I did -- the way one likes a golden retriever. The poor cow, so innocent. My heart went out, but I had enough on my plate keeping my own sanity intact without being given someone else to worry about. And that was the point, was it not? A chill ran down my spine. I hoped that was all it was. "Is that a Brooklyn accent?" I asked, making conversation.

She laughed. "Oh, yeah. I guess it's obvious, huh? There are worse places to come from than Brooklyn. I mean, it's not like I'm from the South Bronx, if you know what I mean. Are you English?" Snip, snip, snip.

"If you like." I blew some stray hairs off my nose.

"What?'

"It's as good a place as any to be from. You'd like it. Very pretty, very green."

"I've never been outside the States." She moved in front of me and resumed her work while I got a full view of her ample bosom inside the red dress. I found it … disturbing. Don't be shocked. I am still a man, after all.

"Why did you leave New York?" I asked, keeping it casual.

"I was looking for work. I got a little boy back there living with my mother." Snip, snip. That eliminated New York as a location. ‘A little boy.’ Damn.

"You have a son." And no husband, I was willing to bet. I should have guessed. To Metellus, the boy was a hostage.

"Yeah," she laughed happily. She understood nothing. The poor cow. "He's two now. You know -- the 'terrible twos'? He's into everything, drives my mom crazy."

I smiled, but I was filled with foreboding. "Why did you come here?"

"My girlfriend got a job down here through a temp agency in Newport News … Oh! I'm not supposed to tell you that!" There was an edge of panic in her voice. I was trying to remember what state Newport News is in. Virginia, I thought. Not that far from Washington. Virginia isn't that big. Unlike Europe, in North American terms, anything that can be reached within a day's drive is right next door.

"It's all right." I was trying to reassure her. She was frightened, although I suspected she did not understand why. I needed to know what that bastard had told her. "You haven't told me anything and the cameras are off. What did he tell you about me?"

"There you go talking about them cameras again," she said. I could see I was not going to get very far with that line of questioning. "What makes you think they're watching you all the time?"

Because they are, little one, I thought. Because they are. "Never mind. They're not watching right now. What did Mr. Smith tell you about me?"

"Well, um, they told me you were sick, you know?" She moved to my right side. Comb. Snip. Snip.

"You mean ‘sick’ as in 'crazy'? Insane?"

"Oh, no! I mean, Mr. Smith said you weren't crazy, exactly."

"What did he say, exactly?" I asked, keeping my head still as she worked. This would be good for a laugh.

She hesitated, unsure of herself. "I'm not sure I'm supposed to tell you stuff like that."

What did I expect? I would not push her; it would have been vastly unfair. "It's all right," I said, trying my damnedest to sound kind. I can be compassionate when I have a mind to. "He told you that you mustn't tell me where I am or even what time of day it is. Isn't that right?"

She stopped work again; she was visibly shocked. "How do you know that?"

I had nailed it on the head. "It's what I would have told you. Do you think I'm crazy?" I bet someone told her that convicted killer story, too, I thought. A story like that always spreads like wildfire.

"Oh, my, no! But I do think you're real sick. You don't mind me saying so, you look like shit. And those headaches! You poor man."

For a moment I thought she was going to hug me again. "Do I make you nervous?"

She lowered her eyes and did a thing with her nose. Her brow wrinkled and she pressed her lips together.

"You can tell me that much," I said. I could see she wanted to tell me. "I can guess what you've heard. You've heard that I killed a little girl, haven't you?"

"Yeah," she said, looking straight at me. "But I don't believe it! I just heard it around and I figured if it was true, Mr. Smith would have told me." She hesitated. "Is it true?"

I considered her earnestly, taking stock. I should let her believe it, frighten her away, do everything in my power to make her hate me but I couldn't bring myself to do it. She was so innocent, so damned fragile. I should do her the favor of shaking some sense into her, of telling her to run before it was too late, run away, run and not stop, run all the way back to Brooklyn and her son. But I would only frighten her. It was already too late; she already knew too much. It occurred to me that my own motives did not bear close scrutiny.

"No, it's not true," I said. A pang of conscience surfaced but I pushed it firmly down. It was selfish of me. "It's just a rumor. Don't believe everything you hear."

"Oh, I don't! I learned that a long time ago," she said, smiling at me. "And now that I've met you … Mr. Smith said you were real nice and you are. I was kinda scared at first, but now I'm not."

"Good. Then, perhaps you can finish cutting my hair."

"Oh! Sorry! I got carried away there." She laughed and continued cutting.

"Miss Avery … "

"Please call me June," she said. "That 'Miss Avery' stuff makes it sound so hoity-toity, like I should be wearing basic black and sipping tea with Mayor Giuliani or something, if you know what I mean." And she pantomimed holding a china teacup, pinky finger raised high.

I laughed. The image was very funny. "All right … June. Do you live near here? You don't have to tell me where."

"Funny you should ask me that," she said, taking the last few snips at the back of my head. "As of today, I live right here. They gave me my own room and everything." She laughed happily but I found that a very disturbing revelation. If this place was not in a city, and it was very possible that it was not, then Metellus had her well and truly trapped. "It's not as nice as this one but at least it has a window. This one's real fancy. How come you don't have a window?"  She put the scissors and the comb on the table, took the towel from my neck and brushed away the loose hairs. Then she shoved my head forward and I felt the buzz of a razor on my neck. When she was done, she took in the results of her handiwork. "There! That looks good.” I would have to take her word for it. It felt fine. “You'd be real cute if you weren't so damn skinny!"

I smiled. I thought she was the kind of person who likes to feed others cookies and chocolate cake. "Thank you," I said, picking some stray bits of hair from my shirt. I stood up -- very carefully -- and put a hand on her shoulder. She had a very pretty smile. "It doesn't have a window because this is a cell, June," I said. I was very serious and her smile faded a little. "This isn't a hospital, I know that, and this isn't a hospital room. It's a cell." I was upsetting her; it was intentional.

"No, it's not a hospital," she conceded, very earnestly, and furrowed her forehead again "But this isn't a cell! How can you think that?" I hadn't really expected her to believe me, but I was saddened.

I took both her shoulders in my hands; I didn't want to hurt her but I could do nothing for her otherwise. I must at least try to make her understand. "There are no windows,” I said, shaking her slightly. “The door is always locked from the outside, there is a guard at all times and I cannot leave. And I want to leave. Wouldn't you call that a cell?"

"It's only for your own safety," she said. An answer for everything. She was frightened and pulled away from my hands. I let her go. Her face was so earnest, only concern in her big, blue eyes. "It's so you can't hurt yourself. You've lost your memory, you don't even know who you really are. Don't you want to know?"

I was beginning to understand the picture Metellus had drawn of me, the very sad case of an ordinary, very nice man, lost his memory, delusional, perhaps insane, so young to be so ill, so lonely, possibly suicidal, calculated for maximum sympathy. And everything I did or said only confirmed it in her eyes. There was nothing to be gained by trying to disillusion her, nothing I could do to save her. "I see." At least I tried.  

"No, you don't see," she said defiantly. "They're trying to help you! Don't you want to be helped? "

Oh, June. You poor, doomed creature. She had been paid to be here with me but now she was here because she wanted to be. It would be difficult not to blame myself for whatever was waiting for her. She stood there, in a chic, red dress which was completely wrong for her, balancing precariously on expensive high-heeled shoes, doing her best to please me, feet planted firmly apart and hands on plump hips, looking every bit as if she should be hailing a New York taxi instead of standing in that dreadful place in front of a man she had known less than an hour, frustration and defiance written all over her face, and I was only making matters worse for her. Metellus was right; the least I could do was be civil.

"Of course I do," I said. "I get a bit bad-tempered sometimes. I apologize."

It seemed to appease her a little. "Sit down," she said pretty sharply.

"What?"

"Sit! I gotta do your nails."

I sat. She drew up a second chair to face me and sat in it. The box was pulled closer and out of it came an assortment of nail and cuticle scissors, clippers, files and buffers. I had not had a manicure in years. "Your hand, please," she said tersely. She was still annoyed at my recalcitrance. Mea culpa.

"Are you angry with me?" I asked, placing my hand in hers.

"No." Of course she was. She was putting on a brave face. She went to work with the nail clippers, saying nothing. An emery board smoothed the cut edges and she reached for the buffer. I pulled my hand away.

"I don't want them buffed," I said. "There doesn't seem to be much point."

"Fine. Give me your other hand." I obliged.

"What's the matter?"

"Nothing. I'm just doing my job here." She did my other hand, her head down, brushing the clippings onto the sheet, keeping her thoughts to herself.

"I've upset you."

"I just don't understand how someone wouldn't want to be helped and I can see you don't. I'm not stupid." She finished the hand. "Take your shoes and socks off and put your foot in my lap."

I did as I was told, one foot at a time.

"June," I tried, "thank you for coming."

"You're welcome." She kept her head down.

"I'm not sick, June."

"Tell it to the Marines. I saw it with my own eyes, and the way you look -- Jeez! My son ever started looking like that, I'd have him down to the emergency room real fast. You're sick all right, so don't give me any crap about how you're not!"

There was really nothing I could say to that and I waited for her to finish. She helped me put my socks and slippers back on. As she was packing up the things, I gave it one last shot.

"What did Met … Mr. Smith say when he whispered to you?" 

"None of your business." She kept on stuffing things into the box.

"It upset you. I saw that."

She shoved the lid firmly back down on the box and faced me.

"You wanna know? You really wanna know? He told me you wanted the cameras off -- of which there aren't any, by the way -- so you could ask me to sleep with you!"

"Sleep with me?" I was right.

Her hands went to her hips again. I was about to get a lecture. "You don't have to say it like it was a trip to hell! I used to do it professionally, I'll have you know. You should be so lucky!" Then her hand went to her mouth and her face flushed as red as her dress. "Oh, my God! I don't believe I said that. I'm sorry! It was such a bad thing!" She began to cry, holding her hands in front of her face. It made a certain amount of tragic sense.

Ignoring the risk of another attack, I got to my feet and put my arms around her, holding her tightly, two lost souls holding onto the threads of a shaky reality. She sobbed, partly from embarrassment and partly from whatever wretched memories had been dredged up. I have seen far too much in my time not to know how it must have been. I wondered if she realized how lucky she was to have escaped in one piece. Probably not. In any case, it would seem that her luck had just run out. She buried her face in my shoulder and shook with the sobs. I stroked her hair until she was calm. The gods forgive me.

"June," I said gently, "I've done bad things, too, terrible things. There isn't a person alive who hasn't done something he or she is ashamed of. But it's all over. It's done. It doesn't make you a bad person. What you did wasn't wrong; you did it because you had to, am I right?" It was not the first time I had given that speech.

She nodded into my shoulder.

I rocked her gently. If there was a hell, Metellus had a one-way ticket. And I dearly wanted to be the one to send him there. "I did bad things because I wanted to. That makes me much worse. Don't think about it any more." 

She relaxed a little and put her arms around my waist, sniffling a little against my wet shirt. We stood like that, comforting each other. I stroked her shoulder, smelled her hair, felt her warm breasts against my chest. And the inevitable happened. Sometimes being male is such a pain in the ass. I felt it just as she said, "Adam!" I pushed her away, my hands on her upper arms. I felt my face flush with embarrassment.

"June, I am so sorry," I blurted. And I was. Damn. I had not wanted that. I just wanted a little cuddle.

She giggled. "Adam, you don't need to be sorry about it. It's not like I haven't seen that before."  

"I don't want to seem rude," I said, wondering how to put it delicately, "but I didn't want this to happen." I blew a quick breath out, willing my weary body to behave itself. "It's not that I don't find you attractive – obviously I do -- but I don't want … I … I don't want to do it, June. I can't. Please don't be offended."

"Adam," she said, smiling patiently, kindly, "I understand about these things. I know it sometimes just happens to a man. That's okay. It's kinda flattering, you know? But I can understand why you don't want to. I mean, you can hardly stand up, for Pete's sake, let alone -- well, you know." She lowered her voice. "A lot of guys would be real jealous of you, you know what I mean?" She laughed and stroked my shoulder. I was grateful. "Go lie down on the couch, huh? I'll just clean up a little." She caressed my face gently and I let her. "Then maybe I should go and let you rest."

A pang of fear came out of nowhere and the world wobbled on its axis. "No. Don't go. You don't have to clean up. Someone always comes. But don't go."

"Adam, really, I should go." 

She didn’t understand. "I want you to stay." She must stay! So long as she was there, I was safe. I sounded pathetic.

"Come with me," she insisted. Taking my hand firmly, she pulled me to the sofa and shoved me back onto it. I didn't resist; I was much too tired. I was relieved to find that my erection had subsided. It was embarrassing. She arranged a cushion under my head, then sat down beside me. "You gotta stop this. You need to rest. You're getting all het up! I can always come back when you want me to."

"No," I said weakly. "When you go away, they'll come back."

"Who will come back? What? The hallucinations?" 

"They'll come for me." How fragile my mind was becoming. Panic surged forward. She must stay!

"Adam! You're talking weird." She stroked my head, worry furrowing her forehead again. "Nobody's gonna come for you except to help you," she said. "You need to sleep. I'll stay with you until you fall asleep. Okay?"

I was frightening her. I didn’t care any more. "June?"

"Yeah?" She continued to stroke my hair.

"Run away." Her expression was uncomprehending. I pushed it. "Go home. Go back to Brooklyn. Right now. Right this minute. You leave this room, get your things and you walk away from here and never come back."

"Adam, I can't do that. Don't say such things." Her distress was increasing. So was mine. I couldn't think of her safety any more; I had my own to worry about.

"You have to." I was close to weeping; I was so weary. "You get your things and go, just go. Or you will never see your son again." She must go!

"Now you're talking crazy!" She tugged at my hand in an effort to quiet me. "I'll get the guard and they can give you something to make you sleep." She moved to get up.

"No!" It was hopeless. "No. I'm sorry. If you won’t go, then just stay. Please." A great heaviness crept over me and the room began to fade. I was falling sleep. Perhaps I was wrong; perhaps they would let me sleep. Perhaps it was just a sick fancy and June was safe inside the net of lies Metellus had woven for her. And perhaps elephants can fly. She was harmless; she knew nothing. She knew me. I couldn't think. My eyes closed – I couldn't hold them open – and I began to drift. I wanted to sleep. I couldn't fight it; the battle was already lost. I was teetering on the edge of dreams, vaguely aware of June's hand stroking my hair.

"Let go, Adam." Her voice just reached me. "Just sleep. It's the best thing. I'll come back when you wake up."

When I wake up … ? When would that be? Tomorrow? Next week?

"Oh!" I heard her say. "I nearly forgot."

The sound of piano music reached me – a Chopin étude, Opus ten, Number three in E major. How did I know that? The music was intrusive, impossible to ignore. It was all around me, melting into me, invading my mind. I tried to shut it out but failed. June?

***
No. No! No! Not again! Can I never leave this place? Have I died, only to awaken to the same nightmare? I can no longer remember how I first came here, if I ever knew. Perhaps I was left here, left for dead or left to die. I was dreaming but the dream is gone now. There was some music in the dream. I cannot move; the hot sand seems to hold me. I am so sick. All over my body, the skin is blistered, broken open, bleeding. My limbs are twitching and jerking as if palsied. I cannot control it and the pain behind my eyes is blinding me. The kitehawk shrieks in the sky above. My old friend. It dives out of the blue, lands on the sand and struts just out of reach, waiting for me to die so that it can begin tearing the flesh away. 

Not this time! Not ever!

***
June was sobbing as Mr. Smith came through the open doorway and went to the sofa where Adam lay, spittle dribbling from the corners of his mouth, his body jerking like a puppet on a string. The shirt was torn, the hands which had torn it now shaking spasmodically. Mr. Smith bent over Adam; in his hand was a syringe. June watched anxiously as he took the plastic guard off the needle, bared Adam’s hip and injected it. He straightened, pulled a hand-held radio transmitter from his pocket and spoke into it. In a few minutes, the spasms subsided and Adam lay still, his breathing rapid.

It was her fault. She had upset Adam somehow. Mr. Smith turned to her and put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

"It's nothing you did," he said gently.

"He's real sick, isn't he?" she blurted out between sobs.

"Yes, June. He's very sick. He’s had a seizure; it’s nothing you did. You like him, don't you?"

"Oh, yes! Mr. Smith, I'd do anything to help him." And she meant it. It was so hard seeing Adam like that.

"I'm sure he enjoyed your visit, my dear. That's all you can do for him. The rest is up to us. I'm very pleased. You handled it very well."

June would have felt comforted were it not for the sight of Adam stretched out on the sofa, not sleeping but not awake, his face drained and drawn, his mouth slack, eyes partly open but unseeing. His body had ceased its twitching, probably because of whatever was in the injection, she thought. Mr. Smith would take care of him now.

Part 9
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HEADQUARTERS OF THE LONE GUNMEN

MARYLAND

10:35 AM EDT

"I've been working on Annix Corp since you phoned," Langly said, not looking up from the screen. "It's owned by an umbrella corporation which has offshore accounts and the corporate structure makes a corkscrew look straight. It would need a real accountant to sort it out properly but I can get a closer look at Annix if that's what you want."

Mulder leaned on the counter to look over Langly's shoulder. He felt lousy. "We're not really interested in their activities right now," he said, trying to make sense of the jumble of flow charts and numbers Langly was scrolling through. "We want to know if they own any property on Chesapeake Bay, on the Virginia side."

"I can hack into their records for a look at their assets. That's not that hard because it's not like looking for some big industrial secret. It'll be listed in their annual reports to the shareholders. Gimme a few minutes."

"Okay. Does Frohike have any more of that lemon stuff?"

"Ask him. He's in the back. Aren't you supposed to be in bed? Scully's gonna be pissed."

In the makeshift kitchenette, Frohike already had the kettle on.

"Where's Byers?" Mulder asked as he flopped onto the old sofa. 

"Out getting groceries," Frohike said. "Nobody hassles him. How's the search coming?"

"I dunno," Mulder mumbled, letting his head flop onto the back of the sofa. He closed his eyes. "I'm having trouble thinking straight."

"Where's Scully?"

"She, um …."  He tried to gather his thoughts, snuffled and took another stab at it. "She went to the office. She's got something else going right now."

Frohike went to fix the 'lemon stuff' and Langly came in with a sheaf of computer paper, which he handed to Mulder. Mulder took it and looked at it, uncomprehending.  

"What's this?"

"A list of holdings."

"I can see it's a list. Is this all Annix Corp?"

"It's all of them. You'll need it all. It's the list of real estate holdings of the parent company. Those are probably county records office registry numbers or lot numbers of some kind, or maybe their own record keeping numbers for all I know. They’ve got a lot of capital tied up in it." He put his finger on a list of unit-less numbers, each several digits long. "And that column is the round-figure value of the holding. I think. No actual addresses, of course."

Mulder looked up at Langly and made a face. "Doesn't the name 'Wicornico Church' come up in anything? Couldn't you just find a copy of the annual report or something?"

"This is from the annual reports."

"There's no way of checking these." Mulder's head began to hurt again. "Come on, Langly. Break it down somehow. I don't give a shit about real estate." Langly just stood there, towering over him as Mulder half-sat, half-lay on the sofa, too tired, too sick or just too lazy to move his aching carcass off a broken spring that was digging into his back. Langly snatched the papers back, rested his other hand on his hip and pursed his lips, an undisguised look of disgust on his face.

"You're pathetic, man! You wanted real estate holdings in Virginia, you got real estate holdings in Virginia. There's no other way I can break that list down. What are you looking for?"

"I'm looking for Pierson," Mulder said weakly.

"I get that much. I mean, what are you looking for?"

"I'm looking for what's on the real estate. Buildings, labs, somewhere they could be holding him, anything like that."

"Why didn't you say so?  They have to list all tangible fixed assets, buildings, equipment, everything. You know that. Jeez, Frohike, hurry up with that stuff. Put the guy out of his misery here."

"I'm coming," Frohike said, bustling over with a steaming mug and a bottle of dark rum. He placed both on the big, wooden cable reel that served as a coffee table.

"Hey, Frohike," Mulder protested. "It's too early in the day for alcohol."

Ignoring Mulder, Frohike dumped at least three fingers of the rum into the contents of the cavernous mug and placed it in front of him. "You're not thinking straight anyway. What difference does it make?" he asked, sitting on the other end of the sofa. "Drink it."

"It's too hot. And you're beginning to sound like Scully."

"So?" It was Langly.

Mulder looked from one impatient face to the other and groaned. "Langly, don't tower," he said, flapping his hand in the general direction of the blond head. "Shit, it's hot in here."

Langly draped himself in the armchair, hoisting one long leg over the arm. "So?" he repeated.

"Guys, indulge me, here. I don't know what I'm looking for but a building would be a good start. Something big that could be converted to labs, offices, I don't know … er … storage space, refrigeration capacity. Yeah, refrigeration. We thought a fish packing plant, maybe."

"Okay," Langly nodded. "I can go with that. What else?"

"I haven't given it much thought."

"I can tell that," Frohike added. "You're looking for a place that could handle a frozen body. Fish packing plant sounds good."

"Only Scully thinks there wouldn't be one right there. What about a manufacturing plant of some kind?"

"In Corniwich Church?"

"Wicornico Church."

"Whatever. Why does Scully think it's not a fish packer?"

"No decent highway out."

"That would be true for whatever was out there," Langly said. "It's also true for getting raw materials in."

"Unless whatever they made was taken out by water, by barge, probably," Frohike said. "Water has to be pretty damn shallow there."

"Melvyn!" Mulder said, beaming. "I hadn't actually thought of that. What goes by barge?"

"Garbage." Langly was serious.

"That's Manhattan," Mulder said in disgust. He picked up the mug, blew on the liquid and took a mouthful. Not bad. Under Frohike's watchful eye, he took another swallow. He settled back into the sofa cushions, broken springs and all, and rested the mug on his thigh. He let his head fall back again and tried to think. "What about hazardous materials?"

"Chemicals? Don't they usually go by rail?" Probably Frohike. Mulder wasn't sure.

"No rail lines," Mulder mumbled, closing his eyes. "What do hazardous materials and sea water have in common?" Thinking out loud sometimes helped.

"Why?" asked Frohike.

"Because if a manufacturing concern is there, in the middle of nowhere, it has to be because it's next to the water, to seawater specifically."

"Chemistry is Byers' department," Langly said. "He'll be back in a little while."

It was actually more like an hour before Byers deposited the grocery bags on the counter top, during which time Mulder had finished the contents of the mug and was stretched out on the sofa, dozing, Langly had returned to researching the records of Annix Corporation for fixed assets and Frohike was busy doing whatever it was Frohike did in his little corner of the world. The sound of the grocery bags being dumped onto the counter woke Mulder.

"What's he doing here?" he heard Byers ask Frohike who had probably come in to see if Byers had splurged on any goodies. Frohike was the original cookie monster.

"Langly's doing a search for him on the records of some company called Annix."

"The drug company?" Byers sounded surprised. So did Frohike.

"You've heard of them?"

"Sure. They started off making chemicals until the environmentalists got their plant in Virginia closed down."

Ten minutes later, despite some strong coffee, Mulder was still buzzed and it was barely after noon. But his head felt better, he had to admit. Except when he moved it suddenly. Now all he had to do was concentrate on what Byers was yammering about, which was surprisingly difficult.

"They never did dismantle the buildings," Byers was saying, nursing a cup of coffee of his own on his knees as he sat beside Mulder on the sofa. Frohike was happily munching his way through a new box of gingersnaps.

"Sorry?" Mulder said, trying to focus. "I missed that."

"Annix."

"What about them?"

"Haven't you been listening, man?" Langly still sounded disgusted. He had a right to be. Everything he had done that morning had turned out to be a total waste of time. He held his hand out to Frohike, who obligingly placed a small stack of gingersnaps into it.

"I was part of the protest group," Byers explained. "We got them closed down for manufacturing and shipping hazardous materials in an ecologically sensitive area."

"Can you fill me in?" Mulder asked. "I'm not with you. Who's 'them'?"

"Langly says you think Annix Corporation has Mr. Pierson," Byers continued.

"That's about it," Mulder replied, rubbing his eyes. He was still groggy. 

"And that you think they are holding him at their plant in Virginia."

"I didn't say they had a plant in Virginia; I was just hoping they did."

"I know," Byers said. "I said they have a plant in Virginia."

"Oh…Oh! What kind of plant?"

"Byers says they made chlorine," Langly said with his mouth full. He held his hand out for more.

"Well, hydrochloric acid," Byers corrected, nodding in Langly's direction

"From sea water?" Mulder had never taken chemistry; or rather, he had been thrown out of high school chemistry class for being dangerous in the lab, which was fine with him, but he did know a little theory and what little knowledge remained was slowly swimming to the surface. It was swimming upstream. "Water plus salt equals hydrochloric acid?" Of course not, stupid, he thought to himself. He rubbed his hand over his head and left it to Byers. His neck was a bit stiff.

"You pass a current of electricity through clean sea water, you see," Byers said with studied patience, "which is water and sodium chloride, and you get sodium hydroxide and hydrochloric acid, both very corrosive, of course. Or hydrogen and chlorine, depending on how you do it and what you want out of it."

"Sodium hydroxide?"

"Yes, caustic soda. Lye. NaOH. It's the active ingredient of most chemical household cleaning products such as Fantastik."  

Mulder's eyebrows went up. "I thought lye soap went out of use in my great grandmother's day."

"What worked then still works now," Byers said. "They just don't tell you about it. They print 'NaOH' instead of 'caustic soda' on the outside of the bottle as an ingredient and how many housewives know the difference? That's why watchdog groups are so important. We were very successful…"

Mulder could hear a speech coming on. He coughed to steer Byers' attention in another direction. His throat was sore, more than it had been before. "The plant?"

"Oh, yes," Byers said. "They simply took in great quantities of sea water, split it with an electrical current using a mercury cathode and shipped the stuff out. The parent company is, or it was then, a plastics manufacturer somewhere on the Mississippi, which used …"

"John! Can we stay on track here?" Mulder said. "I'm not concentrating too well today. The plant."

"I'm sorry, Mulder. It's just that …"

Mulder nodded. "I understand, but time is a concern here?" Byers meant well but he could be a colossal bore when he got going. He and Agent Ramirez would get along just fine.

"All right. They have a plant at Wicornico Church on the Chesapeake. Well, on the water outside of the town."

"I told ya, didn't I?" Mulder said to Langly. Langly rolled his eyes and stuffed another cookie into his mouth.

"It's quite extensive," Byers persisted, "although the manufacturing equipment is probably all gone. There was a large warehouse, labs for testing the purity of the products, offices. Took up a lot of square footage. We expected that they would dismantle everything and sell the land because it's quite valuable for summer residences."

"Well … they didn't," Mulder remarked. "What about roads?"

"They pushed their own gravel road in to the plant from the village at Wicornico Church, but all the supplies and products came in and out by barge."

"And that's what I said," Frohike chimed in.

"Yeah, right on, Melvyn," Mulder said, grinning. He looked at the cookie box. "Pass me some of those." Frohike dumped the box on the coffee table and Mulder helped himself. "Could they have converted it to, say, testing labs for pharmaceuticals?"

"Oh, yes. Fairly easily. That wouldn't upset the environmentalists either, except for possible leakage from fuel into the sand and the water. If they were very careful about those things, they could get a permit and set up shop. No problem."

"What about living arrangements?" Mulder was fishing for ideas.

"You mean, did anyone live there?"

"No, I mean could anyone live there?"

"I don't see why not. There was a huge amount of office space and it could be converted. Then there's all the space that used to be taken up by the manufacturing equipment and the storage spaces. You could put a small village in there. When we were picketing, one of the security guards said there was a cafeteria and everything, showers for the workers. You have to have extensive shower facilities in chemical plants for safety's sake in the event of a spill. Sprinkler systems, too." Mulder recalled the emergency shower inside the chemistry lab at school well enough, having been shoved under it by a panicking lab instructor twice. That had had a lot to do with why he took no more chemistry after that.

"Were you ever inside?" he asked, pausing before shoving in another cookie.  

"No. They'd never let us anywhere near the place. The whole area -- and it was huge -- had a ten-foot high chain-link fence topped with razor wire around it."

"What about water and sewage?"

"The plant was self-contained, which was the only way they could get the manufacturing license in the first place. They had big fresh water storage tanks and holding tanks for sewage which were on a barge and taken away somewhere and emptied every so often. It was really very well thought out but you just can't have someone making that kind of thing in a sensitive environment …"

Mulder had the picture. He could stop listening and go back to thinking now. It was perfect. Langly could check on whether the place was in use, now that they knew what they were after, and it remained only to determine whether Pierson was there. And figure out how to get him out. From a secure area. Surrounded by chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Razor wire. He suddenly felt very tired again.  

Shortly after that, he threw up.

***
3:35 PM

"Why didn't you call me sooner?" Scully demanded as she felt for the sleeping Mulder's vital signs.  

Frohike shrugged. "He said he was fine, just a little tired. You know how he gets."

"Only too well, Melvyn, which is why I'm worried. Have you tried waking him up?"

"I did," Langly said. "He was so crabby, I just let him go back to sleep. He's been a real pain in the ass all day."

"How many times has he thrown up?" Scully was annoyed. "Did he complain of a headache? Stiff neck? John?"

"Yes," Byers said, obviously glad to be included. "I mean, yes, he said his head hurt, especially when he moved, and I noticed him rubbing his neck."

Scully picked the empty mug up from the table and sniffed it. "Melvyn, did you feed him liquor of some kind?"

"Well, I did put some rum in the hot lemon," Frohike admitted reluctantly. "It always works for me."

"What kind of 'hot lemon', Melvyn? Neocitran?" Frohike nodded sheepishly. "How much rum?" Frohike held three fingers up sideways. Scully scowled.

Scully turned back to Mulder and shook him gently. He stirred when she called his name. A couple of pats on the cheek later, he opened his eyes. His face was hot and dry and his breathing was shallow. He turned his head toward Scully and winced.

"Mulder, is your neck stiff?" He nodded only slightly. "Can you sit up?"

"Not without throwing up," he said, throatily. "My head hurts."

"Mulder, I want you to try to touch your chin to your chest." He tried but managed only a slight downward movement.

"Guys," Scully said, standing up, "call an ambulance."
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Mulder woke up as the nurse was wrapping the pressure cuff around his upper arm. He hadn't felt this bad in a long time. Scully was standing nearby, waiting. He needed to sleep; sleep would fix everything. There was an I-V needle in the back of his hand. Good. They wouldn't be waking him up to feed him; he could just sleep the sleep of the damned.

When the nurse was finished, Scully loomed into view. "Hey," he said weakly, trying for a reassuring smile. "Where am I?"

Scully leaned on the bed-rail. He was having trouble focusing and his head was thumping like a bass drum. "You're in Bethesda Hospital, Mulder," he heard Scully say. That was her serious voice. "You're being treated for bacterial meningitis and you're not going anywhere for a few days."

Mulder would have replied if he could have thought of something coherent to say. Scully could do the worrying for both of them; he didn't have the energy.

"It's probably streptococcal but they won't know for a couple of days while the culture grows."

"How did I get that?" he croaked. He quit trying to focus and let his eyes close. Scully's hand was cool on his forehead.

"You had a cold and because you didn't look after yourself, it probably developed into strep throat and went from there. Letting Frohike feed you alcohol didn't help because it dehydrated you and probably hastened the onset of the meningitis." She sounded mildly exasperated. ‘I told you so, didn't I?’ She didn't say it, but he could hear it anyway. And her voice was not without some affection.

"You're telling me I brought this on myself?"

"Mulder, you don't eat properly, you haven't had a decent night's sleep since Pierson disappeared, you didn't take the antibiotics I gave you and you don't take in enough fluids. So, yeah, you brought it on yourself. If the guys hadn't called me, you could have gone into a coma within hours. You scared hell out of them and you're still in serious condition." He suspected that, in fact, he had scared hell out of her, too, although she was keeping it to herself.

"What's the treatment?" He tried to swallow but his throat was on fire and he couldn't move his head.

"You're getting it. Intravenous broad-spectrum antibiotics until we know which strain got you, intravenous fluids to re-hydrate you, with something to keep you from vomiting, complete bed rest until the danger is past and round-the-clock monitoring of your blood pressure because if it drops, you could go into a coma. Mulder, you can still die from this or suffer irreversible brain damage. Try to forget Pierson for the next few days. He's alive. I think we can count on that." She sounded inexpressibly tired and more concerned than she was letting on.

"Scully. You really care." He felt as if he should be the one comforting her.

"Don't be an ass, Mulder. Of course I care."

"What's the prognosis?"

"There's a ten percent mortality rate in adults even when it's caught early so don't get cocky just yet. We'll know in twenty-four hours. If your blood pressure doesn't fall, you'll probably be fine."

"Scully?" Don't go away, Scully. Not yet.

"What?"

"Do something for me?"

"Sure, what?"

"Look for Pierson?"

She was hesitating. What was the matter?

"Please?"

Scully sighed as if she had been thinking of something she didn’t want to share. He smiled without opening his eyes. "Of course,” she said. “I’m already on it.” Good old Scully.

"You’ll keep me up to date?”

"Not for a while.” At least she was being honest. “I’ll let you know if there’s a break. Otherwise, you have to rest.”

"I'll settle for that."

Scully chuckled. "You don't have much choice."
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"So that's it," Scully said as Byers pulled the car to the side of the road leading straight to the gates of the sprawling complex.

"That's it," Byers replied. "I'd forgotten how spread out it was."

The building covered at least the area of a football field and then some. Only the portion Byers identified as the warehouse stood higher than one story. There were a couple of acres of parking lot but very few vehicles. There were windows in only the north end of the building. Scully scanned the structure with field binoculars. No loading bays were visible but Byers had said the activity had all been on the water side. For the moment, Scully was only concerned with what might be in use as a lab or living quarters. It was unfortunate that Byers had never been inside the building but Langly had rustled up a schematic of the old plant. The purity control labs had been at the windowless midsection of the building while the offices were to the left of where they sat in the car. From this distance, there was really nothing to see.

"We have to get inside," Scully said, still looking through the binoculars. She lowered them and tucked them away in their case under the seat. After a few seconds of thought, she turned to Byers and said, "Are you ready?"

He nodded. He was nervous. "Are we really sure he’s there?”

“No. We have no legal grounds for doing this. Are you okay with that?” 

He nodded. There was more to Byers than met the eye. "You don't have to do this if it makes you nervous," Scully added. "Nervousness will make them suspicious."

"I'm ready," he replied. "I liked Adam. I want to help." Scully could not fault him for determination. Byers could be the most determined person, after Mulder, that she had ever known. She hoped that would be enough.

Byers drove to the gate entrance, stopped at the security booth and wound down the window. The rent-a-cop was on the large side. Scully felt sorry for Byers. She recalled a story he once told her about the only time he had ever been thrown out of a bar during his university years. Ever after that, he steadfastly maintained that he had been mistaken for someone else. The guard asked Byers to state his business and Scully mentally crossed her fingers.

"I … I'd like to go to the personnel office, please," Byers said. Acting was not his forte.

"They don't have one here, Sir," the security man replied, ducking his head to get a look at Scully in the passenger seat. Scully wiggled her fingers at him, smiling. "You're looking for work?"

"Uh, yes, I am. I'm an electronics engineer and I was downsized … "

"You'll have to go to the employment agency in Newport News."

"Can't I just fill in an application here? I was told they were hiring." Good for you, thought Scully. Ad-libbing was not Byers' specialty but he was doing fine so far.

"Sir, you'll have to go to Newport News. That's all I can tell you."

"Can't I just talk to someone? I have my resume right here with me."

"Sir, I can only let you past the gate if you have pre-authorization. And you don't, so I can't let you in. That's just the way it is."

"How did you get your job?" Byers asked. The agitation was beginning to show.

"My company has a contract. I don't work for these people. You have to go to New…"

"Newport News," Byers finished for him. "Yes, I know. Thank you." As the guard stood upright, receding into the shadow of the booth, indicating that there was nothing else to be said, Byers came up with something else. "Excuse me!"

The enormous head bobbed back down into the sunlight. "Yes?"

"Do you know the name of the agency?"

"No, I don't. You'll just have to try the yellow pages." He pulled back again.

"Excuse me!"

Back came the head. Annoyance was written all over the rough features. "Now what is it?" The voice was annoyed as well.

"Can't you just phone inside and ask someone for the name, please? It'll only take a moment. You could ask them if they'd see me for an application, while you're at it."  

Don't push it, thought Scully. It was a good time to back off but the nuances of the situation were evidently beyond Byers' comprehension.  

The big guard just stared for a moment before taking a verbal swat at the source of the annoyance.

"Mister," he said carefully, "I don't give a flying fuck what your mangy little problem is. You're just an unemployed computer geek with bad hearing. Read my lips. They don't employ out of here. Nobody gets in. Period. Go away!" And he retreated once more into the shadows of the booth.

At the little coffee shop at the back of the antique store in the quaint, wind-worn, sand-scrubbed hamlet of Wicornico Church, Scully was doing damage control.

"I was hopeless," Byers was saying, over and over. He hadn't even touched his hot chocolate or his home-made apple pie. He had, however, managed to spill the sugar all over the neat blue and white check tablecloth, drop his fork onto the bare wood floor and upset the bud vase, although he had grabbed it before it spilled onto Scully's plate. An obliging waitress had repaired the damage with admirable patience.

"You were fine!" Scully reassured him. "We now know how to proceed. It's what we came here to find out."

"Mulder would just have bulled his way through that gate."

"No, John, Mulder would not," Scully said, taking a sip of her own hot chocolate.  "Regardless of what you see on television, investigations take a lot of time and trying to 'bull' your way through it only gets you into trouble. We're not a SWAT team. We're just gathering information at this stage. We're just going on a hunch." 

Byers was not much comforted. By the look on his face, Scully could tell that Mulder's anxiety over finding Pierson had been infectious, especially in an individual like John Kennedy Byers, who spent his entire waking life in a more or less agitated state. Doing what he did and hanging out with certifiable space cases like Langly and Frohike did nothing to help. Byers' own biggest problem was being Byers. Scully's private thoughts on the subject were that he would do better if he just learned to like himself a little more.

"So what do we do now?" he asked.

Scully shrugged. "We go to Newport News and find the employment agency. How would you like a new job?"
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I am so cold. The sun has driven me mad. The dreams are real; reality is a mirage shimmering on the horizon.

How many times have I died in this desert? How many times has the kitehawk waited for me to die again? My only hope is that someone will find me, perhaps the camel drivers, perhaps the merchants with whom I was traveling in the caravan. We had almost reached Jericho when the bandits attacked. I remember that clearly. The arrow that pierced my heart came from the rocky hillside we were passing. I cannot stop shivering.

I have never had such dreams before, dreams of a fantastic place I have never seen -- that was how I know I am mad. At any time, I will wake again to the desert sun. For now, there is no pain, only cold. Perhaps I am dead and this is the Underworld. I have never gone to the Underworld before. The desert can be icy cold when the sun is gone.

My hands are bound behind me and I am lying on my side, but that part is wrong. That is not how I remember it. The dreams have plagued me so long. When I pull my knees to my chest I am surprised that I can move my legs. The bandit must have retrieved his arrow from my dead heart or I would not have revived right here. I can still hear the screams of the superstitious robbers. Demon! Demon! While I was still weak, they beat me about the head and body in their terror and dragged my carcass into the desert where the carrion birds could take it, food for the scorpions, the flies, the lizards, but not before they stripped me of my clothes, my sandals and all my possessions.

The shadowy figure of a man bends over me, asking me something I cannot understand. Has he come to help me? Why does he not unbind me and tend to me? My mind is wandering, unwilling to focus; perhaps he is a djinn or some other desert spirit come to take my soul. Is this how it happens? I have no coins for the ferryman. He has a man’s shape; I must not be deceived. He speaks to me again and I understand the language this time. He asks my name, my secret name. I cannot give it; if he knows my secret name, he can take my soul. That is what the stories say he will do; I always thought the stories were just fancy. That voice has asked me that question before; perhaps he comes every time I die and I do not remember. I feel a strange compulsion to answer but I must fight against it. Perhaps he is the ferryman. Only he has the right to ask my secret name. It is unthinkable. If I do not answer, he cannot take me. I still have my head. If I am a shade, would I not have my head? Perhaps I am dead. I am so cold.

When the water came, it came from everywhere. It filled my mouth, my eyes stung, the old terror took me and I heard myself scream. I could not help it. For an eternity, the water flowed over me, terrifying me. It has stopped now. Then, there was only the cold. I am shaking with it, pressing my knees hard against my chest. Does a shade feel cold?

The shadowy face appears close to my own. In the way of dreams, it shifts, melts, reforms itself in the dim light. It does not remain still long enough for me to identify it, although I am sure I know this man. The dark hair, the black eyes tug at my memory. A name floats to the surface of my thoughts. Maklawed? It feels so strange in my mouth. Is it a name? Should I know it? The sound is familiar. Is this man here to help me? I close my eyes and turn my face away; I am shivering uncontrollably. The cold is seeping into my lungs, into my heart and stomach, into my belly, into my bones. My jaw tightens against the chattering of my teeth; every muscle in my body is rigid, my breathing shallow and rapid. I do not understand what is happening to me.

The figure reaches out a hand and touches my face. I snap back my head; the motion is uncontrollable. I do not want to be touched. The voice speaks again and the question is different this time but still the name: Maklawed. If I knew, would I tell him? I say nothing. There is an urgency to the question. I am confused. A hand grabs my hair and pulls my head back roughly. The shock of it makes me cry out; I must be alive. I pull at the bonds around my wrists but they are fast. I cannot defend myself. A heavy hand strikes a hard blow to my face. The pain is awful. Adam! Adam! Then another blow, and another. The gods preserve me. I taste the salty blood in my mouth. Adam! Adam! What name is that? The bandits have returned. What more do they want? I swear at my attackers, at myself for my helplessness; fury rises in my chest. Superstitious cowards! I shriek my hatred of all cowards, bellow my rage. I swear revenge as I swore it when they called me 'demon'. I will not forgive!

Howling, I try to drive my legs in the direction of my tormentors, but they refuse to obey me, the strength gone from them, sucked out by the cold. Another blow to the head strikes me down. I am quiet, breathing hard, too exhausted even to scream.

I crave the return of the sun.

Something sharp stabs my thigh.

***
Metellus sat patiently on the wooden chair brought for the purpose. It was well past midnight and the past two days had been exhausting. He had conducted all the interviews himself, with only short breaks and cat naps while Pierson recovered. The man’s stamina was admirable. He lit a cigarillo and crossed his legs, contemplating the bound body that lay at his feet under a blanket. The old communal shower room had been ideal for the purpose. A steel ring had been welded to the floor and Pierson's hands bound to it tightly behind his back, the idea being to restrict severely any range of motion Pierson might have should he 'snap out of it' and choose to fight. As it was, he had not snapped out of it and once the muscles were subjected to that much heat loss, there was no strength left in them, no matter how strong the spirit and the will.

Pierson was on the edge of madness, which was where Metellus wanted him. The line was very thin, however. So long as Pierson remained conscious in the normal sense of the word, Metellus would get nothing from him. As it was, he now had a name to pursue. This time, the name was probably that of someone who was still alive. If Metellus pushed him too far, Pierson might go permanently insane and have to be destroyed; if allowed to become fully conscious, as far as that was still possible, when confronted with the name 'MacLeod', it might go far to breaking down his resistance and Metellus would have a lead on a second Immortal. He was now nearly convinced that only extreme measures would succeed in getting Pierson to give up his own name, however. If that was what it took, so be it. In any case, that was a personal matter.  

The fact that the Chopin triggered seizures was interesting. The research team had certainly been very interested in the seizures. They concluded that the drugs had had a cumulative effect resulting in an inflammation of the meninges, the membrane which lined the cerebral cortex. That would also explain the headaches, with their increasing severity. It could have killed him, they said. It was an important discovery, they said, for which they were grateful. Financially grateful. The Chairman must be in ecstasy over that for it meant that the arrangement was still satisfactory. The chink of money always made the Chairman very happy. Metellus had other concerns. He would keep the information about the music to himself. It did seem, he had to admit, that there were limitations to the use of the drugs. They had, however, succeeded in playing havoc with Pierson's grasp on reality sufficiently to render them almost unnecessary now, which was all he had wanted of them in the first place. 

This time, the strategy had been much simpler. Pierson had been brought here, bound and the cold showers had been turned on. He had been disoriented, probably as a result of the seizures, of which there had been four more after the first one. The showers had been left on for hours while Pierson's body temperature dropped to the edge of torpor. The effect was an induced, dream-like state of consciousness in which the subject was remarkably pliant. Metellus had noted with great interest that Pierson reacted to the water with blind terror, as if he believed himself to be drowning. Another deep memory, perhaps? He could use that. They had wanted to strip him, but Metellus had persuaded them that the clothing would retain the water and keep him cold. Nothing was to be gained by humiliating a subject who did not know where he was.

Metellus stubbed out the remains of the cigarillo on the tile floor and shifted in the chair. The pressure was on for him to use more physical methods of gaining information but he was personally convinced of the futility of the brute force approach with an Immortal. A man did not live that long through violent times without having suffered a few beatings, some probably severe enough to kill him. It was his own experience that one had only to outlast the shock. The wounds always healed quickly, the damage repaired itself and the pain subsided within minutes to manageable proportions. With enough resolve, an Immortal could tolerate considerable physical abuse. The point needed to be proven, however -- not to himself but to those who were still considering taking the matter out of his hands. In any case, it was also his experience that surviving the process did not preclude fearing it, dreading it, even becoming terrified of it. A completely rational mind withstood the onslaught fairly well, the psychological scars fading quickly, although the memories never died, as he recalled only too well. But Pierson was only barely rational, was, in fact, hanging on by a thread. And, so, Metellus had consented to it but found that he preferred not to be a part of it. Once Pierson had revived sufficiently this time, someone would come and  'Smith' would leave. They would fail, of course. They understood so little.

Pierson showed signs of rousing, the Haldol having worn off finally. Hopefully, it had restored what shreds of reason Pierson was still capable of. He moaned slightly and raised his head. Metellus left the blanket where it was. Pierson tugged experimentally at the bonds on his wrists. They had taken the precaution of binding his ankles as well. Metellus saw recognition on Pierson's face when Pierson looked at him and he smiled.

"Here we are again, my friend," he said, leaning his arms on his thighs. He did not expect a response. He got none. Metellus was pleased to see the spark of intelligence and awareness still there. Such strength of mind had to be admired and appreciated. The green eyes stared up at him with undisguised hate. Good. Good. There was nothing like hatred to keep up the resolve. He had no doubt that Pierson would survive what was about to happen to him. Intact. That would vindicate Metellus' insistence on his own approach. They would have to listen then. Pierson would do him proud.

For a few moments, Metellus watched the spare, implacable face, the cheeks now hollow and gray.

"Who is MacLeod?" he asked.

An almost imperceptible flicker of the eyes told Metellus that Pierson recognized the name. That was all he needed.

"I take it he's alive and well." No reaction. "They won't ask you about him because I am going to keep that between us. Between you and me. You've already told me his name. That gives me a way in; the rest will come quite easily now." He smiled, anxious for his bed. "You needn't feel guilty about it. It wasn't as if you had a lot of control over it, but you're not the type to waste time over guilt. I doubt you shed a tear over killing Miss Horton. You and I are not that different, Adam. We both do what needs to be done." Nothing, just those eyes, following his every movement. "We understand each other, you and I. I must apologize for what is going to happen now. I did my best to spare you the distress but even I am not entirely in control when so much money is involved. Try not to tell them anything. I am sure you understand how these things go. They will give up if you can hold out long enough. They do not know about your immortality, so they will not go far enough to kill you, although no doubt you will wish that they would. I believe in you. I know you will not disgrace yourself. Or me."

A loud knock sounded on the door before it was thrust open. A man entered, a man with cold eyes. Metellus leaned down to Pierson’s head. "Good luck."
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When Mulder opened his eyes, it was the first time in a while that he could say with any solid assurance that he was now fully conscious. He didn't feel well, exactly; far from it. He just didn't need to sleep any more. For now. An I-V needle was still taped to the back of his left hand, which also sported a large purple bruise. Apart from that, he was no longer hooked up to anything, another sure sign of progress. His mouth was all but glued shut with that crappy morning-after-the-night-before taste he remembered so well from his wilder college days. Nothing that a good toothbrush and a pint of mouthwash couldn't fix. He rubbed his eyes to get the crusty guck out of them and refocused.

The bed was a mess, the sheet below him rucked into ridges and the top one bunched to one side, leaving everything but one leg bare. The hospital johnny had ridden up under his armpits. They might as well not bother with the world's ugliest garment for all it covered. He hated the damned things; they always made him feel totally naked. He fumbled for the edge of the sheet and pulled it decently across himself. In the process, he had raised his head slightly. He swore and promised himself not to do that again just yet. He ran a hand across his head, exploring. His hair was in desperate need of a wash, thick from oil and sweat, and sticking out in spikes from the back of his head where it had been flattened against the pillow. This was familiar territory. The stubble on his chin would soon need a lawnmower.

The other problem, of course, was that they had taken out the catheter and there was nothing at all wrong with his bladder. He ran a hand along the side of the bed, searching for the urinal he knew from experience would be dangling from its holder. He found it and was in the process of putting it to use under the sheet when the door flung itself wide.

"Scully!"

"Sorry, Mulder. They must be late with rounds." She turned her back while Mulder finished what he was doing. Couldn't she wait for visiting hours like any normal, sane person?

"Okay," he said when he was done.  

Scully walked to the bed and leaned on the rail. "You look like shit, Mulder," she observed. She felt his forehead. "Still a little high but way better than it was. You were up to a hundred and five point two at one time. Nice to see you awake. Want me to raise the bed a little?"

"Yeah, thanks. My head explodes when I move it."

"That's to be expected," she said, pressing the 'up' button on the small panel. "Say when."

"When!" he yelped suddenly. His brain objected strongly to anything over thirty-five degrees.

"I've got some news if you're up for it," Scully said, straightening the sheets and fluffing a pillow. She lifted his head very gently as she placed the pillow under it.

"Sure. Lay it on me," he said. He tried for a grin as he prayed that the next person through the doorway would be holding a nice, big basin of hot, soapy water and a wash cloth. He could smell himself. It was embarrassing.  

"Byers and I found the plant yesterday. We couldn't get past the gate."

"That figures," Mulder said. "Just convinces me that whatever they're doing in there isn't entirely on the up and up. I really think he's there, Scully. What was the plan?"

"We went in Byers' car with him doing the driving. We decided to have him ask for the personnel office, something no-one could get suspicious about. If the guard checked out the license plate, which he probably did, there'd be nothing to upset the apple cart."

"What's the plan now?"

"We went to Newport News and Byers filled out a genuine application for a genuine job that was posted on the board. Brute force isn't going to do it; maybe this will get someone inside. It'll just take time. Langly has planted some documentation to support Byers' resume, although it stands up by itself, really. He's genuinely qualified, which helps a whole bunch. We invented a name for a company from which he is supposed to have been downsized and Langly will handle any phone inquiries. Should go off without a hitch. He's led a clean enough life to pass a background check with flying colors, unless they kept records of everyone who protested back then. They didn’t do that in those days. He's ideal, if he can pull it off."

"How does he feel about going undercover?" Mulder said, grinning. Byers must be scared shitless.

Scully tilted her head and raised her eyebrows, probably contemplating the same picture. "I think … he's probably wishing the world would end about now," she said, deadpan, nodding sagely. She clicked her tongue. "Yep, that would about describe it."

"You have to give him credit. There is one thing in his favor, though, when you think about it."

"What's that?"

"Nobody would ever peg Byers for an undercover agent. And that's the best cover you can have."

Scully laughed. Her cell phone rang and she answered it.

"Scully here … Already? … When? … Oh, my God! … Can you do it? … He's fine … Don't do it if you're not comfortable with it and don't do it before you've talked to me… Sometime this afternoon. I'll call you." She pushed the off-button and dumped the phone back into her pocket. She looked surprised, and a little worried.

Mulder raised his eyebrows, waiting to be let in on the exchange.

Scully looked at Mulder and chewed her lip before answering. "Byers has a job interview tomorrow morning in Washington."

Mulder was going to make encouraging noises but Scully's worried look made him wait. "And?" he said.

"The interview is with a Mr. John Smith."
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WASHINGTON,

9:35 PM, EDT


The Chairman settled comfortably back in the wing chair and watched the flames dance in the fireplace. This meeting had been inevitable, he supposed. He had toyed with the idea of having the Corporation representative inform Smith of the arrangement but dismissed that, correctly he thought, as less than years of loyal service deserved. He had even considered inviting Smith to his home but his wife would not hear of it. It came down to this.

He had heard – things – about the man from the Corporation spokesman, complaints about the way Smith conducted himself in the presence of their scientists, highly qualified men in their field. It seemed Mr. Smith was not a ‘team player’, they said. It was the Chairman’s personal opinion that team players were toadies without the power of independent thought but he had said nothing. Smith had ruffled their feathers. True, Smith was an arrogant son of a bitch; however, he had never given the Chairman cause to doubt his abilities. The Chairman had, therefore, defended his position that Smith was to have a free hand. He also felt it prudent to keep that information to himself.

The Chairman was well aware that Smith disliked being summoned; no doubt he would be politely surly. He had it down to an art. The Chairman swirled the golden liquid in the glass, his lips pursed. Smith was not going to like what he had to say. Nevertheless, when one had a family to consider, personal considerations took precedence; Smith would just have to accept that.

The Chairman looked up from his brandy glass as Smith was ushered politely into the room. The man looked a little the worse for wear. In view of their new arrangement, the Corporation CEO had shown the Chairman the reports on their progress with Pierson. The Corporation man had made no headway at all – and neither had Smith, in their judgment. From what he had read, however, it appeared to the Chairman that the methods must have taken a considerable toll on Smith. He could not fault dedication. That had not been their main concern, in any event. They appreciated the man’s efforts, they said. It was just that there were … other matters.

"I have been giving this a lot of thought, John," the Chairman began. "I have had a very attractive offer and, for reasons I will give you in a moment, I feel I owe it to myself to accept it. I realize this is abrupt but I hope you will indulge me."

Smith gazed steadily at the Chairman. He did not touch his drink and made no move to take out a cigarillo. He kept his face a mask, emotionless, yet not disinterested, merely blank. It was impossible to tell what the man was thinking at any time; to express any feeling would have been unlike him. The reports of his obsession with Pierson might just be true. And there were other reports. The Chairman had dismissed them as an attempt to discredit his lieutenant; he would keep it in mind.

The Chairman took a swallow of his brandy and met Smith's disturbing black eyes. "I am not a young man, John," he said. "And neither are you. When we first had Pierson in our grasp, I thought the future was ours. It was so exciting, the answer to all our prayers. When I read the report that he was sterile, it knocked the props out from under me, I can tell you that. But I was still willing to wait. Now I am not so sure. It will be years before cloning techniques have been perfected and years after that before the project will bear fruit. I shall be long dead before then." It was difficult to contemplate one’s own end but this was not a time for regrets. "In the few years I have known you, you have not changed at all, John. You are aging very gracefully, but I am not. They have found a heart condition and I am beginning to feel old. It is not a pleasant feeling."

"I'm sorry to hear that," Smith said, probably for the sake of form. The Chairman was beginning to see Smith in a different light these days. Perhaps it was the changed circumstances; such things happened. He had never known the man to be affected by his work before. Perhaps he had grown a conscience.

"The Corporation made me an offer which will make me a wealthy man,” the Chairman said. “I cannot afford not to take it. There will be a seat on the board, a hand in the decision-making process, a very handsome portfolio of stock options, the best of care for my condition. The salary is well into six figures with a very generous signing bonus, enough to make the rest of my life very comfortable indeed. You can see why I must take it, I am sure. You must have thought about your future. We all do at this age." He watched Smith’s face, not expecting any sign of approval. There was none, which was rude. The least Smith could do was acknowledge the Chairman’s gesture; he could, after all, have said nothing. "I suggest you make some similar arrangements, John,” he said in a neutral tone of voice. “Surely you are as concerned for your future as I.” This was the crux of the matter. Provision for one's old age, a vision of retirement to a life of luxury were not unreasonable. Surely Smith had considered such things.

The truth was that Smith was rapidly becoming a liability. The Chairman’s continued support for Smith’s handling of the Pierson matter was justified – of that he was quite sure; nevertheless, with the deterioration of his own state of health, his personal priorities had necessarily changed. There was nothing he could do about that. The Corporation’s priorities must now become his own, as much as he disliked it. It was a matter of circumstances. And he had a family to consider. A wife.

The CEO had made no bones about their objections to Smith’s high-handed tactics. They wanted control; he refused to relinquish it. While the Chairman was entirely sympathetic to Smith’s reasons, things were different now. The other matter was Smith’s personal file. The Corporation had considered making an offer; it was the normal practice. They had put together a profile, which was also normal practice. The Chairman used such recruitment methods himself and heartily approved. The results, however, had given them second thoughts. It was not Smith’s talents that were in question; the CEO had, in fact, been most impressed. It was a more personal matter. Observations by the Corporation doctors had suggested that Smith’s preoccupation with Pierson was not entirely ... ‘healthy’. That had been their word for it. The Chairman understood. He had no feelings one way or the other on such matters and Smith had never to his knowledge behaved openly in ‘that’ manner. He had always been completely correct. The CEO had put it to him that those who would be working with him would be ... concerned. The Chairman had no choice but to see it their way.

And he was relieved. There was lately an undercurrent to Smith’s manner which made the Chairman nervous, a thinly veiled fanaticism with the project which the man had never displayed before. This was a golden opportunity to sever his ties with the man without a showdown. He would be glad when it was over.

The Chairman helped himself to more brandy. “I have discussed the situation with the CEO of the Corporation – a most interesting man – and I am sure he would not be averse to making some sort of arrangement. As for myself, no commitments have been made, you understand. I have given them nothing definite yet.” That was not exactly a lie. The contracts had been drawn up and waited only upon his signature, which was more than Smith needed to know. "It is a legitimate career move," the Chairman continued. "You are abstemious in your habits, yet you are paid handsomely. I do not doubt for a moment that you are already worth a king's ransom. I do not have an option."

"My personal worth is not at issue here," Smith said coldly.

The Chairman smiled to himself. Was that a suggestion that his own was? "Oh, but it is. You are implying that I can be bought. I find that insulting. They say everyone has his price but I cannot imagine what yours might be. It certainly isn't money."

"And this concerns you?"

The Chairman heard coldness in Smith’s voice and decided that he didn’t give a damn. Smith’s future was his own concern. “It is entirely none of my business, my dear fellow.’ He took another swallow of the brandy.

"They want Pierson, of course," Smith said.

The Chairman looked up from his glass. "Of course. They have decided to take over the facility in Virginia.”

"The facility is already theirs."

"They will staff it entirely with their own people; they are waiting only for new contract arrangements from us. The Board has agreed.”  

“I was not informed.” No, of course not, the Chairman thought. One did not make such decisions based on the personal requirements of underlings.

“They will extend the lab facilities, turn it into a legitimate pharmaceutical testing operation. And they want to accept military contracts, which are extremely lucrative. But I'm sure you know that. We would be out of the picture. You did predict this, John. It was inevitable and I have chosen to stay on the winning side. You are the only random factor. You know that Pierson is immortal."

"Are you threatening me?"

“Of course not. I find the suggestion insulting.” Take it any way you wish. "You do have options, John. You are free to approach the Corporation yourself; I would support you. I owe you that much.” That much and no more. “You know I can have you eliminated if I choose. I do not wish to do that." And now it is up to you.

Smith’s face betrayed no emotion. It never did. "Have you decided to tell them about Pierson's immortality?"

"Not yet. I'll keep that as a bargaining chip for future use. Always keep something in reserve. You taught me that yourself. You and I will remain the only two persons with that knowledge."

"And all the records?"

"Will be turned over to them, of course. They want you to stay on, John.” That much, at least, was true. “It will be a while before they are ready to take over complete management of the project. Their representatives will go to Virginia to discuss arrangements with you. No doubt they will have an offer. I have told them that if anyone can find further mutants, it is you, that you are the one with the expertise where Pierson is concerned. That's as much as I can say. You should consider approaching them. I have no doubt as to your ability to rise in the power structure. You should do very well indeed."

Smith placed his glass on the side table. “I shall consider what you have said.” The face was expressionless save for those piercing black eyes. Although the Chairman himself had never felt threatened in Smith’s presence, he could well understand why the Corporation men found him disturbing to be around. The Chairman could only speculate what close involvement in the current project might be like.

"I hope you did not come all the way here simply for this meeting?"

"No, no," Smith replied. "I am interviewing a young man for a position as a programmer in the morning. I am using one of the Annix offices. Our data is getting to the point of requiring some sort of ordering for our own records. We're lucky to find someone qualified so quickly. I am having a background check run."

"Good. I'm glad to hear it's going well. And Pierson?"

"It is going as I expected."

"It would help if I could tell the Corporation that we had a lead on a second mutant," the Chairman said.

Smith smiled and stood. "I should like to go to my hotel. I have an early appointment."

"We'll meet before the end of the week, then?"

"Of course."

When Smith had gone, the Chairman contemplated the fire. He did not want that much from life, certainly no more than anyone – security, a little comfort, a quiet place by the fire surrounded by a loving family. Was that so much to expect?

***
As Charles drove him back to the hotel, Metellus choked back his anger. Damn the man! Greed had got the better of him, that and the recognition of his own mortality. Metellus had given freely of his trust and loyalty and this was how he was repaid. Mortals! It was outright betrayal; if this went forward, the project would be diverted into a purely profit-making venture and would inevitably collapse for want of vision. He would kill Pierson himself before he allowed that to happen, as much for Pierson's sake as anything else. Pierson deserved much better, had earned much better. Smith was sure that Pierson himself would prefer death. The Chairman would never understand real courage. The stupid fuck did not have the first idea what he was playing with.

And who was that man at the club? On the way out, engrossed in his own thoughts, he had almost failed to notice a bald-headed gentleman with glasses sitting partly in shadow. He had paid no attention at the time, distracted as he was. The conviction that he should know that man ate at him all the way to the hotel. His thinking was too disturbed to concentrate.

Only one thought intruded clearly: the punishment for betrayal is always death.
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WASHINGTON

9:12 AM, EDT

Byers was nervous. Byers was always nervous but this morning he was much more nervous than usual. He sat in the low, cramped chair in an outer office, a chair designed specifically for the purpose of making people nervous, he was sure, his knees nearly under his chin, a copy of his resume, properly decked out in a neat plastic folder, clutched to his chest. He was sweating.

Scully had briefed him on what to do. The important thing, she had said, was to approach this as though he really were looking for the job. He should not think of himself as acting a role because that would communicate itself to a trained observer, and interviewers were all of that if they were worth their salt, but since even legitimate job interviews always had him shaking in his boots, that was not much help. There had been a certain tone behind her words which gave Byers the distinct impression that there was something she wasn't telling him. When he had asked her if there was anything else he should know, she had said only that she was concerned for him. And for Mulder. He could understand that. There was a lot on her plate right now. He had promised to do his best and left it at that.

Langly had fielded the call from Annix. Even with Byers hanging over his shoulder, he had pulled it off with panache and been unbearably pleased with himself for hours afterward. Mulder would have been proud. It had evidently been sufficient, because the call for the interview had come right on its heels. Byers had spoken to a Mr. Smith, who seemed friendly enough. Yes, he was interested in the position; yes, he would be happy to see him in the morning. And that was all. Now here he was, sitting in an almost fetal position, his nerves trilling in his ears, staring at that big, solid-looking door.

Right on the dot of nine fifteen, the appointed time, the door opened and a stocky but imposing man of about fifty in white shirt sleeves and black trousers held it open, beckoning to Byers. Byers stood up immediately and nearly tripped over his own feet in the process. The man smiled, amusement in his black eyes.  

"Mr. Byers. You're on time. Come in, please."

Byers obeyed. The chair in front of the imposing desk was just as low as the one outside. When he sat in it, he had the distinct impression of inferiority, of being well down the corporate totem pole, a feeling enhanced by the fact that the high-backed chair Smith sat down in on the other side of the desk appeared to have been raised.

"Well," said Smith, smiling. He swiveled the chair sideways and reached for a sheet of paper on the desk with his right hand. He glanced at the paper briefly, as if to remind himself of what it said, and tossed it down again. "I've looked at your resume very carefully, Mr. Byers," he said, "and I'm impressed. What can you tell me about your last position?"

Byers flushed slightly. Couldn't he have asked about something that was true? A bead of sweat trickled down his back. "I, um, I was downsized."

"I know that, Mr. Byers. What did you do in your last position?" Smith's expression was one of patient indulgence. He leaned back in his chair, placed an elbow on the chair arm and rested his chin on it, the forefinger up the side of his cheek. The relaxed posture eased Byers' own nervousness, as it was probably meant to do. Byers tried again.

"I worked as an electronics engineer for a medical company, but they were taken over in a corporate merger and a lot of us were just let go." This was the cover story he had cooked up with Langly. There was no reason it shouldn't hold water, at least long enough to do what needed to be done.  

"That's a common story these days," Smith replied casually. "Why do you want to work for us? We're not a big name company."

"I -- er -- I'd never actually heard of you before, as a matter of fact. There was a job listed on the board at the employment agency and I need the work." He shifted nervously in the chair. He was such a bad liar.

Smith looked straight at him for some moments. "Yet you told the security guard at the gate that you knew we were hiring. How did you know that? The time on the e-mailed application is nearly three hours later."

 Byers was stunned. He felt himself blush profoundly; he was completely unable to speak.

Smith laughed a little, sardonic laugh. "It's not a trick question, Mr. Byers. Had you already been to the agency?"

 "No," he said without thinking, his brain cells working overtime for a plausible explanation. "I made it up!" he blurted. "I didn't know. I just said it."

Smith smiled broadly, enjoying some kind of private joke at Byers' expense.

"I'll accept that," he said, to Byers' great relief. The relief was short-lived. "How did you know we were there? It's a little off the beaten track."

Oh, God. He was blowing it. Scully would have his ass for this and Pierson was a dead duck. Why couldn't he keep it together? When all else fails …

"I was there … some years ago … with a protest group," he said in a voice that was not much above a whisper. The sweat under his armpits was soaking into his best shirt.

"Good. I wondered if you'd tell me the truth," said Smith.  

"You know about that?" Byers asked in disbelief.

Smith smiled in amusement and swiveled around to face Byers directly, his fingers laced over his stomach. "Photographs were taken at the time, Mr. Byers, and the participants were all identified. The records are still available and anyone applying for a position is checked against that list. You're on that list. But that's of no consequence. That was then and this is now; the situation is quite different. It serves very well to find out if an applicant is lying. That's all. You needn't look so dismayed."

The relief on Byers' face must have been loud and clear because Smith chuckled. Byers could hardly believe the next words out of Smith's mouth. 

"Can you start this week?"
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ANNIX CENTER

June woke immediately as the door opened. She sat up on the sofa and pulled the blanket around her. The guard had told her it would be okay to wait; what if Mr. Smith was angry? She didn’t want to make him angry.

Two men maneuvered a gurney inside, with Adam lying on it under a sheet, his eyes closed, and Mr. Smith walking behind it. Startled, she pushed the blanket aside. Mr. Smith's face turned dark at the sight of her, but only for a moment. While the gurney was taken to the bed and the two men lifted Adam off it, Mr. Smith walked toward her. Something in his eyes made her catch her breath but then it was gone. She stood up to meet him, rearranging her clothes, an old T-shirt and worn jeans.

"What are you doing here, June?" Mr. Smith asked, pleasantly enough, standing where he blocked her view of what was happening on the other side of the room.

"I'm sorry," she said, hesitantly, twisting her fingers. "I was waiting for Adam. I was worried."

"How long have you been here?" The voice was friendly enough but there was an edge to it which hadn't been there before. Perhaps he was just worried.

"I don't know." That was true. "I came after dinner and the door was open, so I figured you must be bringing him back. The guard said it would be okay to wait." She wished he'd smile or something. She hadn't done anything wrong, had she? "It's been nearly three days."

Mr. Smith regarded her silently a moment before replying. "I'm sorry about that, June," he said. "Of course you were worried. I should have let you know what to expect."

"How is he?" she asked, tentatively.

Mr. Smith smiled and, inside, June heaved a silent sight of relief.

"We have changed his medication and the seizures have stopped," he said. "We kept him in the lab long enough to make sure he was stabilized. He shouldn't have those bad headaches now."

"Oh, that's wonderful!" she said, clasping her hands together on her chest. "Um, I should go, huh?" she added. "It's very late."

Mr. Smith frowned slightly as if something had occurred to him. "Why don't you stay?" he said. "He'll need someone with him when he wakes up. He's very weak. Perhaps you can get him to eat something. I think he'd like to see a kind face when he opens his eyes. It's what we hired you for, after all." He smiled a kind, fatherly smile. He was so understanding, she thought. Adam was so lucky to have someone like Mr. Smith taking care of him. June had heard that state hospitals were terrible places and Mr. Smith had made it clear that that was the only other option for Adam. She was sure that it was much better for him here with people who cared about him, even if they did tell dreadful stories about him. She had wondered why they would say such things but decided that it was because they never saw him when he was awake or they'd know that Adam was really nice. They only saw him when he was drugged or sick. That must be it. She would look after him now.

"I'd really like that," she said.

Mr. Smith seemed very pleased. "Good." He turned to the men and tossed his head to one side, indicating that they should go. They packed up the gear and left with the gurney. Mr. Smith turned back to June.

"Why don't you finish getting him comfortable?" he said. "He's not sedated, just sleeping. Stay with him until he wakes up. Do you think you can stay awake with him?"

"Oh, yes!" she replied, nodding eagerly. "I've already been asleep. I can stay up."

He nodded. "June?"

"Yes?"

"We're not sure how he's going to react to the new drug but he may seem a bit strange, a little out of it. Do you understand?"

"Yeah. I know what that's like. It's okay."

"I mean that he may say strange things. Don't take any notice."

"He said some pretty weird things last time. Will it be like that?"

"Oh?" Mr. Smith seemed interested. "What did he say last time?"

"Well, like, I should run away and go back to Brooklyn or I'd never see Robbie again. That was pretty freaky." She gave a little nervous laugh. Perhaps she shouldn't have said anything.

"It must have been very unpleasant for you, my dear. I'm sorry to hear it."  

"It's okay," she said, wearily. "It was just before he had that seizure thing, so I figured he was a little crazy, you know?" She shrugged apologetically.

Mr. Smith regarded her for a moment before going on. "Yes. That was it. If he says things like that in future, you'll tell me about it, won't you? It's a good indication of whether the medication is working or whether we should increase the dosage, you see."

"Sure, I understand."

He smiled broadly, patted her arm and followed the men out the door, closing it behind himself. The lock snapped shut.

June walked across to the bed where Adam lay. She gave a little gasp and laid a hand across her mouth. They had taken off his clothes and put on pyjamas before pulling the sheet up around him. How had he got so wet? The sheet was wet. He was so still, so frail, lying there under the single sheet where they had left him, head back, mouth slightly open, his breathing shallow and rasping. "Oh, my!" she said out loud. She touched his bare arm. His skin was damp. "What have they done to you?" He was so cold under her hand. His hair was wet and the skin of his fingers had that bleached and wrinkled look they get from spending too long in the bath. He needed to be warm. That was it. Get him warm. She made little whimpering noises in her throat, fussing noises, mother noises. He moaned in his sleep, as if he were in pain; one hand rose to fend off some dream demon, then fell back to the sheet. He moved his head and his breathing became more ragged, but he did not awaken.

She feared for him. He seemed so much worse -- so much more frail -- in only three days! Perhaps he was dying. Whimpering, June took his head in one plump arm and stroked his face.

"It's all right, honey," she whispered, leaning over the pale form and kissing his forehead. "It's all right." She remembered something she had been told once. It was in high school. “Our teacher told us what to do.” An anxious teacher had decided to dish out survival information to his students in the poorer side of Brooklyn after three frozen bodies had been picked up off the streets in Hell's Kitchen after a particularly cold winter night. “He said when someone’s really cold you lay down next to them. We have to get you warmed up.”

It was all she could think of to do. She kicked off her shoes, climbed onto the bed and wrapped the sheet closely around Adam's cold body. She was nervous and anxious, not about what she was trying to do, but for him. “Oh, my, look at you!” She could see the changes in his face, the dark circles into which his eyes had sunk, the skin taut over the cheekbones, and it made her want to cry. She even thought she saw flecks of blood at the hairline but that was surely only fancy. She lifted his shoulder to turn him onto his side but he was too heavy. As she touched him, he rolled away from her on his own and drew his knees toward his chest, muttering something in his sleep.

 She lay down on her side behind him and pulled the comforter up around them both. “I’m here now, honey. You’re going to be okay.” Slipping her arms around him, she nestled her body close against him, curled her knees up behind his, settled her head on the pillow and sighed. The cold crept through the sheet and into her own body as she waited. “You’re so cold. What did they do to you?” She was sure this was right. What was Mr. Smith thinking, letting him get like this? Adam moved in her arms and muttered again. “Ssh! It’s okay, honey; it’s okay.” Then he lay still, his breathing easier. She hung on tightly and cried a little.

An hour later, still holding Adam tightly as she would her own baby, she drifted into sleep.

***
Was I awake? It felt like rising through warm chocolate, layers of thick dreams and half-dreams, toiling to the surface that seemed ever too far away. My eyes were open but I did not trust what I saw. I had trusted too many times; I had learned. Let it be real. The world was not spinning and I was warm. I wanted it to be real.

I touched my arm experimentally and there was solid flesh beneath my fingers. Perhaps this time … There was a warm, plump arm around my chest and its mate was below my neck. June? I did not want her there. I felt her body down my back; her breathing told me she was asleep. I would not disturb her yet but she had to leave.

I was so cold. Her warm body was an act of kindness, kindly meant; she was not to know that my body takes care of itself. Still, it cost her nothing. Metellus wanted her here for a reason and I preferred not to know what that was. It would not be for my good and probably not for hers either. I had to make her leave.

They would come back. They always came back. They would come back again and again until there was nothing left, until I gave them what they wanted or until I was dead. Did it matter any more? I was no longer sure. It had become habit to stay silent. Habit, nothing more. Often, I did not remember what it was all about. Perhaps I was in the desert and dreaming this. Perhaps. There was so little to hold onto. Sometimes Alexa’s face floated into my mind, her face pale, her smile loving. Sometimes I did not recognize her; sometimes I cried and could not stop. I might be with her soon.

I lay there, not moving, my breathing difficult; I was light-headed but so heavy, bone-weary, soul-weary. There was not much left. It cold not last much longer. I had thought I would never wake again. My sense of time was gone; without it, it was harder to tell fantasy from reality. There was no line left between reality and dream, hallucination and delusion now. I had passed out so many times, awakened into dreams, retreated into the dark places only to find that monsters dwelt there.

Sometimes the white bird came.

I must try not to think of it. But how did I do that? How did I forget that I had awoken to the sound of my own screams? It was a siren call, deadly in its own way. That way lay madness. Or was I already mad? Would I know? For this precious moment at least the world was not moving and that was what mattered … that could change … could still be a bubble … a fantasy a dream of an illusion bursts explodes a rainbow of stars … drifting … so close … so thin … 

..  heartbeat is a drumbeat, beat the heat, sweet sleep, hot-diggety dog and bang, bang, clang, clang, whoopdy-doin' it tonight, baby blue eyes, sighs, tries, skies, dies, dies .. dies! .. dies! ..

God help me! I was panting, trembling, my hand was holding a thick clutch of white sheet. What had happened? She was bleating her fright, calling my name over and over. Sweat was pouring off me. Shut up! Shut up!

.. So little time, so little time! Lover, can you spare a dime?..
The colors! The colors!

.. Steady down, steady down. Don't be the town clown! They haven't got you yet, sweet cheeks! ..

Oh, God! 

"Adam! Adam!" 

A voice was shouting my name. I cringed, waiting for the blow … it didn't come.

"Adam!" 

I spun around, my eyes wide, trying to stop the wild swaying of my thoughts, the dizziness, 

 .. the surround sound of the wild slide of your mind ..  

Remember! 

.. Remember, remember, the fifth of November, December..

She was beside the bed, jigging up and down, her fists beating the air, whimpering. My nerves were jigging along with her. Stop that!

.. Stop that! Stop that! Chop that! Kick the cat! ..
"Don't. Please don't." She was crying. I couldn't put words together. I let go of the sheet and waved my hands at her to get my meaning across. Stand still! To my great relief, she stopped moving. So did the motion in my head. I closed my eyes while the roller coaster came to a stop.

"Adam?" It was a question.

A soft hand touched my shoulder. I pulled away. I breathed deeply for a few moments and opened my eyes. That was bad. I sank down against the headboard.

"I'm all right now." I felt nothing.

I was disturbed by the sound of her crying. It was my fault. I should do something about it. Yes. I lay my hand across hers, slowly, carefully, fascinated by its softness, its warmth, the way the fingers tapered to red nails …

.. like bloody claws .. 
I wrapped my own fingers around it, slowly, carefully,

.. the claws that click, the jaws that klatch, beware the frumious bandersnatch ..

 … and bring it to my mouth. I kiss it gently, then let it go.
"It's all right now,” I said.

She sat on the bed next to me. Tears were running down her cheeks.  

"Yeah, it's okay now, honey," she said. Had I hurt her?

She stroked my face but I pulled my head away from her hand. I couldn't stand to be touched. I needed to remember something. It was important.

.. Get this one right, or kiss your ass good-bye, chum! Crude, blued, screwed, tattooed .. 

"I've forgotten," I said. I needed to explain. "I had it. I know I did."

"What?"

I was puzzled by the question. A question. I'd forgotten the question. It was about someone. I wiped my fingers across my chest, trying to remember, trying to ... trying to wipe off the blood. I opened my shirt and looked down at my skin. I was covered in blood; had I killed someone?

"No." I must not think about such things.

.. if you don't think, you won't sink .. 
"What is it, honey?" Her voice was agitated. What did she want me to say?

I drew my fingers back and forth across my chest. I'd lost the thought. They asked me a question. No, that wasn’t right. 'He’ asked me a question. I remembered. When I looked again, the blood was gone. I was sick. So many secrets …

.. don't tell, won't tell, hurly-burly, happy down dell ..   

It came like a rush of cold water to the brain. MacLeod.

It was so hard to think. "Out. I have to get out of here." I said, my thoughts a helter-skelter tumble of words and images. "I have to get out. It's very important." I heard my heartbeat thumping in my ears. "I have to get out."

.. Out! Out, brief candle, life's but a walking shadow! Are we having fun yet? ..   

Breathe.

I drew my knees up and pulled the sheet around me.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I'm so tired." There was such pity in her face. 

"Of course you are," she said. "You've been very sick."

"No." I must make her understand. "No, I'm not sick. I wasn't sick. They've made me sick."

.. It's all a lie, you're high!

 .. They all tell lies, big ones, small ones, sitting in the hall ones .. 

June was shaking her head and making cooing noises. I wanted her to stop. She must stop that! The noise in my head was confusing. Stop that! I shot out a hand to touch her mouth.

She was quiet, tense, waiting. I needed her to be quiet.

"Do something for me?" She must listen to me. It was so urgent! The ceiling panels caught my eye. Cameras. The fucking cameras! Panic was spreading its tendrils through my nervous system like an electric shock.

She nodded. "Of course! Anything." Nothing was making any kind of sense to her. She didn't understand anything.

.. Sense, shmense! You're on the defense. What do you expect? You're always too late, Old Man! He got to her first and that's where it's at, cat! Always be the first to tell the lie. Works every time. Ya gotta love it. .. 

I had forgotten again. I was going to do something. What was it? She was going to do something for me. That was it.

"Thank you," I whispered.

I lay back down on the bed and pushed myself to one side. It was a relief to lie down again. I remembered now. I must make her understand.

"Get into bed with me."

"What?" She was shocked. I did not have time to deal with this. I was so tired.

"Please." I held up the sheet. "Forgive me. Please."

"Now?" She plucked at her T-shirt, the dismay plain in her movements. She didn't understand.

She was making me angry. I had no time for this! It might well be the last time. I would hurt her if I had to. I reached out and grabbed at the T-shirt, pulling her down onto the bed. She let out a surprised yelp but slid under the sheet, fully clothed. I pulled the sheet up to cover us.

.. Not over the head, idiot! They'll know, they'll know your tale of woe!.. 
Of course. They would know. They must not know. I pushed the top of the sheet back. The cameras were probably everywhere. And the microphones. The effort of thinking was taking its toll. I must rest.

"Adam?"

"Ssh! Put your arms around me. Don't talk."

.. Don't talk! Don't walk! ..
"Adam, what's going on? You don't really want to …"

"Ssh! Just do it." She didn't respond.

.. Do it! Do it! Just go through it! .. 
"Do it!" I had frightened her. Good. If that was what it took …

She slipped her arms around me and lay there quietly. I slid one hand around the back of her head and drew it to me. Her face touching mine, I shielded both of us with the other hand.

"I have to talk to you!" I whispered. I sounded … frantic.

She pulled back against my hand.

"Adam, this is so weird!"

…Just do it! Just do it! She is so stupid!…

 The frustration was bringing back the panic. I pulled her head back to me. She gasped at the roughness, afraid. I do not care.

"I need you to be brave."

"But I don't know what's happening." I was making her miserable.

I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly for a moment, trying to reassure her. I could feel her body shaking. She was badly frightened. Fear was fine; I needed her courage.

"It's all right. Don't be afraid."

"I'm not," she whispered into my chest.

.. Aw! How brave of her to lie about it! Now we're all lying! What about the whoppers you've told, Old Man?.. 

I drew her face against mine again so that I could whisper in her ear. I must hold on a little longer.

"I need you to get a message to someone." I moved my hand to shield my mouth.

She nodded.

"You cannot write it down. Promise me you will not write it down anywhere. Promise!"

.. 'for a pocketful of mumbles, such are promises, all lies and jests' ..  
"Okay."

..' still, a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest' .. 

"It’s an address.” Breathe. “You have to memorize it."

"Yes," she whispers. It is calmer this time.

Exhaustion swept over me. I couldn't think. All I had to do now is remember the address. Then it would all be over and I could give myself up to the nightmares, stop struggling against the demons. Just a little more now.

.. Come on, Old Man! There's a light at the end of the tunnel.. it's a bird, it's a plane, it's a goddamn freight train! 

Old Man? Who called me that? It wouldn't come. I should know. But the other name, the one I needed, did. Sometimes the gods are merciful.

"The name is Mulder." My voice was husky. I was careful not to let my mouth show. "Fox Mulder. Can you remember that?" If anyone could find me, he could. I must leave. I could not think of another way. I was surprised by the lucidity of the thought.

"I think so." She was hesitant.

"No!" Damn her! "That's not enough! You can't just think so. You have to remember." Everything depended on it. She must remember!

.. That's it, frighten her! Frighten her, enlighten her! She's sure to remember that, Jack, turn back, jet black ..

She was whimpering again. I was so sick of the whimpering.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry." I was pleading with her; she must try to understand. There was no-one else. I just held her head for a moment and breathed while I tried to find a calm place in my mind so I could think. I had to think.

.. try as you might, you won't find the light! ..   

"Tell me the name," I whispered.

"Fox Mulder," she whispered back. I gave her a little squeeze of reassurance.

"Good girl." The address, the address. What was the fucking address?! I saw a four and a two in my mind, on a brown, wooden door, metal numbers. Forty-two.

.. forty-two, take a shoe, beat them 'til they're black and blue ..
That was all I could remember. Nothing else would come. The panic was rising again and I wanted to weep.

.. in taberna quando sumus, non curamus quid sit humus .. 

"Is he in the phone book?" she whispered.

What? The phone book. It was so simple. The phone book.

"I don't know."

.. He'd better be! The son of a bitch owes you! ..

"What city?"

The question struck me as intensely funny and I began to laugh …

.. And what area code would that be, Sir? For what city, Sir? How do you spell that, Sir? Can you speak more clearly, Sir? I'm sorry, Sir, but there is no listing for that name ..  

Shut up!  Shut up! Just shut the fuck up!
I almost had it. Just a moment. Breathe.

"Near Washington.” Jog the memory, jog the memory.  

.. jog, jog, old dog, rule all England under a hog ..
"Arlington? The cemetery is there."

"I don't care about the fucking cemetery! Names, just names."  

.. Cool it, Old Man! .. Cool it, do it, use it or lose it ..
"I don't know that many towns there," she says. She sounded desperate. She was not as desperate as I was. It was my life. She was close to tears.

"Yes, you do. The Pentagon. Near the Pentagon."

"Alexandria?"

That was it! Bless you June, you poor, hopeless creature. I breathed a sigh of relief.  "Yes."

"What do you want me to tell him?"  

Wasn't it obvious? I stared at her. "Tell him where I am. You have to tell him where I am."

"Is he a friend?"

Was he? "No. Yes … He'll want to know where I am."

"Honey, I don't know if I can tell anyone that. I'll have to ask … "

"No!" The words came in a rush. I was so angry. "You cannot tell anyone, June. You must not tell anyone, especially him or we're both dead. Nobody! Nobody at all, especially him. Promise me! Nobody! Promise me!" I was weeping.

.. Don't be a fool! You know the rule! .. Stupid bitch! Wake up and smell the roses! Shit! ..

I was gripping her very tightly, hurting her. I did not care. I was also terrifying her. She burst into tears. The anger had brought me a measure of lucidity. I held her tightly and buried my face in the pillow under her ear. The desperation was fading; the voices in my head were quiet. It wouldn't take much to bring them back. They rarely left me alone any more.

"I'm sorry, June.” That was a lie but she needed to hear it. “I don't have much control and there's so little time. I didn't mean to frighten you." Her whole body was sobbing. I was not done; I must finish before the voices came back. "Please calm down. This is very important. There's something else." 

I waited until she was still. There was so little time.

"Are you all right now?" I asked. I felt her nod and heard her snuffle. I waited for her to say something. It was so hard not to drift away and become lost again,.

"Why do you say there's no time?" she asked after several minutes. "Are you dying? You're dying, aren't you? That's why you keep getting worse."

"And if I am? Does that matter to you? Maybe I want to die." I rolled my head upward to see into her eyes. She was a mess, red-faced, her cheeks wet. I brushed the tears away with my hand. Let her think me dying. It would be easier that way. And I would do what I had to do.

"June, one way or another, I'm going away very soon," I said gently. "Do you understand?"

She nodded, her nose crinkling, fighting back more tears. I pulled her head against my chest. I did not need to see the sadness in her face; I was already having enough difficulty getting from one thought to the next without that. Metellus' strategy was brilliant. These would be the last minutes of peace for either of us and I was reluctant to let that go. I had waited as long as I dared. This was the eye of the storm; when it passed, the storm would rage again and my chance would be gone. Best just to get it over with.

"That message for Mr. Mulder?" The sense of urgency was creeping back like a rising wind.

She moved her head against my chest. Yes.

"You have to go there and tell him yourself."

"What?"  

"You heard me. I want you to go there. You can do that. Don't call. Just go to Alexandria and look him up in the book when you get there. He will know what to do. Do what he tells you."

She raised her head to look at me. I smiled and nodded. She let her head fall back to my chest.  

"Will you do that?"

"Why?"

"You just have to believe that I have good reasons.” Just say yes, damn it! “Will you do it? For me?"

After a little hesitation, she nodded. "Okay. For you."

"Thank you." I must tell her before the roller coaster began to move. "My name is Adam Pierson. I have not forgotten who I am or who I was."

"But … "

"Ssh! Just listen to me! Tell Mr. Mulder that and tell him there's not much time. I want you to go there because I don't want you to be here when it happens. Let's just leave it at that. Mr. Mulder will understand. You know yourself there's no time left… Call it a last request, okay?"

"But, I can't just leave you." She is going to cry again.

.. grab it, hold it, crease it, fold it ..
"Yes, you can. You must." The wind in my brain was beginning to moan. The sense of urgency was stronger.

"What?" Her voice was quavering, fearful.

I held her head down.

"Please, just listen. It's coming back … " How else could I explain it to her? It was easiest to go with what she thought she knew. I felt her hands tighten around me as if she thought she could keep me with her just by holding me fast.

"Do you think I'm crazy right now? Right this minute?"

"No."

"Good." My breathing was already speeding up. I had no control …

.. here comes the candle to light you to bed, here comes the chopper to chop off your head .. get ready to rumble! ..

I shook my head to clear it. It was getting closer. "Then you know that I mean what I say about going to Alexandria. You won't forget?"

"No, Adam, I won't forget." The tears were already in her voice.

The roller coaster was moving and this time, I let it.

"Adam?"

My thoughts were beginning to spin out of control once more.  

.. beat the heat, sweet sleep ..
"You're a good person, June." I was slipping away.

.. They're coming, Old Man! They're coming to take you away, hey, hey! ..
"I have to say good-bye now. Don't forget." The colors were back. She must leave now.

I pushed her away from me roughly. She sat up, startled. The motion in my head sped up and I heard myself moan. She must leave. Now. I pulled myself up to my knees; I towered over her. The colors were filling my vision; the voices were loud in my ears. I felt the mad strength flowing into my muscles. The moan rose to a growl, then a howl. I was free. 

***
The gods are calling me and I will have vengeance. I see the faces around me, grinning at my helplessness. They called me ‘demon’. They will pay for that, pay for leaving me in the desert to die. They will know pain. I rise up and they are afraid. I rise from the dead, baring my teeth. Let them see what they have killed, let them think me a demon. I will be a demon! I will drink their blood!

They try to run but are transfixed in their terror. I tear off the bloody garments and draw back my sword arm. I am Death! Let them fear me! I bear down on the nearest cowering piece of carrion and swing my sword with all my strength. My laughter fills my ears.

I am free.

***
"What the hell?!"

Davis' attention was galvanized by what he was seeing in his monitor. On the screen, the subject, his back to the camera, had just torn off his clothing and attacked the woman, screaming like a banshee. He had fetched the young blond woman a whack up the side of the head that had sent her half-way across the room. Then he stood, arms raised in triumph, head back, howling. The woman was doing some screaming of her own, scrambling across the floor as the subject advanced on her. There was blood on her face.

"Callahan!" Davis yelled into the microphone. "Get the woman out of there! The son of a bitch has gone berserk!"

On the second screen, the door was thrown open. Callahan and another man rushed  in. One hustled the shrieking woman out the door while Callahan aimed his weapon at the subject. It wasn't stopping him. As Callahan retreated, the subject charged. Callahan had almost made it when, despite having got off a shot which must have done some damage -- Callahan told them all later that he was absolutely sure he'd got him in the left lung --  he, too, was sent reeling backward. The subject keeled over but tried to rise immediately, now making a strange, eerie sound in his throat, like a hurt animal. Callahan only just managed to scramble out the door and get it locked.

Davis did the only thing he could think of. He called Mr. Smith. Then he sat back to watch the subject lay waste to all around him, all the time making that nerve-wracking sound.

When they opened the door, the room was a shambles. Nothing had been left untouched. It was said later in the cafeteria that a rampaging gorilla couldn't have done more damage. The subject himself was sitting on the floor in a corner of the room, his knees to his chest, head resting on one wall, arms wrapped around himself and shaking as if cold. There was blood all down his left side and on his hands. He'd smeared it over the right half of his face, like some kind of war paint. He was rocking rhythmically, eyes closed, chanting in some language nobody recognized. Callahan, who was a church-going Catholic, would later say he thought it might have been Latin, but he couldn't be sure. Callahan was such a fucking liar! He wouldn't know Latin from Martian!

They injected the subject with something and took him away.
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Two days after Pierson’s breakdown, Metellus dismissed Davis to watch the tapes in private yet again. It was time to consider the options. The goal must remain the same; there was too much at stake to stop now, but the means to that goal was another matter. It would take some thought. Pierson's deterioration was more advanced than he had feared. The man with the cold eyes, whose name Metellus had never bothered to learn, had been tight-lipped about their dealings with 'the subject' and he had not pushed it. He suspected that they had been rougher than usual. Resistance usually brought out the worst in brutal men. It was obvious that they had learned nothing, which pleased him no end. And it had driven Pierson mad. They had been only too willing to wash their hands of him; his value to the Corporation as a test subject was the only thing keeping him alive as far as they were concerned. They were fools. His own methods had skirted the edge, perhaps, but theirs lacked subtlety and finesse and therein lay the difference. Their utter failure was his vindication. The Corporation would be obliged to deal with him on his own terms after this.

On the tapes, Pierson's affect had been agitated and hostile, with short periods of flatness. It was not yet permanent psychosis but it could be if not checked. The doctor, who knew all about the man with the cold eyes, had declared it an episode of acute mania and was going with the old standby of intramuscular Haloperidol. There was hope for improvement over the next few days, he had said. Meanwhile, Pierson was being housed in one of the rooms formerly used by personnel for naps on long shifts, with nothing more in it than a bunk, a night table and a small bathroom. The doctor had recommended physical restraints for the moment at least and Metellus had concurred. Metellus had also ordered him clothed, fed and treated well, as a real patient would have been, which was what he essentially now was. Small kindnesses always paid for themselves. They re-established trust, a trust which could be exploited. The Corporation had expressed concern that he was more violent than they had expected, although no more, perhaps, than they were willing to believe of a convicted child murderer. That had been a master stroke. Nevertheless, Pierson had demonstrated how dangerous he could be and the guard was much more wary, more ready to act.

Metellus rested his chin on one hand as he watched. He had been very disturbed to hear of Pierson's attack on Miss Avery. Perhaps he had misjudged that. Pierson had shown no particular affinity for the woman after all. Perhaps his tastes did, in fact, lie elsewhere. Metellus still had plans for her but if Pierson did not become lucid again, a bullet in the brain would be painless. She knew too much; there would be no questions asked. Yes, on second thought, she had been wrong for Pierson. He would not make that mistake again. His earlier impulse to make Pierson ‘comfortable’ had been on the wrong track. Of course, then he had had no inkling of Pierson’s age, his chaotic history. The man was not soft and no doubt eschewed physical comforts. It was … attractive. It had been an insult to offer comforts; Metellus saw that now.

Since the Chairman’s defection from the cause, Metellus had been forced to reconsider his own best course in the matter. It had been a monumental error to confide immortality to the treacherous pig. No matter; that would be remedied. He had no doubt whatever that Annix could be made to see that he was their only hope for capturing further subjects; their own inability to do so had been amply demonstrated. Pierson was a man of honor worthy of a Roman. For the moment, he would be allowed to recover his senses, treated in a more fitting manner, a manner that did not compromise that honor, and a more suitable regimen would be resumed, one which treated him like a man, a man of courage. Perhaps Pierson saw lack of respect for his courage as contemptible. It would explain the stubborn lack of cooperation thus far. Future strategy would take subsequent mental collapses into account; this could be played out for a very long time. Metellus’ earlier thoughts of destroying the man himself had been precipitous. All was far from lost.

Then there was the matter of Pierson's 'conversation' with Miss Avery. It had been strange and stilted, as if he found it impossible to concentrate on what was being said, but it was not entirely incoherent either. When Metellus first watched the tape, he was surprised when Pierson invited Miss Avery into his bed. At first, Metellus was willing to concede a need for human touch, although he had thought better of Pierson, and that appeared to be all it was about. Then, something had made him run the tape back and play it again. And again. And he saw it. Miss Avery kept nodding as if something were being whispered to her. He could not see Pierson's mouth and the sound was too muffled to catch whispers. He had been talking to her, telling her something. More than that, she had cried and he had been quite angry more than once. Just before the attack, they had held each other quite tightly. And Pierson had been aware enough to try to hide it from the eyes and ears of his watchers. It had been much more than the need for touch; Metellus could understand that. And admire it. Even in a state of imminent collapse, Pierson still struggled, still behaved courageously. Metellus watched the magnificent figure on the tape as Pierson charged his enemy, took the shot in the chest and kept coming. Small wonder the guards were still mumbling into their soup about the madman they were being asked to watch. And so they should.

Metellus sat back and smiled to himself. Well, well. And quite the struggle it must have been. Still, something lucid had been going on. Had Pierson faked the attack? It was unexpected but not illogical. Now that Metellus thought about it, he was convinced that it had not been faked. In his right mind, Pierson was a gentleman. What he did was too brutal to have been faked; the black eye, the facial cuts and the sprained wrist were real enough. There would have been nothing to gain by the attack and if it had not been interrupted, he would have most certainly have killed her. Metellus was quite certain that Miss Avery's cooperation had not been enlisted in it. Even in his present, tenuous mental condition, Pierson was still too canny to have trusted her that far.

But his intentions might have been something quite different. Metellus was also certain that the psychotic violence had not been faked. Somewhere between his earlier agitation and the final act, there had been a period of clarity and something had been communicated.

And Metellus would know what that was.

Part 10
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BETHESDA HOSPITAL, RM 647

BETHESDA MD, 12:35 PM 

All the acute patients followed pretty much the same pattern. They came in sick as dogs, toughed it out while the infection and the fever raged, some taking longer than others, sleeping it off for as long as it took. Nursing them through that stage was a matter of actually keeping them alive as they slept, as their friends and relatives paced the halls, drank coffee and smoked too much. Some of the patients were harder to care about than others, some of them whined, complained, were sarcastic, bitchy, crude or just plain unlovable assholes but most bore it all, the pain, the treatment, the discomfort, the fear, stoically, good-naturedly, even bravely.

 One in ten never woke up. 

When they started cracking bad jokes, or became just overgrown babies, the worst was over. The rest was a matter of keeping them clean, fed and amused until they were let loose on the real world again. Fox Mulder wasn't the most gracious patient on the ward but he wasn't the worst, either. He was scribbling furiously in an old notebook when the nurse came in to take his blood pressure yet one more time. He gave her a sheepish grin and hid the notebook.

Mulder wasn't happy. As a hedge against any attempts to escape he might make, Scully had had his clothes locked up and the phone taken out. She knew him so well. He stayed amused by making notes to himself, against orders to rest, and tucked the notebook under the pillow as the middle-aged nurse with the determined look advanced on him, holding a pressure cuff.

"Hey, there. That time again," he said, surrendering his left arm.

"You don't believe in rest, I see, Mr. Mulder," she said, wrapping the cuff into place.

"Er .. it's just that, um, …"

"You're bored." She smiled, then turned her attention to the gauge. "Means you're getting better."

"You, er, you couldn't get me my cell phone, could you?"

"Nope," she said, shaking her head. The puppy dog look wasn't going to work.

"I didn't think so." Maybe Frohike and Langly would visit. "Going home tomorrow," he announced with a grin. 

"That's what you think." She took the pressure cuff off, chuckling. And left.

"Hey!" he called after her. Damn Scully! 

He was still pouting when the last person he expected to see outside of visiting hours walked through the door, bearing, of all things, a bunch of flowers.

"Mulder," Skinner said, nodding.

Mulder found the picture a teensy bit absurd but refrained from laughing out loud. It was a nice thought, after all.  

Skinner waved the flowers self-consciously. "I, um, I thought you, er, .."

"Over there, Sir," Mulder said helpfully, pointing to the sink, above which stood a colorful assortment of plastic jugs and oddly shaped glass jars kept for the purpose.

The flowers duly relegated to the night stand, an awkward silence ensued.

"Well, … I, uh, wondered how you were," Skinner finally said. "Scully has kept me informed, of course. How are you feeling?"

"I've felt better."

"You look a little pale."

"I feel pale, if that's possible."

Skinner nodded. And said nothing.

"Sir, is there a particular reason for this visit other than a social call? It isn't exactly visiting hours."

"Yes. Yes, there is. Agent Mulder, I saw something I thought you'd like to know about. Agent Scully wanted me not to disturb you before you were better, but I thought it might be important." He was beating about the bush. Whatever he had to say was bound to make Mulder impatient to leave his present surroundings, undoubtedly before he should, but time was a factor. "I spoke to Scully about it and she told me there was some urgency. She's taking care of it, of course, and, um, I would hope that you'll have the good sense to leave her to it, but I thought you would want to know … "

Mulder had a brief but vivid image of himself leaping out of the bed, hospital gown flapping in the breeze, and strangling the man out of sheer frustration.

"Don't keep me in suspense," was what he actually said, which, he thought, was remarkably controlled under the circumstances. 

"I saw Smith," Skinner said without further ado. The stunned look on Mulder's face was probably worth it.

"Where?"

"I was a guest at a men's club in downtown DC three or four nights ago, having a drink with a friend. I don't remember what time exactly. I didn't notice him until he walked out, but it was definitely him."

"'Three or four nights ago'? You can't be more precise than that?"

"Agent Mulder, I wasn't paying a lot of attention at the time. I'm sorry if that's not good enough." He leaned his arms on the bed rail and said quietly, "I'm more than willing to help with this case. I am bringing this to you because of your personal interest. I expect you not to go off half-cocked. Keep your emotions out of it and grow a little objectivity or you’ll find yourself riding a desk for your own good. Scully is handling things very well. Regard this as a courtesy."

"Thank you, Sir."

"I am prepared to make concessions in view of your illness. I'm putting you on extended sick leave. That way, what you do with your time is your business. Scully says you're planning to find Pierson and get him out of that place. She also told me that Annix Corporation is probably involved. If that’s true, you’ll have to watch your back. They don’t have a lot of scruples and we have a file on them a foot thick. They have clout, enough to can this thing and I don’t want that to happen. I’m going to downplay FBI involvement, treat it as a missing person, nothing urgent. Open involvement could blow it out of the water and I'm sure that's not what you want. But that means that I can't provide cover or pull your ass out of the fire which will almost surely follow. Anything goes sour, you've got no protection. They could bring some hefty charges, maybe even criminal charges."

"Yeah, I know. Thanks for the thought, anyway."

"If you do get him out, then what?"

Mulder frowned. It was something he'd spent a lot of time thinking about. Smith would be on Pierson's trail again immediately, of course. Pierson couldn't stay with the guys, obviously, nor with Mulder. Mulder had considered trying to contact these 'Watchers' and thought that was probably do-able. On the other hand, Pierson had wanted them to think him dead for some reason and had gone to a great deal of trouble to achieve that end. He'd leave that issue as a possible. Letting him loose and helping him disappear was only an option if Pierson was in any condition to fend for himself, which, if Mulder's worst fears were correct, was probably out of the question, at least for a while. Perhaps Skinner could be of help. The most likely scenario, in fact, was that Pierson had already broken; nobody held out forever. He may well even be dead. Whenever he thought about it, which was too often to allow him any real rest, he always came to the same conclusion: that it was already too late. If that turned out to be the case, he promised himself, he would find the Watchers as quietly as possible. He would owe Pierson that much, at least.

"Would you be willing to let us use your place as a safe house?" he asked. "It would probably be for a few weeks. We can only guess what condition he'll be in but it can't be good and we can't take him to a hospital. It's asking a lot."

Skinner hesitated for only a few seconds before nodding.  

"I can do that. You have any kind of plan yet?"

"We're waiting to hear from Byers."

"I heard about that. You're risking the man's life, Mulder. You must know that."

"I'd do it myself but Smith knows me. Byers is qualified and he volunteered."

"And your conscience is okay with that?"

"I didn't say that." It was something Mulder had spent some anxious hours over. "But we can't get the FBI involved and we have to have someone on the inside. It's only for a few days. I think he'll be okay."

"Pierson matters to you that much?"

"I wouldn't put it that way. Hell, I'm not even sure I like the guy and I’m pretty sure he hates my guts. But he's in this mess because of me and that matters. I'm just putting things right."
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ANNIX CENTER FOR PHARMACEUTICAL RESEARCH

VIRGINIA

"June, how did it happen?"

June was surprised when she opened the door to find Mr. Smith standing there. She had expected to be called into his office. There was bound to be a little 'talk' after what had happened. His coming to her room like this made it better somehow, a little easier.

He looked concerned. She remembered her manners and offered him the comfortable chair, which he took with a gracious nod. Sitting on the edge of her low bed, her knees tight together, her splinted wrist across her tummy, she hesitated before answering.

"I don't know if I can talk about it right now."  

Her head was down, eyes to the floor. The heavy, black bruises across her face were making her very self-conscious. Adam was not the first man who had used her as a punching bag but she had trusted him to be different.

"Adam was not himself," Smith said. "You know that. I should have sent you away when we brought him back, which makes it my fault, not his. And certainly not yours. I'm very sorry about that."

"I want to go home now." She pressed her lips together and snuffled a little.  

The doctor had repaired as much of the damage as he could while muttering about playing dangerous games with cold-blooded killers. When he was done, he told her to rest but she hadn't been able to think of anything else, only Adam's desperate face, the strange things he had said. And the craziness in his eyes just before he belted her. With a closed fist. Sleep was impossible. She'd tidied her hair as best she could and put on a little lipstick but had no appetite for breakfast, drinking only a little orange juice. She had come back to her room and cried.

"I can't let you do that just yet," Mr. Smith was saying. "I still need you here."

"What for?" she asked, looking up. "I can't see him again, not after last night!"

Mr. Smith watched her a while before answering. It made her uncomfortable.

"I can't explain right now, but I assure you that it is essential. Nothing like that will ever happen again because he'll be sedated from now on. We made a mistake there. I thought he was too weak to do anything like that."

"Is he crazy now?" she asked, her voice quavering with concern.

"It was what they call a psychotic episode. It doesn't mean that he will be like that all the time. It must have been the change in medication."

June thought about that for a moment before asking the question that was eating at her.

"Is he dying, Mr. Smith?"

"What gave you that idea?"

"He said he was."

"He said he was dying?"

"He was real nice about it. He just said he was going away soon, like it was just something that would happen. He didn't seem upset about it, like it was no big deal."

"What else did he say? This is important."

"Nothing, really. Just that he didn't want me to be here when it happened. I figured he meant he didn't want me to see him die. He was just thinking about me, you know? But then he got all crazy." She looked down. She didn't want to think about Adam dying and she didn't want Mr. Smith to see her crying again. "And then he hit me real hard."

Mr. Smith leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs.  

"What else did he say?"  

There was a faint, cold edge to his voice which made her take notice. For an instant, that tone reminded her of her father, a man of whom she was still deathly afraid, although he had died, drunk in an alley and covered in his own vomit, ten years earlier. The tears, which had been about to spill over, dried up at that sound. She studied Mr. Smith's face. It was kind enough still, but that tone, that little change in the sound of his words, a low growl, like a tiger hidden in tall grass, rang a tiny warning bell in June's mind. For the very first time, she wondered about the things Adam had said. Mr. Smith's voice had had that same cold edge when he found her in Adam's room. It wasn't something anyone else would have noticed, really, she didn't think, but she had learned while still a little girl what that growling sound meant. Ever since then, that tone in a man's voice brought out the fear her father had beaten into her.  

Adam's voice had never had that tone, even just before he hit her.

"June? Are you all right?"

"Yes, thank you. I'm fine now."

"What else did he say?"

"Nothing. He didn't say anything else." She kept her eyes on the floor.

"I know he spoke to you about more than that. I need to know what he told you."

"He just said a lot of crazy stuff, that's all. Real creepy stuff."

"Some of it made sense. I want you to tell me what he talked to you about."

There was that tone again. It was making her feel a little queasy.

She looked up and faced him. "How do you know that he was talking to me? You weren't there." The sound of her own defiance made her nervous. Defiance had always brought consequences in the form of the back of her father's heavy hand.

Mr. Smith smiled and sat back in the chair.

"I have a little confession to make. There was a microphone in the room. We were hoping that he might tell you his name. While he was in the lab, when he was … hallucinating, I'm sorry to say … he talked out loud to himself and we have been able to pick up valuable information, piece his story together. It's been so helpful that we didn't want to miss another opportunity but the sound was very muffled. I must know what he said to you."

"He said his name was Adam Pierson."

"Mm. Well, we know that already. It still isn't true, by the way. That was his undercover name. Was there anything else?"

She shook her head miserably.

"Did he perhaps ask you to do something for him?"

If Mr. Smith had asked the question five minutes earlier, she might have poured her heart out to him but the first pangs of doubt had crept into her thoughts. She was no longer so certain what was true and what was not. Adam had hit her because he was crazy, that was all. She'd seen it in his eyes. He hadn't really meant to hurt her and she had no idea what they'd done to him for that. He was probably lying strapped down somewhere, out of his mind, full of some kind of drugs. It wasn't his fault. She went with her heart.

"No." She should say something else. "He just said crazy stuff about knowing who he was and trying to remember names but he couldn't. Once, I even thought he was going to cry."

"He was agitated, yes. We could hear that on the tape." Mr. Smith leaned forward again and patted her good arm. "That's enough. Get some rest and don't worry. He's already doing better."

He stood up, gave her a last glance before leaving and smiled at her. 
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Byers' nervousness was easing now that he was actually here. His boarding house lodgings in Wicornico Church were comfortable and pleasant, if pricey. Scully told him to send her the bill and it would be taken care of. Just that. Taken care of. On arrival, he drove past the gate with no problem, his name already on a list of those to be allowed over the drawbridge, as he had come to think of it, and into the parking lot. He had hoped to be able to thumb his nose at the gorilla in the security booth but it was someone else. It was both disappointing and a huge relief. He was taken to see Mr. Smith, who gave him no more than a preoccupied glance, and shown his little cubby in the open office area. Then they left him to his own devices.

He spent the morning following Scully's instructions to behave as if this were the real thing. Nervousness would be taken as natural under the circumstances, she said. Don't rush it. Take your time. Get oriented. Do what everyone does on their first day. Figure out how the photocopier works, find the bathroom, order supplies. Drink coffee. Goof off.

He played with his state-of-the-art computer, rummaged through the desk drawers, fussed with the papers the secretary brought him, filled in forms with the first thing that came to mind, signed his name to legal-looking documents without reading them, exchanged greetings with the one other computer jockey, a dark-haired, twenty-something, college-bred know-it-all with wire-rimmed glasses named Lisa, and generally got used to being a member of the nine-to-five yuppie wannabe class. Lisa harangued him non-stop for the best part of half an hour on the virtues of accuracy and reliability, especially when considering future assessments and promotions, which Byers thought a bit premature considering that it was not yet coffee break on his first morning. At the first available opportunity, after finding the little boys' room for legitimate reasons, he explored until he was turned back by a seriously armed, pet rent-a-cop at the entrance to the corridor into the central portion of the building. After that unnerving experience, he readily accepted Lisa's offer to show him around after lunch. He did, at least, remember to tuck some blank letterhead paper into his smart new briefcase for possible use for forged papers when the time came. He was quite pleased with himself for that little piece of self-motivation.

The building, if it was possible, looked even bigger on the inside than it did from the outside. Most of it was unoccupied, as far as he could make out. The office staff consisted only of himself, Lisa and the secretary. By the time he had all that figured out, it was lunch.

He avoided unwanted company along with his sandwiches by virtue of the fact that Lisa, fortunately, had places to go and people to see. He found the cafeteria, which was clearly marked on Langly's printouts. Several people were there ahead of him, mostly clad in lab coats, with a couple of security uniforms. There were even nutritious, hot meals being served, which would save him a bundle on restaurant food. He chose a salad to go with the sandwiches he'd already bought at the diner where he ate breakfast, a bottle of fruit juice and pie. He was astounded when no-one asked him to pay for it. A security guard explained the routine regarding meals and salary arrangements. It was on one of the pieces of paper he signed that morning.

  He was about to find a corner to himself when he noticed a young, blond woman, a splint on her left wrist, sitting by herself. He would normally have avoided such a situation like poison ivy but something about the way she was sitting, her head resting on the unbandaged hand, her back to him, shoulders drooping in the physical expression of deep sadness, caught his attention and held it. The poor thing was definitely depressed, a state Byers could relate to. He would have to talk to someone if he was to find out anything; she seemed like a good, unintimidating place to start.

"Hello," he said, standing before her with his tray.

The young woman looked up and Byers' mouth fell open. She had the biggest, blackest mother of a shiner he had ever seen. Small butterfly closures covered two nasty cuts.

Byers could think of nothing to say.

"It's all right," the young lady said, rather shyly. "You can sit here if you like." Her voice was quiet, sad. Her forehead was creased by a deep frown and her eyes were red-rimmed as if she had been crying. There was only a coffee mug in front of her.

Byers closed his mouth. It wasn't a situation he had any experience of, having led a relatively sheltered life. Before he met Mulder, that is.

"I'm sorry," was all he could think of. "I'll go somewhere else, if you like."

"It's okay," she said.

Byers put his tray on the table and sat down. She looked at him briefly and smiled before dropping her eyes again.

"My name's John," Byers said, holding out his hand. "I'm new here."

"I know," she replied, shaking his hand limply. She tugged at a loose strand of stringy, blond hair, tucking it behind one ear. As an afterthought, she added, "My name's June."

"Hello, June." This was incredibly awkward. He should have left her with her thoughts. She was so vulnerable. Byers was a sucker for vulnerable. "Have you been here long? I mean at Annix."

"Not really."

He was intruding. "What is it that you, um, do, exactly?" Byers asked. "You do work here?"

"I think I'm gonna go home soon." Brooklyn, definitely Brooklyn.

"You live here? At the plant?"

She nodded.  

"I'm intruding. I'm sorry. I'll just go." And he started to get up.

"No, it's okay, really." She was anxious about something. "You seem like a nice person."

Byers sat back down.

"You don't have anything to eat there," Byers said. "Can I get you anything?"

"No, thank you. I'm not hungry." She was staring at her fingers, picking at the nails.

"Is there anything you'd like to talk about? I mean, I could hardly not notice … you know."

"Yeah," she smiled wanly. "It's kinda hard to miss."

"Do you want to talk about it? I'm good at listening."  

His food remained untouched; he was genuinely interested in what had happened to this poor creature with the straggly, bleached blond hair, the stark, too-red lipstick and the heavy sadness.

"I'm not allowed to talk about it," she replied.

"Why not?" It was out of his mouth before he realized it was a touch indiscreet.

"I have this friend …" Her lip quivered just a little.

"And he hit you?" Byers could picture it. A two-hundred-pound boyfriend with a ready fist and a temper to match. That kind made his blood boil!

June shook her head as if trying to shake an image out of her consciousness.

"I can't talk about it. They won't let me."

"Who are 'they', June?"

"Well, Mr. Smith told me I can't talk about it to anyone."

"I've met Mr. Smith. He gives me the creeps."

"Oh, he's a really nice man but I just don't understand things, that's all. I don't understand what's happening."

"What is happening?"

"I don't really know. And I'm not supposed to talk about it anyway. There's something I have to do."

"What's that? Maybe I can help."

June shook her head vigorously. "It's a secret. I promised someone I'd do something for him."

"If there's anything I can do …"

"No. I gotta do this by myself."

She looked intensely sad as she got up from her place. Smiling an incredibly sweet, incredibly lonely smile at Byers, she left the cafeteria.

***
In her room, June sat at the little table and took a pad of pink notepaper out of the drawer. It was the one with the pretty daisies down the side that she used to write letters to her mother, letters that always ended with, "PS, hug Robbie for me."

She picked up the pen and began to write in a careful, round script, the lower case 'i's all neatly topped with a little circle.

"Dear Mister Mulder …"

When she was done, she folded the paper in half, tucked it into a square, pink, matching envelope and sealed it. On the envelope she wrote the address that the operator had given her. She even had a stamp ready for it.

The secretary took it from her with a smile, promising that it would go out with the day's mail. The secretary was used to the square, pink envelopes from the young blond woman. There was one nearly every day. She laid it on the top of the pile in her out-tray.

On the way out of the office, June noticed the new man. She had already forgotten his name but she remembered that he was very nice. She smiled at him before disappearing down the hallway.
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MULDER'S APARTMENT

ALEXANDRIA VA

Mulder hadn't realized how much he liked being fussed over. Frohike was actually making tea in the kitchen after fluffing the pillows under Mulder's head where he lay on the sofa, all tucked snugly under a comforter. He was grinning like the Cheshire Cat as Scully scowled at him from the armchair on the other side of the coffee table, her legs crossed and her arms folded. Langly was bringing his printouts from the car. 

"What?" Mulder said, shrugging his shoulders.

"You never cease to amaze me, Mulder," Scully replied, swinging her foot.

"A guy needs a little pampering once in a while."

Scully shook her head in disgust as Langly arrived with a cardboard box loaded with paper.

"I printed out everything I could think of," he said, dumping the box on the floor by Mulder's head and grabbing a kitchen chair to sit on. "I didn't know what all would be useful, so I just downloaded all of it."

"What's 'it'?" Mulder asked. The sheer volume of 'it' was intimidating.

"Oh, stuff," Langly said.

Frohike brought a tea tray in and moved the video cassettes on the coffee table to one side.  

"Agent Scully?" he asked. Mulder found the unfailing puppy loyalty Frohike held for Scully endlessly amusing. It was sweet, in its own, dumb-ass way.

"Yeah, sure, why not?" She unfolded her arms and accepted the mug.

Langly declined.

"So, uh, what's in there?" Mulder asked, hopefully.  

"That," said Langly, "is a whole lot of work. I went back to that site Adam had me hack into. That is one interesting data base."

"I thought we decided there was too much of it to be useful." Mulder had hoped to get time to go back to it himself, truth to tell. There was a slight but real twinge of old-fashioned jealousy there.

"What data base, Mulder?" Scully asked.

"With you in hospital," Langly said, "there was time to check it out some more."

"What data base is he talking about, Mulder?" Scully was not pleased. "What else haven't you told me about?"

That was unfair, Mulder thought. There had been no opportunity to talk to her about anything, let alone go into that morass. "I'll tell you later, Scully."

Langly turned to Scully, obviously eager to have someone interested in what he'd been slaving away on. "There's this organization of people who watch the Immortals … "

"Langly!"

"No, carry on, Langly," Scully said, resting her chin on her hand and smiling sweetly. "I'm all ears."

Mulder was about to say something, but thought better of it. He’d hear what Langly had to say and voice his reservations later. He caught Scully’s expression and said it anyway. "Scully, I really will tell you about it later. I promise. I've already thought about this organization. They're an unknown quantity. There's no telling what we'd be letting out of the box if we contact them. We should leave it alone for now."

"Hey! I get the point," Langly objected. "Easy, guy. Shit. Take a Prozac."

"What is this all about Mulder."

Fuck it. His head was hurting again. "I'm sorry! …but I've had time to think about it, okay?"

"You're a real pain in the ass when you're sick, you know that?" Langly commented unnecessarily.

Scully said, "You can't keep leaving me out of it and expect me to do an effective job, Mulder."

"I will tell you later."

"When was the last time you ever thanked us for doing anything for you?" Langly demanded. "Jeez!"

"Can we just get down to business here?!" Mulder was shouting. The air turned thick and silent. He took a deep breath. “Tell us what you’ve got, Langly. We might as well know.”

Langly glared at Mulder and took a sheaf of papers out of the box. “There was another lab, about twenty years ago, in California. These guys found out about it and blew it up. Then they executed everyone involved with it. The whole operation is in here. They knew what they were doing. And I figure that’s what Adam was checking on.”

Scully dropped her forehead in her hand and sighed. “Shit. You’re right Mulder. They are fanatics. We can’t go near them.”

Langly shrugged. “I still don’t know where they are, anyway.”

Mulder felt vindicated. On the other hand, maybe he could have been a little more polite about it. Nobody said anything.

"Anyone heard from Byers yet?" Frohike asked by way of throwing his hat in the ring.  

Scully shook her head. "It's early yet."

"What else have you got?" Mulder asked.   

"I worked out the layout of the plant. Gave Byers a copy so he can find his way around."

"Shit! I hope he didn't keep it with him. If they find it on him, they're going to want to know where he got it."

"Mulder, have you considered the danger you've put Byers in?" Scully asked.

Why did everyone seem to believe he hadn't thought about that? "I'd do it myself if I could, Scully, but Smith knows me. And you. I know Byers is doing this out of loyalty to me, but he volunteered."

"Byers volunteered because he genuinely likes and is worried about Adam Pierson. Not everything's about you, Mulder."

Mulder shut up and listened, his headache worse.

Langly veered tactfully onto another line of thought. "Does anyone have any ideas on how we're going to get him out? I mean, actually, physically get him out?"

"Same way he got in, I guess," Scully said.

"That old war horse, Scully? Just driving up to the door and loading him into an ambulance? You've been watching too many old movies."

"Mulder, if it works … "

"I think we can do it," Langly added.

"They'll be watching for stuff like that. They did that first, remember?"

"If we have the right paperwork," Scully said, "I don't see why we shouldn't be able to pull it off. Byers will let us know what sort of authorization will be needed to get past the gate and we just have to get the right forms together. Langly can make up whatever we need. Skinner has said he'll help however he can as long as it stays unofficial but he can authorize the use of a surveillance van easily enough. They'll know that the FBI isn't working on this, that there will never be a SWAT team storming the place. They've probably stopped worrying about it by now."

"Which is why they have him behind a ten foot fence topped with razor wire! Tell me another one, Scully. I can use a good laugh."

"Mulder!" Scully's temper was out of the bag. "If you aren't going to be helpful, stay out of this."

"Scully, if we try this and we screw up, we don't have the FBI behind us to cover our asses and somebody will get hurt. Skinner made that pretty damned clear. We won't get a second chance. They'll move him and that will be the end of it. That's all I'm saying."

"And your idea is what, Mulder?"

Mulder closed his eyes. "I don't have one," he said quietly. Maybe what he needed was sleep. The aftermath of being deathly ill for several days was coming home to roost, despite his best efforts to pretend otherwise. The voices in the room were blurring into background noise. He let them. Nothing could be decided before they heard from Byers anyway. There had been so much time to think, that was the problem. And he had come up with no answers.
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ANNIX CENTER,

VIRGINIA

When Metellus opened the door to the little room where Pierson was being kept, he already knew what he would see. Pierson was awake, had been for several hours now, although he had not moved in all that time from his hunched sitting position on the bed, leaning against the corner of the wall, his knees drawn up, a blanket clutched to his chest. If he was aware of Metellus' presence, he gave no outward sign of it. 

Metellus sat in the single chair, which had been brought into the room for the purpose, and assessed the figure on the bed before speaking. Pierson was barefoot, clad in jeans and T-shirt. The male nurse assigned to him had complained that Pierson resisted any attempt to assist him with 'personal matters', became highly agitated when touched and refused to eat. He was still wearing the clothes they had dressed him in when they picked up the pieces days earlier and fought any attempt to remove them for any reason, including being bathed. They hadn't even tried to shave him. After the restraints were removed, he slept on the top of the bed, curled in a fetal position, with a blanket drawn over himself. He refused oral medication, spitting the capsules into the nurse's face, and had to be held down when injected, screaming as if all the hobs of hell were after him.  Frankly, the nurse said, nobody wanted near the son of a bitch because he scared the living shit out of them. 'Mr. Smith' reminded them that they had been hired because they were trained to do this and that the man was barely able to stand up, but it made no difference. It was in his eyes, they said. It was always in the eyes.

He had not uttered a single, coherent word.

Metellus could understand that. Still, this was no time to give quarter. "I know you can hear me, Adam," he said. "I am fully acquainted with the effects of Haldol and I don't expect you to answer me. The doctor assures me that the hallucinations are gone and that the voices are probably quiet. The side effects are a problem but that can't be helped. But you must let them touch you. They need to clean you up. If you refuse to cooperate, I shall authorize sedation while they do it. You will leave me no choice." He paused but there was no response. Pierson was staring at some point in space, heavy-lidded, unfocused, his face slack with the flat affect induced by the drug. "I am just going to 'tell it like it is', as they say," Metellus continued, "and let you think about it. I know you spoke to Miss Avery. You were lucid for a time there. Her responses on the tape make that quite clear. She agreed to do something for you." It was a statement. He was too tired to play silly games. "I doubt you told her your name. I am beginning to believe you never tell anyone your name. Habitual behavior patterns are much harder to break than voluntary ones, you see, because they become internalized, unconscious. I have to conclude that your name must mean something quite unusual to the right people. And I have no doubt that I am one of those people."

No, no doubt at all. "If the situation were reversed, would you allow me to live? Not for a moment, I am sure. I do not think you are one for patience. Your nature is violent, despite the civilized veneer. You understand the trappings of social grace but your barbarian heart betrays itself." Metellus had met his share of Immortals but none like this one. Who was he to have lived so long, at once gracious and violent, cultured and quite mad? And he was old beyond all reason. The old ones were legend. And so few were left. Metellus had wanted the man's name for other, more practical reasons. Now, he wanted to know the man himself. He must know. The sullen silence was maddening.

"Be that as it may, we have a more immediate problem. I want to know exactly what you told Miss Avery. You can tell me now, or when you have had time to think about it. Of course, I can always ask her myself, but I am giving you the chance to do the right thing."

Metellus' hand moved toward his pocket and his cigarillos. He lit one and smoked in silence. 

You are in there, you bastard! Metellus thought. The toll to himself had been tremendous. When the battle had first been joined, he had had no illusions about what it would cost him. He had been there himself enough times to know what it would demand of him -- and what the rewards would be when the game reached its climax. Like any truly worthy endeavor, it demanded of a man everything he had, everything he was, everything he was willing to give, and Metellus was willing to give it all. Everything balanced out. A life for a life, a soul for a soul, his or Pierson's. It had never been personal on this level before. Never had there been so much heaped onto the scales.

He needed more time. The Corporation was so impatient. It was the nature of Mortals to be impatient; it was the fear of so early a death which drove them. They had given him until the renovations on the facility were finished. Perhaps two months, they said. They were willing to leave Pierson in his care, although they made it quite clear that they held out very little hope for any results. They were so limited in imagination, so skeptical. So mercenary. 

And then there was the Chairman. Metellus had no illusions on that score. The Chairman had given his word but the word of such a man was worth nothing. It was only a matter of time before he gave up the secret of Immortality. Without a qualm. And then all hell would break loose. Pierson's secret would be out. They would never give him up. It must not be allowed to happen. And if it did happen ... They were watching Pierson closely. And they were watching him. For the moment, they saw him only as a means to a financial end. When the new facility was ready, Pierson would be theirs. 

What a fool he had been! He had been away from the Game too long, living in the world of Mortals. He had forgotten his own. Until Pierson. He had been so mistaken. About Pierson, about himself. He had kept himself apart, kept himself pure. Mortals always succumbed so quickly, so easily; they were so fragile. It was always over so soon and left him feeling empty, soiled, unfulfilled. It would be different this time. 

This time it would be face to face. 

Metellus ground out the stub of the cigarillo and tossed it into the waste bucket. Over the days and weeks something had wakened inside him. Dare he call it affection? "There is so little time, Adam. I cannot save you if you do not cooperate. I only want names. Give me their names and you will live. It will soon be out of my hands. If they learn what you are, you will never leave here. They will keep you alive, but it will not be life. Your pain will know no end. I cannot allow that. They are watching you -- watching me. I know that. If I can give them names, show them that you are worth more than a lump of flesh, they will treat you well. It's all you have to do." It was the only way. They were watching him. Did they think he did not know that reports had been written? Did they take him for a fool? He would not be able to bring release to his charge in this place while they had eyes in every corner. "Tell me what I need to know, Adam. Save yourself. Tell me your name."

On the bed, Pierson stirred and closed his eyes. He turned his face to the wall; one gaunt hand plucked at the edge of the blanket and pulled it to his shoulder before going slack and falling away. 

Rage catapulted Metellus out of the chair. His fingers closed through Pierson's hair and he yanked the head back. "You fool! I hold your life in my hands! If you are not afraid for yourself, then be afraid for her. I want MacLeod. I want your contact in New York. I want it all. I will let you think about it and then I will ask you again. And that will be the last time!"

The metallic taste of rage drew him to fever pitch. Beads of sweat broke on his forehead, his heart pumped faster, the cords of his hand stood out as it clutched Pierson's hair as if it were the man's throat. Pierson's eyes were clouded by the drug but below the narrowed lids, underneath the haze, Metellus' enemy still lived on. The huge, black, drug-dilated pupils pulled him in; the emotionless face mocked him. Whatever lived inside this man was ancient beyond fathoming. And it defied him! It withheld itself from its tormentor. It laughed at him. It was all there in the eyes and in the faint smile that touched the corner of the lips.

Damn those eyes! Roaring in frustration, Metellus slammed Pierson's head against the wall. It elicited no more than a sharp moan of pain and a rasping intake of breath as the head slid along the wall into the corner, where it rested, the eyes closed. Pierson's breathing was rapid and shallow. Metellus brought his head close to Pierson's face.  

"It's very close now," he whispered, the heartbeat strong in his ears. "I can feel it. Oh, yes! You have been the most worthy of adversaries. I had not imagined it could be like this. You have given me all I could have desired and I thank you for that. But it must finish. Don't you feel it? Don't you long for it?" His breathing was heavy and deep. Soon now … soon. Then he could rest. "And when you break," he said, savoring the thought, "I will be looking into your eyes as the light dies." And you will never betray me again. "I will crush you!"

And then you will no longer laugh at me.

"But I won't take your head. No, no. That would be too easy. There would be no purpose in that because you will already have died in the only way that really matters in the end." It struck him as humorous and he giggled. "I shall have your soul. That's the secret to true power. And it's coming. The drum is already beating. I can hear it. Victory is so close. I can taste it!" He paused, smiling, loving -- how dear this man had become to him. "And then I will let them have what's left." He reached out a hand and stroked Pierson's face.  

Then, in the tradition of old Rome, which, in his heart, he had never left, he kissed his enemy on the lips.

***
As the guard closed and locked the door behind him, Metellus strode purposefully down the corridor back to his office, refreshed, exhilarated. There were things to attend to. Scores to settle. His footfalls were heavy on the tiled floor as he burst through the door to the outer office.

The secretary was tidying her desk; she was exceptionally tidy. Exceptionally nosy. There had been a report made on him to the Corporation and there was no doubt in Metellus' mind as to who had written it. He wondered vaguely what her price had been. Her time would come. Meanwhile, they were watching. They were always watching.

“You may go home now, Miss Conroy,” Metellus said briskly. “Take the rest of the day. I will not be needing you.” And he brushed past her into his own sanctuary.

“Mr. Smith,” she called after him. “I think you should see this.” Could she not see that he did not wish to be disturbed? What was the matter with the stupid woman? Let her take her knitting and that absurd tote bag and get out.

“What is it?” he snapped.

Miss Conroy advanced on him, her hand outstretched. In it was a square, pink envelope. “It was on top of my out-going mail.”

Metellus took it and nodded. When she did not move, it angered him. “You may go home, Miss Conroy,” he said, and shut the door. He tore the envelope open and snatched out the small sheet of pink paper.

"Dear Mister Mulder," it read. "You don't know me but I hope you will not mind me writing to you. I have this friend who is very sick. I think maybe he is going to die.  He asked me to tell you where he was. I am not allowed to come to Alexandria .." -- here the word had been crossed out and re-written --  "so I am sending this. He didn't want me to write it down but I have to because I can't get away. He says his name is Adam Pierson and he said you would want to know where he is, so I am telling you. We are in Virginia. I do not remember the name of the town because it is very small and I can't ask anyone for the address because this is supposed to be a secret. The company is called Anix. I hope you can find it if you know the name. I could get into trouble so I am going to stop now. You should come very soon. Yours truly, June Avery."

It was a gift. A gift from the gods. It should elate him but it did not. Pierson had enlisted her aid; it might even have worked. He crumpled the paper and threw it against the wall. It was time.

 He left the office, steadying himself, the rage swelling again. He must control himself; it was unfitting. In the cafeteria, an off-duty guard was having a late dinner, leaning on his elbows and shoveling food into his mouth as if it were his last meal.

"Mr. Callahan!"

The unfortunate Mr. Callahan stopped in mid-shovel and looked up. Metellus beckoned him with his forefinger and a look that conveyed an unspoken but very clear command. The man stood up obediently, straightened his uniform and walked toward him. Metellus turned, leaving the guard to follow him. The next stop was the door to Miss Avery's room.

Metellus knocked as the guard stopped and waited quietly. When the door opened, he detected a brief flicker of fear cross the young woman's face. Good. A little fear was always useful.

"I'm sorry to disturb you, June," he said, "but I was hoping you could help us with a little problem."

"Oh?" came the reply as the young lady pulled the bath robe she was wearing closer around herself. The color around her left eye had gone from black to a violent yellow-purple; her wrist was encased in an elastic bandage but the bandage. "Is it Adam?"

"Yes. I realize that it is asking a lot of you, my dear, but we are quite desperate at this point." It was only with difficulty that he was able to keep the anger from his voice. It would all come together now; he had waited for this for so long.

"Why? What's wrong?"

"Adam is refusing help from anyone. He needs to be washed and shaved and I thought perhaps he would be more cooperative if you were with him. He's quite calm."

"I don't know … " She frowned and looked away from him. Perhaps she saw something in his eyes, something which was making her uneasy. He gave her a moment to decide. "All right."

He smiled broadly. "That's better."

"I have to put some clothes on, if that's okay."  

"Of course."

In the few minutes it took the woman to change while Metellus waited outside, he allowed himself to absorb the mounting pleasure of anticipation. The anticipation of it was what lent such exquisiteness to the moment itself. It was necessary; it was what he needed.

"I'm ready," he heard June say. She was dressed in jeans and an old shirt.

As Metellus approached the door to Pierson's room, his little entourage in tow, his heart thrummed in his chest, the hot blood sang in his ears. Nothing could stop it now.  

He flung the door open and left it wide. Pierson was where he had left him, hunched in the corner of the wall, his eyes closed. Metellus motioned to June to follow him in. She gasped when she saw the gaunt figure on the bunk, the matted hair, the unshaven face. She began to walk toward him, but Metellus held her back, one hand on her shoulder.

"Just a moment," he said softly.  

"Oh, my!" she said, nearly a sob.

The sound of her voice had an effect on Pierson. Metellus saw him turn his head and open his eyes, a slight frown creasing his forehead. Yes, you're there. You are mine now. It is coming. You will never turn away from me again.

Callahan and the other guard, whose name Metellus remembered as Davis and who was built like a line-backer, were beckoned into the room.

"Sit him up," Metellus ordered.

The two guards dragged Pierson roughly into a sitting position at the edge of the bunk. He struggled and a low, guttural moan rose in the back of his throat. He twisted his body away from them, arching his back, and slid onto the floor.

"Hold him!"

The guards grabbed Pierson's arms, pinning him against the side of the bunk.

The moaning became shrill, unearthly. The effect on the guards, Metellus noted, was nerve-wracking. He understood completely why the staff wanted nothing to do with the subject in their tender care.

June's agitation betrayed itself under Metellus' hand as she tried to rush forward. He moved his arm to her chest below the throat and pulled her backwards against him. 

"No, no, my girl," he said quietly, at last able to let down the pretense. "That's not the way this works." How exhilarating to let it out, to let the beast roam free.

June was resisting his arm around her shoulders, pulling at it with nervous fingers, frightened, confused. She began to whimper, a most pitiful, most satisfying sound. "No! Mr. Smith! Let me help him." 

"Mr. Davis!" Metellus said sharply. "Hold his head. Let's just call it 'shock treatment', shall we?"

Davis obediently grasped Pierson's hair and pulled his head up while maintaining a firm hold on an upper arm, his knee ready to do a fine job of subduing the subject should the need arise. Pierson responded with a blood-curdling shriek and increased his struggles. It was like holding down a raging cat.

"Adam! Adam!"

"Shut him up!" Metellus roared.

Davis' knee pressed itself against Pierson's throat and the sound stopped. June was sobbing loudly, her body vibrating under Metellus' grip. Pierson's breath came in short, sharp gasps but his eyes were wide, the hatred glowing in them.

"Adam! Don't hurt him!"

Oh, this was excellent. Yes!

Metellus locked his own gaze onto Pierson's. "Mr. Callahan," he said slowly and evenly, "take out your weapon, cock it and give it to me." Without taking his eyes off Pierson's, he held his right hand out toward the guard. "Now, Mr. Callahan." It was sweet, so incredibly, achingly, unbearably sweet. He felt the cold steel of the weapon on his palm and closed his fingers around it. He brought it against his cheek, caressed it, kissed it.

"No! Mr. Smith! Please don't shoot him!" The sobs became desperate, terrified.

"Hold him very still, Mr. Davis," Metellus said quietly and aimed the gun at Pierson's head.

June squealed and struggled against his arm, plucking desperately at the hand that held her tightly. An audible gasp from somebody brought a quick flare of anger. Nobody would be allowed to spoil the moment he had waited for for so long.

"There's no problem, gentlemen," he said, smiling. A familiar calm was settling over him. The prize was within his grasp. "You know what he is. They shoot animals in a lot less pain than he is. This is a mercy."

"No!" June shrieked. "I'll tell you what he said. Don't kill him! Please, don't kill him!"

"That's better." The gun stayed where it was, so did Metellus' arm around June's shoulders. "But it's a little late, my dear. I already know what he said. Perhaps if you had told me before, this could have been avoided. But, then, perhaps not. This is between Mr. Pierson and myself." His finger moved against the trigger. 

All was silent. The moment had arrived. It sang to him. The inexpressible sweetness of its secret voice drew him in, spread through his nervous system, across his brain, down his spine and out through fingers suddenly exquisitely sensitive, wondrously alive. He had never experienced such perfect harmony, such peace. He could weep.

His gaze reached into the depths of Pierson's soul and saw itself. 

Adam. Who are you? Why have you come? You have been to this place before; you know it well. You were here long before I was born. There is a secret here, a secret which hides itself and you know its meaning. This is the center of the maze, the meeting place, the turning point. This is where the monsters live. I must know your name. There is no laughter now. My soul has met its match and there will be an end to the long journey. Only one of us can continue; I will prevail.  I will take the power of this place into myself and I will be a god!

***
I am looking down the barrel of a gun and I feel nothing. All is decided; it is done. I do not care.

“What is your name?” The question. It comes from inside my skull. This time I know the answer. I am Death. I have always been Death. My vengeance is terrible to behold.

"Adam! Adam!"

Adam? Is it me she calls? Should I know her?

"Mr. Smith! No! Don't kill him!"

She is sobbing in his embrace. There is such terror in her face. He will kill her, not me; I know this. Poor child. Death will end her pain. My throat aches in the grip of the brute who is holding me but my mind is clear. I will remember his face. The fire in my belly has gone and my head is light. The hands holding me are brutal; they hate me. I miss the sun. It has been so long since I saw the sun. Why do they keep me from the sun?

"Adam!"

Should I remember her? What is she to me? He should finish it but he enjoys her terror. The warrior does not enjoy the terror of his enemy. He is not a warrior or he would understand that. He is my captor; he should kill me and be done with it. It is what I would do. He is a fool. His time will come.

“I will know your name and the names of all your friends and I will know them now.”

He asks me this until we are both weary, until we both suffer. What does he want from me? I will give him nothing. He should fear me for I will take his head. She is nothing; he holds nothing in his hands. How does he not know this? Let him bind me well or he will go before me to Hell. I promise him this and I keep my promises. 

I do not remember his name. I know I hate him even as he hates me. Somehow he keeps me here, in this place. I live in the dark places, in the company of demons. I want to sit in the sun.

"Adam! Please!"

She is struggling. They all struggle. Do it quickly.

"I will ask you one more time. What is your name?"

He watches me. She is nothing to him; I can see it. I see the terror shaking her; her wails would wake the dead. I pity her. Why does he hesitate? He is afraid. It is over; it is done. Finish it. 

She is screaming. The gun moves away from me in a slow, steady arc, upwards toward her head. A deep, aching sadness washes over me but there is no going back. The sight of her pale face, wet with her tears, her yellow hair tangled in his hand does not move me. Her mouth is an open O of terror as she calls me. She begs me to save her, begs me for her life; I can do nothing. Be brave, poor, sad child. It is nearly over.

“Now will you tell me your name?”

Why does he ask me again? Her sobbing tears at me, fills my ears. Finish it! The wind is rising; the white bird is calling. I am drifting … the dark places wait. Time has run out.

Forgive me. I must finish it.

I speak one word as the world begins to spin.

“No.”

***
"Adam! Oh, my God, Adam! Mr. Smith, he looks awful. I have to help him. Please, let me go! Please let me help him. Please!"

It was all wrong. What was Mr. Smith doing? Adam looked so awful. Those men were hurting him!

The hand held her firmly. She squirmed in his grip. 

"You're hurting him! Mr. Smith, they're hurting him. Please, don't hurt him. I'm sorry. Adam! Please, no!"

She strained against Mr. Smith's arm, sobbing, sure her heart would break. She had never been so afraid before, not even when her father was drunk. It wasn't the same. Tears streamed down her face.

"Adam! Adam! Oh, my God! Adam!"

She tore at the arm holding her tightly. They had hurt him. He was so dirty! Everything Adam had told her was true. What had she done? Was this because he hit her? She didn't mean for this to happen. It was all her fault.

"I will know your name and the names of all your friends and I will know them now."

What was Mr. Smith saying? Adam must save himself. He must! He must!

"Tell him, Adam!" Her voice was a shriek. "Tell him what he wants to know. Tell him! Don't let them kill you. Please!"

Why was he saying nothing? Mr. Smith was hurting her. Her sobbing wracked her whole body.

"Adam! Please! Tell him! Please tell him! Don't hurt him!"

"I will ask you one more time. What is your name?"

"Oh, tell him. Tell him. Please, tell him! Make him stop!" He was just like her father. 

She was trembling; her legs were rubber. She tore at the arm holding her but the grip only tightened. His voice boomed in her head; she could feel his breath on her face. His anger terrified her. Adam wasn't moving. They were hurting him!

The gun in Mr. Smith's hand began to move. She shrieked.

"No! No! No! Adam! Help me! Tell him! Tell him! Help me! Please!"

As she felt the barrel of the gun against the back of her head, the terror was too much. She sobbed hysterically, beat her fists against the arm that held her fast. "Adam! Please!"

"No."
She was still screaming as the bullet smashed through her skull.

6

Damn the man! Damn him to hell!

Metellus let the body drop to the floor. The rage still shook him. There had been no other way. The answer could not be ignored; there must be consequences. It was on Pierson's head. 

Callahan was emptying his guts into the toilet bowl.

Davis released Pierson and stood up, dazed. Pierson sat in the same place, unmoving, silent, June's blood soaking into his shirt, his eyes closed, his head tilted to one side, arms slack at his sides. And Metellus realized something quite staggering. Pierson had known what Metellus was going to do -- and had allowed it to happen anyway. It was truly selfless, really quite magnificent. What a Roman he would have made. May have been. The man had an undeniable grasp of the principles of honor and sacrifice. And of the price of defiance.

And it left Metellus with nothing.

"What are you waiting for, Mr. Davis?" Metellus snapped. "Have you never seen a man do a brave thing before? You are nothing compared to him! Nothing! You know what to do. Please get on with it."

Davis still stood there, seemingly unable to move, staring, mouth open.

"Mr. Davis. Let me make something quite clear to you. You were hired because of your … background experience, shall we say, or were you not made aware of that? Didn't you wonder just the teensiest bit why you got a well-paid job as a guard without needing to be bonded? Hm? I believe you have what they call in common parlance 'two strikes against you', do you not? Need I say more? We also have the name of your parole officer, of course. Take care of this … or do you think this is the first time I have ever pulled a trigger?" He laughed. Making Mr. Davis disappear would be a service to humanity. "Mr. Callahan obviously doesn't have the guts to talk -- and he," he said, thrusting his gun hand toward the bloody wreck propped against the bunk, "he certainly isn't saying anything to anyone." He waited while the big man stooped to pick up the body crumpled at his feet.

"Oh, by the way," he said, "you will have no trouble with him now. Trust me."

***
Damn the man! This changed everything.

Metellus walked along the beach and smoked. The night was warm and the tide was in. He listened to the water as it lapped in little wavelets into the sand. It was familiar and comforting. The moonlit bay was a calm mass of black silver under the stars. Bobbing lights out on the black expanse betrayed the presence of small vessels, perhaps riding at an anchor buoy while the crew slept. Somewhere a dog barked. He had always loved the dark cloak of the night, the unchanging stars, the eternal moon in her silver glory. They had been with him across the centuries as had nothing else, unchanging, predictable. Beautiful.

It was all gone. Companions, the old ways. Rome. And now this. Pierson, too, had crossed the long centuries. Damn the man! It made this so much more difficult.

What had he expected? Pierson was a barbarian. But a man for all that. For all this could well mean disaster, Pierson's courage was as great as any he had ever encountered. It was such a rare quality in this time of leisure and plenty; luxury made men soft, made them cowards. Still, the problem was increased tenfold now. There was so little time. What had just happened would have broken any lesser man. If he could not find a way, and soon, they would take Pierson away from him and all would be lost. They had no idea what they had in their hands. Fools! It had been a mistake, right from the start. He had become foolish without constant challenge; Pierson was proof of that. He had been lulled into complacency after so many years of dealing with Mortals. He had forgotten what he was and become soft. It would not be allowed to happen again. He had been caught up in the affairs of the Mortal world for too long; it was time to think of different priorities. Pierson had not betrayed him; far from it. He had only raised the stakes. The game was now being played for much more than the head of an enemy.

This was not the end. He would find a way. And when he did ...

Well, no matter now. He had experienced a moment of weakness, no more. It would not happen again. 

***
When Callahan was on his feet again, Davis sent him to the lab to fetch the gurney. He had needed a little encouragement but encouragement was Davis' specialty.

He pulled a sheet off the bed; it was covered in blood already and would need burying anyway. Or burning. He hadn't decided which yet. The subject hadn't moved. Didn't look as if he was going to any time soon, either. Shit. What a fucking mess. This was going to land him back in prison for sure and this time he wouldn't be getting out. He'd always thought this gig was too fucking good to be true. Go with your instincts, his father had told him. It was a little late now.

He squatted down and looked the subject in the face. "Who the fuck are you, anyway? You're no con. I don't know what you are, but you're no con." He pushed the subject's bloody head back and watched it for a response. Nothing. "You've got guts, I'll give you that. Or just dumb, maybe. But I'm not going back because of you." He let the head loll back onto the chest. "You can go to hell for all I care."

Davis stood up, lifted the subject under the shoulders and hauled his limp body onto the mattress. He'd get that old nigger from the shop to clean up the mess. He'd need cleaning up himself after this. Jeez! The guy stank. He was covered in blood and crap; it was caked in his hair, smeared on his face and soaked into his shirt. He needed a major clean-up job and his clothes would need burning, too. The whole damned room would need scrubbing. Shit.

With the subject off the floor, Davis attended to the girl, wrapping the sheet around her. There wasn't much left of her head. Must have been a fucking hollow point. He didn't get it. They'd brought the bimbo in for what, exactly? The guy had nearly killed her and she still screamed for him to help her. Dumb bitch! Smith certainly didn't fancy her. Davis had been at the monitors for that ritzy little dinner. Smith wanted him to turn off the cameras but other people were paying him to keep them on. That had made no sense at all. Nothing about this made sense. So long as he got paid, he didn't give a rat's ass. Prison had taught him to mind his own business. But he had no time for fags. Davis had also been at the monitors when Smith was drooling over the subject that day, the sick fuck. Washing him, fondling him. It turned his stomach.

His ruminations were interrupted by the return of a still-trembling Callahan pushing the gurney. 

"Was anybody else there?" Davis asked. Not that he trusted Callahan to be able to deal with it if there had been.

"No. It was locked. Had to use my key."

"Then let's get this over with." 

***
Davis pulled his pick-up to a stop beside the shop door. He'd already sent the old nigger to clean up the subject. Davis was quite sure the old man knew how to keep his mouth shut. 'Mr. Boone', they called him. Davis called him, 'Hey, you'. He'd never called a nigger 'mister' in his life and he wasn't about to start now.

He got out of the truck and rolled up the machine shop doors. Callahan was waiting on the other side with the gurney, the body a shapeless mound under a blanket. Together they humped the corpse onto the tailgate.

"You get back inside," Davis told the other man. "I'll take it from here."

Callahan seemed only too willing to do as he was told this time. Fucking coward.

"Hey, Callahan!" Davis called at the disappearing back. Callahan turned; the look on his face was one of dumb terror. "I hear you've said squat to anyone and you better learn to look over your shoulder because I'm gonna ride your ass so bad your own shadow won't wanna know you. Got it?" He laughed. Callahan looked like he was going to puke again.

Davis found the feeder road without any trouble. At least something was going right. About a mile down was the old bridge, its steel girders looming black in the headlights. He drove onto the bridge deck and parked.

For a fat chick, she weighed less than he would have thought. It wasn't that hard to maneuver the sheeted package onto the edge of the bridge deck. He heaved the legs over the side then pushed it off with his foot and listened for the splash. A deep, whumping sound told him the water was deep enough. No sweat, anyway. It could float to Africa for all he cared. It wasn't his problem any more.
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Mr. Boone parked his cleaning cart in the dimly-lit hallway and wondered why there were no guards. There were always guards. Perhaps the lad was not there. He unloaded the bucket and mop and sorted through his rag box for something absorbent.

The first time they'd brought him here, he had thought the rooms were all empty. They had been empty for a long while, after all. He had been shocked. That time it had been to clean up the mess when the lad threw soup at the wall in a rage. Mr. Boone hadn't known what to expect. He was led to believe that the man was some kind of maniac child killer, out of his mind and dangerous. What he saw was a sick man, out of his mind on no more than drugs, and the legal kind at that, who looked as if they hadn't fed him for a month. Why the guard was there when it should be obvious to a blind man that the 'subject', as they called him, wasn't going anywhere under his own steam was more than could be imagined. Mr. Boone had wondered then why the lad was here; he was still wondering why and wasn't entirely sure he wanted to know. 'Subject' my ass, he thought at the time, the lad's a prisoner and that's that. Sometimes it was downright foolish to ask questions that were bound to upset those with a lot more power than was good for a soul. He cleaned up the soup -- and the man -- and left.

But he hadn't been able to get the man out of his head and went back to see him. The night guard, more amenable to down home conversation than the others, let him in and told him the man's name was 'Adam'. The guard warned him that Adam was the most uncooperative son of a bitch he'd ever had to babysit but that was not what Mr. Boone saw. He spent nearly an hour sitting at the side of the bed. He introduced himself, talked about this and that. Just things. Adam didn't look at him or say anything but he didn't make a fuss either and Mr. Boone took it as a sign that his company was appreciated. In his shoes, Mr. Boone thought, he probably wouldn't have had a lot to say either. He could understand that. When he judged that Adam might just be getting tired, he straightened his blankets for him and told him good-bye.

He'd come as often as he could after that. Sometimes Adam seemed to be in another world, at which time Mr. Boone just held his hand. Those times were painful to see. At others, Adam even smiled a little, although it was hard to tell whether he actually knew where he was. Once, he cried, a soft, voiceless weeping that it tore Mr. Boone's heart to hear.

And sometimes he wasn't there. Mr. Boone never did know where they took him during those times, but when they brought him back, Adam always seemed worse. And he grew thinner and thinner; he stopped recognizing Mr. Boone at all. And then they told Mr. Boone that he couldn't come any more. Truth to tell, Mr. Boone hadn't really expected Adam to live much longer. That big guard with the bad mouth, Davis, seemed mighty agitated when he came back to the machine shop and demanded that Mr. Boone get his ass in gear. Such talk bothered him as a young man; now he knew better than to fuss over such things. But something had happened; perhaps Adam had died. It made him sad as he opened the door.

He was not prepared for what he saw. Adam lay unmoving on a bare, bloody mattress; blood was splashed up the wall behind him. And he looked dead. Mr. Boone dropped the cleaning things and went to the bunk. His hands went to Adam's face and shoulders, feeling for signs of life. He found a heartbeat but it was not strong. Adam didn't look hurt; it wasn't his blood, at least. But somebody had died and Adam looked close to being next, he was so thin, his bloody face so drawn and gray. "What have they done to you now, son? Oh, Lord Amighty! Here, let me help you."

He had no idea whether Adam could hear him; he thought not, but it helped to pretend otherwise. It wasn't the first time he'd held a dying man in his arms. "You hold on now and let me help you," he said anxiously. "I'm going to fix you right up, clean you up. Don't you go dying on me, now."

And he set to work. He found clean clothing and linens in the drawer below the bunk and fetched a basin from the cart. It took a while. Mr. Boone had never seen such a mess in all his seventy-two years. He changed the water several times, trying to ignore the bits of bone and hair and brains. Whoever had died, it hadn't been pretty. He didn't even want to think who it was but it certainly explained Mr. Davis acting like he'd seen devils dancing on the roof. And as he worked, he talked.

"You gotta hold on, son. I don't know what you done and I don't want to know. But I don't think you did nothin'. I know how it goes; been there myself. And I don't want to know what you saw, what they made you see. No wonder you don't want to be on the same planet with the rest of us right now, but you gotta  hold on." No, it didn't matter why he was here; it only mattered that he live. And Mr. Boone knew only too well that being a prisoner was not proof of guilt. He had long ago learned not to listen to stories and to make his own judgments. Seemed to him the guilty never got treated as bad as the innocent. "You got to want to live, son. You gotta want it more than anything else 'cause it can't ever get better without that." He undid the filthy, blood-soaked clothing, pulled it off and dumped it into the garbage bin on the cart. There wasn't much he could do about the blood matted in Adam's hair. He could only hope they would give him a proper bath. "You like sunsets, Adam? I love sunsets. And snow, though I ain't never seen much of it. Never been anywhere much. Born in South Carolina, long time ago now. Where you from?" 

He pulled the fresh clothes on with some difficulty. The lad may be wasting away but he was still some heavy. Adam's eyes remained closed but it seemed to Mr. Boone that his breathing was easier. "That's it, son. Just sleep. Sleep fixes everything." If they would just leave him alone after this. Lord knew what would happen now. He emptied the basin into the toilet again and brought yet more warm water. "You ever been married, son? Nice looking man like you, I bet there's a lady waitin' for you somewhere. Ain't nothin' like the love of a woman. Makes you feel real fine." He spread the sheet along the mattress and rolled Adam onto it as best he could. It was tiresome being old. The mattress would leach blood through the clean sheet but it was good for now. "You'd a liked my old lady. I'll tell you about her some time. You just got to hold on."

When Mr. Boone had done all he could, he tended to cleaning the room as best he could. By the time he was done, a guard had shown up. It was not Davis. He had a male nurse in tow, a nurse with a hypodermic. Surely there was no need for that.

"You gonna give that to him?" he asked the nurse.

'Yep. It's time."

"But he's sleepin'. Why not just let him sleep?"

"Orders."

That's what they always said. Orders. Nobody ever thought for himself any more, they just followed orders. Then it was somebody else's fault when it all went wrong. Orders. Piss on orders!

"He's just sleepin'. Can't you just leave him alone?"

The nurse held up the hypo. "Hey, old man, I'm not going near him without this. It ain't worth the hassle."

"He never hurt me. You just gotta treat him right."

"That's because we keep him doped up and that's the way it's gonna be. Now, if you'll just get out of my way, I'll get on with it."

When the nurse saw the blood that still smeared the walls and the red stains already soaking through the fresh sheet, he uttered a string of choice four-letter words. Mr. Boone moved aside and watched as the shot was administered. It was done gently enough but it still hurt to see Adam treated like a wax doll or a piece of meat. It just wasn't right. He finished up and put the things away. Before he left, he took one last look at Adam. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully; perhaps they would leave him alone now, although they would probably move him considering the state of the room. Mr. Boone hoped he would not be told he couldn't visit. Adam needed him. He sighed and stroked Adam's forehead. "God bless, son."

***
No white bird comes. Crows, black as night, black as jet, fly screaming above us, spitting flame. The ferryman takes the coin from me. His eyes are cold and full of stars. I know him. He looms above me. My life is done and Hell awaits.

They were lies. The stories. They were wrong. There is no forgetting. There is no painless sleep; only memory. No barking Cerberus; only the moaning of the damned. I do not weep; I will not let them see me weep.

The ferryman poles his craft. I am the only passenger. I do not look back. The black water passes beneath us without a sound, carrying me deeper, away from the light forever. I have deserved this. I have earned Hell. 

We are coming closer and I see them. Ten thousand faces. I sent them all before me and now they await me. They have waited so long. They are screaming for vengeance; I deserve their vengeance. I remember them all. Every one. It is my punishment to remember their faces, to hear them screaming my name. They will tear my limbs and they will ignore my screams. I have known this would come; it is time. I will not shrink from them. Yet I am afraid.

The ferryman is silent as their screams become louder. They shake their fists, their mouths are huge. Serpents writhe in their hair and lightning streams from their eyes. There is no going back. Alexa, my love. Pray for me. 

I close my eyes as the moaning fills my ears, the sound rising until it pierces me to the bone, the fear shrill in my chest. It stops. I open my eyes and see...

Kronos beckons me to his tent. He has prepared a feast in my honor. Fresh skulls hang from the pole; the wind moans through the tent flap. We are alone. The food is piled high on long tables; I hear a sweet flute. The tent walls are in tatters; the wind blows through them as through the bones of a skeleton in the desert. I feel nothing.

"Welcome home, Brother." He smiles. His eyes are coals, his teeth are rotten and his breath has the stench of carrion. He reeks of the grave. Why does he greet me? I did not send him here; he earned his own Hell.

"I am not your Brother."

My voice is broken; my throat burns. The moans of the damned still fill in my ears. I am one of them. I am lost.

Kronos raises his arm to invite me inside. I turn my back but a voice calls me. I turn again and a woman with streaming yellow hair stands there. Her face is a bloody, gaping hole. Blood drips from the hem of her garment.

"Adam! Help me!"

A pitiful wail that fills the air.

"Help me!"

"Another one of yours, Brother?" Kronos asks.

I remember. I belong in this place.

A sadness weighs on my heart. I look down at myself. I, too, am covered in blood. The sighing of ten thousand souls is on the wind.

The dead sky grows dark and the wind howls, the shrieks of my victims will be with me for eternity. I walk into the desert; I am cold. There are no stars. I walk through the bones of the dead. The moaning tears at my heart.

Guilty! Guilty! 

There is no forgiveness for me; I do not want pity.

Kronos is before me. He mocks me, calls me demon. 

I am a demon.

I try to walk past him; he challenges me and laughs. A flaming sword appears in his hand.

"You still have your head, Brother. You cannot stay here until someone takes your head."

If he takes my head, will I forget? "Let me pass or leave me to the dead; I will not fight you."

"What's the matter, Brother? You have grown soft!" Laughter fills my ears; they laugh with him. It is they who do this.

"You are not my Brother. My Brother is dead."

"Am I not dead?" 

The flames make patterns in the dark as he draws it slowly back and forth through the air. I see only the flames and the reflections in his face as it floats in the blackness. The laughter does not stop; my own sins mock me. Let him take my head and let me forget.

"You have his form, but you are not Kronos."

"Then what am I?"

"Are you my executioner?"

His laughter echoes across the sky. He whirls the sword around his head.

"Go back! You do not belong here. Go back!" The flames leap from the blade and I fall to the ground as they sear my flesh. He grows to great height, his hair streams with fire and his eyes are mirrors in which ten thousand faces swim. "Go back! You cannot come this way. I forbid it!"

"I have paid the coin to the ferryman!" I scream above the shrieking wind. The sword whirls in great circles above our heads, weaves a dome of fire through which I cannot see. "I have paid my way here. I will pass. Step aside!" The heat sets my garments aflame and I scream in pain. I smell the stink of my own flesh burning. "I will not go back!" The flames swallow me; the heat melts my body; I see my bones. "I will not go back!"

I open my eyes and he is gone. In his place a dwarf is dancing, dressed in a red and white tunic hung about with gold coins that jingle as he dances. On his head is hung a cap with silver bells.

"Leaving so soon, Brother?' The voice is inside my skull.

"Yes."

The dwarf stops dancing and bows to me, doffing his cap and shaking it to make the bells jingle. I laugh.

"Then pass."

The sky is black and there is no horizon. I deserve the darkness. I walk into the desert until the blackness surrounds me and there is only the screaming of the wind to keep me company.

I will walk forever. They will never come for me again.

I am safe.
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Byers was late. It was decidedly out of character for Byers to be late with anything. He had even been born at the precise time expected, a marvel which his mother never ceased to enjoy in the retelling of it to anyone who was willing to sit through it one more time. The secretary didn't look up to see who was crossing her line of sight, which was unusual and, come to think of it, the gate gorilla had just waved him through without any fuss, barely even looking at him.

"Hello, Lisa." He took off his jacket and hung it neatly on the coat rack.

Lisa, who had yesterday been very brisk in her motions, very precise in her speech, especially when she was lecturing Byers on how things were supposed to be, was sitting quietly, fingering her coffee mug in thought. As if only just noticing his presence, she tilted her head up and smiled distractedly.

"Hi," she said, without any accompanying monologue on the consequences of habitual tardiness.

Byers leaned his arms on the low divider. "Is something up?"

"Why?"

He shrugged. "It just seems a little tense in here this morning." 

"You noticed."

"It's a little hard to miss. What's up?"

Lisa sighed and glanced toward where the secretary sat. She picked up her mug and said, "You could probably use a cup of coffee and I haven't shown you around yet. Come on."

The first stop was the little cafeteria where Byers helped himself to a cup of coffee. To his surprise, Lisa, who had until then given the impression of being as unassailable as the Constitution, seemed agitated. Instead of guiding him back into the hallway to continue the tour, she seated herself at one of the small tables and beckoned him to sit opposite her.

"I've been waiting for you to come," she said excitedly in a raucous, conspiratorial whisper.

"Me?" Byers was always a little incredulous when a woman felt a need to talk to him and it was unnerving. They usually talked to absolutely anyone – their girlfriends, their hairdressers, the TV repairman, the cab driver, the doorman, their mothers – before they talked to him.

"Of course, you," she said.  

"May I ask why?" he asked in trepidation. He hoped desperately that it had nothing to do with 'relationships', a subject he had very little experience of. Other people's affairs of the heart could stay that way – other people's.

She looked straight at him, then leaned forward conspiratorially and said, "Because you're the only person around here who doesn't creep me out!"

"Oh, that," he said, relieved.

"What?" she asked.

"Excuse me?" he said, wondering how he had put his foot in it this time.

"You said, ‘Oh, that!' What do you mean by 'that'?"

Oh-oh. "I meant," he began cautiously, keeping his voice low, "I meant that it creeps me out, too." Maybe that would hold her. "I feel it, too." Help me out here, Scully! "Has something happened?"

"Oh, yeah! Big time." Byers hung on her every word. This was what he was here for, to find things out. "A woman disappeared last night."

"Disappeared? From here?" There had been nothing about it on the news. Perhaps it hadn't got to the press yet.

"Yeah! Isn't that a creep-out?" She seemed more excited than 'creeped-out'.  

Byers stared while he sorted out which of the multitude of questions buzzing around in his head like bees round a honey pot it was actually safe to ask.  

"How disappeared?" he said, lamely. "I don't understand."

"She disappeared! That blond chick, the chubby one. You know her."

"I do?"

"Sure. You were talking to her in here yesterday. I saw you."

"June?" He recalled her vividly.

"Yeah. That was her name. Never did figure out what she was doing here. Kept to herself, stayed in the other end of the building pretty much. Was in here all hours, the guard said." She leaned forward as if afraid of being overheard. "You know what happened, don't you?" The seriousness was almost frightening. "I mean, it's obvious."

Why would he know what happened? He shook his head.

"He killed her!" she said in a stage whisper.

"I'm sorry?"

"He … killed … her," she repeated.

"Who killed who? Whom? Who killed …?"

"The subject!"  

Byers had come here to find things out and apparently didn't even know what he was already expected to know, whatever that meant. A little whimper of confusion escaped his throat.

"You know about the subject, don't you?" Her face was nearly touching his.

Byers shook his head.

Delighted to have a chance to tell the whole story, even to someone who, she obviously thought, already knew it, Lisa launched into an enthusiastic re-telling of every tidbit of gossip that had come her way for the last month concerning the mysterious 'subject'. The gist of it was that the company had made a deal with a serial killer to be a guinea pig for their tests, which was why they called him 'the subject', she explained, unnecessarily, and he must have killed again. They were just keeping everything quiet, that was all. Maybe what they were doing was illegal. Who knew any more? It took a good ten minutes for Byers to realize who the subject was, but when it hit him, it was like a bomb going off. He'd been an idiot! It had been entirely unnecessary to peek into forbidden documents or sneak about hallways, opening doors and risking getting caught. It had been sitting next to him right from the start. Scully had told him to listen to the gossip. It had just never occurred to him to initiate it. In fact, the problem was going to be how to turn the tap off.

As Lisa babbled in what Byers was sure was a chaotic mix of improbable fact and total fiction, he realized something. She was, essentially, saying that Adam had possibly killed someone. Violently. It was an unpleasant thought.

"Lisa, why did you say you thought I knew about this?" he asked.

"Because you never asked me about it."

Byers pondered the logic of this and couldn't find any. "I'm sorry … ?"

"I mean, didn't it strike you as kinda strange when you got here that there were security guards for an empty building? And that Mr. Smith. God, he's enough to make you check under the bed at night."

"It's not entirely empty," he fumbled, feeling his face growing red. "The building, I mean. I know the history of this place, in fact, I was here when it was a chemical plant … that is, I didn't work here, of course, I was just a student, but I … there were guards then. It just didn't seem strange that they were still here, I suppose. There's always industrial espionage to worry about and …  That's all." He was sweating.

"Oh." It seemed to satisfy her.

"About June. She told me she had a 'friend'. Could she have been talking about the subject?"

"Nobody sees the subject and talks about it. And I mean nobody. Not even the guards will talk about him. She must have been talking about her boyfriend. That was some shiner. Some asshole did that to me, he'd be walking crooked for a week, honey!"

He didn't doubt her. He crossed his legs under the table.

"So, how does everybody know he did this?" It was an obvious question, Byers thought, but it elicited a very puzzled look. It was something she hadn't thought about before.

She laughed briefly. "Yeah. It was funny. The guard was on his break when I came in this morning and he told me. I guess it was a shock even for him."

"Was he there?"

"Where?"

"When June was … killed."

"Nobody said she was killed! She just disappeared. The guard was just saying he thought the subject probably whacked her, that's all. I mean, he is a killer."

"Lisa, she just went home, that's all. She told me she was going home. You've been watching too much reality television."

"Well, she may have gone home. Her stuff is gone but that's really what's so weird because she was still here when I went home last night and I was working overtime. And now all her stuff is gone? Gimme a break. No, she didn't go home. The guy whacked her and nobody's saying anything. It's creepy."

"How did the guard know she disappeared?" Byers was now totally confused and more than a little worried about Adam.

"He heard it from the guy he was taking over from. I guess."

"So much for not talking."

"Well … there's only so much you can keep to yourself, you know?"

"I suppose. So, did the police come?"

"What?"

"The police. Did they come?" The question met with a blank stare. What had he missed? "If a woman is missing, the police must have come."

"No. Don't you get it? That's what's so creepy." Again with the word.

Byers was struck by a new thought. "Did they move the guy?"

"No, he's still here, I think."

"The guy? The subject?"

"Yes."

That was a relief.  

"Lisa," he said, conspiratorially, "where is he? Where do they keep him? Is he locked up?"

"Yeah, they keep him locked up. I mean, they have to, right?"

"Do you actually know anything or is it all just what you've heard?" He realized he was being a little sharp but there was a limit even to his patience.

"I know where he is, okay?" His remark had irritated her. "I'll prove it. Come with me."

Outside the cafeteria, Lisa turned toward the central portion of the sprawling building and Byers followed, excited himself now. A guard stood beside the glass doors leading into a central corridor, the same tame rent-a-cop Byers had encountered here before. Lisa strode right up to the man and introduced Byers as 'the new guy'. Byers tried his best to look the part, which was not difficult since he fitted the role to a 't'. The guard's name was Gus. A few minutes of meaningless chit-chat followed, in which Lisa attempted verbal forays into the mysterious domain of 'the subject' but Gus was immovable on the topic. Here, at least, was an employee who really was saying nothing, but doing it civilly at any rate. On the other hand, it could actually be that he didn't know anything.

While Lisa assaulted Gus' ears with the latest gossip, Byers took mental notes. A few feet beyond the doors, the corridor split left and right into side corridors. There were no signs, no little painted arrows on the walls, nothing to see besides polished tile and new paint. He was aware that Gus was paying a lot more attention to 'the new guy' than to Lisa without actually looking his way. Gus knew his job.

On the way back to the office, Lisa explained further.

"Did you see how the corridor split past the glass doors?" she asked.

"Of course."

"If you go to the left, it leads to the labs. Most of them haven't been reopened but two are in use and there's all sorts of new equipment and one has a hospital bed."

"You've seen them?"

"Yeah. I had to take some papers down there once for this doctor to sign." She made a show of shuddering dramatically.

"He was creepy?" Byers asked helpfully.

"How did you know?"

"I guessed. But the subject wasn't there?"

"Oh, no." She frowned. "That hospital bed has these big, wide straps on it. I've never seen that before. That was freaky!" Byers was glad she had found a new word but the thought of restraints gave him a few shivers of his own.

"I want to see him," he said out of the blue.

"You what? You're kidding!"

"No, I'm not. I want to see him. Aren't you curious?"

"Yeah, but … "

"Then … let's do it. For fun. Will you help me?"

Lisa stopped walking and stared at him, her face burning with delighted curiosity.  "Oh, creep me out!"

It turned out to be quite easy, once they'd put their minds to it. That afternoon in the cafeteria, while Lisa plied her charms on the attendant in white scrubs who worked in the mysterious 'cell block', as that section of the building had been dubbed, and was about to take a small tray with orange juice and a straw on it down that forbidden corridor, Byers 'just happened' to be in the right place at the right time and offered, valiantly, to do the distasteful deed for him. The attendant, who looked outright relieved at the prospect of not having to set foot in the subject's room -- and declared he would never do so again in a perfect world -- put up only minimal resistance to the notion, since he was thinking of quitting the damn job anyway, he said. As a bonus, he mentioned to Byers that Gus, who seemed an impregnable barrier to the enterprise, was actually a softie for a sawbuck so long as he knew where to find you in case you tried to sell him out, if Byers knew what he meant. Byers did.

Thus it was that John Fitzgerald Byers, little tray in one hand and a ten-dollar bill in his pocket, approached the glass doors. The attendant proved correct in his information on the state of Gus' loyalties. So far, so good. Once through the doors, he turned left, then right again. His heart was in his mouth. Thirty feet away, an armed guard, bigger even than the gate gorilla, or, at least, he seemed so to Byers, sat on a folding chair outside a door, one foot resting on the other knee, reading a paperback. Byers walked unsteadily forward, the orange juice sloshing slightly in the glass, his eyes riveted on his target. He could hear his heartbeat in his ears and his armpits were giving his deodorant a workout. He really wasn't cut out for this. How Mulder did this kind of thing on a regular basis was beyond his comprehension.  

The guard looked up from his book and gave Byers the once-over. Byers was ready with his cover story but to his great surprise, the guard merely nodded in Byers' direction, got up and unlocked the door. It occurred to Byers that the attendant, and possibly Creepy Lisa, not to mention Gus, had a regular thing going here and Byers had just been had. He shot a lop-sided, nervous half-grin at the guard and stepped toward the now-open door.

"He's awake, but he's out of it," the guard said reassuringly.  

Byers entered the doorway and nearly dropped the tray. Adam was barely recognizable, he was so ... gaunt, so pale, so gray. He had pulled himself into a sitting position in the corner of the bunk, knees drawn up, one hand clutching the edge of a blanket pulled to his chest. His breathing was raspy but regular. His eyes were open but there was nothing to indicate that he was aware of his visitor. His expression was slack and vacant.

Byers went to the bunk and put the tray on the night table. He took a deep breath to steady himself. He was way out of his depth.

"Adam?"

A flicker of the eyes. Byers felt helpless.

"It's me. You remember me? John Byers?"

The eyes blinked but nothing changed.

"I've got some juice for you."

Adam's shirt was reasonably fresh but there were traces of spilled food on it. But he had been shaved within the past day. With the attendants reluctant to do their job, it was a small wonder he had been tended to at all. Byers was not at all sure why that should be; Adam had been pretty decent to the guys. Byers believed firmly that kindness went a long way. He touched Adam's shoulder experimentally. "Adam?" The haunted face turned away; the hand drew the blanket higher. Byers was dismayed but he persevered. "I'm going to give you some juice. Okay?" Nothing.

It was frustrating. But Lisa had said that it had been only last night, Byers reminded himself. It must have been terrible if the rumors were true, not to mention Mulder's suspicions on the matter of the experimental drugs -- and worse. Byers wondered how coherent he would be after what Adam must have been subjected to and he didn't like the answer. He picked up the plastic container and unwrapped the straw, then sat on the edge of the bunk and held the container where Adam could see it. Adam closed his eyes. Byers sighed and placed the container back on the table. He could think of nothing else.

He gave Adam's shoulder a gentle squeeze and left.

 ***
Blackness swallows me; singing fills my ears, drawing me in. It is sweet; it caresses my soul, calls to me. I am alone. I walk through the soft swells of midnight; the moaning has gone.

The sound of bells jingling makes me look down. I see dancing lights, diffuse, out of focus. I stop walking and watch as the lights twirl in the air. A face swims into my vision; it is the dwarf. The lights become little bells, sparkling from within and jingling as if tapped by invisible fingers. 

He laughs. He spins like a cartwheel in mid-air, the bells jingling in the darkness, the tunic a rainbow of whirling colors. What is he? Have the gods sent him to me? Does he not know that my sorrow weighs on me beyond all measure and I must be alone? I turn my back and walk into the darkness.

The singing surrounds me again, drawing me in. I hear those little bells; the dwarf is following me. Let him go where he may. I do not care. A pinpoint of light appears; it invades my eyes, bursts into my brain and strikes fire in my spine. The singing is sweet and lonely; it swells on the velvet billows of darkness and soothes my weary heart. I must find it.

I walk for days, the light ever inside my brain, the bells following in my wake. I am neither hot nor cold, hungry nor thirsty. The steady rhythm of my limbs pleases me as much as it ever did in life. Life and hope are gone; I have accepted death and with it comes a peace such as I have never known. There will be no more pain.

I do not know how long I slept. I woke to this place and now I wander within its hallways, its endless wallways, the white columns gleaming in silver light, casting no shadow. The roof of the temple is far above me, its beams painted and festooned with garlands. I walk down steps of gleaming marble into the garden. I know this place; I have been here before. Swans sail the silver waters of a pool; cypresses rise to the sky. Flowers explode in glory, the colors of fire and ice. I walk among them and their perfume makes me giddy. The singing has not stopped and the jingling bells follow me still.

There is no sun, no moon; there are no stars. The light is everywhere, within and without. I hear laughter and I look up. A woman comes toward me, her hand outstretched; she is smiling. She speaks to me yet I do not understand; her voice is warmest silver and my heart leaps at the sound. Behind me, ever behind me, the dwarf's bells jingle. As she touches me, the bells shiver in concert with the thrilling of my skin. She is very beautiful; her great eyes are the color of moonstones, the delicacy of her brown skin, her soft mouth, her flowing mane of hair amaze me. 

A table appears beside the pool; a crowd of people are seated along its sides. It is heaped with roasted meats and fruit. The crowd is merry; their laughter fills the air. My sorrow is eased.

My new companion draws me to it and I go willingly. She pours me spiced wine and I drink deep, gulping drafts until it runs down my chin and drenches my garment. The smells of the food are irresistible and I eat like one starving. Though I drink and eat ravenously, I am not filled and I do not become drunk. The dwarf sits behind me, his bells jingling without cease.

We are alone; the crowd is gone. She touches me and my body craves her. She lets her garment fall from her shoulders; the golden skin of her breasts sets me on fire. We fall on each other. Even as I take her and lose myself in ecstasy, I hear the bells.

***
Byers' hand shook as he dropped the quarter in the slot on the pay phone in the diner in Wicornico Church. On the other end of the line, Mulder accepted the charges.

"I saw him," Byers said.

"And?"

Byers hesitated. What could he say? "He's alive." Barely. He'd never seen anyone look more dead and still be breathing.

"You okay?"

"Yeah." Not really. And not for a long time, probably.

"Anything else? You don't sound good."

"A girl's dead. He's a mess." He was more than a 'mess'. And Lisa had confided afterward that the guard had said something about blood all over the room, the walls, the mattress, everything.

"He did it?"

No, he still didn't believe that no matter what Lisa said. "I doubt it. He didn't know me."

"Okay. We're getting something worked out."

Worked out? "You better hurry."

"Why? .. John? You want to talk about it?"

Did he? Not really. "I don't know."

 "You want to talk to Scully? She's here."

He didn't, and he knew why. He felt foolish; he didn't want to sound foolish and Scully was someone whose good opinion he did not wish to lose. He always felt less foolish with Mulder. "No." He thought of the sight that had greeted him past that door. Did he really want to keep that locked up inside him? "He's so thin. He was just sitting there, not moving. I'm not sure he knew I was there. And he looks ill. I mean, really ill. I don't know what they've done to him."

"I'm pretty sure I know," Mulder said. "John?"

"Yes?"

"He'll be okay. We're going to get him out."
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She lies beside me, soft skin gleaming. I look down and am ashamed of my nakedness. What have I done? How long have I lain here, wallowing in oblivion? I must not stay here; my journey is not done. 

She stirs; her arms slither across my belly. From her finger tips, vines sprout and grow, spreading their wiry tendrils into my skin, curling around my body, skewering my flesh. Rage overtakes me. I tear at the vines even as they bind my arms, tangle my feet, stake my body to the ground. The bonds of centuries weigh me down and the moaning fills my being. Sadness crushes me into the earth. The darkness smothers me.

Bells jangling softly bring back the light. The vines are a forest; I lie in my grave, under the roots, one with the earth. Why have you disturbed me? Why have you come for me? I hear her voice; its sweetness calls me to life. Alexa.  

"Come, O Best Beloved. Wake."

"I must forget."

"You must never forget that which you loved."

"I love you."

"And I you."

"There is no love in this place."

"Love is all. Wake now. It is not done."

It begins to rain. As the drops touch the vines that bind me, they melt. The forest above me turns to glass; the light shatters into myriad colors and I see her face above mine. She smiles at me and I am free. 

Then she is gone and I weep. My tears wash down my face and as they touch my skin, course over my chest and down my belly, they cleanse me, refresh me. I rise; I am whole. On the ground, a white garment edged with gold awaits and I put it on. New sandals, trimmed with gold, appear. I tie them on.

The bells jangle. Above, a white bird sings.

"Lead me," I say to the dwarf. 
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MULDER'S APARTMENT

"He's there," Mulder said, putting the phone down. "Byers says he's a mess.  Didn’t know him."  

He lay back on the sofa cushions and was quiet. This was weighing even more heavily on him than he had expected but perhaps that had to do with feeling something of a mess himself. He had, at least, dressed himself this morning, although that, after a perfunctory shower, was as far as he had managed to take it. He was wearing his oldest, threadbarest, most favorite jeans with his favorite laundry-weary T-shirt, bare feet and a day's growth of beard. At least he was comfortable, which partly made up for the moderate but non-stop headache that still plagued him. Scully had been far better than he would have been if their situations had been reversed, fetching and carrying for him and not complaining about the rapidly deteriorating state of his apartment or his personal habits. He appreciated it.

"That's what we expected," Scully replied gently. "You knew that he'd either be dead or a basket case. At least he's alive."

"Jeez," Mulder said, dragging one hand across his forehead and into his hair. "Do you have to put it like that?"

"It's the truth," Scully said bluntly. "You know enough about it.  I suppose his body would heal itself and be able to withstand more than a normal human being, but you've seen men who have been worked over by people who knew what they were doing for only a couple of days and it's a sad sight. This Smith person has had his hands on Pierson for a lot longer than that. You have to expect the worst."

Mulder cringed as he listened to the words. "Yeah, I have seen it. That's the problem. Can you imagine what it must be like for him? Have that kind of thing happen to you, feel all the pain, then heal, only to have it happen again and again, wanting to die and knowing it can't happen?  I have to get him out of there, even if it's just so I can sleep at night."

There was silence while Mulder tried to dismiss the images springing unbidden into his mind.

"What else did Byers say?" Scully said.

"He said we should move on it as soon as we can. He's e-mailing scans of the correct work order forms for Langly to make us up some phony ones. He says nobody will question an order to transfer Pierson to St. Elizabeth's at this point. He's out of it, as you say."

"What about Smith?"

"Byers seems to think that security is pretty lackadaisical. There's only a very small staff and their patient doesn't know what planet he's on. They've gotten sloppy. Smith is the only problem. According to Byers, nobody knows the real deal except him, probably."

"And he takes regular day trips to Washington," Scully added. "Mulder, I think we can do it. If John gives us a heads-up on a day Smith is going to be in DC, I think it's worth a shot."

"Yeah. It's a two-and-a-half hour drive each way, so we'll have the time." His voice was flat.

"Mulder, what's the matter? Are you feeling all right?" Scully sounded worried.

"Yeah. I'm okay."

"You have to tell me if you're not. I'm serious. Are you taking the antibiotics?"

"Yes, I'm being a good boy." He kept his eyes away from Scully's.

"Then what is it?"

He closed his eyes and sighed, reluctant to tell her the full story. He still wasn't sure where Scully stood on the matter of Adam Pierson. He didn't think she knew, either. She was helping him, Mulder, not Pierson. She was risking herself, her career, because she knew he would do it anyway, for his own reasons, however reckless, however private. Or maybe she did have her own reasons. After all, if she hadn't given Pierson that shot ... She'd never said anything, but, then, that was not the kind of thing you confided to your partner. He should know. And he'd have a better chance with her than without her, especially since it would be a while before he was at the top of his game again. He'd already kept enough from her.

"A girl is dead," he said as lightly as possible.

"At the plant?"

"Yeah. Byers says the rumor mill has it that she just disappeared and they hushed it up. The rumor mill has also decided that she was probably killed by someone they call 'the subject' and who Byers says is Pierson. He met the girl and he thinks she is probably dead."

"And what do you think?"

"I don't know." Why did he keep having to explain it to himself? "I've only got Pierson's description of Smith to go on and what I read on that data base, which didn't go very far into it, but he sounds capable of killing someone without a second thought." He still hadn't told her about decimation. That was an image he wished he didn't have in his head. "The man was Tomas de Torquemada. The Torquemada. I think he could be someone who gets off on other people's pain, yeah." Scully's expression was sympathetic. Was the sympathy for him? For both of them maybe. "It would be to his advantage to let people think this mysterious 'subject' did it. Anyone who found out about him would think twice about helping a killer. It's a good piece of strategy."

"Pierson is an unknown quantity right now," Scully said quietly. "It's hard to say what he's like. He could be severely depressed, perhaps even psychotic. There's been heavy trauma and it isn't possible to predict how people will react to that. Everyone's different. Him? It's impossible to say. He sounds too ill and too weak to have been the one." 

"That's what I thought." At least he was alive. That was already more than he had secretly suspected. It was a start. "Can Skinner come across with a surveillance van?" he asked, trying to steer things in a more constructive direction.

"Yes," Scully replied. "That's no problem. They already have one rigged as an ambulance, complete with a gurney, which is a stroke of luck, because it sounds as if we'll need one. He asked me if we would need a real medical unit and I told him yes. "We'll need saline and glucose and I'll make sure there are blankets. We'll need to rehydrate him and keep him warm because there is a danger of shock. Skinner is going to see that the van is stocked and has an IV set-up. I can ride with him if he really does need strapping down, in which case, what are we going to do with him once we get him to Skinner's apartment?"

"We'll have to cross that bridge when we come to it."

"And if he is dangerous?"

He didn't want to think about it. It was possible, of course. He wished Pierson had told him more about himself, about Immortals. The data base told him where and who the Immortals were, but not what they were. The reader was supposed to know about that already. When it came right down to it, he didn't have a clue and Scully was right to consider every possibility.

"Worst case scenario?"

"Yup. Worst case scenario."

He was quiet before answering. "I still have his sword," he said, barely above a whisper.

But he still didn't think he had the guts.
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The dwarf leads me away from the darkness, away from the wail of ten thousand voices calling for my blood. I no longer hear them. They are dead and gone. There is no longer any sin; it is washed away and I am free. I know this.

Ahead I see an ocean. He leads me toward it, dancing and jangling, I hear the breakers pounding the shore and I am afraid. The sand is hot beneath my feet; it fills my sandals. The water stretches to eternity; there is no-one on the shore. Crabs skitter through the drying seaweed, birds dip their bills into the surf. I walk to the edge of the water and bend down to touch it. It is warm. I taste my fingers. Salty.

The dwarf does not hesitate. He bounds into the surf, bells jangling, the colors of his tunic swirling red and white, red and white, red and white as he spins. I laugh as the water sprays up; rainbows flicker in the droplets, cascading over me. 

"Follow," a voice whispers. "Do not be afraid. I am here."

The voice gives me strength. What should I fear? I am dead.

I walk into the water, my feet, my legs, my thighs. It is warm. I marvel at its silken touch. It rises to my chest. The dwarf is gone, sunk below the water. Above, a white bird calls:

"Follow! Follow! Follow!"

When my face is lapped by the waves, I am afraid and hesitate. But the voice whispers to me and I plunge to whatever fate awaits me.

The dwarf is below me, still whirling. I hear his laughter. We float down from the top of the sky. Below us yawns a black abyss. I am curious. It is the entrance to the Underworld. I know, for now I have been there. I must re-enter it; this time, I hold my head high.

The dwarf stands before me and bows with great dignity. "Are you prepared for your trial?" he asks me. "The gods will record your answer."

"I am."

He bows again, very solemnly. He turns and skips toward the mouth of the cave, his bells jingling, his tunic now red, now white. There is no hesitation. I enter the darkness with a glad heart.

The dwarf goes before me, floating through the blackness, light sparkling from his cap. I follow; my feet find their own way. The journey seems to take many hours. 

Ahead, a light grows. The sounds of a brass band meet us, noisy and discordant; the dwarf still leads without slowing. The light becomes brighter, larger. We are in a corridor, with ceilings high above us, marble floors beneath our feet. At the end of the corridor is a pair of wooden doors, vast, bound with iron. The music is coming from behind them. The dwarf goes to them without hesitation. A rod appears in his hand; with all his strength, he raises it and strikes the door once. The sound booms, hollow and deafening. I clutch my head, my hands over my ears. Then I straighten myself; I must not shrink. The dwarf is poised to strike the door again. The sound booms through me, shaking my heart in my chest, tearing at my eardrums. I do not move. The third strike is no less, no more. When the echoes die away, the great doors begin to move. I watch as they open outward, slowly, silently. I am ready.

The dwarf does not move until the doors are open. I cannot see beyond. The music is silent; I feel eyes watching me. The dwarf turns to me. In his hand is a blindfold. He bows as he hands it to me and I put it on.

All is silence. Then a great voice booms out at me.

"Come forward and face your accusers!"

I feel the dwarf take my hand and I allow him to lead me. I am not afraid. I walk with him for some yards, then he drops my hand. The bells jingle as he leaves me. I am calm.

"Are your prepared for judgment?"

"I am."

"Then let us begin."

I hear the rustle of garments, the shuffling of sandals on the floor.

"Who accuses this man?"

A chorus of voices rises, vast, endless, sighing like the wind. "We do! We do!" The words are a moaning, a sobbing, a wailing, a gnashing of teeth. I have deserved their hatred.

"Do you admit your guilt?" the first voice asks me.

"Of what do they accuse me?" I ask.

"Does it matter? They accuse you. Admit your guilt and be done with it."

"Who speaks for this man?" another voice asks.

There is silence. There is no-one to speak for me. How could there be?

"I do." I do not recognize the voice. "He fed me when I was hungry.

"He tended me when I was ill."

"He bound my wounds."

"He comforted me when I was alone."

"He loved me."

"He died for me."

The moaning begins again. "Guilty! Guilty!"

"Forgive! Forgive!"

The voices die away to silence. 

"How say you?" He speaks to me. I have no answer. The memory of my crimes lives with me. I have no regrets. What good are regrets? I will live with the faces of my victims forever before me. 

The voice booms out, echoing round me. "What say you all?" 

Silence.

"There is your answer."
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Everything was working out very well. There was only one more thing to take care of.

Metellus plucked his smartly-tailored, double-breasted black suit jacket from its hanger and put it on. He straightened his tie and pulled the cuffs of his dress shirt smartly into place, the expensive but discreet cuff links just catching the morning sun. There was never an excuse for sloppiness on important occasions. He ran a hand over the freshly-shaved chin and smiled, pleased with the image. Living very privately and austerely in his own small suite at the plant was eminently satisfying. It brought memories of those happy times, long, long gone now, of sleeping in the field, on the open ground, wrapped only in his cloak, in the silence of the desert under bright stars, on campaigns of conquest with Marius and Sulla, then Pompeius Magnus and Caesar, all of whom understood the importance of living no better than their men. Crassus had been the exception and that was something Metellus preferred not to dwell on. Those were the days, the days of greatness, of powerful men and powerful lives, the days which laid down the foundations of history for the next two millennia. Those were men who made of Napoleon no more than a neurotic upstart with bad manners. The only soldier worthy of Metellus' respect in recent centuries had been Fieldmarshall Irwin Rommel, and even he had failed in his attempt to crush the madmen who feared him and destroyed him. Even Rommel had paid the price of betrayal. It was a lesson that Metellus already knew well. Betrayal was always punishable by death.

He was well pleased with the whole world, in fact. The decapitated body had arrived from Seattle and was in storage in a locker in the old machine space. Negotiations for its proprietorship – Metellus disliked the base feel of the word 'price' – would take place in due course. He had inspected his prisoner's handiwork and the cut had been clean, a single, powerful stroke from a master. A well-executed act of destruction spoke well of its perpetrator. He found himself humming a tune, an amusing little ditty from some forgotten era. Strange how fragments of things long gone managed to survive in even the most disciplined of minds.

No matter.  Life was to be lived, not spent.  

He looked in at the office briefly to inform Miss Conroy that she should not expect to see him before she went home. Then he left, a spring in his step. As he walked toward the door, to his left, the new man picked up a telephone.

***
Mulder picked up the receiver and mumbled into it. It was only eight-thirty, for Pete's sake!

"Yeah, what?" he growled sleepily.

To his surprise, Byers voice said, "He's on the move."  

Mulder, who had expected the caller to be Scully checking up on him, needed a few seconds for the remark to register. "John. Oh, yeah. Sorry. What was that?"

"He's on the move," the voice repeated, now a heavy stage whisper.

Mulder wiped the sleep out of his eyes and sat up. "You don't need to sound as if you're in a soap opera, John. Is there someone who can overhear?"

"Yes."

"Just talk normally. I'll ask questions, you answer yes or no. Okay?" At least his head wasn't hurting – yet.

"Yes!" The guy was shitting bricks. Some people just weren't cut out for this. Mulder felt sorry for the poor schmuck. 

"Okay. Smith has left?"

"Yes."

"Coming here?"

"I think so."

"John, you have to be sure. Is he coming here?"

After a few moments' hesitation, the reply came. "Yes."

"How do you know? … No, sorry, don't answer that. I'm not awake yet. He was dressed to travel?"

"Yes."

"He has a private car?"

"Yes." 

"You don't know why he's coming here?"

"No."

"That's okay. It doesn't matter. I'll get Langly and Frohike in motion. Scully will come and get me and we'll be on our way. You okay with that?"

"Yes."

"John, you can say more than that or it will sound a little strange. Just don't saying anything that can't be taken casually."

"Okay."

Oh, well. 

"If anything happens to make you think he's coming back, you have my cell number. Yes?"

"Got it."

"When this goes down, you just stay out of the way, okay?"

"Okay."  

Mulder detected a slight choking sound on the other end of the line. "Are you all right?"

"I'm fine."

Mulder didn't believe it for a second but it was a brave answer. There was more to Byers than met the eye. Mulder owed him. Hell, Pierson owed him. "You'll be okay." Mulder tried to sound as if he meant it. "You have to tell yourself that this has nothing to do with you. We can't call you to warn you when we get there. Just do everything normally, take your lunch break, try to be somewhere else around noon, okay?"

"I can do that."

"Then you have to sit out the day as usual, to avoid arousing suspicion. If you find yourself getting nervous, think you're going to throw up, anything like that, then beg off and get out of there. Tell them you're sick but don't make it obvious. It's best if you can stay with it. Think you can do that?"

"Yes… "

"What?"

"I thought you'd be here waiting."  

The whisper was anxious and Mulder could only hope no-one was within hearing distance.  "We couldn't do that because Skinner can only let us have the van for one day. We're supposed to be coming from St. Elizabeth's and that takes two and a half hours. If we showed up earlier than that, it would be a dead give-away. Do you understand?"

"Yes. Okay."

"You can do this. Okay? Just give us a heads-up if anything strikes you as strange and stay out of the way around noon."

When the answer came, it was controlled. "Okay." Then the line went dead.

Good luck, thought Mulder. This is going to be harder on me than you! His head was beginning to hurt already. 

Then he made some calls.

***
Charles was waiting in the car. Metellus always enjoyed the drive to the city. Charles was an excellent driver and utterly devoted to the comfort and well-being of his master. The car, a top-of-the-line model chosen for the silence of its engine and the smoothness of its travel on modern highways was the one luxury Metellus allowed himself. For all its advantages, all its grandeur, all its marvels, twenty-first century civilization lacked one thing above all. Silence. Before the invention of the internal combustion engine and the electric motor, it had still been possible to find that most indefinable commodity, to be one with its peace, to sleep the sleep of the dead. He hadn't known how precious it was until it was no longer there. The continuous din worked its way into the nerves and robbed the mind of its rest. And it was not only auditory. It was visual, olfactory, subliminal, social, cultural, everywhere, ever present and all pervasive, and there was no escape. It occurred to him that all Immortals who had been alive since before the Industrial Revolution probably felt the same way. Pierson undoubtedly did. The man had the mark of the desert on him, desert or plain, but once he had been free in a way which was no longer possible. Metellus could empathize with that.

He relaxed into the leather upholstery and closed his eyes as the opening chords of La Bohème floated through the excellent sound system. So soothing. The past few days had been so tiring. The Corporation had demanded that he suspend any further interrogation without saying why. No direct questions had been asked but it was unlikely they knew nothing of what had transpired. There was no surveillance equipment in the room. Mr. Davis was a loose cannon; something would have to be done about that. And dear Miss Conroy. His position was delicate enough as it was without spies to contend with.

After today's business, his mind would be at ease on one front, at least. He would be able to breathe easier and concentrate on other problems. Pierson would recover his senses, given time, and assuming that the Corporation wanted it that way. If they decided that there was nothing more to be gained, they might prefer to keep him locked up in mind as well as body. They had enough data to keep them busy before the expansion of the facility was complete. If Pierson had recovered by then, they would probably continue interrogation on their own. And when he was permanently catatonic? The man was already mad; psychosis would be impenetrable. What a waste. Keeping him on drugs would confuse their drug tests; his usefulness to them might well be over as a live subject. And as a dead one? They would find out a good deal more about their subject than they bargained for. It was a very difficult position.

And then there was the matter of Metellus' own safety should the Chairman take it into his head to be the only one with the knowledge of Immortality. That would be very awkward. The Chairman would find that he had two Immortals on his hands, not one, and the last thing Metellus wanted was to join Pierson in whatever private hell he inhabited.

This was a most necessary journey.

***
Scully walked right into the apartment without knocking. Mulder was ready. It was the first time he had been clean and fully dressed in days and it had taken the mickey out of him, as they used to say. The fact was not lost on Scully.

"Mulder, you don't have to come. I think you should stay here."

"I have to be there. You're driving. How hard can it be just to sit there and back-seat drive?" He tried for a lovable grin.

"You do and I'll drop you off and you can hitch back," she replied. "You'll be in the way if it turns sour. It's not as if the guys have experience at this and I don't need to babysit you as well."

She was right but he was adamant. He had to be there. He had to know. They were all doing this on his account, because he'd asked them to. He couldn't sit at home and bite his nails down to the knuckles. It would not be the right thing to do.

"I'll be okay," he said, believing it. "I'll sack out in the back seat if I get tired."

"Okay. There's a blanket in the car. Are you ready?"

"Yeah."

"Then, let's do it."

***
"Are you sure you know where you're going?" asked Frohike. He adjusted the seat belt on the passenger bucket seat. He'd driven with Langly before.

"Natch! No sweat." Langly was hopped up on caffeine. He was up for the drive. Yeah, bring it on! "You're navigating," he said. "Just don't steer me onto any interchanges that I can't get off of or you're walking, little man." He started the engine and backed out of the parking slot. The FBI man who delivered the vehicle was still standing there with his mouth open. He had evidently mistrusted his orders but the name was right and he knew A. D. Skinner's signature. Langly managed not to hit him when the vehicle, which proved to have a temperamental transmission -- government junk! -- shot forward unexpectedly.

"At least it's not New Jersey," Frohike said cryptically.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You know."

"No, I don't know," Langly replied, maneuvering the clumsy machine into the DC traffic. He yawned despite the coffee. They had had to meet the dumbfounded FBI agent in the underground lot at some ungodly hour. He hoped Mulder appreciated it. Noon was more his style.  "What about New Jersey?"

"Toll booths."

"Oh. Did you bring any change?"

"What for?" Frohike frowned.  

"Toll booths."

"There aren't any."

"Then why did you bring it up?"

"No reason." Frohike sighed and settled in for a long ride.

***
Mulder hated having someone else drive. He wasn't sure if it was a male thing or just him, probably the latter. He needed to be in control and that had been sadly lacking for some time – since Pierson's disappearance, in fact, when he thought about it. He'd been chasing will-'o-the-wisps since then. Pierson had always been elusive, for very good reasons, from what little the man had deigned to tell him or allowed him to see. And that was the key word. He saw absolutely no more than Pierson chose to have him see. It was frustrating as hell.

Scully seemed to sense his need to be silent. She was good at that, much more sensitive to people's needs than he was. Her motivating force was helping people, which had been the attraction of medicine, he assumed. She had never spoken much about it. His own motives had to do with the thrill of the chase and the need to outsmart his adversary, which said things about himself he preferred not to look at too closely. They had bypassed Fredericksburg some time ago.  

He wondered how the guys were faring. They had a cell phone for emergencies, although he had no idea what he and Scully could do to help them out if Langly's driving proved to be its usual haphazard affair and, God forbid, they should get themselves involved in a fender-bender. Traffic was always heavy on I-95 down that stretch to Richmond. He was beginning to worry about the time. It was already past eleven.

***
"We're lost." Langly sounded pissed off. He steered the van to the shoulder of the highway and stopped. He glared at Frohike, who went back to poring over the road atlas with a magnifying glass and studiously ignoring him. "Do you have any idea where we are?"

"Do you remember what that last sign said?" Frohike asked.

"Why ask me? You're the one who is supposed to be watching the road signs. I'm doing the driving, remember? And it's getting warm in this airless piece of rolling shit! We were supposed to get off I-95 before Fredericksburg, not after."

"You're the one who had to make a pit stop."

"Did I miss something? What does that have to do with anything?"

"Because we'd already passed the last rest stop before Fredericksburg when you said you needed to go."

"So why didn't you say something?"

"I didn't know it was the last one before Fredericksburg." It wasn't his fault that rest stops weren't marked on the map, was it?

"So you just let me drive right past Fredericksburg?"  

Frohike was beginning to cringe as Langly's face got redder, his glasses slipping down his nose as beads of sweat began to form. It was hot in this tank. The air conditioning wasn't working. Like that was a surprise.

"We're probably half-way to Richmond!" Langly stormed.

"Fredericksburg is half-way to Richmond."

"Then where the fuck are we now?!"

***
When Charles stopped the car in front of the building, Metellus waited for him to open the door. There was no need to exchange words. Charles knew what was required of him and would be utterly reliable. He always was.  

Metellus emerged from the car, relaxed and immaculate. Behind him, Charles drove away to park the car in its reserved space. The journey had been without incident; 'O Soave Fanciulla' still reverberated in his mind, the utter sweetness of the sublime duet suiting his mood precisely. The pleasant state of mind was undisturbed by the ingratiating smile of the doorman, nor was it sullied by the scurrying fools who cleared the way for him like so many rats. Hypocrites! He mounted the grand staircase to the gentlemen's club, alive with anticipation. It was exactly eleven-thirty.

***
Scully looked at her watch. Wicornico Church was a very pleasant little hollow and she'd liked this tea room when she came here with John. Mulder needed a little serenity just now, she thought. He looked haggard, and only part of it was from having been ill. They'd nearly lost him that night as he slipped into a coma for several hours. H gave them all a considerable scare while they paced the floor, she and the guys. He'd never hear that from her, though.  There was no reason to tell him how close he'd come. He'd let himself get run down over this Pierson thing and the meningitis had proceeded on its rapid course. If he'd been by himself at the time … Well, there was no point in dwelling on that now. He was on the mend, slowly, and she was keeping a watchful eye. He needed to rest more.

She had realized that there would be no real rest for Mulder until Pierson had been found, one way or another. Even a body would be a relief from the perpetual not knowing, as though his child had been snatched and everyone was giving up hope of finding what was lost. She  tried to understand the bond that seemed to be there between the two men. They had not spent that much time together and Mulder had probably revealed no more of himself to Pierson than that strange man had to him. She even had the distinct impression that they disliked each other. As for herself, she found it difficult to like the smug son of a bitch, although that did not mean she had no compassion for him, for the hell he must have been through. And Mulder would have no rest until what he believed he had done was undone. And she was hardly innocent, was she?

***
Metellus pushed open the heavy oak door to the club's dining lounge and entered. The Chairman was already seated, had probably, in fact, been there for the best part of an hour, to judge by the ruddiness of his face. Wine had that effect on the man and he tended to drink more of it when he was nervous. His conscience must be bothering him. Good. He had brought this on himself. The Chairman greeted Metellus with less than his usual enthusiasm.

"Good to see you, John," he said. "I have ordered the Rémy Martin for you."

Metellus smiled pleasantly and seated himself. "You'll forgive me if I say that you do not look entirely well," he remarked. The wine waiter brought the brandy and left.

"It's my heart, I'm sorry to say," the Chairman replied. His tone betrayed the lie. 

Metellus knew full well what was really in the Chairman's 'heart'. "I'm sorry to hear that."  The pleasantries must be maintained.

"Are you going to approach the Corporation about a position?" the Chairman asked.

Metellus smiled. Right to the point. The man was obviously anxious to be rid of his company. "There's time enough to discuss that," he said evenly and took a sip of the brandy.

"I thought you would probably have reservations or requirements of your own. That's to be expected. I would be disappointed in your integrity if you were to take the first offer. I am not in a position to negotiate but arrangements can be made."

"I'm sure they can," Metellus replied quietly. The big cat growled in the high grass. Who was this piece of garbage to be talking of integrity? "Why don't you tell me what's really on your mind?"

The Chairman looked up, mildly shocked. That had undoubtedly sent his pulse rate up a notch. Here, mousy, mousy. He closed his mouth and rocked back into his chair. "I don't understand," he said.

Oh, yes, you do, you fucking liar. "I'm sure your … sources … at the plant have informed you of a young lady's recent disappearance," Metellus said mildly. "Does it upset you?"

"Of course not." It was a lie. "I trusted you to do whatever you thought was necessary." He took a large swallow of wine, nearly draining the glass.

Metellus reached for the wine bottle – a good mouton cadet, nothing but the best for the fearless leader – and deftly refilled the glass for him. "I am pleased to hear that I have your approval," he said, sitting back and taking out a cigarillo. He lit the thing with studied patience, his movements graceful, controlled. The Chairman's eyes never left him. Metellus smiled pleasantly in return.

"But you don't think it was necessary," Metellus said, leaning his head back and blowing smoke into the air.

"It accomplished nothing."    

My, my. A little dissention in the ranks. Metellus chuckled.  

"I fail to see how you can find this amusing," the Chairman snapped.

Metellus looked at him squarely. "You should calm yourself," he said sweetly. "You're risking a stroke."

"You went too far."  

"It has never been a problem for you before. I don't owe you an explanation. It was necessary, that's all."

"If the Corporation believes I had anything to do with it, my chances will be ruined."

Ah. There it was, of course. Unenlightened self-interest, always an ugly thing. There was no room at all in this man for any sense of purpose beyond his own comfort. He had obviously never spent a single night in his life that wasn't in a comfortable bed. Metellus shook his head in disgust.

"If they see that I cannot control you," the Chairman went on, "they will reconsider. They believe they already have what they want. I will be expendable."

"Yes, you will." Metellus could not resist. "Are you eating?"

"I had planned to. You'll be joining me?"

Metellus smiled. "Yes, I'd be happy to. Thank you."

"You should consider joining. The club, I mean. It's an excellent career move."

"I'm sure it is," Metellus said, in a tone intended to indicate that the topic was now closed.

The Chairman looked anxiously over his shoulder. "I can't think where that damned waiter got himself to. He's always so prompt."

"It hasn't been that long," Metellus said quietly. My, my, he was nervous! The news of the demise of Miss Avery had unhinged the man. Metellus was certain that Davis was the 'source'.  Metellus' little demonstration of how far he was willing to go had sent the tame jackal  running back to his keeper with tales to tell, which showed how much he had learned in the process. Some people didn't learn until the gun was right against their skulls. He'd keep that in mind. Perhaps it was time for Mr. Davis to be reminded of what life was like behind bars.

The Chairman sighed heavily, evidently exasperated by the wait for service. Metellus relaxed and smoked, enjoying the spectacle.

"You haven't answered my question," the Chairman said.

"And that was?"

"You know perfectly well what the question was. You are deliberately taunting me."

"I should like to explain myself before giving you my answer. In view of the present circumstances, are you so sure you still want me with you?"

"I'd rather have you with me than on the opposing side," the Chairman said.

"'Opposing side'." This was new. Was it a matter of keeping your enemy closer? "You speak of me as though I were an enemy. Has your opinion changed?"

"Of course not. I know your capabilities. It is still a sound decision."

At that moment, the waiter appeared at the Chairman's elbow.

"Are you ready to order, Sir?" he asked.

The Chairman looked up.

"Where is Gianni?" he asked. "Don't I know you?"

"To answer your first question, Sir, Gianni is indisposed today and I have been called in as his replacement. As to your second question, I have replaced Mr. Benetti on several occasions.  Perhaps you have seen me here."

"Oh … possibly. And your name?"

"Charles, Sir."

"Quite so. I seem to remember vaguely. Odd. Never mind. I'll have the duck."

"Excellent choice, Sir." Charles turned to Metellus inquiringly.

Metellus merely nodded. "The same."

Charles bowed slightly and departed.

***
"You do know what to do?" Mulder asked Langly. "You've got it down cold?"

"Yeah, but you can run it by me again, if it makes you feel better."

Was it that obvious? Mulder's anxiety had only grown worse while he and Scully waited for these two …  That wasn't fair. He sighed and handed Langly back the clipboard with the fake transfer orders.

They were in the parking lot of the little gas station across from the tea room. Langly was leaning against the side of the van, arms folded, his white 'scrubs' already grubby from the drive. Byers must be going nuts. Scully walked up and patted Mulder's arm. She'd take it from here.

"Byers has got you onto the gate security list," she told Langly, "so you shouldn't be stopped. If you are stopped, don't push it, okay? Just turn around and come back."

Langly nodded and unfolded himself. "No complaints from me," he said, clicking his tongue. "You ready, Frohike?"

"Ready as I'll ever be, I guess," Frohike said and climbed back into the passenger seat.

"Whatever you do," Mulder said, "make it casual, okay? Casual. Take your time. You're a couple of underpaid hospital workers who have lucked out, getting a day off just driving around picking up a nut case. Play the part. You understand?  "

"Sure. What's not to understand? Relax, man."

"And don't let anyone see into the back of the van."

"Well … duh!" Langly opened the driver's door.

"Mulder, take it easy." Scully took his arm.

"I'm sorry. I'm just worried is all."

"It's okay," Langly said casually, climbing into the seat and slamming the door. He leaned on the window and looked down at Mulder. "We drive right into a secure area past armed guards, with phony papers, grab a guy who's probably totally out to lunch on a good day and wave on the way out. How hard can it be?"    

  ***
Charles served the meal expertly and retreated graciously after filling the wine glasses with a white-gloved hand.

The Chairman breathed a sigh of pleasure. He seemed relieved to have something else to occupy his thoughts for the time being.

Metellus spread his napkin on his trousers and took up his utensils. The food was excellent, after all.  

***
"Can you slow down a little?" said a very shaky Frohike, who was hanging on for dear life as the rattletrap 'ambulance' swayed its way along the gravel road under Langly's erratic guidance.  A great plume of dust rose into the air behind the vehicle as sprays of gravel pinged off its undercarriage.

"Why? You think they know we're coming?" Langly sped up a touch. Frohike was sure he was doing it just to be ornery.

"I'm not all that anxious to get there but I'd like it to be in one piece when we do," Frohike said miserably. The things he did for Mulder. No, he was doing this for Adam, he reminded himself. He had really liked the guy, for some reason. Adam hadn't judged him; at least, he hadn't got a sense off him of being judged. There was something really special about Adam, apart from that Immortal thing, which was kind of outrageous when he thought about it. Frohike thought that Adam probably knew what it was like to be an outcast, although he wasn't sure why he thought that. He suspected that Langly just liked being on an adventure, being out there, doing it, being outrageous, in your face. Langly was an in-your-face kind of guy, or what were the long, blond locks for?

The gate loomed ahead. If there was a time to be nervous, it was now. Langly slowed down, to Frohike's great relief, and assumed what he probably thought was the right amount of nonchalance for the part. Frohike couldn't manage anything more than his present state of near nervous collapse. The window to the security booth opened as Langly drew to a stop beside it. A very large, uniformed man with a seriously serious face leaned out of it to address Langly. Frohike could see the bright blue of the sky reflected in the man's cop-style shades.

"Papers," the guard said.

Langly handed over the clipboard with the work order on it.  The shades scanned it carefully. Frohike could feel his teeth trying to chatter despite the warmth. Langly dangled his arm out the van window.

"Hey, hurry up, will ya, man? I got better things to do," he drawled.

Don't push it, Frohike thought. Don't push it, don't push it, don't push it …

"Hold your shorts on, Mac," the guard replied, checking the papers against an unseen list. "You think I like sitting in this stinkhole for eight hours a day waiting for comedians like you to turn up?"

Frohike felt a mild urge to throw up – and they weren't even in the building yet.

"Yeah," the guard said with a distinct snarl and literally threw the clipboard at Langly.  "Take it to the side entrance on your left there .. . " The guard leaned forward again. Here it comes, thought Frohike. " … Can you bring me a Coke on your way out?"

"No prob, man," Langly replied, chewing imaginary gum as he bit into the rôle. Frohike was close to fainting. Langly ground the old clunk into gear and drove where indicated.

There was, in fact, a side entrance, which consisted of a set of double fire doors, the kind with bars across on the inside which had to be pressed down and which couldn't be opened from the outside.

"This is choice," Langly commented. "Now what?"

"We could walk around to the front entrance," Frohike suggested, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

"I guess we're supposed to know the routine," Langly replied. "Let's give it a shot."

They got out, or, more precisely, Frohike fell out, his foot having become somehow wedged in the footwell from bracing himself for the last eight miles. Langly dusted him off and the two of them set out to see what needed to happen next.

***
Metellus laid his fork down beside the knife on the edge of his plate, wiped his mouth and fingers delicately on his napkin, dropped it beside the plate and pushed himself away from the table. He crossed his legs comfortably, lit another cigarillo and observed.

"You're not finished," the Chairman remarked between bites.

Metellus merely smiled.

"This is very good," the Chairman continued, and stuffed another forkful into his mouth.  "We're lucky today. They haven't had duck in a long time. Will you have some more wine, at least?"

"Thank you, no," came the reply. "Please, continue. I can see that you are enjoying yourself.  It is very good."

"I suppose it isn't the best thing for the heart," the Chairman commented. "Duck is very fatty, you know. My doctor would never approve."

"I'm sure he wouldn't. But, you only live once."

The Chairman chuckled, probably feeling better for a full stomach. 

"I have decided," Metellus began, taking another puff on the cigarillo. "I don't believe I shall be making the Corporation an offer."

The Chairman sat up, his mouth half full, and laid down his knife and fork. He swallowed and wiped his mouth slowly. "I am very sorry to hear you say that," he said. The tone of relief was faint but it was most certainly there. "May I ask your reasons? You do realize that the Corporation wants my answer tomorrow?"

"That is precisely why I am here today," Metellus said evenly. He paused for a prolonged draft of Rémy Martin, savoring its excellent texture and taste. 

"I have already indicated to the Corporation that I will sign," the Chairman said. "The Board is in agreement."

"I doubt that," Metellus replied and put the brandy snifter down. "I doubt that you have even mentioned the matter to them." All very satisfying. "I doubt, in fact, that you have ever said very much to them at all about this little affair of ours."  

"How dare you!" the Chairman hissed, red-faced. "I can have you killed."

Metellus laughed. It was a very merry laugh.  

***
Langly went through the front door first, Frohike hiding in his gangling shadow.  Apparently undaunted by any thought of failure at this point, Langly forged ahead to the office. It was easy to find. There was an arrow and a large sign which said, "Office".

Inside the office was a rotund woman in a navy blue pinstripe pant suit standing beside a filing cabinet. Everything about her was round, cylindrical, thick. She reminded Frohike of a Jersey cow, for some unfathomable reason, despite the wrongness of the color. Perhaps it was the eyes, large, brown and cow-like, and the unhurried manner in which she turned toward them. She glanced at them over the top of her glasses. "And you would be…?" 

Langly handed her the clipboard and stuck his chin out defiantly. "Come to pick up the … uh … the patient. The John Doe?" Frohike hung back in the hallway.

"First I've heard of this," the woman commented blandly, pushing her glasses back up her nose and reading the sheet of paper with a heavy-lidded gaze. "This isn't Mr. Smith's signature." And she handed the clipboard back to Langly. Frohike's heart missed a beat.  

Langly tossed his head and assumed a slouch. "Lady, I don't give a shit, really," he said, folding his arms. "We got told to come for some patient and we're here."  

It had worked with the guard, thought Frohike. Just one more time. Please.

"Do you have identification?"

The question struck like a thunderbolt. Identification?

"My driver's license?" Langly asked defensively. "I have one."

"No, of course not," the woman said, smiling tolerantly. "Your hospital identification."

Frohike sighed in defeat. It had been a good try. Identification. Nobody had been able to come up with the real thing to make copies in time and they had decided to risk being asked for it. Busted. The woman looked up at Langly expectantly. "Well? Is there a problem?"

Someone's guardian spirit was smiling, however, although Frohike was not prone to believing in such things. Be that as it may, a thought dawned, a thought so bright it almost bowled him over. He shoved his way past Langly to confront the cow-like being, whose heavy head now swung in his direction, observing the little man as though he might be something mildly interesting to eat.

Like a school boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar, Frohike cleared his throat. This was for Adam. "Ma'am?" he said tentatively. The great head merely tilted in the other direction.  "My friend here doesn't have any ID because … because he isn't a real worker. I mean, he's a real worker, but, er, he's in another department, only the real driver … the real driver wanted the day off, and, um, he didn't have any days left, so he … he arranged with me, with us, that is, to do this run for him so he could have the day off … with his little girl …" He suspected he'd said enough when the cow eyes inspected him more closely.  

"In other words," she said, sighing heavily, "you two punched in for your deadbeat friend and you'll split the money." Thank you, God. "You government workers are all the same. Have you ever considered getting a real job? Give me that back." And she indicated the clipboard, sighing heavily. Langly grinned happily and handed it back.

The woman turned ponderously to the desk to consult an open file. She ran a thick finger down a short list of signatures, compared it to the paper for a few moments, then dumped the clipboard into Langly's waiting hand.

"Fine. It's a major expense keeping him here anyway. I keep telling Mr. Smith that. The new man will show you where to go."

And that was that.

The 'new man' turned out, of course, to be Byers, whose face registered shock and dismay as Frohike and Langly walked straight toward him, dismay, Frohike guessed, that they had come so late and he wasn't someplace else as Mulder had told him to be, and shock that they had made it at all. Frohike just shrugged and made a face.

On the way down the hall toward the formidable Gus, Byers babbled something about never, but never, doing anything like this again, while Langly loped ahead of him. Gus let them through the glass doors with a frown. The guard outside the door to Pierson's room got up off his chair and tossed the novel down with a bored, same-shit-different-day look at the trio advancing on him. Byers retreated the way he'd come. Langly handed the guard the clipboard, which warranted only the most cursory of glances.

"So?"

"So," Langly said, "we've come to take him off your hands."

"Not like that you're not."

Langly shrugged. "Like what? Why not?"

"He's not walking out of here, you moron. Where's your gurney?"

"Gurney? Oh, uh, in the v .. ambulance. We couldn't get it through the door."

"What door?"

"The … uh … the one at the side of the building."

"Shit! That asshole! I'll show you what door to back up to."

"Gee … thanks." Langly glanced at Frohike and shrugged again.

"Is this your first pick-up or something?"

"Why?" Langly asked. Frohike just fidgeted.

The guard merely shook his head. He unlocked the door and pushed it open. "Look for yourself."

Frohike entered the little room behind Langly and felt his heart fall out. "Aw, no," he muttered sadly and walked to the bunk.

Adam lay on his back, his posture awkward, not one of repose. His knees were flexed and turned to one side while his hands lay loosely across his chest. His head was turned slightly away from Frohike but his eyes were open – half-open. The fingers of one hand twitched as if in response to unspoken thoughts, the erratic, jerking motions of disconnected, unthinkable thoughts. In Adam's gaunt, slack face, Frohike saw not the pain he had half expected but deathly calm, or perhaps profound sadness. Frohike forgot to pretend to be unconcerned. He reached out a hand and stroked Adam's hair.

"He doesn't know you're here," the guard said, casually but not unsympathetically. "The nurse said it's hard to say how much is the drugs they've been feeding him and how much he's just not in there, you know? I was kind of expecting you, really. The nurse quit today."

***
Metellus leaned back, smiling. He raised his arm and gestured with his forefinger. Charles appeared immediately and poured more brandy into his master's glass, retreating once more into the shadows of the dimly-lit room.

The Chairman merely stared, uncomprehending. 

Metellus took a swallow of the brandy and another drag from the cigarillo, allowing the peacefulness of his mood to disperse itself throughout his body. He took a deep, soothing breath, closed his eyes and let the smoke drift on the air. The Chairman had chosen his usual table, well away from other members' eyes and ears as Metellus knew he would. The Chairman was a creature of habit. Metellus saw no reason not to speak aloud, although quietly, discreetly, without disturbing the balanced and measured thoughts behind the words. 

"Charles is an excellent waiter," he remarked, à propos of nothing.

The Chairman still said nothing, though whether out of puzzlement or the first glimmerings of fear, Metellus could not say, not that it mattered.

"He has other talents, did you know that?" The anticipation was rising, expectations of the rarest of pleasures trilling their cantata in the nerve centers of Metellus' brain. The mouse was paralyzed in the gaze of the cat and it was breathtakingly satisfying.

The Chairman's face betrayed the first glow of understanding. "I don't …"

"Some time ago, I enjoyed a meal with our Mr. Pierson," Metellus continued, allowing his pleasure to crease his features. "He is remarkably good company under the right circumstances.  Very … stimulating."

The Chairman frowned.  

Metellus cocked his head and chuckled. "Nothing sexual," he added, anticipating the Chairman's thought.

"No, of course not," the Chairman said, on the defensive. "I would never think that of you."

"Your problem," Metellus said, chuckling inwardly, "is that you never think at all." He reached calmly for the brandy and held the glass in the hollow of his hand, swirling the luscious liquid lazily around and around. Such fascinating patterns.

The Chairman was becoming angry. "This is very strange behavior for you, John. I admit that remark about having you killed was hasty but I am in no mood for this."

"What are you in a mood for? More wine? More duck? Dessert? Or that little brunette you have tucked away in Georgetown? No wonder you need so much money. Did you think I wouldn't know?"

The Chairman was silent, his mouth closed. Was that disgust? Loathing? Astonishment? Or just fear? That would be nice. Just a little more fear to elevate the blood pressure, increase the heart rate.

Metellus smiled and drank some of the brandy. "Let me tell you what is going to happen," he said quietly, but loudly enough to have the Chairman's complete and undivided attention. "In a few minutes, you will begin to feel drunk. Pierson said that the sensation was quite pleasant. He highly recommended it. Right before he passed out." He put the cigarillo between his lips and drew in the smoke while his words sank in past the accumulated layers of pheasant and duck and roast beef and gravy.

"You will take a little longer, having a much greater body mass, of course, and probably much poorer circulation. It only required three cc's in his case since he wasn't, shall we say, at his best. On the other hand, he has a strong heart, which you do not." He allowed himself a light laugh.

The Chairman's face was stone. His breathing was a little ragged and he appeared to be listing to port. "Are you telling me you have poisoned me?"

"Such a callous word."

"But Pierson … "

"Is still alive?" Metellus' amusement was almost more than good manners could contain but this was so delectable. "Of course he's alive. He's an Immortal. He died about four minutes after he collapsed. I didn't take his head, although it would have been a very powerful quickening. I must admit that I was tempted for a moment. But I am a man of my word. Not that that is something you would understand." The smoke curled silently into the blue air. A sensation of calm alertness grew as the moment drew closer, just as before. He felt so … alive! The darling enemy had shown him the way. Of course, that particular thrill could never be repeated with this dumb carcass before him, yet he felt such gratitude as his fingertips tingled with anticipation.  

Metellus finished the cigarillo and blew out the smoke contentedly. As he ground the stub into the ashtray, he wondered fleetingly if he should give them up but decided against it. It was only a small vice, after all.

"You're talking nonsense!" the Chairman gasped. "You're quite mad!"

"Not at all," Metellus replied. He flexed his hand, admiring the fingernails. Miss Avery had done a very nice job. He smiled graciously. Pity the captive animal, struggling in the trap. "Oh, that's right. You don't know about quickenings, but it's not important. Pierson assured me he felt no pain and the signs are identical to simple heart failure, which in your case will be totally understandable."

The Chairman's breathing was becoming more shallow but that was probably fright. There was no challenge here, no fulfillment beyond the knowledge that due punishment had been meted out. Cowards were dangerous. Their destruction was merely … practical.

"I don't understand any of this. I was always good to you." The Chairman seemed distinctly unwell as he slid down in his chair a little. He attempted to rise but was unable to maintain his balance and fell back. He grasped for the table to steady himself and succeeded only in tipping over his empty wine glass. "I trusted you!" A whimpering sound escaped from his throat.  "I was … mistaken. Help me!"

Metellus shrugged. "I have no desire to become Chairman and I am completely worthy of anyone's trust." Was it so difficult to understand? "So long as you kept your word, you had my unbending loyalty." He paused. It was so simple, really. A basic law of nature and the foundation of human society. "You betrayed us. You betrayed the Board and you have betrayed me. The punishment for betrayal is always death. Why should this surprise you?"

The Chairman was gasping, clutching at his chest, sweat was breaking out on his forehead, a truly pathetic picture of greed turned on itself. Fear had turned to terror. He was making this so much harder for himself than it needed to be after Metellus had gone to the trouble of ensuring that it would be easy and painless. The Chairman was fully aware of his own guilt, surely. Gracious acceptance of the inevitable redeemed failure and restored dignity before the end but cowards never understood that. Greed and cowardice had always been close bedfellows, Metellus reflected, although there were exceptions to every rule. Crassus and Caesar had certainly been greedy even by contemporary Roman standards, the one greedy for gold, the other for power, but no one throughout history had ever thought them cowards.    

"Oh, dear God! Help me!" The Chairman was panting, fear distorting features already bloated from overindulgence as recognition of his own impending end dawned. As his hand tugged at the tablecloth for support, the wine glass rolled off the edge of the table and fell noiselessly onto the deep pile of the carpet.

Metellus looked past the Chairman and nodded his head slightly. Charles appeared at the Chairman's side. Metellus rose, smiling kindly. There was no need to be ungracious at such a moment, no purpose in sacrificing his own dignity. He went to the Chairman, leaned toward him and looked into the terrified eyes. The pupils were dilating nicely. He smiled.

"Charles, perhaps you should alert the proper authorities that our friend appears to be in some difficulty. There's no need to hurry."

Charles nodded and left soundlessly.

"He is an excellent servant," Metellus commented. "Very loyal."

The Chairman, now wedged between the table and the chair, his head lying on the chair's backrest, was trying to say something but seemed to have lost control of his vocal cords. Metellus leaned his face closer.

"Betrayal cannot be permitted to go unpunished. Once trust is broken, the structure falls and I have no wish to fall with it."

The Chairman's face was slackening, his breathing rapid as panic held him in its tight grasp. Still he failed to understand. Metellus saw it in his eyes. He shook his head and smiled.

"It's too late to understand now what you should have spent a lifetime learning," he said. "You could have learned so much from Pierson – or from myself – but your mind is closed and has ever been so. You see nothing to admire in him, yet I see nothing to admire in you. Perhaps this was inevitable." No, this was nothing like the sheer joy Pierson's courage afforded him. This had become merely necessary. A pity.

Spittle rolled down the side of the Chairman's mouth. For the sake of dignity, Metellus took up the napkin and wiped the Chairman's face gently. It was merciful, really, when he considered it. The Chairman's useful life was over, perhaps had been for some time now.  

"I would have had to destroy you anyway, probably soon, before you were tempted to speak of our little secret to anyone else. You shouldn't distress yourself so. This is an experience your kind can only appreciate once."

The Chairman seemed suddenly to be aware that consciousness – and with it, life – was slipping away. Why is it that those who have no qualms about taking the lives of others nevertheless resent the taking of their own? His breathing was very ragged, his eyes desperate, strangled moans articulating his terror.

Metellus raised his hand toward the Chairman's face to offer comfort but changed his mind. He had not earned comfort. "You know about Pierson, what he is," he whispered, his mouth close to the Chairman's ear. "That is reason enough. And now, you know about me. I am like him." He smiled, just as the Chairman's eyes began to close and as understanding dawned. "I am Immortal. May God have mercy on your soul."

***
Mulder got up from his seat in the tea room when he saw the van, now encrusted with road dust, careen past the window to a crunching stop. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair and almost ran through the door with Scully close behind him.

"Frohike's in the back," Langly called over his shoulder as he climbed out of the driver's seat.

Mulder got to the doors first and flung them open to reveal a stunned Frohike picking himself up from the floor behind the driver's seat where he had landed during the arrival. Fortunately, all the expensive equipment had been either removed for the journey or safely bolted down. Mulder climbed into the van, paused long enough to help Frohike to his feet and make sure there was no serious damage to the little guy, then turned his anxious attention to the form on the gurney, which had been collapsed correctly and secured in the clamps. It had fared better than the unfortunate Frohike.

Mulder was stunned by what he saw. Whatever he had expected, and Scully had spent the best part of the previous hour speculating on what they could expect to see and what they might need to do, it was not this. He had been prepared for anything else, a gibbering idiot, his arms secured in a straight jacket perhaps, a screaming maniac fighting the restraints, but not this. Someone, certainly not Frohike or Langly, who had very little knowledge of such matters, had secured Pierson expertly to the gurney with arm, leg, chest and hip restraints but it was the man who drew and held his concern. Whatever Mulder had expected, it was not the thin, mask-like face, the sunken eyes, the pallid skin, the slack mouth, the silence. What have I done? he thought. What did that bastard do to you? My God, I am so sorry.

Langly appeared at the van door. "Hey, Mulder! What do you want us to do?"

Mulder tore his eyes away with great reluctance and turned to Langly. "What?"

"What do you want us to do now?" he repeated, this time without yelling.

"Oh," he replied, trying to focus his thoughts. "Um, just get the decals off the sides and take those clothes off. You did bring a change of clothes, didn't you? I told you to."

"Yeah, I did. I don't know about Frohike." He turned to his right and walked off.

Scully climbed into the van and Mulder moved aside so she could see for herself. 

"Help me with this, will you?" she said, looking at Mulder. "Are you all right?"

"What? Yeah, I'm … um, I'm fine. What do you want me to do?"

"Undo those floor clamps, then just help me get this to full height so I don't have to bend over. The release catch is under there." She pointed to a metal lever on the side of the folding legs.

"I see it," he replied. 

Together they raised the bed and Scully began to release the restraints. "You can help any time now," she said to Mulder.

"Are you sure he's … " He lost the thread of the thought.

"He's what, Mulder? You can wait in the car if you want."

"No, it's okay." He took up one of the straps and undid the buckle, half expecting the prone form to leap into raging life, hoping it would, knowing it wouldn't.

Scully kept up a running commentary for Mulder's benefit while she did her cursory examination. "He's lost a lot of weight," she said, "but you can see that for yourself. He's dehydrated. I guess an immortal body still can't manufacture fluids without some input of water. I brought some saline and glucose just in case."

Mulder just stared, unable to get past the sight. He'd seen torture victims before but this time there was no physical trauma, of course, no massive bruising, no cuts, no blood, no broken bones. He understood that intellectually but the reality was something else again. What he had never seen was this degree of psychological assault. He touched Pierson's head but there was no response. There were just the eyes, so heavy, so tired in that emaciated face. This was the stuff of his nightmares. Ordinary mortals would have succumbed to pain and terror long before they got to this state, although mind-altering drugs had much the same effect. Those took time, however, long periods of time. Physical assault plus drugs … definitely. But the absence of injury, no visible wounds … of course not. He's immortal, Mulder kept thinking. He's immortal. He must have wanted to die. Many times.

"Mulder?" Scully's voice broke gently into his reverie. "Mulder, try not to think too much about it." 

"I guess I'm just not feeling that well myself yet. Keep going."

"Okay, … he's unresponsive," she said, squeezing Pierson's hand then letting it drop, "but I suspect that's really heavy doses of something, probably Lorazepam or Haldol.  I have to assume he's physically undamaged." She lifted the shirt to inspect the torso. "No visible trauma, but … hell, it's my first Immortal. What do I know?" She smiled at Mulder. "That's a joke, Mulder."

He smiled back wanly. He felt sick.  

She shone a pencil-light into Pierson's eyes. "Pupils dilated, not tracking … yeah, heavily drugged." She stood up straight and shrugged. "Mulder, what can I say? Physically, he's fine, there's not a scratch on him. He just needs feeding and watering. Mentally, I don't know."

"What do you want to do? It's up to you."

"Oh, just a minute," Scully said. She leaned out the back door and yelled for Frohike, who duly appeared from wherever he had been schmoozing with Langly. He had changed into jeans and a striped shirt and reminded Mulder of an animated barber pole.

"Melvyn, did they give you his chart? They must have given you his chart. Where is it?"

"Oh, yeah," Frohike said brightly. "It's on the front seat." 

Scully leaned over the passenger seat and scooped up the board with several pages of variously-colored paper clipped to it. After flipping pages for a few minutes, she frowned and shook her head.  

"They've given him massive doses of drugs I've never heard of before, mostly quite recently. Maybe this is a new chart after some kind of test. Who knows?"

"Experimental stuff?"

"Must be."

"What's he on now?"

"Hmm … most recent shot, noon, a generic benzodiazepine ... an anti-psychotic, treatment for acute mania, usually. Whatever it is, it isn't going to wear off any time soon, I don't think. This degree of unresponsiveness is unusual."

"What does that mean?" 

"In his case, who knows? Usually, with patients they don't want wandering around, they just drug the hell out of them. It's called 'chemical restraint'. It's bad practice if you want him to get any better but I don't think that was the point here, so we'll just have to see when he comes out of it. I brought Haldol just in case." She sighed and gave Mulder a sad, sympathetic look. "You want to ride with him or shall I?"

Mulder smiled wanly. She understood. Besides, there was no way he wanted to drive. "I'll sit with him. You just tell me what to do."

"Okay." She nodded. "I'll get him set up with a drip, we'll get him strapped back up and hope for the best." As she turned to leave the van and fetch the equipment, she hesitated.  

Mulder was lost in thought when Scully touched his arm.  

"Mulder," she said, patting his shoulder. "You did the right thing."

"Yeah," he said. "It was just a little late, is all."

Part 11

1

SKINNER'S APARTMENT

WASHINGTON, DC

Skinner was waiting for them.

Using the service elevator with the reluctant permission – and the key – of the building super, who knew how to close his eyes while holding his hand out, Mulder, Skinner and Langly got their charge up to the apartment and into the freshly made-up day bed in Skinner's spare room.  Skinner was in the habit of sleeping in his boxers but kept a set of silk pyjamas, still in their wrapper, in a bottom drawer against the off-chance of late night female company on 'special occasions'. He gave them up for the cause – a present from an ever-hopeful would-be grandmother, they weren't really his style – and he and Mulder got them onto the unconscious Pierson while Langly and Frohike scuttled away to return the van. Skinner stowed the filthy jeans, shirt and underwear in the laundry basket. Scully stayed, prepared to sit with the patient while the drugs wore off.

"So … this is John Doe," Skinner commented as Scully pulled the clean sheets across Pierson's chest and tucked them in.

Mulder noticed the concern in Scully's face, the way her hand not only checked on her patient's pupil reaction but stroked his ravaged face compassionately with the back of the fingers.  "Yeah, this is the guy we've all stuck our necks out for," Mulder said.

Skinner made coffee and ordered pizza for the sake of convenience. They munched their way through soggy Mozarella, made the usual, tired jokes about pizza deliverymen always coming late and drank microwaved leftover coffee.  

"What now?" Skinner asked between slurps. Mulder contemplated the picture of his boss with his glasses off and found it amusing. Sitting in his own kitchen in a T-shirt, elbows on the table, chewing on cold pizza, A. D. Walter Skinner became human.  

"It's up to Scully," Mulder replied. "It's her call."

"I take it you're doing the wait-and-see thing now?" Skinner asked.

"Yes," Scully said, pushing her plate away after the second slice, sensible woman that she was. "I can't give him any more fluids. He's not about to come out here and ask the way to the bathroom." She sighed and rubbed her eyes. 

"Should I make up a bed on the sofa for you?" Skinner asked. Mulder thought Skinner was being a very good sport about the whole thing, considering the risks he was taking without much knowledge of the situation. He realized at that moment that Skinner was doing this for him, too, that his boss trusted him a lot more than he ever said and it was humbling. That made one more person he couldn't let down and that was disquieting.

"No," Scully replied, shaking her head wearily. "That lazy-boy thing you've got in there looks comfortable, if you can just give me a blanket and a pillow. I want to be right there when he wakes up."

"Sure. No problem."

"I'm taking the sofa, anyway," Mulder said.

"I wasn't offering," Skinner replied. "You look worse than he does. Go on home."

"I can help if there's trouble," Mulder said hopefully. "Scully? I can be useful." He just wanted to be there when the big moment came, that was all. Could they blame him for that? He'd got the guy this far, after all. He deserved that much.

"Mulder, you're going home," Scully replied. "You've just got out of the hospital; you need your own rest. Take my car."

"Better, I'll drive you," Skinner added.

Two pairs of eyes forbade argument.  

"I just want … " he said, lamely.

"Go home, Mulder! You can bring his stuff with you when you come back in the morning.  But I want to see you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed."

Skinner got up purposefully and handed Mulder his jacket. "What happens if … "

"What happens is you'll get over-tired and you'll be sick again and I'll be sitting up with two of you. One is enough. Go home."

"But …"

"Home!"

***
It was very late. Skinner looked in on his house guests before retiring, himself. So far, nothing had happened to cause concern. Scully was standing beside the bed, taking Pierson's pulse.  She had kicked her shoes off and pulled her blouse out of the waistband of her skirt. She had refused his offer of a housecoat or some garment which offered more comfort, saying that she wanted to stay ready for whatever situation arose just as if she were on the job. He couldn't fault with her for that; he even admired her dedication to the decision she had made to help Mulder in this. He had made his own decisions, too, of course. Whoever this strange man was, he had everybody breaking rules on his account.

And the man? Skinner hadn't seen him before his present, sad state but his heart went out.  No human being should have to go through that. If there was any way he could hold the people who did this accountable, no matter that their 'victim' was something outside the ordinary run of Homo sapiens, he would have their asses.

"Everything okay?" he asked Scully. "It's been a long time."

"Yeah, I know," she replied.  

"He seems to be just sleeping."

Scully stretched her neck, rolled her head back to ease the kinks, her hands massaging her lower ribs. Skinner considered offering a backrub but changed his mind before the thought was complete. It would be inappropriate. 

"He hasn't woken up but there has been a change," she said. Skinner was sure he detected relief in her voice. He hoped it wasn't too soon. "I don't know what I expected but this is more like natural sleep. He's shifted position and his breathing is deeper. He seems more relaxed than just slack and he reacted when I touched him. His posture is more natural. Do you see? It's a good sign."

Skinner did see, now that his attention had been drawn to it. Pierson had turned his head and his body was curved to one side, his knees flexed.

"So now we just let him sleep?"

"'Sleep that knits up the raveled sleeve of care'? Yeah. Sleep works for us. I doubt he's that different."

***
Blessed darkness. And sounds -- wind, car engines, leaves outside a window. Something had changed. There was light from somewhere. This was not a dream.

A still, female form in a white shirt, slept in a chair nearby. He watched her only long enough to know there was no danger. He slept again.

When he woke again, he was still desperately tired but he was safe, wherever this was. He existed in half-wakefulness, on the edge of consciousness, no more. He rolled onto his back, breathing deeply; a pleasant, floating sensation flowed through him, no sharp pain exploded in his skull, no starburst visual effects, no sudden urge to vomit. He savored it, indulged in it, wallowed in it. Then he let the dreams take him again.

Waking, he lay still, listening to the sounds in the street. He explored his body gently, drowsily. The shirt was silk and cool, the air of the room was warm and pleasant, the sheets were cotton, the blanket light. It smelled of something familiar but I couldn't place it. His consciousness drifted in and out of the smoky reality of near-dreams – he remembered that odor: it was laundry soap and fabric softener, ordinariness and domesticity. Someone's home. His fingernails and hair were not much longer and there was no more than a day's worth of stubble. His mind noted these things without comment. There was no other indicator of passing time, nothing to dispel his own sense that no time at all had passed since …

… since June's head exploded in his face.

The weariness was suddenly immense; the impulse to escape back into the secret, velvet caress of sleep was overwhelming and he gave in to it.

 A great, white bird lay on the desert sand, its wings broken. It shrieked pitifully; he was profoundly saddened. Out of pity and love, feeling its pain within himself, he killed it, gathered it into his arms and laid it to rest in a cave, a dark place, where the air was cool and quiet and there was no more pain. He turned to find the way out blocked, blocked by stark images of terror and anguish, suffering and grief, exploding light and redness which must now and forever more inhabit the dark recesses of his soul and befoul his sleep. He strained to awaken, to flee the projections of vile nightmare... 

.. full of sound and fury ..
They spilled into his vision, exploded into his mind and screamed for attention, shrieked with June's stiletto voice, as Metellus' hand rose slowly behind her head... 

.. what is your name?..
June's mouth a great black O, 

..rot in hell! ..

screaming,

.. do not go gentle into that good night;  rage! rage! ..
yellow hair halo, pleading eyes, 

.. no .. 
pale face exploded red ...

.. No! .. No! .. No! .. No! .. 
His own screams shocked him into wakefulness.

He was still screaming as the images faded and winked out. It was daylight. He stopped screaming and remembered: this was not that insane place. He was free to move, free to defend himself. And he was not covered in blood. He had pushed himself into the corner of the bed; he lay panting against heavy cushions, shaking with weariness, his arms extended to ward off assault. It could still be only an illusion of the real world.

"Mr. Pierson!"

Agent Scully. It took him forever to recognize her voice. She was trying to shine a light into his eyes. No! Enough! He covered them with his hand. She backed away from him; she could fucking stay away! He did remember who sold him out. He forced his breathing under some kind of control.

"Mr. Pierson. Adam."

He tried to focus on what was happening. Control it. Breathe. Nothing was spinning; the world was behaving itself. A man appeared at the open door, a big man, a bald man, a stranger. He kept his hands in front of himself. He would defend himself. He would fight any attempt to subdue him. They would not strap him down again; no-one would hurt him again. He had been hurt enough.   

"Can you understand me?"

He paid no attention; his eyes follow the stranger. What had she said? She repeated the question and this time he understood. He looked from one anxious face to the other while forming an answer, which seemed to be taking forever. He nodded slowly but said nothing. The last time he spoke, someone had died.

"We're not going to hurt you," she said quietly, the way one speaks to a small, frightened child. His hands were shaking from weakness and he lowered them to his chest. Never let them see you shake.
"It's all right. You're safe." She sat on the edge of the bed but made no move toward him.  "Can you speak?"

He didn't know the answer to that. It was not a matter of being unable to form the words; he still had a deep need to remain silent, a need to stay locked inside himself in a place of solitude where nothing could reach in and hurt him. Agent Scully seemed to understand that and didn't press it. She watched him closely, watched every motion of his hands or movement of his eyes, evaluating him, deciding whether he was dangerous on some scale of comparison, whether he should be put back to sleep like a wounded animal or allowed to live. She was the one he would have to make believe in his sanity; she was the one with the power to have him bound once more or let loose. She is mistaken about its being safe! Nowhere is safe. So long as anyone wanted him bound and held captive, that one was his enemy, and, for now at least, she was that one.

"This is my boss at the FBI, Assistant Director Walter Skinner," she said, indicating the stranger. He studied the man's features and they were not a threat. "This is his apartment and you're safe here." The stranger frowned as if uncomfortable in his steady gaze. He was not afraid; it was modesty.

He shifted his eyes to Agent Scully's face. Always watch the one who has the power. He saw worry there, and concern, weariness and a little fear, whether for him or for herself, he couldn't tell.  She reached toward him; it made him flinch involuntarily. She pulled her hand back; she was unsure. He must be careful.

"You've been sleeping normally for about seventeen hours now as far as I can tell," she told him, enunciating clearly, her voice steady. He concentrated on listening, his eyes locked on hers. He must follow every twitch of facial expression as she spoke, every flicker of the cheeks, every reshaping of the lips. He needed to know every thought behind every word. "I'm a physician, Adam. I don't know if Mulder told you that. Will you let me check you out?"

He was still unwilling to trust his voice; it could betray him. He nodded once but stopped her from unbuttoning the pyjama shirt. He pushed her hand away gently but firmly. Nobody touched him unless he wanted it! She respected his meaning and took his pulse from the wrist. Was she aware of him watching her as she counted the seconds off on her watch? Of course she was. He made her uncomfortable. Believe it, Agent. I will not hesitate. He let her look into his eyes but it took every ounce of control to allow her to touch his face or come close enough to do the job. She was very brief. She had probably been trained to deal with 'trauma victims'. She was satisfied. Which was a good thing. He did not doubt for an instant that she had a loaded hypo ready within reach – it's what he would do – and her boss looked big enough to hold him down in his present condition. She sat back and nodded toward the big man.

"Mr. Pierson … Adam … I'm Walter Skinner," the man said. "You're welcome to stay here until you're ready to leave. Nobody else knows about this; it's not an FBI matter. It's just between friends. We understand the importance of keeping this completely quiet. I have been told … what you are … Agent Mulder told me and he's on his way over. He's bringing your things.  I … um … I can help you with, you know, personal things. It's Saturday, so I'll be here if you need anything. I don't know what else to say but I'm glad they got you out of there. Agent Mulder will fill you in if you're up to it. Meanwhile, er, you're welcome here. Scully?"

He listened impassively to the speech and found it trustworthy. Awkward, but trustworthy. He might even be an ally.

Over the next hour, he allowed himself to be helped to the bathroom by the big man. He needed help for almost everything. He was very weak and unsteady, his balance was poor, but those things would correct themselves with food and rest. It would take time. He listened to Agent Scully's well-meant instructions on the subject of staying quiet and resting; the bald man fed him some hot soup after he tried to hold the spoon and dropped it. He drank some orange juice and warm milk. He would be safe enough here while his body repaired itself; he had no choice.  

But he would not speak; it was still too soon.
What he needed now was stillness. Long, often painful experience had taught him well what his immortal body needed. It would demand quantities of food and drink; it would rebuild muscle and connective tissue; where there was now only bone, there would be flesh; it would consume vast amounts of energy and it would sleep until the healing process was done. But it would take time and he would need their good will until then. And when it was done, he would take it back and he would act. And the gods have mercy on his enemy's soul.

Stillness was necessary for the mind, too. Especially for the mind. For the planning.    

When was body was ready, he would hunt.

2

"Hey, how's it going?" Mulder asked as Skinner let him in.

"He woke up," Skinner remarked without further commentary.

"Good for him," said Mulder, slinging the two pieces of hand baggage he was carrying on the sofa.

"What the hell's that?" Skinner demanded, pointing to the long, slim object carefully wrapped in leather and tied with leather thongs.

"This?" asked Mulder. Had he forgotten to mention swords to his boss? Surely not. He picked it up and passed it to Skinner. "What do you think it is?"

"Holy shit," Skinner said. "This thing has a hilt. It's a sword. He uses this?"

"So he tells me."

Skinner gave it back, handling it as if it might rise up, spread its hood and bite him. "I'll just leave it with you. I'm going for groceries. Scully's been waiting for you."

Scully looked tired. She had probably slept only lightly. As for himself, Mulder had had his first solid night's sleep in some time, perhaps out of simple relief combined with sheer exhaustion. He felt better than he had in weeks and was glad she had insisted on shooing him out the door the night before.

"What's the story?" Mulder asked as Scully emerged from the bathroom, looking ready to leave. She was tidy but her eyes were dark. Mulder wondered if she had looked that way when he'd been the one she sat up with. "Going home?" he asked.

"Yes, I am. There's fresh coffee in the pot. You look good."

"I feel okay, thanks. So … he's awake? What?" 

In the kitchen, he pulled a mug out of a cupboard and filled it with coffee. He was about to look for powdered creamer when he remembered that Skinner kept the real thing in the fridge. He helped himself.

Scully's sigh was audible from where Mulder stood. She came into the kitchen and poured coffee for herself. "You can see for yourself if you like. He's awake." She stirred sugar into the coffee, slopping some. Uncharacteristically, she ignored it as if she hadn't even noticed. "At least, he was ten minutes ago."

"If I go in there, what can I expect?" Mulder asked, resting his behind against the counter and crossing his feet. "He's just 'awake' as in 'not sleeping'? Or is he, you know, 'awake' awake?" 

Scully looked up without raising her head. "He's awake. What do you think I mean?" She drank half the coffee without stopping, then leaned against the counter beside Mulder. "I mean that he is aware, that he reacts as if he's among the living, that he understands what I say to him. He's awake."

"But … ? Come on, Scully, spill."

"But … he's not talking. That's the most obvious thing. I'm sure he can; he just doesn't want to. It's not normal behavior in the everyday sense of the word but it's a normal reaction for what he's been through."

"There's that 'but' again."

Scully smiled into her coffee. "Call it intuition, call it an educated guess, call it whatever you want to but … He's very weak physically. And I don't think he likes that very much. I don't think he's dangerous, not to you and me anyway, but I wouldn't want to get in his way right now. You're right about him being controlled. I don't know how he's doing it. It's in his face, Mulder, in his eyes. He looks at you and it turns your blood cold. It's like he's been there before and knows all about it. It's unnerving."

"You probably aren't his favorite government agent, Scully," Mulder said, smiling. "He's vulnerable and you have a hypo in your hand. He wants to be away from here even more than he did before and you're the one who's in his way right now. That would unnerve me."

"I don't think he'd harm me. But he could be fooling me. He's controlled enough to do that.  And I don't think it has anything to do with being mortal or immortal. Right now, it just has to do with being human. If anything, I like him a little better. He's been very badly hurt. Let him go, don't get in his way and don't do anything foolish." She stood up straight and plunked the coffee mug down. "He'll probably talk to you."

"What makes you think he'll talk to me?"

"I just think he will." She walked to the living room and fetched her belongings from a table by the door. Mulder followed, coffee mug still in hand.

"So, is he with us or is he still orbiting Pluto?"

"He responded to Skinner rationally. There is no evidence of psychosis that I can see but he isn't playing with all the cards yet, either. It will take time. He's been sleeping more or less normally," Scully continued. "He probably won't stay awake for very long and I'd like him to sleep as much as possible right now. If he has trouble for any reason, anxiety, agitation, trouble falling asleep," she pulled her jacket on, "there's some medication to help him if he wants it. But don't push it. That's the pill bottle on the table. I've left instructions. I doubt he wants anything to do with drugs right now. Have you taken your antibiotics today?"

"Yeah, yeah." He drank some of the coffee. "What if there's trouble?"

"You know how to give a hypo and you're a lot stronger than he is right now. It's beside the pills, ready to go. Keep it with you and don't hesitate." She turned weary eyes on Mulder, who felt momentarily ashamed of feeling well. "I don't think there'll be a problem but I still don't really know anything and he isn't talking. Use your own judgment. I'll call you when I'm up. Which will be some time next month."

***
Mulder knocked before entering. It was only courtesy. The form on the bed remained motionless as Mulder pulled the lazy-boy toward the bed, but the eyes watched every move he made. Mulder settled himself as comfortably as was possible under the circumstances, assuming a casual pose, one foot over the other knee. Comfort could only be physical with those eyes following him everywhere. He had no idea what to say. What do you say to someone you nearly got killed? And not nicely, at that.

Pierson looked better already. It did nothing to assuage his conscience.  

"Hi," was all he could manage. Blink or something, for Pete's sake! "I …uh… I'm sorry about how this turned out. I don't know what else to say." The eyes continued to bore into him; he felt raw, exposed. He cleared his throat and raised his eyes to meet Pierson's steel-hard gaze. "Scully tells me you don't feel like talking. But she thinks you might talk to me, though I don't know why you would after what happened."

Pierson rolled his head away and closed his eyes. Was the interview at an end? Is that what that meant? Mulder felt a burst of anger. He put his foot back on the floor beside the other one and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.  

"Adam," he began, "it's my fault, I accept that, but a lot of people put themselves on the line for you yesterday. Good people, my friends. If anything had gone wrong, we'd all be up shit creek on account of you, and they wouldn't have deserved it. I don't care what your agenda is now. You can use Skinner's hospitality to get better and I'll gladly help you disappear. I can't begin to imagine what it was like and I'd rather not know. You can hole up inside yourself 'til hell freezes over but if you want to talk to me, I'm not going anywhere."  

Mulder waited. Give him time. Mulder was prepared to be patient. It wasn't as if he himself had never felt like finding a hole to crawl into and pulling it in after him. He'd been there on more occasions than he cared to count. Nothing prepared you for it; nothing could show you the way out, except time. Pierson would talk when he was ready and not before. He was about to get up when Pierson turned his head again and opened his eyes.

"Are you hungry?" Mulder asked.

Nothing.

"Okay," he said. "There'll be someone here all the time until you can manage for yourself. We'll keep checking on you."

He had no idea whether he was getting through. Maybe something a little more interesting would do the trick.

"Byers tells me a young woman is missing."

Still nothing. He was beginning to wonder if Pierson was as rational as Scully thought. Surely there would be some kind of response.

"Byers thinks she's dead. I know it wasn't you. Did he do it? Did Smith – or Metellus, whatever you call him – did he do it?"

Nothing.

Mulder sighed. Did Pierson even understand what he was saying? "If he did, it's murder. We can start a legitimate investigation. If you know anything – and I'm betting you know all about it – we can put him away, if you're willing to testify. You'd be safe from him for a long time to come."

Pierson had to know that was an option, even it if was one he didn't want to take. In fact, Mulder couldn't imagine Pierson ever wanting to do anything so public as sitting in a witness box, assuming he was sane enough to do it. That was still a question mark. And under the law, he couldn't be compelled to do it. Talk to me, damn it!   

"He's mine."

It came as a shock to Mulder, the husky voice, barely more than a hoarse whisper, the intensity and the finality of the simple statement. Mulder said nothing while the implications of that statement spread in his mind like ripples on a pond. Pierson had spoken of Immortals hunting each other; he had also said he had never been fool enough to hunt this particular Immortal. Mulder thought of Scully's warning about not getting in Pierson's way. Now he understood. 

Mulder sat back in the armchair and stared. The cold, green eyes stared back. "You're something else, you know that?" Mulder said, not sure whether to admire the man's chutzpah or pay attention to the shivers that were running down his spine. He sighed. "That investigation is going ahead, with you or without you."

Mulder watched as Pierson stirred, raised his head carefully and pushed himself further up against the cushions. It took effort and time. Mulder didn't offer to help; he respected the man's dignity and courage too much for that. If there was any pain involved, it didn't show. Apparently, further discussion was permissible. Mulder waited.  

Still once more, Pierson's eyes returned to watching Mulder's face. "You don't learn very quickly, do you, Agent Mulder?" Pierson looked just as gaunt as before. Mulder had expected something miraculous but now he realized that was absurd. It was going to take time. His breathing was rough from the effort of talking but it was brought rapidly under control. The voice was husky but not flat.

"A little gratitude would be nice," Mulder replied, then regretted it. It was fatuous. He'd got Pierson into that mess in the first place; why should he expect gratitude for getting him out of it?

"My gratitude is for your friends," Pierson replied. "You have yet to earn any."

Mulder didn't push it. "Scully wanted me to keep a hypo with me. Do I need one?"

"What do you think?"

"I think you're not about to get off that bed and do me any damage."

Pierson smiled. His eyes were ice and Mulder caught the chill of them.    

"Is it true?" Mulder asked. "Did Smith kill that girl?"

Pierson was weighing the question; it showed in his face, in the motionlessness of the muscles and the cold calm of the eyes. Mulder began to doubt the wisdom of asking such a question at this time. He expected no answer and was surprised when it came. "Yes." No emotion betrayed itself this time.

"You saw it happen?"

"Yes."  

Mulder took the narrowing of Pierson's eyes as a warning to back off. He pressed on.  "Would you be willing to testify to that?"

"You really don't learn very well, do you, Agent Mulder? You have no idea what you're playing with."

"It wouldn't be the first time I've walked into the fire," Mulder replied, hearing his own bravado. He laughed lightly. It wouldn't be the first time he'd been burned, either.

"He's an Immortal," Pierson said, stating the obvious. "The reasons for not putting him in prison are the same as they are for me. I don't give a damn if they take him apart molecule by molecule but I do care that they don't start a witch-hunt for the rest of us. That makes it no different."

"You can't go around slaughtering mortals wholesale, no matter who you are."

For one brief but hideous moment, Mulder felt as if he'd been slammed against a wall. The flash of anger in those expressive eyes had been palpable. Walked into a minefield on that one. It had been anger, hatred and joy in one otherwise unfathomable expression. And he hadn't much liked what he saw. Maybe he should have followed Scully's advice.

"I think you should start talking to me about yourself," Mulder ventured.

"Go to hell."

"What did I say?"

Pierson's breathing slowed visibly as he regained control. Mulder wondered how long it took to learn to do that with a mind that must be on a very thin edge. "It's none of your business. You should stay out of what doesn't concern you or you could get hurt."

"Is that a threat?"

"No. It's a statement of fact."

Mulder thought about that for a moment before deciding it was probably the truth. That did nothing for his growing exasperation. "I feel like I'm banging my head against a brick wall here," he said, allowing his anger to show. "Does being Immortal mean the rules don't apply to you? There is such a thing as the law."

"The law only has force when the governed are afraid of its consequences. Metellus has no fear of the law and neither do I. But he fears the same things I do. And now he fears me as well. That makes him very dangerous and there is only one way to stop him."

"Are you proud of that? Do you get off on having someone fear you?"

"Do you get off on being self-righteous?"

Self-righteous? He hesitated before saying what was on his mind. "You're going to hunt him."

"Yes! Now leave it alone."  

It was a command from someone who had at some time been used to being obeyed.  Mulder remembered that little speech about decimation and wondered, not for the first time, how much of that Pierson had learned first-hand.  

"I know so little about you," Mulder said. It was part statement and part plea. It met with stony silence. 

So, that was that; that was all he was going to get. Pierson had not asked for his help; in fact, Pierson had made it very clear that he should mind his own business. Perhaps it would be best just to back off. But how could he do that knowing what he knew? How could he just walk away? A woman had been killed, probably brutally. How many more bodies would there be before this was over? How many more mortal bystanders would be in their graves before these two Immortal madmen were through trampling the killing field? Smith was certainly insane, but Mulder wasn't sure that Pierson wasn't just as insane in his own way. Certainly what he saw in front of him was not the man he thought he knew, if anyone could ever know this man. That Pierson would have done his little verbal dance and had Mulder believing he was just going to ride off into the sunset; this Pierson was holding on by a thread and managing it frighteningly well. That Pierson would have done whatever it took to disappear without a trace; this Pierson was going to kill and nothing was going to stop him. Since it was probably the only way to rid the world of a monster like Smith, the least Mulder could do was damage control.

"I'd like to help," Mulder said. 

***
Skinner came through his own front door like a small whirlwind. He dumped the grocery bags on the kitchen counter and dropped a copy of the Washington Post into Mulder's lap.

"Look at that," Skinner said, falling into the armchair opposite. "Page five." 

Mulder sat up and opened the newspaper. On page five were several stories, mostly local news, and one photograph.

"What am I supposed to be looking at, Sir?" Mulder asked.

"That photograph. I know that man. At least, I've seen him. Read it."

The brief article stated that the man in question, one Robert Steerforth Martin III, had collapsed and died suddenly of heart failure in a prominent Washington men's club the previous afternoon. It gave his age as a mere fifty-eight years. The article went on to say that the city had lost one of its more reclusive benefactors. Memorial service at some fancy Georgetown address; no flowers, please.

Mulder looked up, puzzled. "Should I know who this is?"

"No reason you should. I've never heard of him. But I saw him."

"And the point is…?"

"He was the man our Mr. Smith was with when I saw him at that same club. Don't you find that a little coincidental?"

"Not really," Mulder replied, wondering where this was going. Then he saw the connection. "Unless Smith was there yesterday. Unless that was why he was in Washington, to see this man. The timing is right."

"If they're having a memorial service, that means he's being cremated. I think I can use some muscle to have Scully do an autopsy first."

"You need probable cause for an autopsy order, Sir. You don't have probable cause. You don't have any reason to suspect that this death is anything but exactly what it says it is, heart failure."

"I once heard someone say that all death is heart failure, Agent Mulder. It's the cause of the heart failure that concerns me."

"It's not really in FBI jurisdiction, anyway, Sir. Have you talked to the DC police?"

"They're taking it at face value. They're overworked. They reminded me that DC is the murder capital of America with more than one murder per day, most of them young, black males. Some fat, rich, white guy with a bad heart keeling over into his T-bone steak isn't a high priority. I can't say I blame them."

"There may be probable cause," Mulder said quietly.

He hesitated before going further. Even that utterance was letting the cat out of the bag. He thought of Pierson and his intention to hunt Smith and his own promise of help. Pierson would see this as betrayal and God help him then! It just wasn't that easy to trade in his belief in the rightness of order, even though he understood absolutely the possible, terrible consequences. It only brought home to him the impossibility of open coexistence of Immortals and their ways within his teeming, fragile, mortal world. He knew the ways of ordinary mortals only too well; he had seen too much in his own work not to know. If the existence of Immortals became public knowledge, they were doomed. Between curiosity and jealousy, fear and intolerance, the hunt would be on until there was not one left and all future generations would be screened for the mutation. Pierson had been right to tell him nothing.  

Why was he, Mulder, doing this? He hadn't thought it through before; now he knew. If the death of Robert Steerforth Martin III turned out to be from natural causes, so be it. Skinner had obviously already decided to investigate. If it was murder, if any evidence pointed to Smith as having been there, which Mulder already believed without a doubt, Skinner must know, so that no investigation could lead to an innocent person. Skinner knew that Smith was an Immortal. What now? If Skinner knew that this Immortal had already killed a young woman as well, he would act.  If he acted without understanding the consequences, it would all be over. But the fat was already in the fire. Skinner had come this far; if he could be reassured that Pierson could solve their problem for them … who knew? Perhaps … Then Pierson could go back where he belonged, back into obscurity, back into hiding – and out of their lives. Skinner had to know it all, simply because it was not yet finished. Pierson was right about that and his solution, primitive as it seemed to Mulder, was probably the one with the least consequences, the least collateral damage. Unless he failed. Mulder didn't want to think about that. 

Mulder told his boss about the murder of the woman at the plant. He had no idea whether Pierson would admit to witnessing it to a stranger. He also told him what he had found out about Mr. Smith from the Watcher data base, implying that the information had come from Pierson, reminded Skinner that Byers was in a position to dig further. 

Then he explained how he saw things. About Immortals and why they couldn't be put in prison. Why Pierson's way was probably the only way. Why they had to suspend their rules of order and justice and play by his. How he, Mulder, had offered to help.

Skinner considered what he was being told with admirable patience. Mulder was risking a lot in admitting his willingness to help Pierson commit first degree murder. When Skinner finally commented, it was not what Mulder had expected. "Byers doesn't work for us. I can't ask him to risk himself more than he already has."

"He'll do it for Pierson. The guys like him. And he's already inside."

Skinner was quiet for a moment. He couldn't possibly be contemplating allowing this to go forward with his consent, could he?  

"I think I know how to do this," Skinner said.  

"I'm listening."

"I can recruit them officially for the operation. It's done all the time when there are civilians in key places who are willing to help. There's been at least one witnessed murder. There's probably been another one. I'd like an excuse to investigate that company, see what they're really all about. This is a way in. Then, if anything goes wrong, there's no comeback, no fallout, everyone's protected. I can even recruit Pierson officially, whether he likes it or not. If I recruit him as a deep cover agent, no background has to be produced. We'll be able to help him disappear afterward with no record. If anyone asks, it's top secret. That's the only way I can think of to get around that little problem. Then, if anything … happens …"

"If anything happens, you can look the other way in good conscience," Mulder finished. "Well, you had me fooled, Sir. All this time, I thought you were one of the good guys."

"Agent Mulder, you don't know me at all. You've told me things I'd rather not know, but they're things I can't refute. And I can't ignore them. I want justice but from what you tell me, that's not possible. I'll settle for having the bastard six feet under, with or without a head. That's my job.  I'm not an idealist, or I'd be down in that basement with you. I actually believe in what I do, and what I try to do is make the streets safe for ordinary people. If you want to lecture me on the ends never justifying the means, then be my guest. I want to know what they're doing at that plant. Now murder is involved. I saw what they did to your friend, whatever he is. You don't do that to another human being and not piss me off. Shall we get on with it?"

Mulder took a deep breath. He had expected opposition. He had expected a lecture on the principles of law and order as the backbone of the American Way. The last thing he had expected was help. It might even work. All he needed now was for Byers not to cave on him. And for Pierson to go along with it. He knew only too well that Pierson liked to be in control but he also knew that Pierson was a pragmatist, especially where his own survival was involved. He'd probably do whatever it took to get him within reach of his target, especially if it helped him disappear afterward. Mulder was quite willing to stand back for that event. Whatever it involved, he was fairly sure that he didn't want to be there. Even his curiosity didn't stretch to watching someone lose his head. He was even less anxious to see Pierson lose his.  

Perhaps it was cowardly. If it was, Mulder owned it gladly. There were some things better left to the imagination. He recalled a piece of film footage he had once seen on the History Channel. It had made him sick. It was captured footage the Japanese soldiers had taken on home movie cameras in 1937 during the taking of Nanking, showing the beheading, assembly-line style, of thousands upon thousands of ragged, starving Chinese men, each of whom was made to push the headless body in front of him into the slow-moving river, already awash with corpses, before kneeling in its place. He never wanted to see such things again. 

"We won't have much time, Sir," he said, mentally shaking the lingering images out of his head.

"Probably not. What's your take on it?"

"Smith is going to want Pierson back. And he's got to know we're the ones who took him.  Me anyway. And Scully. He knows about us. We can't use Langly and Frohike again."

"He has sources inside the FBI. He'll know it wasn't anything official but Byers may not be safe."

"I know. I'm not happy about it." Mulder was more comfortable talking about the things he knew. This was his world, a world which was mean, crude and vastly unfair but one which played by rules he understood. This was his element, not that parallel universe of Immortals and Watchers, where the only safe place was Holy Ground. He knew where his Holy Ground was and he was on it. It was the mundane, the familiar. It wasn't about to take him by surprise. "You need solid information to get the ball rolling. Byers can give us the name of the woman … "

"I can give you the woman's name," a husky voice said from the hallway.  

It had been four hours since Mulder had had his first conversation with the awakened Immortal. Skinner had been 'grocery shopping' the whole time. Skinner did errands on Saturday and having house guests apparently wasn't reason enough to budge his routine from its groove. Mulder stood up, shocked by the sight of the tall, gaunt figure clad in maroon silk pyjamas and a white terrycloth bathrobe, supporting himself with one hand against the wall of the hallway. Skinner bounded up to assist his guest to an armchair. Nobody spoke until Pierson was settled.

"Are you sure you should be up?" Skinner asked. 

Mulder smiled at the question and sat down again. This was Skinner's first real encounter with one of 'them'. The thought surprised him. When did he start thinking in those terms?

"Thank you, Mr. Skinner," Pearson said graciously. "I wonder if I might impose on you for something to eat?"

"Sure," Skinner replied. "Scully said to be sure you had fluids. What can I get you?"

"Water would be fine, thank you."

Skinner seemed to Mulder to be both pleased and confused. You'll never get used to it, Mulder thought, vaguely remembering his own first reaction to Pierson. Pierson's breathing had improved with this last sleep, although the walk to the chair had been painful to watch. They shot you, he thought. I saw you fall and you were dead. You lay in a pool of your own blood. How can I get used to that and still sleep at night the way you sleep? Mulder heard the refrigerator door open and close but he and Pierson just watched each other.

"You know the woman's name?" Skinner called over his shoulder as the microwave oven door clicked shut. "I hope leftovers are all right for now?"

"Thank you, Mr. Skinner. Anything will do."

"The name?" Mulder asked. The eyes were still cold behind the calm mask.  

"Her name was June Avery, Agent Mulder. She was from Brooklyn."

"You're sure?"

"Quite sure." The eyes never wavered. "She was probably registered with an employment agency in Newport News, I think the name was."

"Why would he tell you that?"

"He didn't."

The timer on the microwave sounded and there was a clatter of plates and cutlery.

"She told you herself?" It was going to be like pulling up tree stumps. Pierson was going to tell Mulder what he wanted to know but he was going to make him work for it.  

"Yes, she did."

Skinner arrived with a tray, which he placed on the small table beside the armchair. On it was a bowl of home-made stew, two slices of buttered brown bread, one glass of water and another of milk. Mulder noticed that the occasion warranted a neatly-folded napkin. He hadn't even known Skinner could cook.

"Eat as much as you can," Skinner urged. "There's more if you can manage it."

"It smells very good, Mr. Skinner. Your own cooking?"

"I've been a bachelor too long not to learn," Skinner said, smiling. "Eating out loses its appeal eventually."

"I know what you mean," Pierson replied with a cryptic smile. He picked up the bowl and ate a forkful. Then he looked up at Skinner and nodded. "It's very good. Thank you."  

"You're a bachelor?" Skinner asked. Mulder thought it probably hadn't sunk into Skinner's brain just what this man was, that his life could not possibly be ordinary.    

"Most of us are single," Pierson said pleasantly.

The conversation remained light while Pierson finished his food. He declined an offer of a second helping, saying that he would probably be hungry again soon, but accepted another glass of water. His manners were perfect, his demeanor gracious.   

Mulder watched the performance in awe. For it was a performance, he was sure of that.  And Pierson wasn't trying to hide it from him. He seemed even to be enjoying the fact that Mulder saw through it, wanted him to see through it. Pierson's act was as much for Mulder's benefit as for maintaining the good will of his host. Mulder's training had impressed upon him that when people played games, it was always about control. Temporarily unable to defend himself or flee, dependent upon the company and assistance of strangers, Pierson needed to be in control. It was his best defense and he was a master. Mulder realized that for such as he, it could never be any other way and he was saddened by that knowledge. It meant that Immortality was a curse, one which demanded one's soul.  

"Mr. Pierson," Skinner said after coffee had been served, "Agent Mulder has just brought me up to speed on the problem of Mr. Smith and what you intend to do."

"Yes, I overheard. I apologize for eavesdropping."

"The only reason I don't have a problem with that is that, as I understand it, there is no other way, unless I've missed something. Otherwise, I could never condone what you want to do."

"I'm fully aware of that, Mr. Skinner," Pierson replied. "No harm need come to anyone else. I can do no more than try to reassure you that I know what I'm doing. I have no alternative if I don't want him hunting me and destroying innocent bystanders in the process. And I don't."  

Mulder caught the 'innocent bystanders' remark and couldn't help wondering if it was true or just for effect. He wanted to believe it.    

"You'll be risking your own life," Skinner added.

Pierson only smiled. Mulder caught the meaning of that smile; Pierson knew something they did not. Whatever it was, it tipped the odds in his favor. He hadn't stayed alive for however many lifetimes by risking his head without having calculated the odds first, or for anything so frivolous as an ideal, for honor or glory. Pierson wasn't the hero type. But he was a survivor. Even against an adversary such as Metellus-Torquemada-Smith, Mulder's money was on Pierson.  

"Can you tell me anything else about this Miss Avery?" Skinner asked. Mulder was fully aware that Skinner was not asking the questions he wanted to ask. They were the same questions he had wanted to ask when he first met an Immortal. Who are you? Where are you from? When were you born? What have you seen? What have you done? And the biggest one of all – what is the meaning of life?

"No, I'm sorry. Except that she had a mother and child in Brooklyn."

"How did you meet her?" Mulder asked.

Pierson looked straight at Mulder. His face might have been carved from stone. "That's not relevant," he said.  

"How did … I mean, how was she killed?" Skinner asked.  

"One shot to the head," Pierson said, stating it as mere fact. Five words which told a story.  It said that it had been done execution-style, possibly in front of him, quite probably intended to extract information from him – and it told Mulder that Pierson had said nothing, that he had let it happen. Mulder hoped it was because he had no choice. He wondered if Skinner had picked up on the same thing. He was beginning to understand the coldness in Pierson's eyes. How do you live with that and still sleep? What is it like living inside your skull?
"If she was a resident of New York State and killed in Virginia," Skinner said to Mulder, "that lets us in the door." He turned back to Pierson. "Was it your impression that she was just there for a job?"

"Yes, Mr. Skinner.  She was in Virginia to look for work."

"That's enough. We can open a Missing Persons file and begin an investigation. That leaves us room to investigate Smith's whereabouts, keep him under surveillance and gives us probable cause to ask for an autopsy, if we can prove he was at the club yesterday. That should take about five minutes. Those waiters know everyone who goes in and out. Can you think of anything else about Miss Avery?"

Pierson was holding back and Mulder didn't understand why. Perhaps you had to have been there. "She had a history as a prostitute. I assume it was in New York."    

"That helps a lot.  There's probably a sheet on her. You could recognize her from police photographs, I take it?"

"Yes."

"We're up and running," Mulder commented.

Pierson was silent. As Skinner assisted him back to bed, Mulder watched him closely. Pierson had spoken of stopping Smith before bystanders were hurt. They were nice words, words which Skinner would accept. What Mulder could smell was the sharp, acrid odor of the need for revenge. As a civilized man, he was not allowed to condone it or believe in it, but, like any human being, he understood it. Something primitive in the dark reaches of his own psyche believed that it was right. Something inside him wanted to be on the hunt. The philosophers are right. The killer lives in us all.
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"Hi," Mulder said as he opened Skinner's front door to his partner.

Scully was surprised. "Mulder. Where's Skinner?"

"He got called out," Mulder said, closing the door behind her.

Scully had dressed casually, intending to take a little time to herself, time to walk and think. She handed Mulder the file folder she had brought. "Didn't you go home last night?" she asked. Mulder looked well enough.

"I feel fine," he replied, flipping the folder open and reading. "Trust me. I slept okay. Did you come to check on your patient?"

"That's the tox screen," Scully said, indicating the folder.  

"Wow. You've got pull to get it done this fast."

"I did the autopsy last night. If Skinner can get a judge out of bed for the order and I can put in the overtime, the lab boys can get off their butts. I called in a favor."

"Want to cut to the chase for me?"

"Gas spectrometer showed the presence of an unknown man-made substance. Martin was murdered."  

"'Unknown substance'?"

"Experimental."

"Skinner's going to be interested in that. There's coffee."

"No, thanks, Mulder," she said. "Fill me in on our friend."

Pierson had spent the past two days like a baby, eating every few hours, drinking fluids by the quart and sleeping. He still required help to take care of his own needs, although not from Mulder, apparently. That must have galled Mulder. When the tale came around to Pierson's intentions regarding his former captor, Scully's amorphous unease became solidified. She had felt from the first that, when he needed to be, Pierson could be dangerous and that he had some hold over Mulder that was not entirely healthy. Pierson had sensed and tapped into Mulder's often short-sighted idealism. But Mulder's mind was made up and any objections she might raise would fall upon deaf ears, might even reaffirm his resolve. She wouldn't waste time trying.

"I think it's time I saw my patient," she said when Mulder was done. "Is he asleep?"

"Probably. It's pretty much all he does besides eat."

"Maybe it's time he woke up," she said.

Scully knocked before entering the room but didn't wait for an answer. She closed the door behind herself. Pierson had awakened immediately; the man slept like a cat. Scully saw the hand slide underneath the cushions in a reflex action. It came back empty.

"May I open the curtains, Mr. Pierson?" she asked, walking to the window. She drew the drapes back.  

Pierson blinked in the light but drew himself up to rest on one elbow, rising with difficulty. His eyes were a little less sunken; the wariness in them was almost feral. He was missing nothing.

Scully seated herself. Pierson shifted to be able to look straight at her.

"I was going to check you out," she said.

"I would prefer not to be touched," Pierson replied, his voice clear and level, a steel edge to it. "Everything is as it should be, take my word for it."

"I'm sure it is." Scully was quiet for a few moments. Pierson seemed to feel no particular need to fill the space with the sound of his own voice. 

"I know what you intend to do," she said. There was no reply, just the stark coldness of the green eyes in that chiseled face. "You are using my partner."  

"And you don't like that."

"You're not denying it."

"Should I?"

"Mulder sees himself as your friend, Mr. Pierson. He doesn't understand that you see no friends here, only people you can use until you can disappear into the night."

"Do you blame me for that?"

"No, I suppose I don't."

"Then why do you have a problem with it? It's a practical matter. I will do what I have to do and you will never see me again. I'm sure that's the way you want it."

"What I want is for you to go. Just go."

"I can't do that."

"Others could get hurt. Doesn't that bother you?"

"People make their own choices. I didn't ask Agent Mulder to help any more than I asked him to come looking for me in the first place."

"He's out of his depth among your kind."

"My … kind. I'm a human being, Agent Scully. I just live longer."

"No. No, you're not," Scully replied, becoming angry. "A human being cares about others. I have seen no evidence that you give a damn about anything but your own continued existence. I have yet to hear one word of remorse. Now you are proposing to cut a man's head off! That is an ugly thing, Mr. Pierson. How many times have you already done that?"

His eyes narrowed and his mouth curved into a sneer. "I've lost count. Aren't you going to ask me if I enjoy it? They usually do. Do you enjoy squashing a fly or taking out the garbage? You just do it. You do it often enough, it doesn't even smell any more."

She watched his face. The eyes were more than cold; they were hard, and they were old, old the way the pyramids are old or the sands of the desert. All her doubts were gone, dispelled by that timeless, icy gaze. He was wild, primitive, uncivilized, untamed and untameable. He was so different from Mulder; Mulder needed, wanted, was vulnerable. Not this man. He needed no-one and cared for no-one. He was what he said he was and he would do what he said he would do and nothing would stop him.  

"Mulder says he thinks a woman was shot in front of you and you didn't stop it."  

Not so much as a flicker. "And if it's true?"  

"You don't deny it?" Mulder had only been guessing, he had said, but he was fairly sure. If that had not been the case, surely Pierson would have denied it. That was cold.

"Agent Mulder is making assumptions he has no right to make," Pierson said quietly.

"Then it didn't happen?"

"Whatever did or didn't happen no longer matters," he said carefully, as if explaining to a child.

"How can you say someone's death doesn't matter?"

"Because it doesn't. It's done."

"And that's all there is to a human life?"

Pierson was silent but it was not because he didn't have an answer, not because anything she said had pierced his armor, not because she had reached him where he lived. She no longer thought it possible to do that. 

What had she expected? The wisdom of the sages? Perhaps saintliness born of centuries of understanding? More likely, it was hatred, hatred of her kind, those who called themselves human even as they stole from each other, murdered and poisoned each other, waged war, kept half the world in poverty and hunger while the other half ate off the fat of the land. How could she defend humanity to someone who surely had seen it all? If he hated, was it not the fault of the humans who would hunt him for the secrets his body held, for the knowledge his mind contained, for every pound of his flesh, for every ounce of his blood?       

"This is how it will be, Agent Scully." His voice was even, controlled, quietly chilling. "This is not for power or revenge or hatred or control. The head that falls might be mine. I do it with or without your partner. It is a matter between two of our 'kind', as you put it. If you see us as outside the bounds of humanity in any way at all, then we are beyond your reach and beyond your judgment in all ways. You do not know what we are; don't get in our way. People who get in our way end up dead. Not because we wish it but because it is inevitable. And I say 'our' way because if he comes for me, which he will, and if you try to stop him, you will be just as dead. You can't take sides in this. There is no good or evil, right or wrong here; there is only his head or mine. One of us will survive and the other will not. That's the way it's always been and always will be. The mutations occur naturally; we can't be stamped out like a wildfire. We live among you but we can never live with you."

"You have so much to offer us."  

"You don't want it." It was said with a finality which was stark. It's a thing to fear, he was saying, a thing to shun. Do not tread here without regret. "We are freaks of nature; we are mutants. And you're not ready for us. I doubt you ever will be."

"I realize it must have been hard for you …"

"I don't want your pity, Agent," he said sharply. She felt his scorn. He despised her. "I don't want your approval, your compassion or your forgiveness. I don't even ask that you like me.  Just don't get in my way. Don't even think of using that hypo on me because I will break your pretty neck before you have a chance. And I won't think twice about it. Believe that I will do whatever I have to do."

It went beyond a threat. He would do it and she believed him. For the first time around this man, Scully was afraid. She also understood something for the first time. She had called him 'killer', seen him as a travesty among human kind, something to be studied and used or excised like a cancer. She had prided herself on her rational impartiality – and had seen him as a freak and a mutant, exactly as he had said. She had judged him and found him wanting. And he had known it. Yet he had no choice in what he was. She had had no right to judge him. 

And whether he wanted her pity or not, he had it. The Adam Pierson she had met before had been hurt so badly that he had gone inside himself and locked himself away. This Adam Pierson was quite mad. He spoke the truth, but he was mad none the less for that. And he was dangerous as the day is long.

"But you're safe here," she said.  

"Oh, no." He shook his head slightly, a small smile creasing his lips. "There is no safe place. Not here, not anywhere. You, however, are safe from me so long as you do not get in my way. And when it is done, I will be gone. I believe we understand each other."

"Then I will make a bargain with you." Scully did not feel as brave as she sounded. 

"Name it."

"I want your word that you will do everything in your power to keep others from harm. If anything happens, if anyone is hurt and I find out that you did nothing or that you caused it, I will shout your secret from the rooftops."

"You have my word."

Scully was surprised at the lack of hesitation. She had expected refusal but now that she thought about it, the acceptance of her terms was in keeping with what he had said. He would do no deliberate harm where it did not serve his purposes. Whatever else his madness had taken away, a kind of insane integrity remained. "You always keep your word, don't you?" she asked.

His silence was his answer. He had already given his word. And that word was final.

"Then we do understand each other."

***
When Scully emerged from Pierson's room, she seemed upset. Mulder had heard nothing to make him think anything was amiss. She smiled as she came toward him.

"Everything all right?" he asked casually.

"Everything's fine," she replied.

Without pausing to elaborate on the word 'fine', she walked right past him, opened the front door and left.
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It was the first time Mulder had seen Pierson dressed since they had brought him to Skinner's apartment some five weeks earlier. The old blue shirt he wore hung on him like sacking; the jeans were loose about his hips as he stood pouring himself coffee. The pyjamas and bathrobe had hidden the full extent of the damage and, although much of it was repaired, the slack clothing underscored how deep that damage had been.

Mulder dumped the cardboard box he was carrying onto Skinner's kitchen table with a hefty thud. It seemed to him that a pile of paper always weighed at least the same as the tree it came from. Pierson leaned against the counter and sipped his coffee, watching him impassively. His emotionless expression did not invite casual conversation and Mulder skipped the pleasantries.

"This is all the stuff Langly downloaded from the company's records," he said, by way of explanation.  

Pierson merely nodded. It was the constant silence that was so frustrating. That and the eyes that followed him everywhere. It made Mulder feel that he was always under close observation, that the slightest slip-up in a game whose rules he knew nothing about could end the shaky peace between them. Mulder sighed and headed for the coffee pot.  

"The layout of the plant is in there," he said, stirring sugar into the black liquid. Behind him, he heard Pierson pull out a chair and sit down. The sound of shuffling paper followed. Mulder ignored it and ladled sugar into the coffee. He needed the sugar rush as well as the caffeine if he was going to get through this. Pierson was unfailingly courteous to Skinner, even engaged in conversation with him, answering graciously such questions as Skinner found it pertinent to ask. Skinner never broached the subject of Immortals. Pierson treated Scully civilly, and with respect, but Mulder's own efforts to break the ice were received curtly or ignored completely. Mulder took the chair opposite and settled in for a long session.

"Skinner's been through this stuff," he said. "He's showing it to our forensic accountants, looking for a way to shut them down," he continued. He was surprised to see interest in Pierson's face.

"I take it he doesn't trust large corporations," Pierson said.

"He can't use what he finds because this was obtained illegally but it might show him a way in."

Pierson said nothing. He shuffled through papers, setting aside those which comprised floor plans. Mulder had the distinct impression that Pierson already knew what he was looking for. He felt shut out.  

"You … uh, are you going to let me know what you have in mind?" he asked tentatively.

Pierson looked up only briefly with cool disinterest. That was enough! Mulder slammed the palm of his hand onto the table, making the coffee mugs jump. Pierson didn't even flinch.

"I have had it with you!" Mulder shouted. "I don't know how to make up for what happened but I'm trying and all I get back is this garbage! What do you want from me?" He was shaking. He still wasn't really well, despite the line he'd been handing Scully to keep her off his back. Now this. "I keep putting my ass on the line for you," he said, his frustration pushing the envelope past where it was probably wise to go, "and I still don't even know who the fuck you are. You owe me!"

"I owe you nothing." The reply snapped back like a punch in the face. "And you don't owe me. Nobody owes anyone anything, ever. It all just is. What happened happened. It's done. Drop it!"      

The anger in Pierson's voice stopped Mulder cold. Anger he understood. Anger was rational. It was a hell of a lot easier to handle than the cold contempt that had been coming his way until now. But it was also brief. It was like the sudden roar of a charging tiger and for that brief moment, Mulder saw what lay under the silence. Pierson's body may have come back from the near-dead but what drove him lay seething under the surface, a surface which was maintained flawlessly unless Pierson chose to let it show. And he had so chosen. Its effect was like being thrown into ice water.    

And he was right. He owed Mulder nothing.

"I bet if we were standing, I'd be on my ass now," Mulder said, trying for a little levity.

"If you think so." The tiger was back in its cage. The paper shuffling resumed.
"Can you cut me some slack here?" Mulder said. "I don't know what you expect of me."

The paper shuffling stopped again. "You don't need my approval," Pierson said. "You've offered to help. Just do what you need to do."

"That's it."

"Yes, Agent, that's it. That's all it ever is. You do what you have to do, whatever that takes."

For the briefest of moments, Pierson's face took on a haunted look, as if an unbidden memory had risen like a ghost to torment him. It was brief and then it was gone, but in that instant, Mulder finally got it. Pierson had done what he had to do but it had cost him all he had. Yet there was no self-recrimination, no self-pity, only deep and real pain. The silence had nothing to do with Mulder and everything to do with holding it together for what Pierson had to do next. "Not everything's about you, Mulder," Scully had said. He would not bring it up again.

Mulder moved the box to a chair so that the sheets of paper could be spread out. "Byers is hanging in at the plant," he said. "I'll pull him out if there's nothing he can do for us."

Pierson nodded recognition. It was a compromise, at least. He was spreading the papers out, intent on one particular drawing. After studying it in silence for several minutes, he fished another drawing out of the pile and put it together with the first, matching up lines, then another and another.  

Mulder was not strong on reading architectural drawings and waited for Pierson to reveal his thoughts. "Find something?" he asked.

After a few more moments, Pierson seemed satisfied. He raised his eyes to Mulder and nodded.

"A way in."
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Consciousness returned smoothly to me now. Every time I woke up I was afraid. I would lie there until I heard the street sounds, until I was certain that there was light and warmth, that I was not ... there. That morning was no different, and yet it was so very different. I heard birds and my body relaxed. After today there would be no more fear; either I would be dead or he would be. I flexed my feet, felt the muscles come alive again, let my awareness creep up through my calves, my thighs, my groin and belly, up over my chest and down my arms to my hands and fingers. I was alive; I must prepare. I breathed deeply and exhaled slowly; I drew my shoulders up and back, stretching my neck, the long muscles of the back and sides, the thighs and hamstrings. The stillness was infinite. I had almost forgotten the calm before the storm, the peace before the hunt, the fullness of silence and solitude that always comes before the killing fever takes over. It had been far too long.    

It was not yet dawn. I bathed. I let the water caress my skin, allowed myself to be aware of it flowing over my head and body in a steady, sensuous, chilling stream like the mountain brooks I once completed this ritual in before battle. In renouncing the hunt, I had cut myself off from this, from this sense of oneness of mind and body, from the exquisite sweetness of the anticipation of battle. I had been mad but now I was whole again. I stretched my neck and leaned my face into the streaming water, well-pleased. I was so alive! The ritual is so old, so familiar. The water washes away the lingering tension from the well-ordered mind, soothes the nerves, calms the warrior spirit ready for the contest. It is necessary. I had never permitted anyone to do this for me, although it was considered an honor; the cleansing was for me alone to accomplish, for I was the one who would face the enemy alone. I was the one who would die alone. If I fell, the fault will be mine alone.  

I had eaten well the night before, shared wine with my companions, which was as it should be; I would not eat again until it was done. I shaved myself carefully. In years so long gone, it was now that I would have made the ritual markings on my naked body, the marks that would identify me to my enemy, would have identified my body to my clan and kin for burial if I failed. Then I would have donned the garments of the warrior. It would have been done alone and in silence.  

I dressed, keeping it simple. Gathering up my meager belongings, I placed everything neatly into the bags. I folded the bedding and laid it in a neat pile on the bed. All must be as it was before I passed this way. I sat at the little desk and composed a brief letter to my host, expressing my gratitude, because he is a worthy man. I signed it with my true name in Egyptian hieroglyphs. At the foot of the small page I wrote down a telephone number.  

My affairs thus set in order, I waited. My consciousness was alert, open, vital. Everything was suffused with its own inner light, its own essential being. This heightened state of awareness filled me with that joy that would carry me through the task that lay before me unafraid and free from indecisiveness.  

From the side pocket of one of the bags, I drew out a knife, encased in its leather sheath, that I'd purchased that day in Washington when I was still free to roam. I withdrew it and held it up. Such a beautiful thing. The early morning light glinted off the blade, graceful, cold, hypnotic. It was finely balanced, the work of a master craftsman. I drew the point across my palm, watched the blood well up and the wound heal. In my heightened state, there was almost no pain. I was ready. I returned it to its sheath and laid it gently, reverently back into the bag. 

***
Pierson would come for him.

Metellus had never been so certain of anything. No other path was possible now. Honor demanded it and he was prepared. He had failed. What did it matter that only he and his enemy knew of that failure? Things were out of balance and must be put right, one way or the other.  

He sipped his brandy in the sparse comfort of his suite. Charles had been given final instructions to be carried out in the event of an unfavorable outcome. Generous provision had been made for Charles' later years, soon to come, just repayment for unswerving loyalty.

Metellus had not lifted a sword in many years and the broadsword was not his preferred weapon. The short Roman gladius had been his constant companion for centuries. It was deadly in close quarters but inefficient for striking an enemy's head from his shoulders. His skill with the broadsword was adequate but not masterful. He did not doubt that Pierson was the superior in that but he must still be weak. If Pierson did not come soon, however, he would have to precipitate the matter himself. Nevertheless, he was sure of Pierson's sense of what was right. Metellus had earned vengeance; that had never been in question, and a challenge was the price of failure through which honor would be restored.  

Pierson would come.

***
Mulder roused himself and checked his watch. Already past eight. He wasn't looking forward to this day. Pierson had insisted that now was the time and Mulder had seen the merit in his reasons. Any longer, and Smith would surely make a move; better that they should go to him. The whole concept of challenges – duels? – was foreign to Mulder's twenty-first century thinking. Pistols at twenty paces he could understand, even though that had been illegal for nearly two hundred years, but a sword fight to the death, the taking of heads – it made him want to crawl back under the blanket and stay there until next Christmas. Or maybe the one after that. It was absurd.

The early summer day promised to be warm, even hot. He rolled out of bed and padded into the bathroom. The sight that greeted him in the mirror was pathetic. He'd slept badly again and it showed in the circles under his eyes and the drawn cheeks. He had lost weight while ill and hadn't gained it back. A haircut wouldn't go amiss, he thought. He shaved perfunctorily, showered and dressed, by which time he had a headache. While the coffee dripped, he fished in the medicine cabinet for some Tylenol, took them and made toast. It was going to be one of 'those' days.

Scully still refused to speak of her encounter with their immortal friend, claiming 'reasonable expectation of privacy' as the justification. Doctor-patient privilege. That was a load of crap. Something had been said. She no longer 'warned' him about Pierson's being dangerous, although what they were about to do certainly came under that heading. And there was no hope at all that Pierson would ever let him in on the secret, whatever it was. The guy was Fort Knox when it came to secrets.

He munched his way through the toast and drank some orange juice. He wasn't looking forward to the drive, either, when it came right down to it. The prospect of two and a half hours with someone in whose company he was not entirely comfortable was daunting. Byers' offer of help was above and beyond the call. He and Pierson had spoken on the phone, made some kind of arrangement to which Mulder had not been made privy. No doubt he'd find out at a time Pierson deemed appropriate. It was his show now. That had been made painfully clear. Skinner had rushed some paperwork through and there was no further reason to delay. Mulder just wasn't in the mood.

The telephone rang. Yes, he'd be there within the hour. Yes, he had everything. The call was terminated abruptly. Someone was wound pretty damn tight.

He pulled a light jacket from the closet, picked up the plastic bag from beside the door and left.

***
Skinner found it hard to hide his concern. He had grown to like and respect his strange guest. Mulder had done the right thing. It made it easier for Skinner to come to terms with his own actions over the past few days, easier to come to grips with the fact that Pierson was about to commit murder and risk his own life doing it. He couldn't explain it to himself and had stopped trying. The definition of murder was a legal refinement, excusable only in self-defense or insanity; some things felt justifiable on a deeply meaningful level without their being legal or conventionally 'right'. Was it 'wrong' to rid the world of a monster, a madman without compassion for mortal man?  That was for the philosophers to decide; his own conscience was clear.

He had watched the recovery and admired it, admired the will, the courage and the determination evident in Pierson's actions and bearing. He was a man to be reckoned with. In better circumstances, Skinner would have called him a friend. Scully had confided her suspicions that Pierson was mad; she was probably right. There had been times in the past days when the caged violence was palpable. Skinner was under no illusions as to what the man was capable of. It was probably just as well that Immortals remained outside the ordinary human sphere of existence; nevertheless, he was glad to have met one.

Mulder was waiting in the car. Skinner offered help with the bags and was politely refused. As he opened the front door for Pierson, he wondered one more time whether he would ever see the man again, ever see another Immortal, whether they were all like this one. As Pierson entered the hallway, he turned and offered his hand. Skinner took it willingly, silently. Everything had been said. The grip was firm and strong. Skinner nodded his recognition of the meaning of the handshake – mutual respect, mutual farewell.

Watching the tall, dark-haired Immortal enter the elevator, Skinner felt sadness, even loss.  Whatever Mulder's reservations were, Skinner had no doubts at all. They would all do what they had to do.

  ***
At the elevator in the underground parking garage, Mulder, his headache still making its presence felt despite the Tylenol, waited for his passenger to arrive, perusing a print-out of tide tables for the Chesapeake Bay. The spring neap tides were listed as being unusually high for this year, which might be a problem. The corresponding ebb tides were lower than usual, which helped. He was prepared to get wet for a couple of hundred yards, however. He'd remembered to bring towels, a couple of blankets and a change of clothes. He'd been wet on jobs before this and no-one ever seemed to remember to bring towels. 

The elevator door opened and Pierson stepped out, one bag slung over his shoulder and the other in his hand, the ominous, long, thin package in the other. Mulder opened the rear door and Pierson tossed the bags onto the floor. The sword he lay gently on the back seat. He looked well. Thin, but well. He was dressed simply in jeans and a cotton sweatshirt, both black, and he carried himself purposefully as he walked around the car to the passenger door, much as he had that day Mulder first saw him on the airport security tapes. Mulder wished he felt that good.
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I was in no mood for small talk.

"You sure you're up for this?" Mulder asked.  

"Probably a lot more than you are," I said. "It's not exactly my first time around the block. You don't have to do any more than get me there and wait for me."

"I know. I want to do this." He sounded sincere. He always sounds sincere, probably is sincere. Such men are always useful.

"Just so long as you're not operating out of any misguided sense of guilt," I said. Of course he was doing this out of guilt. Guilt is the monkey on Mulder's back.

He flinched visibly. "I've given it some thought," he said and changed lanes for the I-95 exit. "I'm here because I want to be."

"Then I thank you."

I kept my eyes straight ahead. I could see him out of the corner of my eye. He went back to concentrating on his driving. He smiled and shook his head.  

"Son of a bitch," he said under his breath.
The car entered the southbound lane of I-95. I knew that the last few weeks of Mulder's life had revolved about Adam Pierson far beyond what he could have expected when his over-active imagination first sent him on my trail. Had he learned anything from his folly? He is so easy to read. It amused me to think that today I would grant his dearest wish and open up. Just enough. Some things had to be said. He was a self-centered mama's boy; still is. How could he possibly know what it is like to understand down to the core of your being that the day you are living through might be the last time you see the sun, and that it might rise again without you to see it, as if you never existed? Right now, I needed silence to keep my mind focused and perhaps he would be sensitive enough to honor that without being told, although I doubted it. The man lacks all understanding of internal silence. As the car pulled out to pass an eighteen-wheeler, it was obvious that his mind was not on what he was doing and I needed him to be fully aware or he would get us both killed.

He cleared his throat. "I think I liked you better when you were Chatty Cathy," he said. 

I ignored it and listened to my breathing, which was slow, steady and undisturbed. Good. All was as it should be. "I've noticed you're not very comfortable with silence," I said after making him wait. "It's a skill everyone should learn."

"Was that a hint?" he asked. Take it any way you want, I thought. "Do you want me to keep quiet? I mean, I have no idea what's acceptable. I'll understand if you need to, you know, maintain some sort of meditative mode. I don't do this kind of thing every day."

I smiled, aware that it gave my face an arrogant cast. "No, I don't suppose you do," I said. 

"What drives you?" he asked. "Ever since I met you … no, ever since I realized what you were and started looking for you, I've been asking myself that question. Over and over. I can't get away from it. I'd like some kind of answer."

"That's not a question anyone can answer," I said. "Might as well ask an internal combustion engine what drives it. You just do what you're built to do. You don't ask why."

"Are you serious? Is that all there is? You just … do it?"

I kept my gaze at a point in mid-ground. "There's nothing difficult in the concept," I said. It sounded cold but I wanted him to know I was getting irritated. I wanted peace and quiet.

"You must have been asked this stuff before."

"Many times. Is it so hard to understand?"

How can it be so hard? Joe Dawson understands but Joe Dawson knows about death. And life. He has been there and he knows. You can't have both legs blown off before your life has even begun and not know. Joe is 'acquainted with sorrows', as the passage reads; people are always surprised to find that I have read the Bible. And people who know about such things never ask the question. It is sorrow and suffering that teach their lessons to the human heart and mind, not romantic notions and comfort. How can Mulder possibly know? He lives his sad little life in that dingy apartment, crawling through his drab little days, thinking his sad little thoughts. Of course he wants to know. Those who have never lived always want to know what it is like to die. Perhaps today he would learn what it was like to live.

" No," I said, looking back at him, "it's not that simple." I looked away again, away from the present, away from that car, hurtling down the highway at seventy miles an hour in the dawn of the twenty-first century. I do not belong here. I have not belonged here for a very long time now. I no longer recognize a place I can call home on the face of this earth. I live always on the outside, always among strangers. Once, it was empty and I roamed free across the plains; it was all my home, all mankind was my clan, my tribe. Now, the earth is so full of humanity that it stinks of them; there is no longer any silence and no-one knows how to be alone. I am an outcast in this place and time and I cannot go home again. Once, I roamed the deserts and plains at will, my possessions what I could carry on the back of my horse – or on my own back. I can still close my eyes and see again the great blackness above me, the fire lighting the cold night, the companions who shared my rest. No longer is the night sky black, pricked with stars; now it glows with the lights of a million cities, hot with human bodies, sick with the sickness of the soul that knows no respite from the lights and the sounds of 'civilization'. Who are they to deny me my right to roam at will with the stars and the moon for good company? They have hemmed me in with their rules, their laws and their borders, taken away my freedom, called me 'wild' and hunted me like the jackals they are. 

No-one would ever again put me in a cage. The last one to do so would not live out the day.

A car horn and the squeal of rubber on asphalt brought me back reluctantly to Mulder's world. It was a good time to speak of certain things.

"Just doing it is what it comes down to in the end," I said, still much in that other place, that other time. "But you have to learn how to get there. At first – for a very long time – you do it for every other reason in the book. You do it for glory, for greed, for honor, for a cause, for adventure…" Oh, the joy of it! The wind at your back, the empty sky that goes on forever! Gone forever.  "… or just out of sheer enjoyment, or even rage. Take your pick. You do it because it's what turns your crank that day, what gets your rocks off. That keeps you going for a few centuries, but eventually you run out of reasons. You need new and better reasons. And there aren't any. And when you run out of reasons …"

The next question is obvious. "Then, what gets you up in the morning?"

I say nothing. After a few minutes, I shift in the seat. "When you wake up one bright, sunny morning and realize there is nothing worth getting up for any more, it's like seeing this huge wall in front of you with no way over it, no way around it. Everything becomes dull and flat. Excitement is impossible, there is no pleasure in anything, the most beautiful women leave you unmoved." I fix my eyes on Mulder, the still center of my mind undisturbed. "What do you think happens next? You've been there. You know what it's like to lay your gun on the table and stare at it, trying to find a reason not to put the barrel in your mouth and pull the trigger. You have that look about you." I smile. Was that too close for comfort, Agent Mulder? It shrieks from you.

"But you can't kill yourself," he says quietly.

"You can try."

"And you tried?"

"In many and varied ways."  

I was quiet for a while. I really didn't want to remember. I hoped he'd get the hint, but Mulder is not that sensitive to subtlety.

"Did you ever offer your head to someone else?" he asked.

It made me laugh. "There's a trick to that," I said. Had I ever begged anyone to take my life? At that moment, the will to live was fierce. It was hard to believe that it had not always been that way but I'm only human. "You never offer your head to an enemy," I said. "That might actually get you killed."

"That doesn't make sense." He was genuinely puzzled.  

"No reason it should. It's like this – if you offer your head to an enemy, he will take it, but a friend will tell you to go to hell. A true friend will do whatever it takes to keep you breathing until you get over it. And he will do it because he's been there himself and knows that this, too, will pass. You do get over it."

"But it takes time."

"It took me the best part of a thousand years." I felt the sadness, a sadness not for the dead but for the living. What do the dead care? I believed I did no more than release them from their pain. There has been no-one to release me from mine. Not then, not now. "A lot of people were dead by the time it was over."

Mulder was stunned silent by the revelation and it pleased me no end. "Cat got your tongue?" I asked, unable to suppress a smirk.

"I don't fucking believe what I'm hearing! Either this is egomaniacal garbage or the simple truth and either one is pretty damn hard to swallow. You want to tell me about it?" 

I stifled a laugh. "Not particularly," I said.

"You had friends who looked out for you for a millennium?"  

Brothers, but not friends. Never friends. They would have taken my head without a second thought at the first sign of weakness. "Not exactly. They were people who wanted me alive because they thought I was like them. And for a long time, I was." Exactly like them. But not exactly. What they were, they had always been and remained so until the day MacLeod and I put an end to their misery. I was never like them down where it counts. And thus I survived, where they did not. Still, we were comrades for a very long time and I regretted doing what had to be done. There are always regrets; it can be no other way.

"And that's all it is? You had a thousand-year bad hair day and killed people? Or are you just messing with my head?"

"Is your head that easily 'messed with'? An open plain, a good horse, a fine sword, brothers in arms, women, good wine, gold… How can someone like you be expected to understand such things? Tell me, do you make your car payments on time? Do you have health insurance? Have you saved enough for your retirement? You have no idea how petty life has become. Whatever I wanted, I took. Nothing could stop us. They tried; they died. It was all the same to us."  

Mulder's smile died on his face as he looked at me. "You're serious."

I shrugged. There was no need of a reply. We drove in silence for a few minutes.

"You've probably seen some terrible things in your line of work, Agent Mulder. Does it move you to tears or make you want to tear up your membership in the human race? It should. What's the one question you've always wanted to ask?" 

"I've always wanted to ask why."   

I smiled. "That's the one. Why what, exactly? Why kill? There are very few reasons for it. There are many excuses but very few reasons. Why commit rape and murder, burn villages, terrorize whole generations? Because it was something to do. It was a reason to get up in the morning." I hesitated only briefly. I am learning to live with it. "And because I liked it."

His horror was palpable. Grow up, lad. I remember Agent Scully's face at Skinner's apartment. She felt the same horror when she realized what I was, what I am, but what did I do that hasn't been done on a much grander scale in the centuries since? Such things weren't unknown – the Vandals, the Mongol hordes, the Vikings – they have their place in the history books. But that, too, happened a very long time ago, in another age. Nothing can match the twentieth century for its share of horrors. What I did all those centuries ago was on a different order from the atrocities of the Pol Pot regime or the Shining Path, from the Blitz, from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, from the Holocaust. No-one is innocent. And not only the scale has changed; it has become massive and filled with hate. I was driven by adventure, by the heat of the moment; I never felt hate, only exhilaration, the thrill of the hunt, the blood lust or the lust for a woman. I did it for pleasure, for wealth, for revenge, emotions anyone could understand, but I never destroyed people simply for the sake of destroying them, for religion or an ideology. There is no purpose in that. It would never have entered my head to incinerate millions, children and old men simply to brag about the body count afterward. And they called me insane. What were my crimes compared to that? Who is the more human? I have never been a coward. Out of my chaos came a will to live and the presence of mind to choose not to kill. I am by no means certain that mankind can survive long enough to do the same.  

And today, I chose to kill. Metellus would pay the price and it would be sweet. Adam Pierson was gone forever; it was good to be back.

Mulder was silent. I had said enough. He seemed prepared to let it ride for the moment but there was more to be said. No matter what the outcome today, Metellus must die. 

“So … explain it to me. Why does it do that?" 

I was still reluctant. A quickening is so intensely personal; I have spoken of it only a handful of times that I can recall, and that mostly to other Immortals, young, inexperienced ones anxious to know what it is like for others at that moment. 

"Nobody knows why it happens," I say, keeping my tone firm but quiet. "If I had a choice, I would tell you nothing. It is extremely personal."

"I can be discreet. Nobody has ever figured out why this happens?"  

"Or how it happens. It just does. It's a transfer of power from the newly-dead Immortal to his killer … or to some Immortal close by."  

A sudden look of concern on Mulder's face brought my attention back to what was happening in the real world. Mulder had allowed the car to drift over the line and something very large was barreling down the fast lane behind us, air horn blasting. He swerved a little sharply but kept control. He would have to concentrate better than that.

I was silent for a little while. Let him wait.  

"I never divulge secrets without a purpose," I said. "I expect you to keep it to yourself. No-one will believe you anyway. Perhaps you think that I bear the weight of my own sins every waking moment, but I don't. What's done is done. But this is a matter of breaking very long habit." I drew in a breath and began again. It was necessary. "You've seen the damage it does but you can't know what it's like to experience one. It's impossible to describe a quickening. It's physical, it's psychological, it's … spiritual, if you like, and it's violent, another violent part of our violent lives. I've read what some Watchers have written in the chronicles about what they think a quickening is like and it's laughable." Some incurably romantic twit actually wrote that her Immortal was bathed in an 'ethereal and otherworldly glow' and that 'the look on his face was the joy of looking into the face of God'. What utter fucking drivel! "I've witnessed and experienced more quickenings than I care to count and 'rapture' is not how I would describe it. You kill a man, he lies at your feet, but it doesn't end there."

Mulder was fascinated. Perhaps he was fascinated enough to forget what I just told him about my violent past, at least for the moment. "You've never said a word about what it's actually like to be an Immortal," he said. "You've implied things, dropped hints; mostly you've been a closed book. I can respect that. But this actually happens to you, not just around you?" 


"Oh, yes." I prefer not to remember but it is impossible to forget. And Mulder must know. "What happens around you is secondary, a sort of side effect. The quickening itself happens to you, in you, through you … and mostly it's intense pain, although there's intense pleasure in the post-quickening high. I once tried to describe what it was like to a friend who had been close enough to witness one after a fight I was in. He saw the lightning and heard me screaming, tried to help me and got hurt. He needed to know. Now it's your turn."

"And when it happens, I don't do anything? It doesn't harm you?"  

"Sometimes 'harm' is a matter of subjective opinion, but, no, for some reason, it does no harm but it hurts like hell. If you're lucky, you're not completely exhausted from the fight. It's hard to deal with the pain when you're fighting for every breath. Your arms ache from the beheading.  When the quickening begins, your skin crawls with static electricity, the air stinks of ozone and every hair on your body stands on end. Your heart rate goes off the scale, you pant, you sweat. It disgusts you but you’re powerless against it. Then the light show starts. You usually see a kind of wraith, an essence rise out of the body. It envelopes you and you can taste it. After that, electricity pours through you, your skin crawls, your ears whine like high tension wires. The first time is terrifying and it never gets much better. And you scream, you scream your lungs out, you twist away from it but it just keeps smashing into you. You twitch, you jerk like a mad puppet on a string but it controls you." That is the worst part of it, the loss of control. That is why no-one speaks of it. What man or woman of enough courage to take on a challenge wants to be seen screaming in pain, out of control? "You learn not to fight it because that only makes it worse. You never learn to ride it, no matter how many times you go through it. And there's no adequate way to describe the pain. Every nerve is on fire; you're sure your heart will explode before it's over. Your lungs burn with every breath you struggle for."

I fell quiet. I had to think. Mulder had seen the results; now he could judge the truth for himself, no matter how outrageous it must sound. But, perhaps he was not willing to believe what he had just been told, thought it a nightmare told by a madman, something wrenched from a Spielberg movie, a 'tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury.' I know only too well that it strains the imagination as so much of our lives does. But Mulder believed in Immortals before he met one. He believed that much; if he stopped believing now, there was nothing I could do about it.   

"And just when you think it can't get any worse, the visions come. You're blinded by your opponent's memories and experiences. You see what they saw, feel what they felt. You actually feel the very last sensation they experienced before they died, which is your sword connecting with their neck. I've seen the look on my own face as I made the killing stroke. That is not a comforting bit of knowledge to have because some day someone is going to do that to me. You're never anxious to repeat the experience any time soon. The quickening of a young Immortal only takes moments because they have so little power or experience. The older ones are another story. The longer the lifetime, the more powerful the Immortal, the more prolonged and the more painful it is. The Immortal who takes my head will wish he'd never heard of me."

"You get his memories?" He was incredulous. I had finally impressed him. "Do you become what he was?"

"No. It doesn't work like that. People who come close to death talk about seeing their lives pass in front of their eyes. That's closer to it – except that it's not your life, it's his. Or hers."

"You've beheaded women?!"  

"Why does that surprise you? Women Immortals live the same way as men and they are often extremely good fighters. And they pay the same price for failure."

"That takes women's lib to new levels."

Asshole. He knows nothing. He never saw proud Queen Boudicaa terrorize the might of Rome, nor has he made love to a woman he had to fight to subdue before he took the prize. I took a woman's dagger through the heart more than once before I learned to respect them. Arrogant son of a bitch – both of us.

"Typical 'modern' male thinking," I said. "I have never made the mistake of underestimating women. They're the real survivors of this world. Every man born sees the world as something to conquer, something to remake in his own image; women know they're in it for the long haul. Your partner indulges you. I've seen how you patronize her and she lets you. Has she ever crapped out on you yet?" Mulder must know the answer to that. "And she never will." I was right. I saw it in his eyes. "When it gets right down to it, do you really see Agent Scully as an equal? She's more than your equal and she's worth your respect."  

And you have no idea how much you owe her, little man!
That was a subject he was very uncomfortable with. And so he should be. "What happens when it's over?" he asked.

"When it's all over, you collapse. You've got no muscle control. I've seen grown men curl up and cry like a baby. You're completely vulnerable at that point. It's very dangerous if there's another Immortal nearby. You can't move; sometimes you shake for hours afterward with all that adrenaline still in the bloodstream. When you recover, all you want to do is fuck your brains out with the nearest human being, preferably willing."

I stopped. I had said more than I intended. Perhaps I was just tired of keeping the secrets in. And just maybe I was doing a little bragging, a little swaggering for my mortal audience. I felt no remorse for anything. Why should I? "And, yes, Agent Mulder, it does mean what you're thinking it means. They haven't always been willing."  

He didn't comment. He probably thought it was a long time ago.   

"You can always pay for it, of course," I went on. I spared a thought for some favorites in Rome's Subura, on the Quirinal Hill.  Lovely Silvia, and the golden-haired Valentina, long gone to dust. And together … what nights I spent with those two! "But one way or another...  It's very basic, very primal. And you can do it all night before you've had enough. You've just killed a man after a fight to the death and that is the most powerful aphrodisiac there is. But you know that. Imagine your most intense orgasm, then multiply it by a factor of ten and you might understand why some Immortals hunt. For me, it's never really been worth the ordeal."

"Why not just … you know…" He just had to ask.

"Take care of it myself?" Trust a man who watches porn movies to ask that. "Because it's not really about sexual release. It's about power, it's about taking what you want, about feeling like a god for a few hours. And it's about getting yourself back under control. Sexual domination is control. You're a profiler; you know this."

I was sure both that Mulder did know it and that if he had ever experienced it for himself, he was not about to admit it. There is something not quite right with a man who prefers pornography to the real thing, something lacking. He was lacking in control, something worth noting before going into battle with him. Did he understand that I was talking about maintaining control over himself? Probably not. I should ask him some time. Sex is also a way of venting frustration. Did he ever even get drunk? It would do him good to behave like a man for a night.

"Why are you telling me all this?" He sounded embarrassed. "You said I needed to know."

"Were you paying attention?" 

"Is this a trick question?"

"I don't have time for games, Agent Mulder. I told you that the strength of the quickening has to do with the power, the experience and the age of the one killed. You gain power by taking heads and assimilating the quickenings. And just by living long enough. The older you get, the more heads you've taken, the more powerful your own quickening becomes. I shouldn't have to spell it out for you."

"And Smith is over two thousand years old," he said. Hallelujah. He finally had the damn picture. "How old are you?"

"Old enough."

"How old is 'old enough'?"

"You're a persistent bastard. Maybe if you had learned to leave well enough alone, we wouldn't be doing this now. The truth is that I don't know how old I am."

"You don't remember?"

"That about covers it. And even if I did remember my childhood or my growing up, I wouldn't have known when or where I was. Nobody knew where they were, really. Back then, you were 'from the plains by the mountains where the rivers meet'. With what I know now, I think it was probably the eastern end of the Black Sea, maybe the Russian steppes. It's all very vague.  And as for time, people said things like 'I've seen seven summers' or 'I was born the year so-and-so came back to the village'. Let's just say that when I first learned to write, it was with a notched stick on a wet clay tablet. I don't even know what my own language was. I've forgotten it and nobody speaks it any more."

"What languages do you speak?"  

"I've told you enough. You need to know why, if I fail, you have to do it for me." Would that be enough to shake him up?  

He looked as if something heavy had just fallen on him. He stared at the road ahead with a look of total disbelief, saying nothing.

"If he takes my head," I added, "he'll be vulnerable after the quickening. That's when you have to do it."

"This is not what I signed on for, pal. I do not chop heads off!"

Why was I not surprised? "Shoot him first and take your time," I said. "I won't care; I'll be dead."

"Holy shit! You can't ask me to do that!"

It amused me to imagine Mulder wielding a bloody sword. Perhaps it would make a man of him.  

"And I have to do this because…?"

"Think about it. I was a Watcher; I helped create that data base. I know where they all are … and I don't know what I told him. I'm his way in to all of them. Me. Maybe I told him nothing, but I don't know that for sure. You can't ever know what you said under drugs."  

And there is truth in that. This was as close to talking about what happened as I ever wanted to get. Some things are not a matter for discussion. The rage was so close. If I couldn't keep it under control, I would die. That is the first lesson of war. But nothing can make it go away. Ever. It can be eased, no more. The taste of revenge was hot in my mouth but 'vengeance is a dish best served cold'. This is where revenge becomes rational, even necessary to the peace of the soul. This is where reason parts company with nature, where madness is the only sane path. I saw it all so clearly. I felt so well. I could see the blood coursing through my own veins, hear the silence of my own breathing. It was coming! When the time was right, I would let the rage have its way, but not before. Until that moment, it must lie in wait where even I could not feel it or it would control me and that would be fatal. And I was sure that I was sane.

"And that's why you're doing this – because you might have given him some names and addresses?"

"No, Agent Mulder. That's my excuse. I have my own reasons. I settle my own scores and you won't be there when I do it. As far as that's concerned, you're just along for the ride."

He was quiet. He didn't like what he was hearing. I waited patiently for his answer, giving him time to put it together.  

"I still don't know what motivates you," he said. "I'm fairly sure it isn't honor or doing the right thing, although what you just said makes sense. Is it nothing but revenge after all? Was it that woman's death?"

"If you hadn't interfered, she would still be alive. Has that occurred to you at all?"

From the stunned silence, I guessed I had touched a nerve. He hadn't considered that before.

"But revenge is so ... ancient!" he said. "You get off on stuff like this? You've just told me you don't get off on taking someone's head."

"Not usually."

"But this is a little different? You're going to enjoy this one?"

"Yes." It sounded like a snarl, deep-throated, like something large and predatory as it catches the scent of its kill. It was how I felt.

"What? It's going to be a little different or you're going to enjoy it?"

"You don't want to know."

"How can you do this?" Mulder demanded. "How can you sit there for two and a half hours knowing every minute takes you that much closer to a man you're going to kill? You are one cold son of a bitch."

"I could be dead in a few hours. Think about it that way. And you haven't answered me. I want your word that you won't let him live. If you do, the consequences will be on your head and I don't think you want that."

"Are they all like you?"

"Most of us are content to lead quiet lives but many are much worse. You're lucky it was me you found. I've been a pussy cat for the last thousand years compared to many I could name. They find out and your life won't be worth the breath you draw. And Immortals won't be the only ones to go down. You'd have a lot to answer for."

"They'd blame me? And the Watchers. They'd be exposed as well, and their families. Or are you just guilt-tripping me? He hurt you, is that it? He hurt you and now you're going to hurt him?"

"You don't know what you're talking about." I was disgusted. And very tired. He was becoming so fucking tiresome.

"And if you win, do I take your head?"

I stared straight ahead, pronouncing each word with precision, weary of repeating myself.  "You will never take my head, Agent Mulder."  

"How do you know that? You piss me off enough and I just might surprise you."

"You won't take my head because you're one of the good guys. It's as simple as that."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Think for yourself. I know everything there is to know about staying alive. That does not make me one of the good guys. And I still need your word that you will take his head. You won't get hurt."

"And if I don't give it? You sit there and tell me I wouldn't have the guts to take your head but you expect me to be willing to chop his off. Where the hell are you coming from? You don't know squat about me!"

Finally. The boy had a pair after all. "I've already told you why. If you don't want to do it for the sake of others, then do it for yourself. It gets out, you're dead meat. You're in my universe now. Welcome to Wonderland. This is what you get for following me down the rabbit hole. Get used to it! Does it get any clearer than that?"  

He heard the predator behind the words and he was thinking about that. Good. It might keep him alive.  

I pressed it. "You've avoided thinking of the consequences if I fail because you already know what will happen. You'll push an investigation but you'll only succeed in driving him underground. He will continue to hunt Immortals, kill whoever gets in his way, mortal and immortal alike. And if you do catch him, which I don't believe you can, the exposure of Immortals is inevitable and the Watchers along with them."

"Scully was probably right. She said your days have been numbered since Watson and Crick cracked the DNA code."

"But you don't want to be the one who sets it all in motion. It just takes some getting used to." I let that to sink in. "I didn't say you didn't have the guts, Agent Mulder. You have the courage. I just said you wouldn't take my head. You know me, you've put yourself through your own special kind of hell for me, you've risked your career and your friends' lives and reputations for me because you cared enough to do that. You acted out of what you felt was right; that makes you one of the good guys. You won't take my head now because you could never convince yourself it was the right thing to do. Smith, as you call him, is another matter. You already know that."

He would come around. The necessity of it was already sinking in. It was the idea of such an act that was making his nerves scream, not the need for it. "Have you ever seen a beheading, Agent Mulder?"

"God, no!" He was actually breathing hard; it is not easy. I have seen even experienced Watchers heave their guts up when it got to be one time too many. And the first time is always a shock, especially in this gutless age where all deaths, even quiet ones, are hidden behind hospital screens and spoken of only in whispers as if it is something to be ashamed of, as if it is the enemy within the gates. Mulder just needs to believe it is the right thing to do. And to have control of himself. If he hasn't learned that by day's end, we could both be dead and I will be past caring. 

"It's a lot to ask," he said huskily.

"I know. It goes against your basic nature. I'm asking you to do what has to be done, that's all. If I win, you're off the hook. Consider it a last request. If I know he won't get away, I'll die easier."

"This is blackmail."

"It's a lot to ask, but it's not that."

"You're asking me to take a man's life."

"And it turns your stomach. That's as it should be, Agent Mulder. There's nothing to be ashamed of in that."

"Scully will have my ass."

"Probably. It can stay between us."  

"Tell me about June Avery."

"No. That's not your concern."

Mulder ran a hand over his head. He was sweating. "I feel sick."

"You're going to feel a lot sicker."

Just a little more. He was a hair's breadth away. Come on, lad, one more deep breath. 

"I'll do it."

I just nodded.  

"Why do I feel as if I've just passed an audition?"

"Because you have. I'm a dangerous man, Agent Mulder. You might have just saved your own life."

"I need coffee." 

***
In the rest stop restaurant, Mulder stirred his coffee slowly, thoughtfully. Pierson had only a glass of water in front of him. "Are you afraid of death?" Mulder asked.

"No, I'm not afraid of it. You get over being afraid of it when you finally get it through your head how thin the line is, that any minute could be your last. I just like staying alive better. The ones who are afraid of death are usually the first to go. I don't want to know, though. I don't want to see it coming. Knowing must be the worst thing. I want it to catch me when I'm not looking, or at a time of my choosing. Like today."  

"So … even if you win today, you will die one day?"

Pierson laughed. "Nothing lasts forever. Forever is a very long time. The alternative is to outlive all humanity and be standing on a dead planet when the sun goes nova. That's more than a little absurd. Life is a terrible burden, Agent Mulder. One day I shall be glad to lay it down and let some other poor bastard carry the load. Just not yet."

It was nearly eleven when Mulder took the exit before Fredericksburg. Time stopped for nothing. He was even less enthusiastic about reaching their destination than he had been when he woke up. The passage of each familiar landmark somehow made it worse, was one less thing that somehow protected them from what waited for them. He was getting nervous as the minutes passed. How did Pierson stand it? How did he stay calm and alert in silence? Mulder felt the need for sound, for something to distract him.  

"Is there anything else I should know?" he asked, breaking the oppressive silence.

Pierson sighed a little. "Perhaps. There's a danger, even if I win."

Here it comes, thought Mulder. "You're holding out on me?"

"I'm not saying it will happen but you should be aware of it."

There was not much left that could surprise Mulder. "You don't usually beat about the bush. Just lay it on me."

"If I win, I will take his quickening. I've told you that. I also told you that I will take his memories and his experiences. There's no way of knowing ahead of time how much that will affect me, even if only for a short time. Immortals have been known to go insane, and Metellus has not been a good man."

"You're telling me you might not be all sweetness and light afterward."

Pierson smiled. "Something like that. Just be warned. You have a gun. Be prepared to use it no matter who wins."

Sure, why not? What did it matter? Mulder was still in shock. He couldn't get rid of the image of long lines of scrawny Chinese men. Pierson was definitely mad. Mulder had never deliberately killed anyone. But he had agreed to take a life. To take Torquemada's life. To commit murder. To take the life of a man who shot a woman in the head and will do it again. Everything in him fought against it, against having to choose. He will go free. He would not be judge and jury. He's already been judged. History judged him. You judged him. No. It mustn't be that way. There is no other way. Mulder shook himself. How had he gotten himself into this?

"Are you all right, Agent Mulder?" Pierson was mocking him.

"Yeah, it's okay."  

Just before they crossed the Rappahannock, Mulder had to brake for a lumbering porcupine. The air had a lingering smell of skunk to it.  

"You didn't tell me where you wanted to go after this is all over," he said.

"Just get me to a city. I'll take care of it from there."

"And if you lose?"

"Mr. Skinner has a letter. He's a good man."

An hour to go.  

The day was getting hot and the air was dusty after a week of no rain. The black tarmac ahead of him shimmered. Here the landscape was flat as it swept toward the shallow Chesapeake shore, the great trees spreading their new leaves in the summer sun. Did Pierson notice them?  If it was the last day of your life, Mulder thought, wouldn't you notice them? Wouldn't you watch the sun as it climbed higher and the shadows shortened? How many times had Pierson done this? How many times had he seen the sun climb the sky on what might be the last day of his life? How many times did it take before your bowels didn't let go any more, before your nerves stopped screaming, before you didn't piss yourself, before you didn't cry like a baby, before you got used to it? Was there such a thing as getting used to it? Mulder doubted that.

"What do you believe in?"

"Holy Ground. I believe in Holy Ground. It's the only rule none of us ever breaks."

"You mean consecrated ground?"

"Take it any way you want."

"Don't you ever say anything straight?"

"I am being straight."

"You could have fooled me."

Half an hour.

"Holy Ground is a rule? You guys have rules?"

"We all have rules. Metellus has his set of rules and he plays by them to the letter. Maybe you don't understand them but he does and it makes him absolutely predictable. That's where he's vulnerable – not in his attitude, not in his rules, but in his predictability."

"And that's your edge. I knew you had an edge. What are your rules? I mean you, yourself."

Pierson smiled. "I just make them up as I go along." 

"You don't believe in anything?"

"I didn't say that."

"What do you believe in? All this time … "

"Save it. That's somewhere I never go. And, if you like, that is one of my rules. One that I made up because it works. I recommend it. Another rule is, 'Never be predictable.' That's one you're not very good at."

Fifteen minutes.

"Is Immortality a gift or a curse?"

"It's neither one, Agent Mulder. Like everything else, it just is. It's an accident of the genes, nothing more."

The town of Wicornico Church was pretty this time of year.  

The conversation had dwindled to nothing, leaving Mulder with only the whine of his own conscience. Pierson's voice had become steadily quieter, until it was barely more than a whisper.  He had not looked at Mulder, preferring to keep his gaze on the passing scenery and the sky. They drove the last few miles in silence. Mulder found the side road leading to the beach with no trouble; there seemed to be nothing to stop the future from unfolding. The plant was in sight several hundred yards away and the tide was a long way out. The mud flats glistened in the sun, sea gulls shrieked, the breeze was warm. Pierson's breathing was deep and full , slow and measured. The eyes were calm, the carriage straight without being rigid. Everything Pierson wanted to say had been said.  

Mulder parked the car and they got out. Bags were unloaded wordlessly. Before they slung their packs, Pierson picked up the sword and took off the wrappings. He handled it gently, with what Mulder took to be reverence. Taking it by the hilt, he walked away from Mulder without saying a word. Mulder let him go. This wasn't Pierson any more, not the man he'd met in the mountains, not the clown who had charmed the guys, not the storyteller who had wrung from Mulder an outrageous promise that he could not be certain he would be able to keep but was willing to try. This man, whose name it was worth his life to know, was himself unknowable.  

Pierson reach the edge of the water and stopped. He stood as if transfixed, the sword held vertically, point down, in front of him, stock still, his face uplifted. Mulder just watched, not bothering to try to understand. Sunlight sparkled on the broad expanse of the bay, the sky was a perfect blue. Gulls flashed white in the brilliant light as they played in the warm air. Occasionally a fish jumped. Curlews scurried about, dipping their long bills into the thin surf; quahogs spouted in the wet sand and tiny crabs scuttled through strands of seaweed. These were the moments people lived for, the moments they carried inside them forever, the moments which comforted them when life bared its teeth.

Several silent minutes later, Pierson turned and walked back to the car. They both strapped on a pack and Mulder fixed the sword in place down Pierson's back.

Together they headed south along the beach.

Part 12
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Mulder had left the field glasses in the car and he was beginning to regret the decision as they approached the plant. It was still some distance off, an old jetty on tarred pilings still in place at the far end. That was probably where the barges had been loaded and unloaded when the plant was in use as a chemical factory. Nothing was tied up there now. Neither had seen anything resembling a large pipe. At least, he assumed Pierson hadn't seen it. 

"I don't see anything."

"You're asking yourself the wrong question," Pierson replied. "What do you see?"

Mulder shaded his eyes. It was just past one o'clock and the sun was high. "More cars in the parking lot than I expected."

"Don't 'expect'. Just observe. What else do you see?"

"About fifty yards between the back fence and the back of the building."

"Surely you see more than that."

"All right," Mulder said, getting exasperated, "there are no guards there."

"Try again. Consider this a little in-the-field training."

"We're not in the field yet," Mulder said. The look he got back would have sliced an iron bar in half. His hands were sweating. He wiped them on his jeans and took another look. Pierson was right. They'd been 'in the field' since they arrived at the beach. They were not just two guys strolling along a beach on a nice afternoon. "It's too far to see if there's a guard at the gate, but I think the gate's open."

"Good. Now we're getting somewhere. What else?"

"That's it." He shrugged.

"Really."

Field operations had never been Mulder's strong suit at Quantico. He was a thinker, not a jock. It had been misery for him. But this didn't have anything to do with being a jock, did it? This was not about being a member of a SWAT team, but about being a fighter, about being a soldier – a warrior. Pierson was teaching him how to be a warrior and from what he had said that morning, being a warrior was something Pierson knew all about. That put a whole different slant on things. Mulder was willing to learn to be a warrior. He tried again.

"Whole building is elevated about fifteen to eighteen feet with a vertical embankment to the beach. There's what seems to be some kind of cement block on the bottom of the embankment about three quarters of the way along the building. How am I doing?"

"Better. What time is it?

"Time?" Mulder glanced at his watch. "About one-fifteen."

"What does that tell you?"

"We've got plenty of time before high tide."

Pierson laughed.  

"What's so funny?"

"I thought they trained you FBI people," Pierson replied, the sarcasm heavy. "No wonder you're so easy to evade."

"Okay, smart ass. What do you see?"

"First of all, Agent Mulder," Pierson said, his voice quiet but hard-edged, "do not address me as 'smart ass'. It lacks respect. Attitude will get you killed. Do I make myself clear?"

Mulder stopped walking and faced his companion. Pierson was taller than he was and probably a lot stronger even now. The strong planes of his features were a sun-painted mask, half his face in shadow. The muscles over the jaw were rigid, the mouth tight; the unblinking eyes pinned Mulder where he stood. His own face must have betrayed his stunned reaction. The stern, controlled gaze didn't change as Pierson continued, the voice ever unwavering, measured, precise.

"You are here because you wanted to be and because you might be useful. You can leave now, if you wish, and wait until it's over. If you choose to stay, I become your keeper because that is the rôle of the leader. And never doubt that I am the leader. I will keep you alive and I will be as ruthless in doing that as I will be with him. He's waiting for us. His plans were laid a long time ago. He used you to find me and then you robbed him of his prize. Don't for an instant think he won't take you down, too. This is not a game. You are risking your life and he is your enemy as well as mine. Respect your enemy, Agent Mulder."

"Is that Military Tactics one-oh-one?" Mulder asked with a nervous laugh.

"Sun Tzu, 'The Art of War'." The strong face was hard and intimidating. "If you spent your evenings reading that instead of watching porn movies and spitting sunflower seed shells, we should have nothing to discuss."

Mulder had never felt so chastened in his life. He also didn't doubt for an instant that Pierson knew exactly what he was doing. He would not want to be Pierson's enemy. There must have been enemies, so many of them, but Pierson was here, now, and they were not. How many had seen this man advancing on them, the killing fever in those hard, piercing eyes, the last thing they would ever see in this world? Fear crept slowly up Mulder's spine, but it was tempered with something new. For possibly the first time in his life, Mulder felt genuine respect. This man would do his not inconsiderable best to keep Mulder from harm and would never betray a trust. Mulder nodded. "I'll stay."

"Then tell me what you see."

Mulder raised his eyes to the horizon and followed the line left, then right, unsure of what he was supposed to see. A fishing boat engine caught his attention; sunlight flashed off the wheelhouse windows and gulls wheeled above the radio mast as the little vessel chugged toward open water. Farther off, a stout little tug was towing a small barge, blue smoke from the bright red stack betraying engine trouble. About three hundred yards away, a small group of adults were digging clams in the mud, their backs bent in the warm sun; laughing children threw water at each other. On the beach, a pair of children were building a sand castle while a dog dozed in the shade of a beach umbrella.    

And there it was. There was nothing to see – and everything to see. Every little detail, every otherwise meaningless event, every rock, every shadow, every bird, the boats, the children, the clam diggers, the plant, the jetty. The secret, if it could be called that, was just ... to see. Delighted as a child with a new toy, he turned to Pierson, grinning happily.  

Pierson nodded. "That's how it happens. One minute you don't see, and the next, it's all there. Without looking at your watch, tell me what time it is."

"About half past one," Mulder said immediately. 

"Good. Come with me."

Pierson turned and walked toward the sandy embankment. At the embankment, he unslung his pack and the sword and sat down on the sand. Mulder followed suit.

"What are we doing here?" Mulder asked.

"We've seen what there is to see. He knows I will come for him and he knows it will be soon. Someone up there has a pair of field glasses and we are what he's looking for. He has access to the same plans I did; he will have come to the same conclusions."

"We're walking into a trap?!" Mulder said, incredulous. 

"Not necessarily. But never discount anything. Think back on what you saw. What was our biggest problem?"

"We don't know where the seawater intake pipe is."

Pierson smiled. "I think we do, but that's not it."

"We can't approach the building without being seen, if someone's actually looking for us. We can't know."

"Good. And what do we do about that?"

Mulder looked up. From where they sat, the plant was not visible. "Stay close to the bank."

"Now do you know why I asked you the time?"

"Um … discounting Daylight Saving Time, it's really just past noon and the shadows will get longer on the eastern face of the bank and the building. We won't be as noticeable."

"There's hope for you yet. And we'll stay cooler while we wait."  

"Wait?"

"Do you want to walk past those children?"

"They're just children. What could be the problem with that?"

"Children have good eyesight and they're curious."         

"You're not suggesting he's using children?"

"Children make very good lookouts. I've used them myself. They miss nothing and nobody notices them. But, no. He's not using them. I'm just reminding you that children notice more than adults do in your world. Not having an enemy around every corner makes you lazy. But the dog is the real problem. We can't chance that he'll bark and draw someone's attention. We wait."

"It's just a dog," Mulder protested. "He's probably friendly."

"Do you enjoy taking chances with your life, Agent Mulder? That dog might be all it takes for someone to pick up those field glasses."

Mulder saw the point. And the tide had turned. The waterline was noticeably nearer but it was probably unnecessary to point it out. The mud flats were level, which meant that the water would rush in like a freight train but rise relatively slowly. Pierson sat in silence, observing everything, Mulder didn't doubt. He tried doing some observing himself. The fishing boat had made it to deeper water and the tug and its barge had all but disappeared, a thinning plume of blue smoke all that was left of it. The clam diggers had moved a small distance away and the children still played on the beach. Adults would be nearby, adults who would notice a man carrying a sword.  

He had never been good at waiting.
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Byers looked at his watch one more time. They would be well on their way by now. He could only hope he'd got it right. Adam's instructions were quite clear but it was a big leap from hearing it over a telephone to carrying it out. It was all riding on him. It was just as well Lisa was off sick – off with her boyfriend in Williamsburg was more like it. He'd seen the brochures for Busch Gardens on her desk.  

He'd found the perfect excuse to be in the old machinery space. New management must be on the horizon because an inventory had been ordered and men in dark, expensive three-piece suits had been in the conference room all morning. They were sure signs. He had seen the elusive Mr. Smith only once, and only briefly, which was fine with him. He had stayed out of sight on Adam's orders, which he was happy to follow. The strange gentleman in black had seemed distracted but had no reason to suspect him, he didn't think; however, staying out of sight was staying out of mind, as Adam had said. Best to be on the safe side. He had gladly scooped up the inventory job but now, surveying the piles of junk he couldn't identify, the tanks, pipes, valves, tools and stacks of boxes, he was decidedly overwhelmed. On the other hand, he wasn't really working here, so ... screw the inventory. Which made him feel a whole lot better. When he walked out of here at the end of the day, it would be for the last time.

He had tried to understand what it was that Adam was describing but when it got right down to it, he hadn't a clue what he was really looking for. Or any idea where to look for it. Which didn't help. The machine space – minus the machinery – was enormous and relatively empty. But you could put a crowded MacDonald's on a football field and the field would still seem empty, he thought. He rather liked the analogy. If only he knew what he was looking at. He dumped the clipboard and the reams of inventory checklist on top of a stack of boxes and sighed. Nowhere on the vast expanse of cement floor could he see anything even faintly resembling a large, round, steel, flanged … thing. Nothing jutted out of the smooth surface of the floor. If it was here, and the plans apparently insisted that it was, it was under the junk. Somewhere. It was going to take hours and he hadn't the faintest idea where to begin.  

He smelled coffee. Fresh coffee. In fact, he could hear it percolating. Not dripping – percolating, making those funny bubbling sounds like a Maxwell House coffee ad. He followed his nose, more out of curiosity than the love of coffee, for Byers was a tea drinker at heart. It led him behind a veritable wall of stacked crates. A doorway led into a machine shop, with a full-sized metal lathe as the central attraction. The walls were lined with what had once been tool boards, now empty of their hanging paraphernalia. A drill press stood at the end of the room; at least, that's what he supposed it was. His father, whose teen-age years in the early fifties had been spent rebuilding old beaters, had a scaled-down version of one in the family garage. The senior Byers had forbidden his bookish son to touch anything hard and shiny in the sensible belief that the boy had very little sense of the full and present dangers that lurked therein.

Long, sturdy, wooden workbenches lined two walls under the tool boards. The shelves below them were now empty except for boxes of office supplies. The smells and the sounds were coming from an alcove at the far end of the room where a desk and a comfortable chair had been set up. A small, portable, color television was tuned in to a game show and a brown paper lunch bag sat beside it, but there was nobody in the room. Byers felt as though he were invading someone's private preserve. A toilet flushed and a door opened near the alcove. A short, slight, aging black man with thick glasses in black frames emerged.

"Oh, my Lord, tell me it isn't so!" he exclaimed on seeing Byers. His grin was wide and warm as he came toward Byers, hand outstretched.

"Mr. Boone?!" Byers smiled broadly back and pumped the hand vigorously. "I can't believe it. It's so good to see you!"

"Miss Lisa said there was a new boy but she didn't give me the name and I didn't ask. And here you are. How about that! Come on, come on, you gotta have some of my coffee." He let go of Byers' hand and walked over to the coffee pot which sat, perking away merrily, on a hot plate on the end of a workbench. A mug was produced from a cupboard above it and a chair was fetched from somewhere. It sported a gaily flowered cushion on the seat; cheap china pots held the sugar and powered creamer; clean spoons sprouted from a glass jelly jar. If there had been a window, there would have been chintz curtains. As he approached the desk, he saw that a tackboard above it had been covered with photographs, post cards and several drawings done by a child. An old, painted coffee can held a fresh spray of wild flowers.  

"Sit down, sit down. I gotta hear it all."

Byers sat down, genuinely pleased to find the old man here. Mr. Boone poured the coffee and fussed with the cream and sugar. "Three spoonfuls, wasn't it? See? My memory is as good as ever. Not that I could forget you."

"It's been a long time," Byers said happily as he reached for the hot mug. "It's really great to see you. Shouldn't you have retired by now?"

"Oh, I retired years ago, son," Mr. Boone replied, placing his mug on a clean saucer by the lunch bag. "I get my social security now, but Miss Edith, that's the secretary, you know, she and me got a deal. I didn't want to stop working – that's often the end of it for us older folks – so I do this little caretakin' job here and she pays me out of some company account she has set up. It's not much, mind you, and there's no benefits, but then, I don't have to do much other than just be here and fetch and carry, and fix things now and then. Keeps me gettin' up in the morning and, at my age, that's real important. Miss Edith, she says the company knows about it but they don't have to hire someone full time and pay benefits and all that, so nobody says nothin' and it works out just fine. This used to be the machine shop and they let me use it for my 'office'." He chuckled warmly. 

"Mr. Boone, this is great. Look at this place. A home away from home. What does your wife say about you still working?"

A shadow crossed Mr. Boone's face and Byers was immediately sorry he had brought it up. He guessed what was coming.

"My Flora passed not long after you youngsters was done the protestin'. I still miss her somethin' awful. She's with the angels now, though, and with our Thomas. She liked you."

"I never met her, Mr. Boone," Byers said gently, thinking the old man's memory might not be quite as good as he claimed, although remembering him from among all the protesters was quite a feat, he had to admit.

"No, but I told her all about you. You was always so sad and serious but you was always kind too, and so well-spoken. Well brought up, you know. And you always seemed scared your mama would kick your butt clear round the woodshed if she knew what you was doin' here." He laughed; it was infectious. Byers found the image funny – and a little too close to the truth to be all that comfortable.   

"I used to enjoy our little chats outside the gate," he said. "We went through a lot of coffee, you and me. It was so great of you to bring it out."

"You always looked so lost out there. I mean, I knew you believed in what you were doin' but you weren't like the rest. Always seemed kinda lonesome, like you wanted to be any place else but there. You reminded me of my Thomas."

"But you always seemed to understand what we were fighting for, Mr. Boone. I've always been sorry that we must have made you lose your job when the plant closed down. I wondered what happened to you."

"That would have been bad, but I'd have gotten over it, like I get over everything else. You gotta learn how to do that or it'll break you, if you know what I'm sayin'. And they kept me on, sometimes just me and a security guard some days. You make yourself useful, learn how to do a bit of carpenter work, a little wire fixin', fuse changin', a little mopping up, know where everything is, they can always use you. We just kind of kept house, me and George, until they opened up again a while back. Then they did some rebuilding and started using the place again, so I still got me my little job and I've got nothin' to complain about."

"Why haven't I seen you? I've been right near the entrance, by the office, for nearly two months now."

"I don't like it around the offices and I don't much like suits. Just spiffed up KKK, you ask me. No different. Only they worship Mammon instead of the Lord and everybody's a Nigger. Color don't mean nothin' to them less'n it's green. They don't have time for just folks, white or black. And I don't go to that fancy cafeteria, neither. I always did like my own cookin'. I bring some soup and heat it up here, or some sandwiches, like today. Nobody takes any money from my paycheck for food, 'cause I don't officially get a paycheck, if you hear what I'm sayin'."

"Oh, of course. But what do you do here?"

"I been telling you. I just fix things and when stuff comes, I find places to put it. I know where everything is. When Miss Lisa comes for office supplies, I just give 'em to her. And she comes here just to hide out, if you know what I'm sayin'. I swear office work would drive me round the bend, so I don't mind her visitin'. She says it keeps her sane. That's her chair you're sitting in. But what are you doing here? I thought sure you was destined for bigger things than bein' an office boy."

"I'm supposed to be taking inventory," Byers replied, unwilling to say more than that. He affected a bored shrug.

"Now, that could take you just days and days, couldn't it?" Mr. Boone said, folding his hands over his stomach and grinning.
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Fifteen minutes passed in silence, then thirty. The clam diggers left. The waterline rushed nearer as shallow water will when the tide turns. Mulder's previous nervousness was returning; he couldn't imagine what Pierson felt, if anything.  

"I suggest you stop looking at your watch," Pierson said without looking around. He hadn't looked at Mulder directly for some time. "Take it off. It'll only make you nervous."

Mulder obeyed, stowing it in a zippered pouch in the pack. Perhaps it would make him feel better. 

After nearly an hour, a woman approached the children. The dog stood up, wagged its tail – and barked. In another ten minutes, the beach was clear.   

Pierson stood wordlessly, hefted the pack and proceeded along the embankment. Mulder kept pace. If anything needed to be said, Pierson would say it. The leading edge of the water was only a few feet away and closing fast. On his right, the embankment became vertical, the old marks left by the blade of a bulldozer indicating that it had once been cut away for some reason, probably when the plant was built. It hid them from sight as they kept to its base. The other thing he noticed was the high tide mark. It was head height. Even as he thought over the nastier implications of that, the water reached his feet. Pierson was ignoring it. Ahead was the box-shaped cement construction Mulder had noticed earlier and he finally understood what he was looking at. The old intake pipe, which would have led several hundred feet across the mud flats, was gone. What was left, and what they were looking at, was the cement casing for that portion of the pipe which ran under the building. And it would be under water at high tide, less than four hours hence.

Above Mulder's head, the fence became visible as they came to the edge of plant property. Anyone looking through that fence would have a full view of two dark-clad men, carrying backpacks, one with a full-sized broad sword strapped to it, picking their way through the seaweed-laden water at the foot of the embankment, now in shadow as the sun began its slow slide into the west. It gave him the creeps. Ahead of him, Pierson moved as noiselessly as possible through the water and thin foam as wavelets broke over his ankles. Somewhere overhead, a car engine started and someone called out. The sudden shriek of a seagull nearby made his heart jump and the flapping of its wings as it took flight was as loud as a shunting boxcar. Pierson reached the cement box and moved around to its seaward end, keeping low. Mulder joined him moments later.

The structure was indeed the housing for what was left of the pipe, about four feet high and wide. The three-foot-diameter opening was covered with a rusted iron grille, probably to keep kids out. The bolts were still firmly in place. A foul odor of rotting seaweed hung about the air.

"Now what?" Mulder asked. Pierson was on his knees in the water, inspecting the bolts, feeling the edge of the grille. Mulder embraced the inevitable and got wet beside him. The odor became a stench that knocked him backward. "Shee-it! That's bad!"

"Keep it quiet!" Pierson hissed at him. "And keep your head down. Get the pry bar from my pack. I  trust you put it there as I asked."

Mulder bit back a sharp reply and opened the flap of Pierson's pack. His fingers found the item immediately and he drew it out. He had thought it an odd request when Pierson read him the list over the phone. Now it didn't seem so odd. "How did you know we'd need this?"

"I didn't. I like to have one handy. It does a good job on doors and makes an excellent weapon."      

Mulder hefted the slim, sixteen inch bar and had to agree. "Shall I do the honors?" he asked.

"Be my guest."
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Metellus was angry. He had given orders not to be disturbed and now this! He had been summoned to this meeting as though he were a mere underling! The two black-suited executives, barely old enough to shave, had shown him the agreement, signed by the Chairman, and there was nothing he could do about it. That fat worm had lied! The deal had already been in place. He should have rid himself of the lying pig sooner. His actions had been completely justified. And now he sat at the boardroom table, being told how it was to be by children with MBA's and no understanding of respect or even good manners. Any man from the lowest ranks of the legions would have something to teach these arrogant toadies!   

Pierson was a problem. When asked what had happened to their captive mutant, Metellus told them that the subject had succumbed to the cumulative effects of the drugs, that the brain damage had proven both irreversible and fatal, even for him. Was an autopsy performed? There had been no time, what with the recent death of the Chairman. What had become of the body? It was even now residing in the freezer in the machine space. Had the prison authorities been notified? Of course – they were glad to be rid of the responsibility without expense to the taxpayers. Was there any chance of obtaining further subjects – no questions would be asked, of course? That was understood, but he must be given absolutely free rein and he would state his own price. There would be no problem with that – this subject had been well worth any expense incurred and there would be a substantial bonus for each one procured by any means he saw fit. They were sure his discretion could be relied upon. Unfortunate that the subject had not survived. Once the Corporation had taken over de facto control, they said, any genetic material would belong to them. Naturally. A certain … operative … had been unsuccessful in extracting information from the subject, whereas he had never failed in that area before. Was the subject unusually resistant to pain? Perhaps he had no information to give. Had there been any success with the drugs? They had succeeded only in killing him; he, himself, had concluded that the subject knew of no others with the mutation. They made him an offer. He declined. Would that be all?

And they let him go. There had been not a hint of the idea of Immortality, or even unusually prolonged life and there would have been, unless they thought him too low-ranked to know such things. They were beneath contempt! The Chairman had managed to keep his mouth shut on that, at any rate. He had undoubtedly thought to use it as a bargaining chip at some future point. Having 'Mr. Smith' on his side would have meant eventual access to further 'mutants', something which he would have been unable to guarantee on his own. His error had been in thinking that loyalty is bought, not earned. Metellus cursed himself for not acting on his suspicions sooner. The signs had been there; he had chosen not to see them and that was unlike him. His preoccupation with Pierson had put him off his game. His mood grew darker as he reminded himself of his own errors in judgment. It would not happen again.

After the challenge, and that was sure to come soon, it would be time to disappear. That fool, Mulder, had brought this on! There was no question of who was behind Pierson's rescue. Only Mulder had the information and the resources. He had outlived his usefulness and would be dealt with accordingly.     
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It amused me to watch Mulder struggle with the bolts. The grille was a rusting piece of iron; the bolts were stainless steel to withstand corrosion from the salt water. He should have left it to me; perhaps he'll be less eager to please next time. If there is a next time. The cement casing had fared poorly over time and was crumbling and the rough cement was cutting his fingers. Mine would heal; I would have stopped him before he did himself any real damage. Meanwhile, he could learn a little humility. He had to pull the bolts out bodily and he is not exactly efficient with tools. But he persevered; he ignored the scrapes to his knuckles from the broken cement and the barnacles in admirable fashion.  They must have hurt like a bitch from the salt.

He handed the pry bar back without a word and I slid it into my pack. The water was now some four inches deep and beginning to lick over the lip of the pipe. We didn't have a lot of time. He set the heavy grille to one side with a grunt. At least he managed to avoid having it fall on himself. I just shook my head and kept from laughing. He takes himself far too seriously.

"What do you think?" he asked. He settled back on his haunches, trying to look nonchalant. His knuckles must have been killing him.

"We go in," I said. What did he think we were going to do?

"Do you actually know what's at the other end of this thing?"

"Yes." And that was all the explanation he was going to get. "Do you have a problem with that?"

"No." His voice was flat and he avoided my gaze. The boy was having second thoughts. Nothing wrong with that. He had to learn to be honest with himself. "How do you know? I mean, you only looked at the plans."

I said nothing. I wasn't going to make this easy for him. His hesitation was understandable, if lamentable. He was not used to taking orders without explanation. But he was swimming with the sharks and there was blood in the water. The sooner he understood that, the better. Obedience requires faith in authority, which was sadly missing from his behavior. It showed in his lack of self-discipline. I suspected that he had been seriously betrayed at some point in his past and failed to learn the lesson of trust. Trust must not be misplaced, but he lacked even the ability to trust and it would be harder to keep him alive without it. There cannot be two masters, but I had given Agent Scully my word and I would keep it. If I revealed our little 'deal', Mulder would rely on me and not on himself. That the leader is responsible for the care of the men under him is an article of faith in battle and Mulder must learn that before he could become a fighter. He must learn it swiftly or he would die. However this turned out, he would be a different man by day's end. Perhaps he would become more trustworthy himself. But that was not my present concern.

"We need to do this before the water gets higher," I said. "We need to crawl some two hundred feet inside a cramped space with no light except battery-powered lamps, which could fail on us – and still have time to crawl back out in case anything goes wrong. If it does go wrong, I won't stay dead. But you will. I require your courage but that's not in question. If you are to stay alive, I need your obedience because there will be no going back from here. I ask you for the last time: do you wish to leave now?"  

He brought his head up and looked at me. He was probably more afraid of the word 'obedience' than of the task at hand. Or of me, it seemed.

"I'll come," he said. His face was defiant and I was satisfied.

I nodded. "Can you swim?"

"Swim?"

Could he not just answer a straight question? It was bloody exasperating! "Just answer the fucking question! I don't ask questions without a reason and I expect an answer."

His face twitched with resentment. He must learn. "Yes," he said, with a touch of a snarl. Good. A little anger was better than complacency. At least he hadn't asked why; he had learned that much.

I gestured for him to turn around and open his pack. There were two battery-powered lamps wrapped in plastic; I took one and reclosed the pack. "You can stay ahead of me."

He turned toward the opening and was about to climb inside when I grabbed his shirt and pull him back. It was like minding a two-year-old!

"What do you think you're doing?" I say.

The look of total confusion would have been amusing if the issue weren't a serious one. I could see this was going to get on my nerves pretty damned quickly if I couldn't make him see what was in front of his face. How did he survive training?  

"What do you see, Agent Mulder?"

"What?" He is pathetic.

"It's right in front of your face!" I snapped. "Look!"

His nerves were fraying, but I couldn't let it go by or he would be useless. The man must learn to see. He didn't know what I was talking about.

"Let me spell it out for you," I said. "You are about to put your bare hands on several yards of razor-sharp barnacles, possibly broken beer bottles and any other junk that might be lying in the dark. I don't need you crippled before we even begin. What are you going to do about it?"

A look of stunned realization spread over his face. The shock would do him good and perhaps he would be more careful. After a few moments' hesitation, he sat down in the water and hauled off his shoes. Fitting them over his hands, he glanced toward me for approval. I nodded. He was trying. I sat down and did the same. I may heal faster but avoiding the pain is never a bad thing.

"Never let anger blind you," I said to calm him a little. "Not your own ... and not anyone else's."

Once inside the pipe, the darkness became total very quickly. I switched on the lamp and shone it ahead of Mulder. The barnacles thinned out after the first few yards then stopped. I told him to put his shoes in his pack and he obeyed without complaint. I did the same with my own.

The walls of the pipe were slippery and the smell was oppressive but bearable. I have crawled through a lot worse. The air was fetid and slime was thick everywhere; our hands slipped, our feet slithered. The way was clear, at least, the pipe being straight. Nothing had crawled in there and died anyway. No sound reached us from outside but the sounds of our shoes, knees and scrabbling fingers and the occasional clank of metal on the pipe walls echoing and re-echoing in the confined space. The smell was becoming stomach-churning. And it was cold. We couldn't afford to stay in the water too long or it would seriously weaken us. The lamp lit up the tight space quite well as it reflected off the slimy metal walls and the water that was already flooding the pipe and flowing past us. Condensation dripped constantly from the roof, soaking us. I could only hope Mr. Byers had it together. I liked him; he would do his best just as Mr. Skinner did. Mulder has sound friends, which reflects well on him.

"Where does this end?" he called over his shoulder. The sound rang back from the close walls of the pipe.

"There'll be an edge," I told him and wiped the water out of my eyes with my sleeve. "Stop when you find it."

The water was running past us more deeply and swiftly but it would be a while before it became a real problem. There was plenty of time left before it was completely flooded; it was the cold that would get to us first. Mulder was pushing ahead with admirable doggedness. He should learn to think better of himself. When pushed in the right direction, he is not wanting in honest bravery, although it tends to become foolhardiness. In times long gone, I could have made a decent warrior of him. He has given himself up to laziness of mind and is prone to self-pity. If he is wanting in viritas, it is almost certainly for lack of good example. I have seen such traits before, in those men whose fathers found other things to interest them besides their sons' welfare and abandoned them to their own devices or to their mothers' skirts. They are often difficult to turn around but once their loyalties have been won over, they fight well, even heroically. Even viciously. Mulder had it in him to be vicious, if handled properly. But they always need discipline and resent attempts to constrain them at first. They tend, if not particularly intelligent, to bite the hand that feeds them and are unreliable in battle. Mulder's saving grace is that, for all he squanders it in self-indulgent pleasures and self-pity, he has considerable intelligence. He could make a fine tactician with the right training. But he has so much rage!

Ahead, Mulder splashed noisily. He must learn to place his hands with more care. The hunter must move in silence, must be silence; he must be the darkness that surrounds his prey, the darkness that makes his prey quake with fear. And my prey was waiting, knowing his end was close. I could hear the beating of my enemy's heart within his chest and my spirit rejoiced, for I am Death. I will make you fear me! I will make you scream!
I kept the light on the way ahead as Mulder made steady, if clumsy, progress. Then its quality changed. It spread out in the air, no longer reflecting off the pipe roof and sides. Even as I called out a warning, Mulder disappeared from view with a loud cry and a resounding splash.
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Mulder's cry was cut short by the cold, putrid water that filled his mouth as he plunged in over his head. Blackness was everywhere and 'up' meant nothing. He thrashed in panic as his lungs began to burn. A hand grabbed his arm and pulled and he followed it. As his head broke the surface, he threw up before he could breathe. He choked in some air and promptly threw up again. The hand held him firmly. The light had either gone out or been dropped in the rescue effort but he could feel thick, slick scum on the surface of the water and the stink of his own vomit was overpowering. He retched again. 

"Tread water!" Pierson commanded. "I won't let go." The voice echoed off unseeable walls but wherever they were, it was a larger space by far than the one they had just been in. And it was too deep to stand in.  

Mulder could see absolutely nothing, although his eyes must be big as saucers in their efforts to find light, and they stung. He was still choking and spluttering and felt extremely sick but he got his arms and legs going. He should have been more careful. Pierson drew him towards himself. Mulder reached out a hand under the water and touched Pierson's body, his fingers curling around Pierson's sweatshirt.

"Hold onto me," Pierson said. "I'm going to let go of you and open your pack for the other light."

Once again able to breathe, Mulder felt the panic subside. He felt the pack open and heard the rustle of plastic, then blessed light split the dark.    

"My hand just slipped off," he managed to say between splutters. It tasted foul. Salty and foul.

"It doesn't matter now," Pierson replied, gasping a little with the effort.   

Mulder had expected a blast of anger and was grateful for the tolerance. His eyes followed the thin shaft of light as it swept slowly around them. Pierson had probably left the plastic in place and thumbed the switch right through it to be on the safe side.

"What is this?" Mulder gasped. His stomach heaved against the stench of the long-stagnant water. His head was pounding.  

"Reservoir."  

To feed the machinery at low tide. Mulder was starting to understand. He concentrated on trying to calm himself further, in spite of his stomach, and hung on to Pierson's shirt for grim death. He found that the less effort he put into it, the less he disturbed the water and the less crap splashed in his face. Pierson was using one hand for the light and the other to keep himself afloat. He seemed to have the 'least effort' principle down pat and disturbed the slimy surface of the water not at all as he swam. He'd probably done this kind of thing before. Mulder held on. If they separated, they might not find each other. And almost certainly they would not find the way out if the second lamp went out. The light struck a wall some twenty feet away.

"How deep?" Mulder asked. 

"Deep enough."

An hour ago, the terse reply would have irritated Mulder. Now he was too busy staying alive. And what did depth matter, really? It was 'deep enough' to drown in and never be found. Which was probably what Pierson meant. "How do we get out?"  

"Manhole. Look for a ladder."

Not only was it dark, it was fucking cold! Mulder's teeth were beginning to chatter. Condensate from the cement roof of the tank plopped everywhere, otherwise the only sound was their own labored breathing and the occasional splash. Sound was magnified as it bounced back and forth across the surface of the black water. Even the plopping sounds echoed like little popped balloons. Mulder coughed and shook the water from his face. Beside him, Pierson moved rhythmically but Mulder's hand felt the little shivers of cold that had invaded the Immortal's body as well as his own. They would have to get out of the water soon. Pierson had rested only long enough to heal the immediate trauma and gain back a little weight. This was the first test of his strength. It was rigorous in the extreme. Mulder could feel his own strength being sapped each passing moment, the weight of the pack and the water in his clothing dragging him downward. Perhaps Pierson had felt there was no time to wait before acting. Or perhaps vengeance waited for no man. Vengeance was outside Mulder's experience; he could not judge such a thing in another.

"There!"

Mulder saw it at the same time. A thin, vertical strut of metal struck a silhouette in the light beam. Together they moved toward it, sending low, oily ripples ahead of them. Mulder grabbed it first with his free hand and brought his legs alongside it. His foot found a rung.

"Ladder," he said shakily and let go of Pierson's shirt.

Taking hold of the other side of the ladder, Pierson swung the light beam upward. The tank roof was a bare two feet over their heads and covered with the same oily slime. Directly above them was a hatch cover with a hand wheel set into it. Mulder would have let out a whoop of relief if he hadn't felt so sick.  

"Give it a try," Pierson said.

Mulder heaved himself onto the rungs and slipped off. He managed not to go under and tried again, more carefully this time. As he raised his upper body out of the water, gravity struck. The cold, tired muscles of his arms could barely support his weight, but he reached the hand wheel. The hatch had probably not been opened or greased in years and the wheel refused to budge, rusted in place.

"Did you know about this?" he called behind himself.

"Yes."

"Great. What's above this?"

"Shaft, about twenty feet high. Leads into the machine space."

Of course there was a hatch. It would keep the tide water from rising into the shaft when the tank was full. As it was going to be in less than an hour. He tried it again but it was no use. He let himself back into the water to ease the weight on his arms but kept his head and shoulders out.

"How were you going to get out of here by yourself?" he asked. He shivered violently for a few seconds.

"Mr. Byers has been instructed to open it for us from the other side," Pierson said with no more concern than if Mulder had asked him if it was a nice day. How the hell did he stay so controlled? Mulder knew damned well the guy was as cold as he was. He had to be; he was only human.

"Oh, fine," Mulder said through gritted teeth. "I hope he's not taking a nap."

"You complicate things a little," Pierson said, wiping the water out of his face. "If I drown, he can just pull me out of the water and no harm done, although I'd rather not drown if I can help it. And certainly not in this stuff. You're a different matter."

"How about if we try opening it anyway?"

"Save your strength. You'll need it."
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 Byers sipped his coffee while he listened to Mr. Boone prattle on. But it was pleasant prattle, comforting chatter, like an old eiderdown about his shoulders on a winter night, soothing and warm with good memories, for Mr. Boone never spoke of things which were cold or hurtful if he didn't have to. It made Byers feel good, as if the world was not such a bad place after all. There hadn't been many good things in his life lately. Helping Adam had given him some purpose and purpose had been what he needed. That one time he'd seen the poor man lying on that bunk, the flesh gone from his bones, the stare fixed and the hands shaking, had shocked him badly. Byers didn't consider himself a brave man but sometimes you had to do what you had to do and Mulder's request for help had been welcome.

And time was passing. Nervous, he consulted his watch.  

"Somethin's botherin' you, son," Mr. Boone said, catching Byers in mid-daydream. "Is it anythin' I can help with?" The gentleness in the old man's voice was such a pleasure to hear. What could it hurt? It could be the answer to his problem.

Byers smiled. "I guess it's obvious," he said.

"You're an honest man, John; honest men don't keep secrets well and you've got a dandy by the look on your face." Mr. Boone chuckled.

"I'm not sure you'll believe me," Byers replied. It was the truth. He didn't have to say anything about Immortality, of course, not that he believed it himself. Still, the truth was really 'out there', to put it mildly.

"Why don't you try me?" Mr. Boone said gently. "I've seen a lot of things in my time, a lot of things you wouldn't believe neither. That don't make 'em a lie."

Byers put his coffee down carefully and cleared his throat. "I bet you know everything there is to know about this place, Mr. Boone," he said.

"I reckon I do."

"Then you'll know about that man they called 'the subject'."

Mr. Boone nodded slowly, sadly.

"And you know what they did to him."

"They said he killed someone, a little girl. I've heard stories like that before, though not usually about a white man. I'm not sayin' he didn't do it and I'm not sayin' he did. But once you get folks believin' stuff like that, it don't matter much what you do to 'em 'cause nobody's gonna give a damn."

"I saw him."  

"So did I, son. So did I. I got to clean up after they were done with him and I cleaned his room when he went crazy and wrecked it. I saw them take him away, all naked and bloody. There was blood everywhere. They tied him down after that, shot him full of drugs. And I heard things, heard him screamin'. Tore me up inside. There are some bad people in this world, and whatever he did, that don't make it right what they done to him. That guard, Mr. Callahan, he used to come here and talk with me sometimes, but he stopped comin'. Told me some awful things that he wasn't too happy about, things they made him do. There was a young woman too, pretty, kinda plump. She come here cryin' her eyes out more 'n once. Don't know what happened to her, but she just stopped comin' 'bout the same time Mr. Callahan did. Somethin' pretty strange about the whole business. But the hospital sent someone for Adam in the end. And none too soon 'cause he was about done for by then. He ain't never gonna be right in the head again, if he ain't dead yet."

"He's not dead, Mr. Boone."

"What do you know about it, son?"

"I helped get him out of here. The hospital didn't send anyone; my friends and I rescued him. I took this job so we could get him away."

Mr. Boone laughed loudly and slapped his knee. "Well, now, if that don't beat all. Good for you! You got guts, lad. I always knew you had it in you. You know him?"

"I met him before they took him and I liked him. He’s a nice man. He didn't kill anyone, Mr. Boone. That was just a story. Nobody died. At least, not before they brought him here."     

"Then what was it all about? And what are you doin' here now? I'd 'a thought you'd skedaddle after pullin' off something like that. Can't be too healthy for you around here now."  

"I can't tell you what it's about, mostly because there isn't time. But I need your help."

Puzzlement lined the old, brown face. "But it's done now," the old man said. "What could you need me for now?"

"He's on his way here as we speak." Byers watched Mr. Boone's expression go from puzzled to shocked to amazed to concerned. He had no idea how he would have reacted in Mr. Boone's place. "I'm working for the FBI, Mr. Boone," he said. It sounded strange in his own ears. The FBI had always been 'the enemy'. "Adam – that’s his name – and a friend of ours are coming to … um … find evidence to arrest Mr. Smith."

"I know that was his name, 'cause they told me, though I never told nobody else, but, son, he couldn't feed hisself, let alone walk. He can't be coming here now. And why is the FBI interested? And why wouldn't they just come through the front door with a warrant?"

Byers felt intensely uncomfortable, and it probably showed. They were reasonable questions; it was just that there were no reasonable answers. He had been told only that there was insufficient evidence for a warrant, that Smith was probably insane and very dangerous and needed to be stopped before he killed again. Presumably, Mr. Skinner had the rest of it worked out. He had just taken Adam's word that there was no other way. Having to put all that into words made him think about it – and now that he was thinking about it, it did sound a little strange, even to him, and anyone who spent time around Mulder tended to see some pretty strange things. However, he had seen what they did to Adam with his own eyes – and he believed that June was dead. Mulder had told him that Adam had witnessed it. Mulder wouldn't steer him wrong and neither would Mr. Skinner. 

"Mr. Boone, that young lady who used to come and see you … she's dead. Mr. Smith shot her in front of Adam. But Adam's testimony is no good because he was out of his head at the time and drugged, so they can't get a warrant."

"Oh, my Lord," Mr. Boone said. "That's whose blood it was." He shook his head sadly. "I take it that means they won't be comin' through the front door. But that don't explain how it can be him who's comin'. I figured he'd be in some hospital bed with tubes comin' out of him everywhere or maybe bouncin' around in a rubber room somewheres."  

"No, it doesn't explain that. Adam is very special, Mr. Boone. He has a special gene that makes him heal very fast. That's why they were studying him. They were experimenting on him with those drugs. They kidnapped him and that's how the FBI got in on it. Several very serious laws have been broken but there's no proof and they can't do very much until there's proof." Nobody had told Byers that, exactly, but they hadn't told him it wasn't the truth, either. It made sense. He'd go with that.

"Oh, Lordy, that poor man!" Mr. Boone was shaking his head slowly, sadly. "That Mr.  Smith killed that nice young woman?" The head shaking continued for several moments. "That Mr. Smith, now … he's the Devil hisself, that man. I stay clear away from him but I see how he looks at people. There's no soul there, lad, and now you tell me he shot that poor girl, and in front of your friend. Oh, Lordy." The head shaking began again.

"Will you help?"

"I can't say I understand any of it, but if what you say is true – and I never saw no reason to doubt you before – then, I'll help you. Yessir, that's okay by me."

"I won't ask you to do anything dangerous, Mr. Boone. I just need information."

'That's okay son. These old bones can't do much damage any more but you're welcome to what I know as can help you."

Byers sighed with relief and glanced at his watch. It was already nearly three.
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Metellus raised the antique cut crystal brandy glass to eye level and looked through it.  These had been truly excellent personal quarters, with their view of the broad, shimmering Chesapeake through the floor-to-ceiling windows. No doubt he would find others equally to his liking. Perhaps he would retire for a few years. The south of France had always been … healthy. Or a whitewashed villa high on Capri. It had been good enough for Tiberius. He drained the last of the brandy and let it drizzle over his tongue before swallowing.

This morning's little unpleasantness had been most distasteful but the brandy was returning a measure of civility. He plucked a cigarillo from the packet on the table beside him and lit it. There was nothing like the sea for contemplation and he always endeavored to live beside it when possible. Its moods were so changeable and so vast; nothing displayed the power of nature like the sea, nothing reflected sky and sun so faithfully to the daunted spirit. So often, after exhausting sessions with Pierson, he had found renewal in a simple walk on the beach under moonlight. A pair of field glasses lay beside the cigarillo package in case anything should pique his curiosity, such as the graceful flight of a gull, the glide of a sailboat, casual strollers. When Pierson came, he would come along the beach.

Metellus had taken all necessary precautions. The architectural drawings showed him the weakness but that was no longer a problem. Pierson would try, of course. Metellus smiled as he took a long drag from the cigarillo. It was like putting a stick in front of an ant to watch it climb over. No doubt Pierson would find some other way eventually. In the meantime, Metellus would wait. And watch.

It was a game. 

To take Pierson alive, would, of course, change the entire situation. His disappearance had been a considerable reversal of fortune. Nevertheless, Pierson's right to a challenge was legitimate; Metellus would meet it honorably as he always had. But he was not obliged to make it easy for him. It heightened the whole experience. The outcome was a foregone conclusion; Pierson would be too weak to make this anything but suicide, but why make it simple slaughter when revenge was within reach? Force Pierson to the limit, make him reach for every ounce of courage one more time, make him strain against impossible odds, bring it all out, drain all the sweetness of his spirit and drink deep at the ultimate moment. He closed his eyes and remembered that dreadful moment of failure. Pierson would pay for his arrogance. How sweet now to take his head!         
And so much of that sweetness lay in the anticipation …

A knock at the door spoiled the mood. It would be that damned secretary. He had told her that he wished not to be disturbed. The knock came again. Irritation flared briefly but it was under control before he got out of the chair, strode to the door and opened it. "What is it now?"

The figure on the other side of the threshold gazed at him stoically. It was indeed the secretary. He had not forgiven her incredible stupidity. She had allowed Pierson to disappear from under her nose and she would be long gone if it were up to him. But it was no longer up to him and she knew it. It showed in the way she stood, the touch of defiance in the tilt of her head, the angle of her spine. She was an open book and she disgusted him. Undoubtedly, her contract had been signed along with that of the Chairman. What had she known? Had she helped Mulder? If she had, then she deserved her new masters. Let her know what it felt like when they betrayed her in their turn, as they would, for it was in their nature and the scorpion always strikes down those on whose back it rides. He washed his hands of them all. Let them try to find another 'mutant' without him!

"I told the gentlemen you were indisposed, sir," she said evenly. "I'm afraid they insist."

"They are not 'gentlemen', Miss Conroy. Do not refer to them as such in my presence.  What do they want?" It would seem she already regarded herself as theirs to command.

"They have papers for you to sign."

Was the stupid woman deliberately annoying him with such unimportant matters? Was this a little show of power? How mind-numbingly petty! "Take care of it," he said distinctly. "It's what you're paid for."

"I'll tell them to leave the papers with me. They want to be shown around the plant."

"That is no concern of mine, Miss Conroy. It is theirs to roam at will. You have always dealt with such things competently enough before. Show them. Then get out. Go home. Tell everyone to go home. They are not needed today."

And he closed the door firmly in her face.  

From the drawer of the desk, he took out a new bottle of Rémy Martin and uncorked it. The snifter was from Prague, if he recalled correctly, a particular favorite of his. He poured out a modest amount and lit another cigarillo.  
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"I know exactly what you're talkin' about, son," Mr. Boone said after Byers explained what he was looking for as best he could – which was vague to say the least. "That's the hatchway into the maintenance shaft of the reservoir. Ain't never been down there. Don't plan on startin' now. That reservoir's full of water anyway. Ain't been pumped out and cleaned in years."

"I know, Mr. Boone." He took a deep breath. "But that's how my friends are trying to get in here without being seen by the guards."

Mr. Boone just stared at him. "If that ain't the craziest damn thing I ever heard."

"It's the only way. They can't risk being seen because the guards are watching for them. Especially Adam. He's worth a lot of money to them and they'll do anything to get him back."

Mr. Boone nodded gravely. "No, we can't have that. Lord knows, that poor man would end up the same way if they got a hold of him. But why can't the law stop them? They can't just go around kidnapping people."

"They already did it once and it took us a long time to find him. They have a lot of money and they do pretty much as they please. They own huge amounts of property, like this place, that they can hide him in; they have lawyers to confuse things and buy time. They pay people to look the other way and people do look the other way because they don't care. People go missing all the time, Mr. Boone. Adam would be just another missing person and this time we'd never find him. I have to open the hatch and I don't even know where it is. And there's not a lot of time. High tide is at seven."

"Oh, that tank fills way before high tide, son. I'd say we got next to no time at all."
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Life for Edith Conroy had never been what one could call startling. The fifth child of ordinary parents, she had been given an ordinary education and found an ordinary job. There had been no money for 'higher education', although her teachers had said she would benefit by it. They had even put that on her report cards: "Edith would benefit from higher education. Her social skills need some work." Her interests had lain in mathematics rather than boys but, in her day, girls were not encouraged to think beyond being a teacher or a nurse. Or marriage. And she cared for none of that. She had briefly considered being a nun. If she had been born even ten years later, the initial shock wave of Women's Lib might have carried her to greater heights. But she wasn't and it hadn't and that was that.

She had always been overweight and consequently shy as a teen-ager. It had all somehow passed her by. A long series of dead-end, underpaid, boring jobs – all of which she had done very well, mind you, she always added – had stunted her ambitions, which had never been far-reaching in any case, and an equally long series of upwardly mobile male bosses who got paid twice as much while she kept them afloat by being twice as smart had soured her belief in her chances of ever rising beyond the stifling ordinariness of her existence. She liked to think of herself as kind, but that was the best she could say of herself. Her assessments always spoke of her 'reliability', like a pet dog who faithfully performed tricks on cue for treats. It was embarrassing.  

She was glad to be leaving this place. When the corporation had offered her a transfer and a promotion, she had jumped at it. She had always thought Mr. Smith a little strange but lately he had gone right off the deep end. In her humble opinion, of course. She had always kept her opinions to herself and minded her own business. Lately, however, the world seemed to be coming to pieces, what with that silly girl disappearing in the middle of the night and people quitting right, left and center. And that awful business with that convict, whoever he was. Idiotic idea to have such a person on the premises in the first place. What if he'd gotten loose? They'd all be dead in their beds!  Absolute lunatic, from what they said. She had only heard rumors, of course. She was not surprised when they came from St. Elizabeth's to take him away. Should have happened much sooner. Good riddance to him.

The two young men were waiting in the boardroom for her. She had long since ceased to be impressed by MBA's and noticed only that they seemed to be getting younger all the time.

"I'm sorry to keep you waiting, gentlemen," she said. "Mr. Smith will sign your papers if you leave them with me. I am to take you on the guided tour if you wish."

"We were interested in seeing the machine space, really, if you don't mind. We were given to understand that there is a great deal of company inventory stored in it and we'd like to give it a once-over, get an idea of what's there."

"Of course. The new man is there with a checklist even as we speak. I can take you right now."
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I cling to the metal ladder, my hands cold and stiff, and play the light over the walls. Cold water. How I hate cold water! It eats at my body just as it still eats at my dreams. Once the dreams were about the black depths of the Aegean; now, a man with cold eyes haunts them while cold makes me scream. Always, I wake up bathed in sweat, but always, I am cold. Nothing seems to make the cold go away any more. Awake, the memories refuse to come. They taunt me on the edge of consciousness still, just beyond reach. 

The cold will bring back the dreams but it is too soon. Let them come when my hand is crushing that Roman bastard's throat!

I have to force myself to concentrate, focus on what I see in the light beam. The space is large but the water level has already risen several inches. To be expected. A little to the left. Now right. Keep it steady.  Forget the cold; it must not concern me. A little more. And there it is – the way we came. The pipe opening is not far away; its rim is clearly outlined in the light beam. The water is still just low enough; perhaps I should send Mulder back before the point of no return has been passed. He could be more trouble than he is worth.

Why? He made his bed, now let him lie in it! Let him find out what he's really made of. Let him find out what it means to be cold. 

I watch the pipe rim for a few moments. The upper lip is only inches below the ceiling of the tank, but those few inches will mark the upper limit of the water. Like air in an upturned glass, it will be trapped and it will be enough if we got out soon. Good. I hate the thought of drowning as much as I hate the cold.  

And the cold is seeping into my bones faster than I anticipated. I must be weaker than I thought. Once out of  this, we will need to warm ourselves or we will both be useless. Mr. Byers assured me this is possible; there have been management upheavals and security is minimal since they no longer have me to watch and Mulder will be useful as a decoy should anyone become curious.

Metellus will know I am coming. The son of a bitch will not be able to feel me yet, any more than I can feel him, but he will know. It is impossible to live two millennia and not know such things. He will be preparing himself; let him for all the good it will do. Let him think of what is to come; let him think about his own life light fading. We'll see how you enjoy the sound of your own screams! I must be careful. The time for anger is not then. Do not relish victory, for those who relish victory are destroyed by it. Everything in its time and place. A time for living, a time for dying; a time to kill, a time for rejoicing. Not yet. Soon now, but not yet. You will wish you had never laid eyes on me. Not. Yet. 

"What do you see?" Mulder asks me, breaking into my thoughts.

"Nothing."
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Metellus placed the brandy glass on the table and contemplated the sunlight through the crystal. He had changed his mind.

He had been content to ignore Edith Conroy, to pay no attention to the insulting behavior, but now...  She knew too much. She knew that Adam Pierson was not dead, as he had told those black-suited idiots. And one day soon, it would occur to her that she knew something useful. It must be attended to.

Betrayal was always punishable by death.

The parking lot was nearly empty; there were no guards. Metellus watched as Edith Conroy walked to her car. He called her name. She turned to face him, her chin jutting in defiance. Ah, she hated him that much, did she? To women like Edith Conroy, men were either rutting fools or homosexuals, potential rapists or irredeemable perverts. Beasts. He assumed the presence of a can of mace in her purse. 

"Miss Conroy. I would like a word with you."

"Of course, Mr. Smith. What can I do for you?"

Hands behind his back, he took a few steps toward her. Her face became tense. A guilty conscience, perhaps? He was fairly certain that she believed him to be a homosexual; rape was not on her mind, then. Conscience. Good.

He withdrew his hands from behind his back in a dramatic gesture. The sword gleamed in the sun. Miss Conroy gave a strangled shriek and backed against the car.

"What are you doing?" She could barely get it out.

"What does it look as though I am doing, Miss Conroy?” But then, she had always had trouble recognizing reality, hadn’t she?

Her breathing was becoming rapid, little squealing noises coming from her throat. No doubt her heart rate was climbing rapidly. She was too fat to run and lacked the courage to try to escape. Her demise would be inconsequential.

He took a few steps and raised the sword, running his other hand down the length of the blade. "A beautiful thing, don't you agree?" He smiled. And brought the point of the sword to her throat. She gasped but wisely made no sound.

He cocked his head. "You have no answer?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"No, I suppose you do not. You betrayed me, Miss Conroy. You wrote a report to the Corporation. You probably did other things behind my back as well. I am sure I will know what they are in good time."

He watched her quail before him. "You are an evil man!" Her eyes were nearly popping. "I watched you on those tapes. They asked me to do it. They were paying my salary; how could I not do what I was told? I never lied. I only told them what I knew. I only did what I was told. I was only doing my job!" 

"You were only obeying orders. Where have I heard that before? And you know nothing of evil? You hypocrite! Betrayal is evil, Miss Conroy, and betrayal is your stock in trade."

"I have never betrayed anyone!"

She had betrayed Miss Avery. But he supposed that lay well beyond her miserable comprehension. "You gave me information that resulted in Miss Avery's death."

"What?!" The confusion on her face was worth the price of admission.

Oh, yes. He may have pulled the trigger but it was this fat cow who had killed her. He had done what he had to do, but she? "Had you the least compassion for the girl, you would have spoken to her as a friend, urged her to cooperate and it would all have been avoided. Her death is on your head."

"I have done nothing!"

'I am innocent'. The cry of the blind. 'I saw nothing; I did nothing'. "And you betrayed Adam."

"I..."

"Shut up!" He smiled as she cringed against the car, her breathing ragged, her eyes red with terror. "They will kill Adam when they find him. And they will find him. Does he deserve that? He  is of no further use to them if he is insane, no use other than as a lab rat. Would you like to live out your days as a lab rat, Miss Conroy? They will find him, and they will use his body until they can use it no more and then they will kill him."

"He's a murderer!"

That was a matter of opinion. They believed everything they heard without question. Fool. Did they never think for themselves? "You disgust me, Miss Conroy. You have earned this."

He leaned on the sword for emphasis. 

Fear does strange things to people. Sometimes it makes them bold. "You bastard! I watched you, the way looked at that man. You're sick. I told them what I saw on that tape, the way you fondled him. It was indecent!"

She should be careful. Didn't she understand the danger she was in? "You are walking on very dangerous ground, Miss Conroy."

"They listened to me. I was the one for that job! I should be running this place, not you!"

He shook his head. "Smallness of mind, Miss Conroy. Smallness of mind. Your thoughts have never encompassed more than yourself. You have ambition, but you have no compassion, desires – but no love."

"Desires! Love! What do you know of love? I know your kind." She was sobbing, her face red with anger now.

He had never seen the woman show such passion in anything before. He could almost admire it. "You have no idea what you are talking about. But we aren't talking about ambition. Do you consider yourself a Christian, Miss Conroy?"

"Of course." It was barely a whisper.

"I put it to you that you are not." He allowed himself to feel the pleasure in her fear, her misery. The sword stayed where it was. "'Judge not that ye be not judged.' You judged Adam; he was a human being and you saw only a murderer. You judged Miss Avery; she was an innocent and you saw a stupid child, a prostitute, a slut. How dare you? And you judged me. Who else have you judged? Did you betray them all? Have you looked to the plank that is in your own eye? You are blind to your own arrogance; you believe yourself to be guiltless. That is a crime against God, Miss Conroy. You have been judged out of your own mouth and by your own deeds. Your soul must be cleansed and I am here to carry out the sentence that has been passed upon you by God himself."

"You're insane!"

"May God have mercy on your soul!"

He leaned on the sword. It sliced easily through skin and fat and muscle and cartilage. It took a little more of a push to cut through the vertebrae and sever the spinal chord. But it was quite easy, really. And not very satisfying.
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"Under there," Mr. Boone said, pointing toward a veritable wall of stacked wooden crates.

Byers' jaw dropped. "We can't move all that!" It was worse than he thought. It would take hours! And they didn't have hours. It was … it was … he should have scouted it out sooner. What had he been thinking of?! His mind reeled at the thought of what might be happening down below their feet.

Mr. Boone just laughed. "The look on your face!" he said. "Where you been all your life, boy?"

"What? We can't possibly… I mean, there must be tons of machine parts and heaven knows what in that stack. This isn't funny."

"If you'll stop panickin' for a second, lad, you'll see what's in front of your nose. How do you think I stacked all those boxes by myself in the first place?"

"You stacked them?"

"Sure. And I ain't Superman, neither. They're all on pallets. There's a nice little fork lift just outside. I have the keys right here in my pocket."

"A fork lift." Byers laughed nervously. Of course. Idiot. It was possible he was a little more nervous than he had thought. It would have come to him eventually. The pallets were obvious, now that he was looking. Right. The last scene of a certain Spielberg movie flashed across his brain. Was that what they called those little wooden platform thingies the boxes sat on? Why didn't he know that? He'd spent way too much time in front of a computer. Langly would have known. Frohike, too, probably. This was so embarrassing.  

The sound of a garage door rolling up called his attention. Five minutes later, Mr. Boone drove the little yellow Caterpillar rig through the door. Byers had always wanted to drive one of those! This was going very smoothly.

In another fifteen minutes, the yellow-painted cast metal of the maintenance hatch came into view. One pallet of crates still lay on top of it and several others surrounded it but it was obvious what it was.

"Tap on it, why don't you," Mr. Boone suggested. "Let 'em know you're here. If they're down there, of course." He tut-tutted, shaking his head. "Crazy idea." And he backed up the little Cat to remove another load. 

Byers looked about him. Metal. He needed something metal to bang on the sides with. Anything would do. He'd seen a toolbox in Mr. Boone's 'office' and headed for it. He was back in a couple of minutes with a wrench. He was about to tap the side of the hatchway with it when voices caught his attention. On the other side of the machine space, three people came into view, two in black business suits. The suits headed his way.  

Before he stood up, he tapped the side of the hatch anyway. Just to let them know.
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"Did you hear something?" Mulder whispered urgently. Please, please let it be Byers.

"Wait until it happens again," Pierson said quietly.

Nothing.

"Shit!"  

Mulder was so cold. His sister had tricked him into going outside one particularly cold winter night, then locked him out as a prank and it had taken the babysitter nearly half an hour to notice. He thought he'd been cold then.

It was getting to him in other ways. He knew about altered states of consciousness induced by cold, hallucinations, that point at which you stopped feeling it, stopped shaking, stopped being sure of who and where you were. He'd been there; if it hadn't been for Scully on that occasion, he would have died. He owed her; perhaps Pierson was right about the way he treated her.

"My nuts are the size of peas," he said through chattering teeth. He didn't really notice the smell much any more. Well, some. Just as well; he was too damned cold to up-chuck. His stomach probably couldn't manage the effort.

Pierson played the light on the pipe rim and Mulder turned his head to look. The water had just reached the upper rim. Too fucking late now, pal! He had come to a conclusion about the air. Enough. For a while longer. If the cold didn't get him first. They had about five inches of head room left and had to lean their heads back in the water to breathe. They really did need to get the fuck out of there!

Mulder clung to the ladder, shaking in every fiber. What are you doing here, asshole?! This was what it was all about, right? This was an adventure. This was fun. Freezing your ass off while some maniac barked orders at you? For what? The honor of saying you did it and survived? Right. Peachy. Have a bumper sticker made up: "I survived Adam Pierson!" Yeah. Pierson would have made a great drill sergeant. Too bad he was an Immortal – he should be running the training course at Quantico. He'd probably use live ammo and stage real, bare-chest knife fights to first blood just to make it interesting. Gladiatorial combats in the parking lot at twelve sharp! 'Morituri te…’ whatever. Learn or die! Nice motto. A broadsword in gold embroidery on a green ground.  Baseball caps. T-shirts. Maybe with real bullet holes for a nice, homey touch. Great Christmas gift for your mom! Get 'em while they're hot! Tell me what you see, Agent!!! He giggled and the echo shocked him. He shut up.       

Now would be good, Byers. Any time now. Scully is really going to have my ass for this.
It was getting to him, whatever 'it' was. Anoxia, hypothermia, anorexia, hypoxia, hypoglycemia ...  On Donner and Blitzen! Whatever. It all came out the same friggin' way in the end. He nearly laughed again. But seriously, folks …  

Yeah. Seriously. What was he doing here? More to the point … why had Pierson let him come? Was he just giving him enough rope? Maybe. He couldn't think straight just now. Ask me some other time. He thought of his father. It seemed to Mulder that the older he got, the more his father melted into the distance until only a shadow was left. A great, long, heavy shadow …

Pierson, now … he was right here, yessiree, Bob! Freezing his ass off along with the troops. Bigger than life and twice as mean. Him and that great, motherfucking sword and that great, motherfucking attitude. Never met a man with more motherfucking attitude.

Your father never told you you were brave. He never said you had courage. He never relied on you for anything, never needed you for anything, never wanted you to come with him, never taught you the ways of men, never spoke to you as one man to another. Never said word one about himself! You, his own son! Nothing. Nada. Zippo! At least Pierson talks to you about the things men do. He tells you stories about his adventures, talks to you about life and death as if you mattered. You're here because he wants you here. Or he would have sent you away. Like your father always did.
"Agent Mulder!"  

Pierson's hand was shaking his shoulder and he became aware of the cold again.

"You're doing well, Agent. Stay awake. Talk if it helps."   

"I was just thinking …," Mulder replied through clenched teeth. "What do you wanna do after this?" Had to stay with it. "I figure, you're gonna get yourself laid. First thing. Right?"

Nothing.

"You probably don't want company."

The light flickered and went dim…

"Shit. Government issue crap!"

… then went out.

"Now it's fucking dark as well."
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"You must be Mr. Byers," one of the suits said as they both walked across the machine space. He did not offer his hand. Both ignored Mr. Boone as if he didn't exist.

"Yes," Byers replied nervously. He was about to introduce Mr. Boone when he caught a slight head shake from the latter. Good choice. Byers already wasn't that happy about their knowing who he was, either. Cookie-cutter, card-carrying Young Republicans in three-piece Armanis, bent on making their first million before thirty. He recognized the type only too well.  Tweedledum and Tweedledee. They probably had a prepared script of corporate-approved dialogue to work from. Not an original thought between them – and both headed for success, no doubt about it.

"Good," said Tweedledum, smiling indulgently. "We want to have a look around, if you would oblige us. I believe you have a check-list?"

Byers was stunned. He could feel the blood draining from his face. Over Tweedledum's shoulder, Mr. Boone's face was a study in dismay.  

"I'm not sure what I'm looking at myself, yet," Byers said with a light laugh, surprised at the thinness of his own voice. He coughed. "Perhaps you could come back when I've got it sorted out. Mr. Boone here is helping me." Mr. Boone shook his head adamantly.

"We're not asking you to haul out every piece of equipment for our inspection, Mr. Byers," added Tweedledee. The voice was oh, so reasonable. "We just need to see inside the crates, get some idea of the condition of the machine parts and equipment, the stores, that kind of thing. Shouldn't take too long." He smiled.
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Byers was there, of that I was certain. Someone was. There must be a problem. Perhaps the someone was the problem. I, too, had heard the distinct sound of metal on metal but I said nothing. All that was needed now was to wait it out. My mind wanted to drift and I must fight against it. It would have been so easy to sleep. There were muffled scraping sounds but they'd stopped a while before. The air would not last forever. Mulder had been quiet for the last few minutes; for once, I preferred him talking. I felt for his shoulder in the dark and shook it again.

"I'm okay." His voice was slurred. He wouldn't stay awake much longer; I recognized the signs. It was not just the cold now; the oxygen was getting low. I must do this.

"Agent, where's your gun?" The sound filled the much reduced space.

"Gun?" He wasn't thinking well. "Don't remember."

"Try!" Damn him!  

"What for?"

There was a splash in the water, followed by a choking sound. He must have slipped. I grabbed for his shoulder.

"Think about it. Where is it?"

"Not sure …  Can't get it wet."  

The man was drifting. I had hoped it wouldn't come to this. "Which pack has the rope?"

It was a few seconds before he answered. "Yours…  I think."

"Come on! Which one?"

"Yours."

"Get it." I let go of his shoulder and shifted in the water, holding onto the ladder with one hand. "I'm turning my back to you." Moments later, I felt his fingers fumbling with the closures, then the rope being drawn out. So far so good. I turned back again.

"We need to tie ourselves together. Tie one end around your waist." Water got into my mouth, disturbed by the movement. With our faces only inches from the ceiling, it was difficult not to get the odd mouthful. I managed not to throw up and spat the foul stuff out. I wiped my free hand over my face then reached for Mulder's shirt. "I'll hold you."

He let go and I could feel the movement in the water. It took longer than it would have for a man with warm hands but I was satisfied with his willingness to try. He has potential in spite of himself. I wish he understood that.

"Done," he said finally, splashing a little as he regained his hold of the ladder.

"The gun." A gun would be so much fucking easier than the alternative.

Mulder's breathing was shallow; he was tiring. "Can't. I'd drop it."

He was right. There was no way he could manage it in the dark with cold, wet fingers. It would have to be the hard way. Why does it always have to be the hard way?

"Hold on to me," I told him. Once Mulder's hand found my shirt and grabbed it, I tied the other end of the rope around my own waist. I had specified about eight feet of stout cord and Mulder had followed orders. This wasn't exactly the purpose I had had in mind for it.

I tied the knot with fingers that obeyed only slowly and inefficiently while hanging onto the ladder with his legs and my face went under. The gods preserve me! A gun would have been so much easier. I came up gasping, nauseated, panic niggling at my hindbrain. But it had to be. I had to do this. Why? What do you care? Fucking asshole got you into this mess! And he got me out. Now he was here because of me when I could have sent him away. His death would be on my head and Agent Scully would be as good as her word. It would be quick enough. But I would fight. It is a natural impulse. He's not strong enough! He'd have to be.

"Agent... listen carefully. Float your legs up to my shoulders."

"Why?"

"Just do it!"

The motion sent foul water over my face again. I heard choking sounds in the darkness in front of me, then felt Mulder's legs rise to the surface beside my head.

"Okay. Now what?" His voice was strained.

"Take my head between your thighs."

"What?!"

"Do it!"

"You'll go under."

"Agent! It doesn't matter. I'm using up your air. Just do it." And do it before I change my mind!

The hesitation was punctuated only by rapid breathing.

"Agent Mulder!" 

"All right."

Good man. "Hang onto the ladder, push down as hard as you can and don't let go. I'll fight. You always fight. Just hold on."

"I can't do this!" 

"Yes, you can! This is your own skin, remember?"

Silence.

"Agent? I won't die, but you will."

Still some hesitation. "Tell me when you're ready," he choked out finally.

"Do it."

I felt his legs move in the dark, felt the weight settle on one shoulder. Panic gripped me out of nowhere. Of all the ways to die …  I made myself let go of the ladder and pushed away to make it easier for him. My heart was pounding. Not this way! Any way but this! Metellus' face swam into my vision. It laughed at me. I am coming for you! Whatever it takes, you bastard! Somewhere in the darkness, Mulder was gasping for air, tiring himself with the sheer effort necessary to move his body against the cold. When I felt the weight of his leg on the other shoulder, I nearly cried out. I forced myself to empty my lungs. The weight of his legs pushed me under and as the cold blackness closed over my head, a surge of raw panic shook me violently. The ancient terror rose up and swallowed me.

And I fought. Breathe the water in! It'll go faster! My hands tore at Mulder's legs as they tightened about my neck. You'll only die! My own legs thrashed involuntarily. Make it quick! Dying had never been that hard before. My lungs burned; a loud buzzing filled my head. Never again! Breathe! No! Colors exploded in my brain. End it..!  

***
The iron cuff cuts deeply into my ankle as the heavy chain drags me down, sinking away from the sun and the warmth and the blue sky. All is black as the fire in my lungs consumes me. Soft music drifts up from the blackness, a gentle voice sings to my weary soul, calls my name. I long for its caress, long to rest .. I open my mouth to answer ..
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Mr. Boone climbed back onto the fork lift as the suits finally disappeared through the doorway. Good riddance! An hour gone. He had thought for a while that young Byers was going to have a heart attack if they stayed any longer, bless his soul! Poor lad was near wild with fright. That's what the suits always did to a body, though blessed if he knew why. Just the sight of them was enough for him. He just plain stayed away from them. Best way.

Byers had picked up the wrench again and was banging on the sides of the hatchway. If his friends were really down there, they were in big trouble. 

There was just one pallet left on top of the hatchway and Mr. Boone fitted the forks deftly under the wood and lifted it off, backed up and set it down. Then he shut the machine down and climbed off.

"What is this?" Byers asked, the dismay plain in his voice.

"That's the hatchway."  

"But there's no hatch. It's just a steel plate." The dismay was turning to panic as Byers looked blankly at the big, flat, steel plate welded to the cylindrical flange. What had the lad expected? Be damned foolish to leave the thing open. Some smart ass was always bound to get curious about what was underneath and more than one fella had got himself dead by climbing into a tank just to see what was there.

Mr. Boone patted Byers' shoulder. "They come by a couple weeks back and took the hatch cover off. Put this blank on it and welded it down. It's standard safety procedure so I didn't think nothing of it at the time. Seemed like a good idea to keep people from nosin' around and maybe getting' hurt. Makes it flat, too, so you can stack stuff over it. We just have to cut it off, is all."

"Cut it off? But they're under there!" Byers' eyes were big as saucers. If he didn't calm down soon, he'd be about as much use as a candle in a hurricane.

"No, lad, not right under there." Sometimes smart people could be just plain dumb! Mr. Boone shook his head. "We're above the tide here, though not by a heck of a lot. Under that cover there's a big shaft down to the reservoir and another hatchway at the bottom of that. That's where they'll be if they're there at all."

"But it'll take time!"

"It'll take more time if we just stand here gawkin' at it!"

"How are we to get them out?"

"One thing at a time, son; one thing at a time. Do you know how to cut steel?"

"What?"

"Ever use a cuttin' torch, is what I'm askin'."

Byers just gaped. Obviously not. Didn't they teach the youngsters anything useful these days? Just how to push buttons, Mr. Boone thought, and any fool could do that!  

"Okay," he said gently. "Here's what we do. You see those two cylinders over there?" He pointed toward the wall where several gas cylinders stood in rows, held in place by steel bands.  

"The green ones?"

"I mean the two that are standing together, a stubby brown one and a tall green one."  

Byers said he did.

"They're on a push cart. See that tubing that's draped around them?"

"Okay."

"You go get that rig and bring it over here. It's a bit heavy for me, so I'll let you do that." If he thought he was being useful, maybe the lad would turn it down a notch before he exploded.

Byers was quick, though. Had to give him that much. In no time at all, the rig was standing next to the hatchway. Mr. Boone wasted no time asking if the boy knew what to do. If he couldn't tell what a cutting torch looked like, he sure as hell wouldn't know how to use one.

Everything was there – the torch, the striker, the goggles, the leather gauntlets. Cutting equipment was just too useful to be without and when they closed the plant down, they'd left it behind, thank goodness. Mr. Boone took the valve protector off the oxygen bottle and opened the valve. The gauge showed still full. He opened the valve all the way. The acetylene bottle was the tricky one. The stuff tended to escape somehow, but the pressure was okay. A quarter turn only. He still remembered being taught how to do this. The instructor had scared the bejeezus out of them by telling them all the ways that acetylene could blow a body to Kingdom Come. A scared man was a more careful one, was what the instructor had said. Seemed to him that a scared man was a clumsy one, but that was just his opinion. He put the goggles around his neck, opened the acetylene valve on the torch and lit it with the striker. The dirty yellow flame was about right, not too long. Opening the oxygen valve, he adjusted it until the ring of bright, blue cones came into focus, crisp and clear. A quick squeeze on the handle made it flare just right. He'd always liked cutting steel. Kinda satisfying.

Byers was nearly prostrate with anxiety.  

"There's no rushin' this, lad. Just stay out of my way, now, so's you don't git burnt."

Mr. Boone got down on his knees, slowly, his arthritis making it harder than it used to be, then lay down on his side.  

"Aren't you going to cut through the top?" Byers asked nervously.

"That's half inch plate, lad. Take forever. I'm just gonna cut through the weld." If the boy would just calm down, he could figure that out for himself. Sometimes he swore he didn't know how the young ones stayed breathin' they were all so damn nervous. 

Propped on one arm, the torch in both hands and steadied on one elbow, Mr. Boone began cutting. He was an artist with a torch; at least, he liked to think so. Heat to cherry red, squeeze, draw the line. Cut six inches, reposition; cut again. Smooth and steady. Heat, cut, reposition. Heat, cut, reposition. And it was done.

Byers helped him to his feet. He took off the gloves and gave them to Byers.

"Better use these. That steel's still hot."

Byers wasted no time pulling on the leather gauntlets and pushing on the edge of the plate. Nothing happened.

"Hit it on the side real hard with something heavy. There's a sledge hammer back where you got this rig. That'll do the job."

It worked. The plate moved half an inch from its position. With much heaving and straining, it moved further, enough that they could see the second hatchway some twenty feet down. A metallic tapping sound was now audible.  

"They're alive!" Byers yelped.
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Mulder heard a banging sound, although it came to him through a fog. He didn't feel cold any more, just a little stiff. While still conscious enough to do it, he had positioned himself directly under the hatchway and slipped one leg through the rungs of the ladder to keep from drifting away in case he fell asleep. He just wanted to sleep. He kept forgetting why he had to stay awake. The air must be getting thin. A gentle tug from the rope around his waist would remind him every so often of Pierson's body floating face down beside him and he would remember. For a few minutes.

He'd killed a man. No. Pierson wasn't dead, was he? He'd be okay. He was unkillable. That had been hard. Holding a man – a friend – underwater while he fought for his life was an experience Mulder didn't want to repeat any time soon, even if the friend in question could rise from the dead. But he'd done it. His legs ached afterward from the struggle but he couldn't feel them now anyway. The body kept nudging him as it drifted a little. Mulder kept expecting him to rise up like a flaming dragon, like the Creature from the Black Lagoon, angry and demonic, demanding to know what Mulder saw. He giggled at the image. He'd have to try that one out on Scully.

He was definitely losing it.    

The bang came again, a really big bang this time. What was that all about? Oh. Byers. Great. He'd come after all. Have to get him a Christmas present this year. Good old Byers. About time. His head was killing him.

An idea. He could maybe make a noise to let Byers know they were here. Nothing to make a noise with. They'd let the second light drop. No point in hanging onto it. He made a fist and thumped the metal hatch with it. It really, really hurt but it didn't make a noise. Think. He got another idea.

He tugged on the line that connected him to Pierson's body and felt it bump against his shoulder. He managed to hook one arm around the ladder and took the rope in his hand to keep the body beside him. Then he rested a moment while he remembered why he had done that. Pack. Right. With his free hand, he groped for the pack. It was still open from when he'd pulled the rope out. That was a plus because he probably couldn't do it again. His numb fingers found the pry bar and he closed his hand around it. Handy. Pierson had said it was handy. Maybe he'd carry one himself in future. Just pull it out now and don't drop it.  

He nearly did drop it when it struck the side of the invisible ladder. It clanged satisfactorily, though. Should work. He took as good a grip on it as he could manage and poked the space above his face with it experimentally. On the third try, it hit metal. He put a little effort behind it and it made a satisfactory chunking noise in the dark.  
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Byers could hardly believe his ears. They'd made it! He pushed and tugged at the heavy plate until it slid off the edge and hit the cement floor with a heavy clang. The racket made his heart jump. He stood up sharply and looked straight at the door. Someone must have heard that. Couldn't they lock the door or something? He was too jumpy. Must settle down and finish the job. Thank God for Mr. Boone. He could never have done this by himself. He should never have agreed to do this; what had he been thinking?

"Oh, shit!" he exclaimed as he looked down the shaft. It was a long drop to the bottom. There was an iron ladder down one side and he was about to swing a leg over the edge of the opening when Mr. Boone stopped him.

"No, no, son," he said. "Not yet."

"Why not? I have to get them out!" 

"They're below tide level, John. Don't rush into something you'll regret."

Of course! When that hatch opened, the water would billow up that shaft until it found its level. The shaft was quite broad, perhaps five feet in diameter below the upper opening, having been used to lower bulky equipment to the tank below. "Your friends better be right under there or they'll get trapped in the tank. They're gonna pop up like corks. Then we fish 'em out."

Byers had missed something. "Then … how are we going to open the hatch?"

Mr. Boone smiled sympathetically. "You just be ready to get in there and help if you have to. I'll take care of the hatch." And he walked toward a collection of electrical panels near the gas cylinders.

Byers hadn't thought of that, but it made sense. Only a hydraulic mechanism would have the power to close against a flooded tank if necessary, and that would be electrically operated. But it hadn't been operated in years and hydraulics were slow …

The tapping sound continued. Byers kicked his shoes and socks off and shucked his jacket. Just in case.

"Ready?" called Mr. Boone's voice.

Ready? No. "Okay," he called back.

He heard a high-pitched whine and a low growl beneath it as the mechanism strained against years of neglect. The heavy grease had likely kept the water out of the working parts but the rubber seals had probably rotted in place, embedded in rust. The whine got lower as the motor took the load. Water began to trickle around the edge of the hatchway, first a dribble, then a thin stream, then a strong flow. As the pressure was released, water gushed into the space, flowing in a torrent around the slowly opening hatch. The motor ground on, patiently pumping the oil into the cylinders. Almost immediately, the water rose too high for Byers to see anything. The tank must now be fully flooded but the opening was not yet big enough for a body to get through. Come on! Come on! He was grinding his teeth and clenching his fists as the water swirled upward. A terrible smell hit him as the brown surge bored its way up the shaft. He was on his feet, ready to climb down the ladder into the mess and damn the consequences, when a hand broke the surface, followed by a head.  

Mulder's head bobbed out of the torrent and went under again. The flood reached halfway up the well and stopped, its surface a roiling, turbulent mess of brown water and bubbles. Mulder's head reappeared and Byers heard him take in great gulps of air between retching sounds. Beside him, a black shape bobbed to the surface, face down, unmoving.
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Mulder was startled when grinding sounds began immediately above his head, accompanied by a high-pitched hum. For a split second, he’d seen an arc of light, then the water had surged upward. His head struck the hand wheel on the under side of the hatch as the pressure of the rushing water rammed him upward. The air was sucked out instantly and water had taken its place, closing over his head, filling his mouth and nose. His frantic hands found the rim of the slowly rising hatch. His lungs burning, pummeled by the rushing water, desperate for air; he pushed uselessly against the slowly opening circle. His hand found its way through, then an arm and shoulder. Finally, his head was pushed through and he felt himself torn upward. His head momentarily broken the surface, only to be dragged under again when the rope at his waist went taut. Black-out was only seconds away when the rope went slack again and he rose, under no effort of his own, to the surface. To the light. And life. He gulped air in and choked on it.

Now he was struggling to stay afloat in the teeming, stinking water, retching and gasping for air. He barely noticed Pierson's body as it bobbed to the surface beside him. In the confined space, the ladder was within easy reach and he grabbed a rung and hung on with what strength he had left, resting his head against it. About ten feet above his head, someone was shouting.  

Almost immediately, the someone was climbing awkwardly down the ladder, hand over hand. A bare foot touched the surface of the water and was pulled back briefly before its owner lowered himself waist-deep into the filthy, brown soup beside Mulder. It was Byers.

"Hey," said Mulder, smiling. Good old Byers! Everything would be all right now.

"I gotcha!" Byers yelled in his ear.     

"I can hear you," Mulder said weakly. Everything was fine now. Why didn't Byers understand? 

"He's okay!" Byers shouted to someone above his head.

"What?" Mulder found a rung with his foot. He tried experimentally to rest his weight on it but it slipped off and he only just managed to keep from going under. 

But Byers seemed uninterested in his further welfare. Instead, he leaned past Mulder and grabbed Pierson's shirt. As Pierson's head floated within reach, Byers caught it up and raised it out of the water.  

"He's not breathing!"

"Course not," Mulder said, closing his eyes and concentrating on just breathing. Maybe the clean air would clear his head. "He's dead." There was no problem.

"He must have got caught under the hatch!" Byers shouted frantically. "We have to get him out!"

"He's okay."   

"Mulder!" Byers was freaking. Mulder wondered vaguely how Pierson would have dealt with that. He gave up trying to think about it. He tried heaving himself onto the rung again but his cold arms couldn't take his weight. He would need help.

A rumbling sound reached Mulder, more by vibration through the shaft wall than through the air. He looked up. Through the hatch rim he could see the high ceiling of the machine space, some sixty or more feet above his head. A huge I-beam moved into place, trailing long, wire ropes like jungle lianas. It stopped directly overhead. The face of an old black man appeared at the rim of the shaft.

"Heads up!" the old man called and tossed something into the well. It looped itself neatly over Byers' head and shoulder. "That's a bo's'un's harness, son. Get that round him, under his arms. I'll take care of the rest." Then he disappeared.

"Mulder! Hold him!"

"What?"

He's okay. He'll wake up any second now and you'll see.

"Hold him while I get this thing on him." Byers' face was a study in panic. It slowly dawned on Mulder that Byers wanted to put the harness on Pierson, not him, and needed a third hand. Byers' eyes pleaded with him and he reached out a hand to take hold of Pierson's shirt. Pierson's head fell backward into the water, his features uncharacteristically serene, his wet face ashen in death. Real death. It gave Mulder quite a jolt.

Come on, wake up! Quit clowning around here! Show them you're okay!

Byers grabbed the tangle of nylon strapping and sorted out the loops. At first, he seemed at a loss to understand how the thing went on, but had it more or less figured out by the time a new sound reached them. As Byers fitted the harness over Pierson's arms and around his chest, with a clumsy attempt at assistance from Mulder, a huge, cast steel hook descended toward them. It stopped a couple of feet from their heads. At the rim, the old man held an oblong box in his hand. The wire ropes leading from the hook in a block-and-tackle arrangement went all the way up to the I-beam. It was going to be as easy as pushing a button. Which was a good thing, because that ten feet might as well have been a hundred from where Mulder sat.

When the harness was in place, Byers looped it over the massive hook and gave the old man the go-ahead. As Pierson began to rise out of the water, Mulder remembered the cord.

"Wait!" he called out and fumbled at his waist.

Byers signaled for the crane to stop and helped with the cord. That done, the rescue resumed. Mulder watched Pierson's body rise, limbs dangling slack, head lolling backward, sword protruding down his back.

Wake up!   

What if he didn't?

Byers mumbled something about being right back and scrambled up the ladder. Mulder watched the dangling body move sideways and disappear from view. Excited voices reached him, one of them Byers'. Bare minutes later, Byers was back, carrying the harness. Mulder allowed him to slip the nylon straps over his head and shoulders and moments later was being lifted out of the water and up the shaft. As he rose over the rim of the hatchway, he saw Pierson's body lying on the cement floor. His pack and sword had been removed. Why wasn't the son of a bitch awake? Seconds later, he was being lowered to the floor beside him. As he sat there, the old man pulled at the harness with hands that obviously knew what they were doing. A blanket was thrown over his shoulders.

"Mr. Byers here says you know CPR," the old man said anxiously.

Mulder stared. They didn't know. Of course they didn't know. "Yes," he said.

"Tell me what to do!" Byers chirped, almost throwing himself down beside Pierson's body. "Come on, Mulder, what do I do?!"

But Byers knew! Byers didn't believe. He'd never seen it happen.  
Perhaps it was being out of the water, or just being safe, but the thoughts were coming clearer now. Leave things as they are. Let them think what they think. Pierson hadn't woken up because of the water in his lungs. No biggie. Mulder held the blanket close around himself with one hand and moved to where Pierson's head lay.  

"You do the compressions, I'll breathe for him."

"Okay."

Mulder indicated where Byers should place his hands, one over the other, and showed him how to press downward, elbows locked. Then he tilted Pierson's head back into the correct position, a hand under his neck, and opened his mouth.

"Go," he nodded at Byers.

"One, one thousand, two, one thousand, three …," Mulder counted. Might as well  make it look good. He heard a rib crack. Pierson was going to be pissed. Come on! Water erupted from Pierson's mouth but there was no movement.

"Five!" Mulder placed his mouth over Pierson's and breathed. This was above and beyond the call …

Pierson's head moved in his hands and Mulder sat back abruptly as Pierson vomited all over the blanket.  

"Shit!"

Byers cheered as Pierson sat up, coughing and choking. The old man had a blanket ready and fetched a clean one for Mulder.  

"You better come into my office," the old man said anxiously.  

"Give us a minute," Mulder replied. Life was only very slowly creeping back into his limbs; he wanted a rest before he trusted his legs.

"I know you." The husky voice startled Mulder. It was Pierson's. He hadn't heard it for a while. The remark was directed to the old man.

"I reckon you do, son," the old man replied quietly.

The sound of a door opening startled them all. As they looked up, two black-suited figures entered the machine space and walked toward them as if they owned the place. Mulder knew the type. 

"What the hell is going on here?!"
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Mulder made it to his knees. This was not a good thing. There was no way to explain their sopping presence, the open hatch, the dangling crane hook. Not to mention a great, motherfucking broadsword. And he wasn't about to bother.  

It hit him all at once. He was wet, cold, he'd nearly died. And he'd never felt so alive in his life. Pierson's attitude must be rubbing off. It felt really good! Byers was just standing there, his mouth open. Jeez! Don't piss yourself! The old man stood his ground between Pierson and the advancing figures, head up and proud, like an old lion protecting a cub. Good for you, whoever you are. An inspiration to us all. Pierson was leaning on one hand, readying himself. Breathing. Seeing. Mulder was going to enjoy this. Bring it on!

"I demand to know what's going on here!" shouted the closer of the two. They were a matched set. Bookends.  

The suits were young, younger than he was. And didn't they just own the whole damn world. Maybe it was what he had just been through ... or maybe it was just that the sight of two, idiotically young, smooth-faced … their personal portfolios could probably pay off his entire pension plan and a few others besides. It made him angry. And he didn't care why.  

"Mr. Byers!" Bookend Number One called loudly as he stopped walking, just out of reach.

Was Byers whimpering?

 Nuts. Get a grip.
"What is the meaning of this?! Why are you wet, Mr. Byers? Who are these men?"

Mulder made it to his feet and shook off the blanket. His knees wobbled. He wouldn't be doing any running just yet but give him a minute. There was something about finding yourself still alive after nearly not being so that was way better than any drugs he'd ever tried. And there had been some. His father didn't know everything about him. And neither did Scully. The thought crossed his mind that getting laid was a pretty good idea. His head was pounding, his hair was still plastered to his forehead, his wet clothing clung to him and his feet squelched in his shoes but he hadn't felt this good in a long time. Bookend Number Two had caught up to his companion. They really were two of a kind, right down to the tasteful, Versace silk ties and black Guccis. They probably had matching Gucci briefcases. It struck him as outrageously funny. He clapped a hand on Byers' shoulder.

"You don't work for these wind-up toys, John," he said, grinning. "Time to go home."

"Mulder, I …"

"Mulder?" Number One looked straight at him, oozing self-importance. "Who are you, Mr. Mulder, and what are you doing here?"

He reminded Mulder of a bantam rooster, all puffed-out and with a serious attitude problem. But small. Very small. All noise and feathers. The confusion on the smug face was charming. Mulder chuckled. Man, this was downright entertaining! He even forgot about being wet and cold. Behind him, he heard Pierson move. At least, he thought he did. The guy had just puked his guts out but Mulder was sure that wouldn't stop him from being a real bad ass in a fight just about now. In fact, he was probably going to be right un-fucking-controllable. Mulder was looking forward to watching him in action. He could almost hear the low, rumbling warning growl.

Byers gave Mulder a look of pure gratitude and moved to one side. But he stayed. There was loyalty for you.

"Yeah," Mulder said, still grinning. Water was dripping from his jeans onto the cement floor. "Agent Fox Mulder, FBI. I don't have my ID on me at the moment."

"And you don't have a warrant," said Number Two imperiously. Snot-nosed brat.

"Does that mean you have something to hide?"

"I'll have a guard escort you out," said Number One.  

And have all this be for nothing? Not on your life, buddy. They couldn't be allowed to call the guard – or leave. Not now. He had no wish to meet Smith on his own turf. And what was he – or anyone else here, for that matter – to these cockroaches? Dangerous little cockroaches. Who would come looking for an old black man, a stranger with too much information who never officially existed, a computer geek with no family and an off-duty FBI agent with a reputation for being a few bytes shy of a reality check? It wouldn't be the first time he'd disappeared. Who would look for four bodies at the bottom of a sunken reservoir, forgotten for years? And how far would they be willing to go to have their subject back? Pierson had said the guards had held him down while June Avery was shot. That gave them their own reasons for not letting them out of the building. 'Escort' them out? Not a snowball's chance in hell.  

And there was no way the suits didn't know what their company was doing; they were up to their suntanned necks in it. They were here, weren't they? They knew. What did they care? It was making them rich. They were no better than Smith, maybe worse in their own soulless way. These were the faceless powers who plotted and manipulated in secret. Without dirtying their own hands, they had destroyed a young woman's life, turned a blind eye to what was done to Pierson in the name of profit. Hell, they'd probably arranged it. There was no telling what other horrors they had been complicit in. Their hands were covered in blood and he loathed them. And all like them.  

Now he was sure he heard Pierson move. What was he doing? "This company has been carrying out illegal testing of drugs on human subjects."

"Who is that man?" demanded Number Two, ignoring Mulder and pointing to Pierson.  "I've seen his picture. It was in the file."

"Him?" said Mulder brightly, gesturing over his shoulder with his thumb. "You really don't want to annoy him. Mean bastard!" Oh, yeah! Bring it on! Bring it on! It's pay-back time!
Something in the back of Mulder's skull, something small and whiny, was trying to lecture him on appropriate behavior. He ignored it. 

"What's the matter with him?  Is he sick?"

Out of the corner of his eye, Mulder saw Byers move toward the door the suits had come through. "He's having a really bad day," Mulder said, grinning. What are you up to, my friend? He turned to look at Pierson, who was rising to his feet. 'Unfolding' described it better, like a malevolent force spreading its dark wings. Oh, man, this should be good. 

"Mr. Byers!" Number One called out, fright tingeing his voice for the first time. "Get security in here. Where are you going?!"

"He's locking the door," Pierson's voice said slowly.  

***
A drum beat was thundering in my head, like the pounding hooves of a thousand horses, the clashing of ten thousand swords on ten thousand shields, the marching feet of armies on the battlefield. I could smell the mud and the blood and the fear, hear the trumpets and the screams, the whinnying of frightened horses, the swish of arrows, my own heartbeat, strong, invincible, on fire! This puny, whining child irritated me.     

A sharp, sudden pain stabbed my side but I ignored it and stepped forward. It only piqued my annoyance. Shut up, little boy! The old man touched my arm but I brushed the hand gently aside, keeping my eyes fixed on my prey. I breathed deeply, and the pain stabbed me in the ribs. I felt the blood throbbing in my neck; I could smell his fear – I was his destruction! I glared at him and bared my teeth. Out of the corner of my eye, Mulder backed away, moving toward the second figure. Good. He would not fail me.

The man's eyes bulged with fright but he stood his ground, out of sheer stupidity, it seemed, like the rabbit hypnotized by the striking snake. I am a snake, little boy...run if you can.
"Holy Mother of God! It's the subject!" the other one shrieked. His terror pleased me. "Smith told us he was dead!" And he fled. I saw Mulder launch himself after him and I concentrated on the stupid little shit in front of me. Almost a waste of energy.

I shot out my left hand and snatched his throat, my fingers digging deeply into the flesh. A mere child. The children of the enemy are vipers in the nest. Never suffer them to live. He struggled for breath and his hands tore at my arm, his face wide with terror. Curious. The skin was smooth and pink, too young to have grown a soul, too pampered to have learned wisdom. It could be over in a split second, a quick twist, a solid, satisfying crack and a pile of black rags on the cement floor. Power is an illusion. What it always comes down to in the end is just staying alive. They are so fragile. This … creature … had dreamed of power but knew nothing of life. Or death. Where was the sense in that? With my right hand I reached behind me and pulled the knife out of its sheath where it snuggled in the small of my back. It felt good in my hand, familiar, a friend. I tightened my grip; his hands tore at my fingers. I cocked my head, looked deep into the bulging eyes and saw nothing worthy of life. They never understand. With a quick upthrust, I plunged the knife deep under the man's ribcage and twisted. The body shuddered for a few seconds as blood trickled down the handle and over my hand. The knife came out with a slick, sucking sound and I let the body drop to the floor and wiped the blade on my wet shirt.

Mulder yelled and I raised my head to see as he brought his prey crashing to the floor. 

There is mettle in the man after all. Now finish it.
The drum beat louder in my head as I watched the struggle a few feet away from where I stood. Finish it! What was the matter with the man? His wet shoe slipped on the slick cement and the man broke free, shrieked his fear, and got to his feet. Before he had a chance to run, Mulder grabbed his ankle and brought him down a second time. His head struck the floor and blood flew, spattering Mulder's face and chest. Excellent. Mulder dropped unhesitatingly onto the man's shoulders, took his head in both hands and smashed it onto the cement. The man howled in pain and terror, which only spurred Mulder on. Oh, yes. The blood lust was up. He would survive. The drum pounded in my head as I watched him smash the man's head into the floor again, then again. After one last, ferocious, skull-cracking blow, the screams stopped abruptly and the victim lay still. Mulder sat up slowly, still straddling the man's shoulders; his breathing was fast and harsh, his whole body was shaking from the adrenaline rush. Now he knew and he could never again not know. He had it in him after all and that is always a shock.

I walked over to him and clapped him on the back. He must understand that he did what had to be done, that he took care of business and I was well pleased.

"Well done!" I said, meaning it most sincerely. He did well. 

The face that looked up at me was bloodied, confused and immensely tired; it was also savagely joyous. I smiled at him; it is always like that the first time – it is as it must be. To kill a man with your own hands, to have heard his screams and been driven mad by them instead of showing mercy – this was not quick and clean, like pulling a trigger, not like giving orders while your own hands remain unstained. This was as down and dirty as it gets and so long as he lives, Mulder will never be able to go back.

"Now we are blood brothers," I said, grinning and squatting beside him. "We have killed together." I reached down to the pool of blood that was forming around the dead man's head and dipped my fingers in it. I smeared the blood first on his cheek, then on my own. This is real," I said, a guttural laugh like a growl at the back of my throat. He raised his hands, seeing the blood on them for the first time and his face darkened. This was critical. He could not lose faith now. I leaned my face close to his because this was between us alone. "You did what had to be done," I whispered, "and there is no shame in that. Now you are a warrior!" He stared at me, his face a confusion of exultation and despair. 

I got up and strode back to where my sword lay. Now I was cold and my side hurt like a bitch. I needed to rest for a little while as it healed, and so did he. The drum was quiet but it wouldn't stay that way.

I checked out the surroundings. Too open to be defendable. The old man gestured for my attention.

"Hurry! Come in the office, son," he said, motioning with his hand, and turned toward a door in the wall near rows of green oxygen bottles. If he was disturbed by what just happened, he hid it well. Byers was another matter. I picked up the fallen blanket and followed. There were electrical panels, at least three acetylene cylinders that I could see and a large number of oxygen bottles. I noted the thin, red-painted piping leading along the wall, up to the ceiling and into the rest of the building. The fire system. Behind me came Mulder, still breathing heavily from the exertion. He'll get over it eventually. He is still young.

Once we were inside the room, which appeared to be a machine shop with a kind of office space at the far end, the old man locked the door. I remembered him… yet, I did not. The face was warmly familiar, the half-memory quiet and gentle. This man had been kind to me. He would have my protection.

"I cannot remember your name," I said to him. There were pictures and photographs, little, personal things around the desk, flowers, a TV, a coffee pot. These were the remnants of the man's life. How life shrinks when we are old.

Mulder pulled the blanket closer about his shoulders. The high was wearing off and the fatigue was making itself felt. Byers stowed the two wet packs and the sword against the wall.  The shock was clear on his face but he was functioning.

"I ain't surprised you don't remember me," the old man said. "I never expected to see you again."

"This is Mr. Boone," Byers said defensively. I saw that he liked the old man; he had nothing to fear from me. He had probably never seen anyone killed before, especially not by people he thought of as friends, people he hade put his own life on the line for.  Now he was walking collateral damage.

Mulder was quiet. The shock of what happened was setting in. He'd learn – one way or the other. He was shivering; he probably had one hell of a headache as well, if my own was anything to go by. Still, discipline must prevail. That was just the appetizer. He had met the killer that lives inside… and it wore his own face and he liked it. That kind of knowledge can destroy a man.  

"You know who I've come for," I said to Mr. Boone. 

"I reckon I do," he said. It made him sad, I could see. Good men are always saddened by such things.  

"Where is he?"

"Got a little suite. He's probably there. Everybody else's gone home by now."

"Security?"

"A couple. They let some go. Don't need nobody to guard you no more, I guess." He smiled and patted my arm. He knew I must do what I came to do. "They're bringin' more on when the Corporation takes over but right now, there ain't hardly anybody here. Just two men on at night, and one at the gate."

I returned the smile. Yes, the voice was familiar, too.

"I can get you both some dry coveralls and something to wash off with," he said.

I nod acceptance. "Mr. Boone," I said. "I want you to do something for me."

There was no hesitation; he nodded. A good man to have at your back. 

"The old floor plan showed a corridor connecting this space with the others through the cafeteria. Is it still there?"

"It is. The walk-in freezer is here. They needed access to it for the kitchen."

"Walk-in freezer?" Mulder pipes up. "Mr. Boone, is there a body in there?"

"Funny you should ask that, son. I didn't see no body myself but I did see a big, metal crate that was big enough. They was right insistent about me loadin' it in there. Came in a refrigerator truck. They was laughin' and jokin' about it, sayin' it was some giant popsicle all the way from Seattle. I didn't see what was so funny, so they tol' me it was a body. I thought they was still jokin', havin' me on. But I learned long ago not to ask questions about stuff that didn't concern me and the paper work was right, so I put it in there like they tol' me. It's still there."

Mulder was smirking. He knew something I didn't.

I snap my head around. "What's he talking about?"

"So, the great General doesn't know it all!" he chuckled. His little show of heroism had made him cocky.

"Mulder..."  

"Touchy, aren't we?"

"Don't push it."

"You should know – it's one of yours." There was a distinct sneer in the voice. He could be allowed a little disrespect. It was an honest reaction.

"Seattle?... Oh, him." Now I remembered. The stupid git who came for MacLeod.  

"Yeah, him. Are there any others I don't know about?"

"Keep it up and there might be." Enough was enough.

Mulder chuckled again. He seemed to be losing it a little or he would not provoke me. Time to cut him some slack or he would be useless.

I laid a hand on Byers' shoulder and took him aside. "I want you to do something for me. Something easy." He nodded but didn't look up. He was afraid of me and wondering why he was doing this. "Help Mr. Boone pack up all his things here. They're his memories and they're important. And he won't be coming back here. Do it quickly."

"Okay." Still the downcast eyes.

"Look at me."

He hesitated but then looked up. I placed both hands on his shoulders and looked directly at him. "You've been an excellent lieutenant, John. Don't let any man ever say you are not full of courage."

He actually turned a little red but he smiled and his back straightened. There is no deceit in such men. They may seem weak, but when their backs are to the wall, they are worth their weight.

I turned back to the others. Mulder looked like shit. No doubt I did, too.

"What do you want me to do?" Mr. Boone asked. There was courage in his face; I wondered what his story was. I have been a slave, a prisoner and many other dreadful things, but I have never been black.

"I want you to shut down the pressure pump to the fire system and open the drain cock. Do you know where that is?"

"You want to disable the sprinklers?"

"Yes. Can you do that?"

"What are you up to?" Mulder asked. I ignored him.

"Sure," Mr. Boone said.

"Open the breaker to the freezer."

"Okay."

"What are you doing?" Mulder demanded.

"What do you want me to do?" Byers asked.

"Open the valves to all those oxygen and acetylene bottles out there. And then get out of here, fast and far. Is that clear?"

"You're turning the place into a bomb!" Mulder said with a snort of laughter. 

"You have a problem with that?"

"I do if I'm in it."

"You won't be. Trust me."

Mulder laughed. "Trust you. Sure."
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Metellus watched the sky darken over the Chesapeake, the high cirrus clouds tinged rose pink by the setting sun, and fingered the delicate rim of the crystal goblet. It was high tide. There would be a full moon tonight in a calm, clear sky and the bay would be at its most beautiful. He preferred the night. There was little human habitation along this stretch of coast and a great expanse of black water, no engine sounds, no electric lights, no motors to remind him of when he was. It was easier at night to forget that the world was now a teeming, indecent place, full of squalling humanity.    

His world was gone forever. He had had hopes at times. He had aligned himself with Mother Church and her Holy Roman Empire. After the Milvian Bridge, he had even believed… for a while. What a fool he had been! He had followed Emperor Constantine to the new Rome – Constantinople. And from Spain centuries later, he had waged his own Holy War, only to find that he fought in a burning building, betrayed by one fornicating, treacherous pope after another. Even that foul catamite, Tiberius, in his pleasure palace atop Capri had never pretended righteous piety while disgracing himself. Now, in this new, truly incredible time, Metellus had dared to dream new dreams. Now the empires were the empires of the marketplace, vast, all-consuming, hungry, and he would have built an empire to outlast them all. There was still time.

He had not thought of such things for a long time. Then Pierson had come along, so brave, so incomprehensibly old. It had been so long since he had heard Aramaic, his other childhood tongue. His Roman parents would hear only Latin spoken in their villa in the provinces, refusing to sully their mouths with the gutter language of the local plebeian population. 'It is one thing to rule them,' his father was fond of saying, 'but quite another to become one of them!' His father had always regarded service in the provinces as forced exile by his political enemies. He had not lived long enough to see his beloved Rome again but he had taken great pains to instill that love in his son. Young Quintus had been grateful for that, if for nothing else. He had always known exactly where his destiny lay.

And Pierson's Greek, oddly accented as it was, was so fluid, so… familiar. There were no familiar things left now. He had heard Latin again, Roman Latin, the language of Caesar and Cicero, not that clerical argot that grated on his ears. He would regret Pierson's death. Still, sacrifices must be made and time does not run backward.

It would not be an easy fight. Pierson was tall and built well for the business while Metellus, although tall for a Roman, nevertheless lacked the height and the reach. He had taken pains over the centuries to train with the broadsword against the event of a challenge but avoided it when he could. On those few occasions when the hunters found him, he had won, if not easily, at least honestly. The quickenings had always left him feeling filthy and sick, unclean and disgusted. This time…  No, this time would be different. Because Pierson was different. Pierson understood honor; he was not a hunter. When he came, it would be a challenge of honor, not a lust for power or for carnal desire. His quickening would be pure, exquisite and powerful. 

And he would come soon.  

***
How much longer was Pierson going to wait? He was pushing it. Mulder shivered but he was warmer. It was more shock than cold now. Lots of hot coffee had helped; so had washing in hot water and the crisp, dry coveralls Mr. Boone had materialized for them out of a stack of crumbling cardboard boxes. Nothing had made a dent in the pounding headache, however. He sighed and shifted on the box he was sitting on. Mr. Boone had also scrounged them a pair of work boots, socks and a watch cap for the sake of warmth. He laid his head on his arms and closed his eyes

They'd miss the suits soon. Or maybe not. They were city execs, here for a supervisory visit most likely. No secretary, no entourage. Just them and a shiny, black Beamer with tinted windows in the parking lot. He'd have held out for an Audi himself. Security probably couldn't give a rat's ass about them. He thought of the two crumpled bodies on the machine space floor. And he felt nothing. It hadn't been fun, exactly; that was a tiny compensation. But it had been raw and exhilarating and there was no remorse. He still believed it had been necessary, but something very basic inside him said that it had also been just. A court wouldn't see it that way, but right now, he couldn't give a shit. Skinner couldn't cover for him for this. They were dead. What he felt was not guilt but total, old-fashioned satisfaction and it actually felt pretty good. He would have to live with that.

And if he hadn't done it, Pierson would have. What he did, he had done in the                                      heat of the moment. Pierson's actions had been cold, deliberate, emotionless. He now realized the man was completely insane. But there was blood on his own hands, the kind that never washes off. What did that make him? He was never going to forget how he felt when Pierson dipped his fingers in the blood and smeared it on both their faces. "We are brothers," he had said. Nothing had ever made Mulder feel like that before. For perhaps the first time in his life, he had found approval on a deep level that he couldn't explain and he had felt immensely gratified, even content. A pledge had been made, a bond formed. He had passed some kind of initiation and it felt monumentally good. At the same time, he had been sickened. Now he felt nothing. Except that he still thought that getting laid was a damned good idea.

Pierson sat near him, silent again, just watching as Byers and Mr. Boone went about packing things up. He wore the watch cap and work socks with the close-fitting coveralls but had refused the boots. Mulder had spent the time thinking about Pierson's plan to blow the place up. At first he had wondered how Pierson planned to detonate the gas but then he'd remembered what he'd been told about the quickening. That ought to do it. By then, Mulder would be somewhere outside, watching and waiting to see what came through the door. The only thing he didn't know was how Pierson intended not to be blown to Kingdom Come along with it. 

Pierson stood up. "It's time."

***
One thing about coveralls, Mulder thought, they've got lots of pockets. Pockets were a good thing. They'd left the packs behind, of course. Pierson had been pissed at him for dropping the pry bar. There had been another one in Mr. Boone's tool box, and it now occupied a long, slim pocket down Mulder's leg. A nine millimeter, with the safety off, was snug in one back pocket; a cell phone occupied the other. It had been his own idea to include that in a plastic baggie; it hadn't been on Pierson's want list. It occurred to Mulder that such things weren't a high priority with someone who had spent most of his life without electricity or flush toilets. Pierson had retrieved the still-wet cord and wrapped it around his waist. Mulder hadn't asked what he wanted it for and he didn't care to use his imagination. What he really couldn't get used to was the sight of a man with a full-sized, naked broadsword in his hand. As far as he knew, Pierson was not carrying a gun. What he was carrying, somewhere, was that vicious-looking knife he had already used once today and a length of piano wire. Pierson evidently believed in using his own hands and being silent about it.

Mulder led the way into the corridor outside the machine space. He felt rather than heard the door close behind Pierson. His head was splitting and his legs were still rubbery. Man, he was not up for this! But that was just his body rebelling from the abuse. His gut wanted to be right there for the next round. The excitement was rising again, in spite of the fatigue. Oh, yeah. Bring it on. It ain't over 'til it's over.

Directly ahead was a service corridor to the cafeteria. The left wall was blank and the right 'wall' was a row of windows looking out on the bay. Night had fallen.  

The corridor branched left. According to Mr. Boone, it joined up with two other corridors, both of which led through the central section of the huge building, past the labs. And past where Pierson had been kept, the place which had been known to the guards as 'the cell block'. Mulder wondered whether Pierson would recognize any of it. For Pierson's sake, he hoped not.  

Byers had told them that the corporation intended to install a full security system, with 24-hour camera surveillance when they took over, which was scheduled for the following week. It was just as well Pierson's lust for revenge couldn't wait; it was now or probably never.    

There would be nowhere to hide. If they encountered a guard, the plan was to have Mulder brazen it out as a temp worker coming from the machine space, looking for the way to the cafeteria for a late bite of something. They'd left the watch caps behind, his hair was dry and he didn't smell too bad; the coveralls and boots should help to allay suspicion. Chances were that, with nothing to guard and a lot of time on their hands, the security men were playing cards somewhere, shooting the breeze over donuts. It's what he'd be doing. They could only hope. But the guard had to be eliminated one way or another, not just bypassed. He was okay with that. Maybe that was what the rope was for.

Mulder would have to take the lead. If Pierson was recognized, the hue and cry would go up and it would be game over. He felt Pierson's hand on his shoulder. "Take it one corridor at a time and signal me."

Mulder nodded and turned into the corridor. Smith should be in the far end of the building. They didn't have to find him, exactly; just get close enough. Mulder found that disquieting. How did you sneak up on an enemy who could feel you coming fifty feet away? The only comforting thought was that Smith would not be able to feel him. Chalk one up for the mortals. The catch was that, if he should encounter Smith himself, Mulder was dead meat unless he was prepared to kill without hesitation. He was prepared – the guy was Immortal, what did it matter? – but it was a dangerous game any way he sliced it. He patted the gun in his back pocket for reassurance and blew out a sigh.

He reached the first corner and looked back. Pierson nodded at him. Go ahead. He rounded the corner. No-one. So far, so good. He gestured for Pierson to join him.  

The next corridor, a right turn, was long but there was an alcove about half-way down, with a sign that read: 'Washrooms'. He stepped out boldly and walked toward it. He was about to duck into the alcove when he heard the sound of a toilet flushing. Someone was using it. Fuck it! Holding a warning hand up to Pierson, he dashed past the alcove and flattened himself against the wall. Pierson was moving silently over the polished linoleum tiles toward him. Behind the washroom door, the someone was whistling and Mulder heard the sound of a towel dispenser. Footsteps. Any second now.

He heard the door swing open. He was ready. Just as a head passed into view, Pierson gave a low whistle. The man, in a security guard's uniform, spun toward the sound without seeing Mulder. Pierson let out a low, guttural chuckle from the back of his throat.  

"Hold it!" the guard barked, pulling his gun out and aiming it at Pierson's chest.

Pierson kept coming, slowly, deliberately, a feral grin distorting his features, the sword held firmly but not raised in threat.  

Behind the guard, Mulder's hand went to his gun. Then he changed his mind. He should have thought to bring a silencer. Instead, his fingers reached for the bar.

"Holy fuck!" the guard gasped in recognition. "Stay where you are!"

Pierson shook his head, still grinning, and kept coming. Slowly. Inexorably.  

"Drop that thing or I'll shoot!" the guard yelled.

Pierson spread his arms wide – and kept coming.

Mulder brought the bar crashing down on the guard's skull, toppling him. The gun fell to the floor and spun away. Pierson placed his foot on the neck of the guard as he lay face down. There was blood on the guard's head but he was alive. He groaned slightly and moved under Pierson's foot.

"Is he one of them?" Mulder asked quietly.

Pierson nodded slowly. The maniacal grin had been replaced by a look of immense sadness, but only momentarily. Keeping his foot where it was, his breathing deepening, Pierson lifted the sword, both hands gripping the hilt. His features twisted with rage as he raised the sword vertically and, with a battle yell that curdled Mulder's blood, plunged it into the body at his feet, slicing through bone and flesh and pinning it through the heart to the tile beneath. Breathing in great heaves, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes.  

Mulder waited while the rage subsided and Pierson's breathing eased. Pierson had taken no pleasure in it. He stood immobile, hands still gripping the hilt of the sword, resting on it, strained and weary. If this was revenge, it had not been savage. If anything, it had been merciful. It was what Pierson needed to do and Mulder understood. Down to the core of his being, he understood. Pierson had done what had to be done and there was something infinitely honorable in that. And it was taking everything Pierson had left. If it had been him…? He didn't know. He hoped he never had to find out.  

One down.

A walkie-talkie lying half-way across the corridor floor crackled to life. "Hey, Callahan! Quit playing with yourself and get your butt back here!"

There was no need for words. Pierson heaved the sword out of the fallen guard and nodded to Mulder. It was thanks and it was enough.

"Callahan! Don't make me come looking for you."  

Mulder picked up the walkie-talkie and shut it off before slipping it into a pocket. Together, they walked the rest of the corridor.  

The door to one of the labs was wide open and Mulder glanced inside. In it was a hospital bed, neatly made up, waiting. Leather restraints hung loosely from the sides. The sight sent a chill shudder through his gut. He'd been there. It wasn't something he was in a hurry to remember. But it hadn't driven him into a killing rage. Was it that bed? Probably. Whatever had happened in that bed, in that room – in this building – had been enough to free the demons that lived inside this ancient soul and unleash hell on the perpetrators. Mulder had no pity for them. They had it coming. Had Pierson seen it and remembered? He glanced at the straight, iron figure beside him and saw the jaw muscles tighten. The lean face was haggard and tired but relentless.

The end of the corridor branched to the left this time. In the center were a set of double doors. Frohike had mentioned double doors when he recounted his adventures after rescuing Pierson. The offices should be beyond them, then living quarters at the far end of the building. Somewhere to their right was the cafeteria. They had no way of knowing where the second guard was but if he could be trapped anywhere, it had to be here.  

Standing directly in front of the doors, Mulder took the walkie-talkie from his pocket and switched it on. Pierson pressed himself against the wall to one side of the doors.  

"Hey, Sparky!" Mulder said into the mike.  

"Callahan?"

"Nope."

"What's going on? Who's that?"

"Come and find out."

There was silence from the radio. Mulder returned it to his pocket, crossed his arms over his chest and waited. It was good to be alive!

He didn't have to wait long. The guard appeared on the run, gun in hand, but stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Mulder through the glass. Mulder grinned. Hell, this was like shooting fish in a barrel.  

Come get me, asshole.  

The guard leveled his weapon at Mulder's chest and approached the doors. Mulder stayed where he was, eyes front, feet planted. The guard reached the doors and pulled one open but stayed where he was. He was big. Exactly what Mulder had expected.   

"Who the hell are you?"

"Just trying to find a vending machine," Mulder replied brightly. He backed up and raised his hands.  

Come on in, the water's fine.
"Where'd you come from?" Still no movement.

Mulder jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "Back there." He backed up further.  

"Freeze!"

"Fine." Mulder smiled and stood still.

Here, kitty, kitty.

The guard took a step into the doorway, then another.  

Just a little more.  

"You working with that old nigger?"

Oh, you have so got this coming, bucko! Just another step.
"Just a temp." The guard's name tag read 'Davis'. "ID's in my pocket."  

Come and get it!
And he was in. Mulder just had time to see light glint off the wire before the loop came down over the guard's head and was drawn taut. The man dropped the gun immediately, his hands flying to his neck, fingers scrabbling to gain purchase on the wire as it cut into his flesh. His eyes bulged and his mouth opened wide. There was no sound except for the scuffling feet and grasping hands as the tongue grew black and thick. The body jerked and the legs kicked convulsively. Mulder turned his face away until he heard the heavy body drop to the floor with a dull thump. When he looked up again, Pierson was bent over the dead man, knife in hand, the fingers of his left hand curled into the hair. Without looking at Mulder, he yanked the head back, stared into the dead eyes, and sliced open the man's throat. Then he sheathed the knife, knelt by the body, dipped his hand in the blood and smeared it over the right half of his face.

Mulder retched but kept it down. He had not been prepared for that. This time, it had been past hate, past rage. This had been payback for something beyond his comprehension. Pierson's face was stone. There had been no satisfaction here, no exultation over a fallen enemy, only a score settled, a debt paid. Mulder could only guess what the debt was. And he would never ask.
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"Go now," I said, standing up. I made no attempt to wipe the blood off my hands. "From here, it is my fight and mine alone."

He nodded slowly. The man looked ill. He had done well but it had taken everything he had and he had not wavered. A true warrior. It was good to find a brother.

"I …" He shook his head wearily; the drawn face was sad. It was as it should be.

"Get as far from the building as you can," I told him. "I know you will do whatever has to be done. Do not hesitate."

"Good luck."

I placed my left hand on his shoulder. "Go."

He nodded, straightening himself, and turned away.  

I watched him disappear around a corner then I pulled off the socks and dropped them beside the body; I would need the purchase of bare feet on the tile floor. I liked the feel; it gave me a lightness and a freedom that would serve me well. The human body was made for this, made for killing.

I retrieved the sword and raised it, my eyes closed. I breathed deeply and evenly, willing my heart to slow.

.. beat the heat, sweet sleep ..

It was too soon to sleep.  

I brought the sword to my lips and kissed the blade. We had work to do.

One more time. 
I lowered the sword and pushed aside the glass doors. My heartbeat was strong and steady within me and I cocked my head to catch the slightest sound; my hearing becomes exquisite when I hunt. My vision was sharp; objects were bright and stark. It is always this way and I had missed it. I walked silently through the doorway, letting it swing closed behind me.

… come to me, sing to me … where are you, you bastard?…
I paused before deciding my direction, feeling for the telltale vibrations in my head. Nothing. Did it matter? I had only to get close enough. The enemy was here and he was waiting.

The sword felt so good in my hand again. I walked slowly, one step at a time, aware of every muscle, my bare feet silent on the tile. It had been much too long since I hunted; it was past time.  

… oh, the sweetness…

The adrenaline rush was on; the first tinges of the killing high excited me. I had kept my rage within bounds until now; this was different. Those were mere appetizers to the main feast, morsels to whet the appetite. Now I could let the beast roam…

I padded lightly down the corridor. Soon now.

…sing to me, come to me; I am your destruction…

The corridor branches and I took it.

My head hurt.

.. coming to take you away, hey, hey!…

A sound, a buzz, a tingling in the brain stem… 

I took a few steps further; the tingling increased. I hefted the sword; its grip was made for my hand, its balance was reassuring. The corridor branched again. There were windows here, windows which looked out into the blackness of the night. An image of the floor plan came to mind and I knew where I was; I must go left, go toward the buzzing in my brain.

… come to me; sing to me…

… oranges and lemons… 
It grew stronger, the singing in my ears swelling to match it. The pounding in my head was worse.

… you owe me five farthings… you owe me!…
I moved silently down the corridor, excitement lightening my step.

… here comes the chopper ..
The buzzing filled ears. He was here. The throbbing in my head and the beating of my heart were drumbeats to which my whole body responded and I remembered how it used to be; I once lived for this. My movements took on a rhythm …

Another turn and an open door part way down the corridor. Light streamed from it. The noise in my head was centered there; there was no question. It was at hand.  

… to everything… there is a time…

A shadow broke the beam of light; a silhouette moved into the doorway. A right hand, holding a sword, a head and shoulders…

"We meet again," said a voice from my nightmares.

Metellus stepped boldly into the corridor.

"I am here for you, Roman!" I snarled and bared my teeth.

"I've been expecting you." And he smiled. "You never disappoint." 

He stood in the center of the corridor, arrogant, confident, feet apart, a nondescript but utilitarian broadsword in his right hand. He wore a neat golf shirt, which emphasized a muscular chest and arms; on his feet were tennis shoes for easy movement. He was shorter than I am by half a head but he was much fitter and rested. It would not be easy. "A little cramped in here for this, don't you think?" he said. spreading his arms. He was taunting me, tempting me to strike now.

I chuckled deep in my throat. The buzzing was gone but my head kept up its pounding rhythm; it was hard to think.   

He gestured at the walls. "I would suggest somewhere more… conducive."

I spread my own arms and shrugged. "Die wherever you choose."

"Shall we take this outside?"

Did he think me a fool? "Not in the dark. I want to see your face when I take your head."

He looked me over from head to foot and chuckled. The message was clear: respect for the man was second to contempt for the barbarian. He was Roman to the core. I remembered how I hate Romans.  

"Then, if you would care to follow me?" he said, gesturing behind him.

I nodded. He turned abruptly, insulting me by presenting his back, daring me to strike. I chose to ignore it for the moment but I would not forget. He would regret his contempt. He would insult me, but there would be no trickery; that was not his way – he was completely predictable. I chuckled to myself; arrogance can only end in destruction and that destruction was mine.

He walked ahead purposefully and I followed, biding my time.

"I see by the state you're in that you have disposed of the guards," he said and laughed. "I'm sorry I could not be there; I would have enjoyed that."

… rejoice not in the death of an enemy…

He turned down a corridor and I followed a safe distance behind. He was predictable; that did not mean that I should be a fool. A sign read: "Cafeteria". Good. There would be space enough there.

"I am obliged to you," he said over his shoulder. "I was going to get rid of them myself – they knew far too much. But I thought you'd enjoy a little revenge." He chuckled.

…he that rejoices in the death of an enemy is bloodthirsty…
"You would not have been disappointed," I replied.

… an eye for an eye, blood for blood… 

"I'm quite sure. How is Mr. Mulder?"

"Safe."

"Glad to hear it. He does realize he's next, I take it?"

The doors to the cafeteria were ahead. He pushed his way through them, without glancing back. They stayed open while I went in behind him. He spun around to face me. "Crowded in here."  He smiled.

Without taking his eyes from him, I shoved a table to one side, overturning a chair. "We can do something about that." I picked up another chair and flung it against a wall. The rhythm of my heart increased with the satisfying crash.

… move it, do it…

In seconds, the big room was open space and we both took up a guarded stance.

"I like the face thing, by the way," he remarked casually. "Suits you."

"I don't remember you being so small," I sneered. My head was screaming at me.

… use it or lose it…

"You don't look at all well," he said, narrowing his eyes.

Now!
I threw myself at him, bringing the sword down in a two-handed stroke that would have carved the man in half but it was blocked effectively, but it forced him backward against a table, which moved under him, dropping him to the floor. He rolled just in time to avoid being skewered by a downward thrust. I let out a howl and yanked the sword out of the tile. He was already back on his feet. Age hadn't robbed him of agility.

I roared as the adrenaline surged. Oh, yes! This was where I belonged! This was what I survived for! You are a dead man!

He hunched over a little too much, too long used to shield and short sword. I noted the mistake.

…we're none of us perfect…
We circled, getting each other's measure.

"How did you get in? I had that hatch welded shut."

"I have friends."

…such friends you have had, long gone…

"They won't survive you long."

… they're waiting for you…

He charged, bringing the sword upwards in a powerful arc, the momentum swinging him around into a horizontal stroke that forced me to leap backwards to avoid it. The tip of the blade sliced through the coveralls and drew blood from my chest. I ignored the pain and countered with a thrust over the swing that barely missed my shoulder. We both meant to kill.

My vision blurred momentarily and I shook my head to clear it. I was not at my best. He chuckled deep in his throat. He hadn't missed the significance of the gesture. I rushed at him; he parried. Thrust met block, bodies strained for advantage. He had the weight but not the reach; I had the height and skill but I was badly weakened. I was forced to fight an offensive battle, the better to have it over quickly…

…when weak, attack…
… relying on agility and speed to pounce should any advantage open itself. It was exhilarating – but draining. I had to stay on the balls of my feet, dipping and twisting, conserving energy as best I could.

He blocked my thrusts by sheer immovability, his own strokes powerful but brought up too short with no follow-through. He must have been deadly as a legionary but it limited his broadsword technique.

I dodged them easily at first but less so as I tired. The noise in my head was wearing on my nerves and I was breathing very heavily. I had over-estimated and it would have to be soon. He knew it. That he was tiring I didn't doubt; it was just taking him longer. Too long. I swung wide, barely able to control the stroke and his answering thrust narrowly missed my throat as I dodged sideways. His thrust overbalanced him and I used the advantage to bring down a vicious smash of the hilt onto his head. He sprawled forward onto the floor and rolled clear of the inevitable stab of my sword. He was breathing hard but he was still in the game. He was bleeding from a long slash to his leg.

We stared at each other as we caught our breath, ready for the next onslaught. A wave of dizziness overtook me and my knees buckled. There was not much left. It would end soon, one way or another but oh, it was sweet, so good to be here again, my beloved sword in my hands, excitement shrieking in my ears, the blood throbbing through my weary heart. But I could not go on much more. It was nearly over.

… being alive!… being alive!… 

Low laughter rose unbidden from my throat.  

.…end it!…
Dying is not so hard. I've done it a thousand times. Best time to die, when life is singing its seductive song in every nerve ending. Terrible thing, Life, eater of souls, devourer of hopes. A siren call to the unwary.  

…there's the respect that makes calamity of so long life… 

So beautiful, so deadly! So tired.

…who will weep for you?…
…they're waiting for you…
"You are one nasty son of a bitch, you know that," I said between pants.

"Takes one to know one," he replied, his breathing choppy.  

"Finish this."

With the last of my strength, I raised the sword and charged, wailing a battle cry. He dodged at the last instant, bringing his sword around in a powerful arc that connected with my blade and tore it from my hand. Momentum carried me forward and sent me tumbling into the tables. I righted myself in time to dive for the fallen weapon but it was too late. The point of Metellus' sword was at the base of my throat. 

I spread my arms, leaned my head back and laughed.
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  Mulder crossed the space behind the building on the run. The door had been easy enough to find, following Mr. Boone's instructions. He'd fallen out of it more than gone through it, more anxious to leave it all behind than find a place of safety. He was exhausted, his head was splitting. In the farthest corner of the open space, at the very edge of the flat, gravel expanse was the fence, and at the foot of the fence was a ditch. He threw himself into it and breathed heavily. After a few minutes of blessed immobility, he took stock.

The headache was probably from the cold water, he thought. He'd been dunked in cold water more than once and it always gave him a real bangeroo. He'd get over that. He put his hand to his forehead and felt the beginnings of fever; it came as no surprise. He was otherwise unharmed – except for the nightmares which were going to plague him for a long time to come, he was sure. It hadn't hit him yet, but it would. Maybe an hour from now, maybe a week, a year, but it would come. Sometimes it cut the rug out from under you in the space of a bad dream, and sometimes you didn't notice that you were sinking until you came up for air. Or woke up in a hospital bed in five point restraints. For the moment, he just needed to breathe. And rest. It wasn't over yet. Despite the warmness in the early summer air, he was shivering, going into shock. The human body had an amazing capacity for holding out until the crisis was over but it always paid the price in the end. Whatever was going to happen had better happen soon or he would be useless. He even considered using the cell phone to let Scully know what was happened. And decided against it. It was his show. His and Pierson's. It was nobody else's business.

He raised his head above ditch level to see what he could see, propping his back against the fence. There was a block of lights on in the near end of the building. He was too far away and too low down to see anything. It was about where the cafeteria was on the hastily scribbled map Mr. Boone had made. It had fire doors; that would conform to regulations. It occurred to him that if a sword fight was going to happen, that was probably the place. It needed space, didn't it? That was one of the few things he'd only ever seen on television. Which meant that, whichever one of them emerged, it would be from there. When it all went kaboom, the ditch should protect him. Should.  

Fire. There was going to be one hell of a fire. He really didn't want to think about any of the rest of it. Maybe in another life, he'd actually give a shit. All he could think of was fire.

He leaned his head back against the fence and shut his eyes.
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Metellus could hardly contain the rush of sweet triumph. Ever since Pierson disappeared, he had dreamed of this. Now the enemy stood before him, exhausted, head back, throat exposed to Metellus' sword, making no attempt to deny his defeat, accepting it as Metellus would have himself, even laughing. The nobility in the savage face spoke for itself. This quickening would be such sweet ecstasy. It had been a long time. He would postpone the moment to heighten the anticipation which was already thrilling through his nerves.  

This was not the Adam Pierson who had been his 'guest'. As Metellus had known all along, that was a mask. This was his true face, the madman behind the civilized veneer. The blood on Pierson's face did not surprise him. The deliberate smear was barbaric but then, the man was a Celtic barbarian, as he had suspected. He had fought their howling hordes with Caesar in Britain and Gaul and knew their savagery only too well. They were marvelous fighters! This one would have made a fine gladiator. Any school would have paid a fine sum for such as him. So tall and light on his feet. How the matronae would have loved him, high-born sluts! If he had been fit, Metellus would not have stood a chance against him. However the guards had died, it had been messy, judging by the blood splashed across the coveralls. He had almost certainly used his own hands, not a gun. No, he did not disappoint. It would be sweet indeed.

"You know what to do," he said quietly. It was necessary to maintain dignity at such a moment. Pierson had certainly earned that. Barbarian that he was, he was intelligent, educated and honorable. He would not sully the moment by behaving badly.  

Chuckling in the back of his throat, eyes half closed, the big barbarian sank to his knees but maintained a straight back. His breathing was ragged. There was nothing left.

Metellus kept the point of the sword at his enemy's throat.

"What is your name?"

Pierson laughed. He feared nothing; but Metellus had known that. "I might consider letting you live."

"Fuck you."

Metellus chuckled. This was most entertaining. "I thought not. I'd have been disappointed if you'd bargained for your life. We've been here before."

"Save your breath," Pierson replied, a smile on his lips. "The answer is still no."  

"Magnificent!"  

"Get on with it. I'm tired."

"'Get on with it.' That's what you said the first time we spoke. Do you remember?"

Pierson's balance faltered for a moment. "Not really." He was completely exhausted.

"Did you really think you could win?"

Silence, punctuated only by the sound of harsh breathing.  

"You betrayed me, yet you are a worthy opponent," Metellus said with dignity. "The sin demands your death; your courage demands that it be honorable. I will make it clean."

Metellus was struck by the utter poignancy of the moment. This fine specimen had overcome all obstacles to come to this final point, had killed with his own hands, had fought to his last breath and was still unbowed even as he awaited the killing blow, back straight, head held proudly. Such men were so few now. Once they brought Rome to her knees. And the painted madman now knelt at his feet, bloody and beautiful, the last of the despoilers. For you, O Rome …

He raised the sword high and breathed deeply. Oh, ecstasy unspeakable…

"May God have mercy on your soul!"

***
Metellus raised his arms, so sure in his victory, too besotted with the blood madness to see anything. My hand slipped under the rope about my waist. If he had not been blinded by his own arrogance, he would have seen. My fingers found what they sought. At the height of the stroke, I plunged the knife into the unprotected solar plexus and upward to the heart. The sword clattered to the tiles and Metellus sank to his knees. You should have seen, Roman; you should have seen.

"You have betrayed me…," he gasped, clutching at my shoulder.

.. surprise! .. 

"You fought with a shield too long," I said quietly, gazing into his face, pleased to see agony there. "You never learned what the other hand was for." And I twisted the blade. 

As the light died in his eyes, I opened my hand. The body crumpled to the floor, the knife still in place.

I pushed myself to my feet, raised my arms and threw head back. The howl was straight from hell. I began to whirl, around and around and around, shaking my head, letting the sound fill the room, reverberate from the walls, repeat the triumph in my ears in skull-splitting joy, my bare feet drumming out a rowdy dance. It had been so long!

Ha-ya! Ha-ya! Ha-ya! Ha-ya! Ha-ya-a-a-a-a!

A chair hit the wall and split.

.. I am Death! Death! Death! ..
A table overturned with a crash.

.. I am Death! Death! Death! Death! ..
A bottle flew into a window and smashed.

.. Death! Death! Death! Death! De..e..e..e..ath! ..
I fell to my back on the floor, laughing.  

I lay quiet, my eyes squeezed shut against the light, panting, bloody hands resting on my chest. I must rest.

.. rest, rest ..
It was not over.

.. now I lay me down to sleep that knits up my bones ..
Every muscle screamed but I must finish it …

Slowly, so slowly, I got to my knees; my breathing was difficult and painful. So tired. The body lay where it fell.

.. you look so small .. not a king at all ..
I unwrapped the cord from around my waist. I heaved the body onto a chair in a sitting position and tied the hands behind the chair; I wrapped the rope tightly around the arms, fastening them securely. I was sweating profusely by the time I was done, my hands slippery from the sweat and the blood. My head was pounding again.  

.. must rest ..
I picked up the sword, pulled the knife out of the body, sat on the floor in front of it and waited. When the life breath returned, I held the point of the sword at my enemy's throat. How I hated him!

"What do you intend to do, barbarian?" he asked with a sneer when he had recovered sufficiently to speak.

.. to everything there is a time ..
I chuckled. "I'll let you guess." 

You should fear me, Roman!

"I am ready."

I got to my feet, the sword point still at his throat, the knife in my other hand. My own breathing was steadier but still rough. Standing made the pain in my head worse.

"I've thought about this," I hissed at him. I walk slowly around him, my sword point tracing a bloody line around his throat. He sat stoically, unflinching, the line healing even as the blood trickled into his shirt collar. I walked around him three times, the mystic number, the number of the witnesses, the number of the gods, trailing the sword around his neck. "When you look at me, Roman," I said, thrusting my face close and looking deep into those black eyes, "what do you see?"

He turned his face away and closed his eyes but said nothing.

"Answer me!" I roared and struck him across the face with the flat of the sword. Blood welled from a deep cut across the cheek.

"Nothing! I see nothing!"

I bared my teeth. "Liar!" I yelled and struck him again.  

.. liar, liar ..

"I see barbarian filth!" The hatred distorted the bloodied features; he hated as much as I did. "I thought you were a man I could admire, a man of dignity and learning, but now I see what you are. You are no better than the rest of that filthy horde of cutthroats!"

I laughed low in the throat. The truth at last. "I am everything you ever hated, everyone you have ever killed. This blood," I said, touching my face, "is the blood of thousands!"

.. this is my body, this is my blood ..
I bent my face close again. "I am your worst nightmare. I know what you are. I know where you live!"

"I am prepared."

I cocked my head and grinned. "We'll see."

"There is nothing you can do to me …"

" .. that you haven't already done to someone else? That's what makes it so interesting." I straightened and brought the sword point once more to his throat. "I've had a little practice, myself," I said.

"Then get on with it!"

"With what? Something like this?" And I brought the sword point across his chest, slicing open the shirt but leave the skin intact. The muscles of his jaw tightened. Was that a little fear?    

A moment of dizziness interrupted my thoughts. I shook my head to clear it but that made the pain worse. I must end this.

.. don't wait, too late ..
I walked behind the chair. "I wanted to make you scream," I whispered in his ear, "the way you've made others scream. But that's not possible, is it?"

Silence.

"I cause you pain, you will bear it in silence and think it an honor. Why should I feed your honor?"

I straightened and put the knife in its sheath, lay the sword blade on his shoulder and brought the edge against his neck. His breathing increased. There would be no rejoicing in this. 

"When you heard them scream as they burned, did you rejoice?" I asked.

"I never rejoiced! Never! It was to save their souls! They had betrayed their faith. It was honorable."

.. so are they all, all honorable men ..
The pain in my head was becoming unbearable. Why did they all talk about honor? There was always another one and it was always the same. Like serpents on the head of the Medusa …  

"There are so many of you…" I said quietly.  

.. me used to be angry young man ..
"I can't fight you all," I said and the sadness overwhelmed me.

.. me hiding me head in the sand .. 

"So … I'm just going to take your head."

.. filling me up with your rules ..
"Not tied in this chair. Not from behind!"

.. beat the heat, sweet sleep ..
"Allow me some dignity!"

Dignity? What did dignity have to do with it? "You won't let me be free … " So tired. I planted my feet firmly on the tiles and raised the sword ...

"Filthy barbarian garbage!"

.. good night, sleep tight ..
"I allowed you that much!"

… and brought it down with all the strength I had left.  

Before the head hit the floor, I launched myself, sword in hand, toward the fire doors. There was a table in the way and I overturned it with a crash. As I leaned heavily on the bar, the fire alarm sounded its piercing wail, adding to the din in my head. I pushed the doors open and stumble through them into the night. The first mists of the quickening swirled about my legs as I staggered away from the doomed building, away from the lights, away from the shrieking siren into the blessed darkness.

The misty fingers enveloped my body and shoulders but I stumbled on. Static crackled in the air around me. A few more steps and my knees buckled, sending me tumbling headlong into the gravel but before the first bolt hit me, the great white bird spread its wings and flew away.
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Mulder sat propped against the fence, arms wrapped across his chest. He was shaking from shock and the fever was advancing rapidly. He chuckled to himself – kinda put the kibosh on a good lay! Scully … he really didn't give a shit what Scully thought. What happened was between him and Pierson; any consequences were on his head. He'd take whatever came.

And Pierson? They'd lock him in a rubber room and throw away the fucking key! If he survived. And if he didn't? Mulder didn't want to consider that possibility. Oh, Smith was a dead man. He had no problem with that, not at this point. He could already be charged legitimately with four counts of first degree murder. One more didn't seem to make a lot of difference. But Pierson …  At least, if it happened in there, he wouldn't have to see the bastard's head roll. He'd rather remember him the way he'd last seen him, that angular, stone face smeared in the blood of an enemy. Mulder had known at that instant that Pierson had not lied about his past. How could he look at a face like that and not believe every word?  

He was sure blowing the place up had not been part of Pierson's original plan. In fact, the guy seemed to have been making it up as he went along. Not a comforting thought but it was over now. Over except for the big bang. And the fire. The place was going to go up with the biggest fireball since 'Independence Day'. But that would be at the far end of the building. Not here. It wouldn't all go at once. He would be safe here near the cafeteria. Or would he? A cafeteria had a kitchen … and kitchens had … propane. If there were tanks in there, and it was a very good possibility, they would explode as soon as they got hot enough. And that whole wall would explode with them, collapsing outward in one fiery nightmare. If it blew while Pierson was there … 

And Mulder was going to be right there with a front row seat. He hugged himself, his breathing becoming rapid, ragged, and tried not to think about it. The howling headache twanged on taut nerves.

Movement through the lighted windows of the cafeteria caught his attention. He strained to hear anything but it was too far away, nor could he distinguish the two figures within the room. But he saw light flash on what could be swords. It had started. He lay down in the ditch and watched intently over the edge. How long was this supposed to take? In Pierson's condition, probably not too long. Then what? He'd know soon enough.

After what seemed like forever, he heard a crash from inside the building, then something hit the window. Whoa! Something had happened. Any time now. What if this quickening thing happened in there? He heard someone howling like a banshee.

He waited for what seemed like forever. Come on! Come on! Let's get this over with!

He saw the flash of metal and a few seconds later, the cafeteria fire door flew open and a fire alarm split the night silence. A tall, lean figure crashed through it, staggered several yards, the sword still in his hand.  

Mulder's first impulse was to rush to the rescue and he was half way out of the ditch before he stopped himself. –  'He tried to help me and got hurt … Now it's your turn.'  –  It was against this moment that Pierson revealed so much of himself. Mulder stayed where he was, half standing, one hand on the edge of the ditch, waiting, wondering, the steady din of the fire alarm reverberating in his head, jangling already strained nerves. He saw a mist flow through the doors as if they were not there, white, ethereal, without form or substance but with a life of its own. It sought Pierson, moved up his legs as he stumbled toward Mulder, enveloped his body. A few more yards and Pierson sprawled headlong, almost invisible in the whiteness. It seemed to lift him from the gravel, force him to his feet. Pierson's arms raised themselves, the sword held aloft like a lightning rod. 

The first lightning bolt was small but it hit Pierson straight in the chest and he staggered back from it. It horrified Mulder, fascinated him, but it was not enough to make him forget about the gas waiting inside the huge shed at the far end of the building. How much bigger could this get? The second bolt was much bigger. Pierson doubled up, dropping to all fours. Mulder screamed and flung himself face down into the ditch, arms over his head. The third came almost immediately. The air crackled with static. A heavy bolt hit the ground somewhere; gravel sprayed high into the air. Another hit the building. Mulder gripped his head, shaking in abject terror.  

The whole sky seemed to light up, the charged air spinning upward, sucking in the atmosphere around it. A moan escaped from Mulder's throat and he pulled his knees to his chest. No! Not fire! He smelled ozone. But he could not shut out the light from the bolts or the sound of Pierson's screams. His body rocked itself, fear jamming his thoughts.

A tremendous roar shook the earth, the air became searing white light. The heat from the blast sent wave after wave of hot air over Mulder as it traveled across the ground almost before the roar of the explosion deafened him for several seconds. The terror hit him hard, like a hand shaking a rag doll, and he screamed. A yellow-red glow reached his eyes through the flesh of his hands. He pressed his head against the earth of the ditch, rocking, screaming. Light, heat, sound, fear became white noise in his brain, fused with the sound of his screams and became one, became him … It devoured him, its appalling breath searing him, body and soul. 

Through the flames raging in his mind, came an image. It had piercing eyes and an angular face, smeared with the blood of an enemy. He stopped screaming. Something he had to do...    

.. Now we are blood brothers ..

… whimpering, he uncurled himself.  

.. Tell me what you see, Agent! .. 
He dared to see over the edge of the ditch ... and looked into the mouth of hell.  

.. Get it together! ..

He grabbed his head again and crouched back down, moaning a soft, sad moan.  

.. Tell me what you see, Agent!
Pierson … lying there … unmoving. Just lying there! 

.. Get up! Move! Oh, please, move! ..
A window shattered from the heat with a sharp crack! like a gunshot. Mulder recoiled, shrieking. Then another.  

.. Move, damn you! Oh, shit! .. 

.. Help me! It's your turn! ..
.. Oh, God! Oh, God! .. can't let him burn! Come on, you son of a bitch! Move! .. .. can't do this .. move! CAN'T DO THIS!  Please don't make me! ..  

Another window blew.

He raised himself above the level of the ditch but as the heat struck him, he dropped back against the cool earth. He really couldn't do this. 

.. Not fire! Anything but fire! ..  

.. What do you see, Agent?.. 

"No, no, no, no, no, …"  

.. Now we are blood brothers! ..

"I can't do this! Please don't make me!"

.. Yes, you can, Agent! .. I fought for my life .. Don't let me burn! .. Your courage is not in question ..

Walls of heat, jigging flames crackling, wailing alarms, the song of terror .. 

The fire howled, glass exploded, hot air raged upward in spinning columns.  

.. I'm coming for you ..

… stumbling over Pierson, crumpling to his knees...  

No time! No time! No time!   

… scrabbling for purchase on Pierson's collar with one hand …

.. don't let me burn! ..

… the body moving ...  

.. now we are blood brothers .. 
… crawling back toward the ditch, dragging his brother… 
Part 13

1

BETHESDA HOSPITAL

THREE WEEKS LATER

Clad in a terry cloth robe over a hospital gown, Mulder sat in the big armchair facing the window of the day room of the psych ward. He liked it here, seven floors up, looking over the tops of the big chestnut trees. Scully wanted to see him. He had refused to see her before now, without offering any explanation. It was the patient's choice up here, not the visitor's.  

She'd been to see him before he woke up finally, woke up to the real world, that is. They  treated him for third degree burns and pneumonia but there wasn't much they could do for his state of mind until he became coherent. It was necessary to restrain him when he woke up screaming, they told him. Not that he remembered any of it. It also kept him from ripping at the bandages and the IV needle. Some of it was fever-induced delirium. But not all. Not by a long shot. They had him on antibiotics, pain killers and heavy doses of tranquilizers. He slept a lot.  

Now she was at the reception desk, waiting, and he had consented to a visit. Might as well get it over with. His right hand, still bandaged, was giving him a bad time. Time for meds soon and he could take a nap. He heard the nurse's voice behind him but didn't turn around. He didn't feel like it.

"Mulder?" Scully's voice said. A hand was placed tentatively on one shoulder. He didn't respond. She pulled a chair beside him and sat down. 

"Mulder, I don't know what to say… um… you don't have to talk to me if you don't want to."

"Say what you have to say, Scully," he replied. He didn't look at her, intent on the scene outside the window on this beautiful summer day.

Scully sighed and sat back in the chair. "Why won't you see anyone? We're all worried sick."

And that was exactly why he didn't want to see anyone. He was in no mood to plaster on a happy face just to make everybody else feel better. Fuck 'em. She was watching him. She would have no more luck getting through to him than the psychiatrist had. Unless he chose, and he didn't choose.

"What happened?" she asked.

"You tell me."

"Mulder, that's not an answer."

"That wasn't a real question." He closed his eyes. "Did you bring me some coffee?"

"No. Would you like some?"

"Why didn't you bring me coffee? I like coffee. The stuff they give you up here is shit."

"Why are you behaving like this?"

Mulder laughed. "That's the fun part about being crazy, Scully." He turned his head to look at her. "You're not required to make sense. You should try it some time." And he went back to looking out the window.

"Mulder, you're not crazy. You've just had a serious breakdown brought on by stress, illness and exhaustion. You should never have gone on that … that bone-headed adventure with a certifiable maniac. You could be dead now." She was probably just as exasperated as she sounded. He listened to the litany – yada, yada, yada.  

"Stuff it, Scully." And he closed his eyes again.

"If you want coffee, I'll get you some."

And stuff the coffee. "Skip it."

Now would come the different approach. "Mulder, how much do you remember?" Yeah, that was a good one.

Too much. "Not a hell of a lot."

"Is there anything you want to ask me?"  

What could she possibly know about it? "Yeah. What happened?"

"You know what happened. Dr. Stern told you what happened."

He hadn't been there either. "I want to hear it from you."

She shifted in her chair. This should be good. "Byers called me when he left the plant and told me it was going to blow up. He wouldn't say anything else."

Mulder chuckled. Loyalty. The General had that effect on people. What had happened to the poor bastard, anyway? Nobody would tell him. "And you rushed right over."

"We were waiting in the town."

Mulder felt a chill of anger. She had no right…! "What were you doing looking over my shoulder?" 

"You had to have back-up, Mulder. Skinner agreed."

"It was none of your business, Scully!"

"Mulder, you're shouting."

He was also breathing heavily and shaking. Jerry Kim, the male attendant, he of the soft manner and the black belt in Tae Kwan Do, touched his arm. Mulder shrugged off the offending hand.

"Take it easy, Mr. Mulder," the attendant said gently. "I'm sorry, Miss Scully, but you'll have to leave."

Scully stood up. "Mulder, I was doing my job."

He had no answer for that. Was she going to cry?

"Miss Scully?"

If he slept so much, how come he felt so damn tired? "It's okay, Jerry." He should apologize but he couldn't do it. It wasn't something he had control over. He just didn't want to. "I have a question to ask the lady."

"Fine. I'll be right over here." Jerry nodded to Scully and moved discreetly out of hearing.

He fiddled with the edge of his robe for several minutes before speaking. Scully waited him out. She could be patient when she wanted to be and he appreciated it. Grudgingly, but he appreciated it nonetheless.

"What happened to Adam?" he said finally.

"St. Elizabeth's. He's on the violent ward." She sounded as tired as he was and there had been a catch in her voice. Had she been to see Adam too? Did she care? 

"Did you have anything to do with that?!" he demanded angrily.

"Mulder, he was covered in blood… He'd smeared it on his face!" 

Mulder smiled to himself. He just bet they had fun with that. Probably scared the living crap out of them. Should have. Adam was every bit as dangerous as he looked. Mulder sighed. So damn tired.

She was still talking. "They're still trying to sort out what happened but the evidence has been destroyed."

Mulder leaned his forehead on his good hand. He wasn't about to help them 'sort it out'.  

Scully carried on. "Skinner's arranging to have him transferred to a private facility when he calms down enough. He's still screaming the place down in some language nobody can understand. Do you know what his mother tongue is?"

That was the General. It could be Hittite or Sumerian for all he knew. Something dead. "He didn't tell me. Where are they taking him?"

"We can discuss that another time." She looked over Mulder's shoulder. "Your keeper wants me to go now."

He turned his face away. "Maybe that's just as well."
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Assistant Director Skinner watched as Agent Scully made her way toward where he sat in the hospital cafeteria. He hadn't expected her back quite so quickly but he wasn't surprised either. It wasn't Mulder's first trip to the seventh floor – his file was getting quite hefty. His own visit with Mulder had been brief and to the point. Mulder would not be required to make a statement; everything had been taken care of. Skinner had no intention of asking him what had happened; he didn't need to know and he didn't want to. Scully looked grim.

"Coffee?" he asked as she sat down. She nodded. She'd been crying.

Skinner took his time getting the coffee to give Scully enough room to pull herself together. He could imagine how it had gone and what he had to say wasn't going to help. He returned to the table and sat opposite her.  

"He'll be all right," he said. "It's going to take a while."

"He's never shut me out before," Scully said, shaking her head.

"If it helps, I don't think it's anything personal."

"What's going to happen now?" Scully sipped her coffee, eyes down. "I want to be in on the investigation."

"There isn't going to be an investigation," Skinner said.

Scully looked up in surprise. "Sir, there are six bodies! Mulder can be charged as an accessory."

"There will be no charges laid, Agent Scully. Mr. Pierson was working for us as a deep cover agent and was authorized to terminate with extreme prejudice. He was successful."

"You have got to be kidding me," Scully said, sitting back in the chair and staring straight at him. "You have a fictitious 'file' on that psychopath?"

Skinner kept a look of indifference on his face. He didn't kid about such things. The cover story had been agreed on and it worked for him.

"The records are sealed to protect Mr. Pierson's identity," he said. "His condition is a result of extreme stress suffered while in the field and he will be cared for by a grateful public at the government facility in McLean as a John Doe until he recovers."

"I don't believe this. You'll never sell this to Annix Corporation."

"I don't have to. Annix Corporation is officially satisfied that the fire was accidentally started when gas, leaking from faulty oxyacetylene cutting equipment, was ignited by a spark from the refrigeration compressor when it cycled on. It was unfortunate that the building wasn't empty at the time. The insurance company has agreed that it was not a case of arson and the Corporation held life insurance policies on all its employees with double indemnity in case of accidental death. The woman’s murder was attributed to Smith, since he was found with a sword. Everybody's happy."

"The compressor breaker was open. I saw the fire marshal's report."

"The report has been corrected." He finished his coffee. 

"Byers told me Pierson set that fire."

"Your point being what, Agent Scully? That Mr. Pierson brutally murdered five people and deliberately set a fire to cover his crimes? As you mentioned, Agent Mulder would be an accessory."

"Sir, I …"

"This is not a matter of truth, justice or the American Way, Agent. Annix Corporation knows exactly what was going on there and the evidence has been destroyed. We will no longer be investigating them."

"They were experimenting on a human subject, even if it was Pierson. They didn't know what he was. He could have been anybody. If they've done it once, they'll do it again."

"And they know that we know. They don't want their reputation sullied by a story about an FBI raid and five murdered employees. Smith is dead. What's not to like?"

"And Mulder?"

"When he's declared fit to return to work, I'm making it contingent on his seeing a therapist on a regular basis. They're asking questions upstairs about his mental stability." 

"Sir, that should be up to him."

"It is up to him. If he wants to keep his job, he gets help. That's the way it was put to me; he can take it or leave it. It's not his first crack-up."

"And you're going along with that?"

"I think it's in his own best interest." He pushed his chair back and stood up. "You'll learn to live with it, Agent Scully. I'm sleeping like a baby."
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Death I am Death I am Death I am Death…

wander these hallways 

…wallways 

alone always alone… 

what have I done? what have I done? don't remember don't remember…  I am not sorry!…

they do not come for me any more…  there is no more punishment… I am safe… safe now .. no more sound no more screams…  they were my own…  don't remember…

memory fails me try to remember shows me images of  past ages 

…past rages…

all gone all gone to dust … where did they all go why have they left me alone? I am not sorry…

… come for me Joe come for me come for me don't let them come for me 

… miss you Joe… 

… the gods favor me… they do not send me to the dark places but they whisper to me always whispering to me no more dark places 

… open spaces…

any more…  no more deserts…  I am free of them… free… 

they hurt me!… cannot let them touch me…

skin is bleeding…  don't remember cutting myself… so much blood on my hands. How did it get there?  

…where is this where is this…  been here before… didn't look like this didn't look like this didn't look like this… white columns… birds…  remember birds… beautiful birds … white birds… crying again… 

sit on the floor and rock… back and forth back and forth back and forth… calms me calms me calms… my tears fall to the tiles… 

what is this place… do not want to be here 

… in taberna quando sumus non curamus quid sit humus… 

all gone to dust… colorless without doors without windows without faces to comfort me… there is one door… tried to go in there but they won't let me see won't let me see… I can't find the way out!… there is no way out ..

what have I done? why are they punishing me? cannot let them touch me!… 

… the gods speak to me speak to me in voices I cannot comprehend what are they saying what are they saying… going to hurt me!… cannot let them touch me… 

they bound me and cast me down  

…for my sins, for my sins…

and now I wander these hallways 

…wallways…

alone all alone… they whisper to me always whispering to me… they want me to be sorry but I am not sorry!…

…there is neither going out nor coming in… silent sounds secret sounds speak to me in low moans 

…slow groans…

so many secrets! whispering in secret… cannot rest in this place… no rest in this place no rest no rest… they will come for me again if I rest… cannot let them touch me… so tired…

they took away my freedom 

… one century at a time…

…all is silent… all alone…  hiding from me… I am not sorry!…  back and forth back and forth back and forth… whispering never stops…

a table appears before me, a gift of food from the tables 

…from the stables…

of the gods… fruit and meat… I eat it… no savor… they treat me like an animal! ..  

I am an animal…

sometimes… sometimes one of the gods came to me in female form and she touched me… so beautiful… came to me touched me I knew she was a god I let her touch me she touched me 

…sweet mane flowing flame…

like that speaking words without meaning singing 

…songs without sound …

like that she touched me… caressing me with her soft fingers… I hungered… Oh, how I hungered!… I took her… I  did not hurt her but she no longer comes to me no longer touches me… I did not mean to hurt her… want her to come back again want her to come back want her want her… cannot let them touch me

I am alone… crying… 

I am not sorry!

he comes sometimes… sits on his stool tapping the floor with his cane and he smiles at me smiles at me hey Old Man he says hey Old Man 

… love you Joe…

love you Old Man he says it's okay he says don't sweat it Old Man don't sweat it 

…where are you Joe come for me come for me don't let them come for me…

Death I am Death I am Death I am Death… I weep 

… for me… 

all gone new everyone gone… birds… remember birds… beautiful birds… white birds
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FBI HEADQUARTERS

TEN MONTHS LATER

Mulder smiled at Skinner's secretary. She was looking quite nice today. 

"Mr. Skinner's waiting for you, Agent Mulder. Go right in." And she smiled back.  Everyone smiled at him these days; everyone was being nice to the head case. It was unnerving.

Skinner looked up from the papers he was reading and nodded. Skinner didn't smile any more than he ever had and Mulder appreciated that.  

"Close the door and sit down, Agent," Skinner said, tidying the papers and setting them aside.  

"Is there anything wrong, Sir?"

"Everything's fine. I have something to give you."  

Skinner leaned across the desk and handed Mulder a folded paper. Mulder took it, unfolded it and read it. It was a letter, handwritten in a square cursive, neat, legible, controlled and concise. It was 'signed' with three Egyptian hieroglyphs. Only one person could have written it.  

"Do you know who wrote that?" Skinner asked.

Mulder nodded.

"I found it in my guest room. I don't need to tell you when."

"No, Sir. Why are you giving me this? It's addressed to you."

"You know Pierson better than I do. I thought it more appropriate."

"Why now, Sir?"

"I was waiting for him to snap out of it but the reports are not optimistic that it will be any time soon. I think you can handle it if questions come up. And someone, somewhere in the world, must want to know what happened to him, where he is."

Mulder reread the letter. It expressed appreciation for Skinner's hospitality and requested that, if possible, his remains be buried in Paris, with his sword. It said that a friend would know where. There was a phone number. Mulder refolded the letter. "I take it you want me to make a phone call."

"He's your X-file, Agent. Do as you see fit. You see him regularly; I just read the reports."

Mulder thumbed the paper and felt a little lightheaded. Perhaps it was too soon. And Adam was safe – even happy. Why disturb that? On the other hand, Skinner had a point. There must be someone. Somewhere.  

"Is there a problem, Agent?"

Mulder hesitated. Why should there be a problem? "No, Sir. I'll take care of it."

On the way back to his office, Mulder looked at the letter again. The handwriting was so precise. Mulder remembered Adam's comment on first learning to write 'with a notched stick on a wet clay tablet'. Both the words and the script bespoke a mind on the edge, barely in control, lucid only at a heavy cost. A mind which had been prepared to die. Had, perhaps, wanted to die. It filled Mulder with a great sadness, a sadness he understood only too well.

He pulled the desk phone toward him and stared at it as if it would bite him. The letter had given no name. Whose number was it? Was he an Immortal? A mortal friend, perhaps? A Watcher? He could be opening Pandora's box. It was an international call: the prefix was 011 and the country code was 33. That was France, if he recalled correctly, not that he called France very often. Never, in fact. The data base had listed Watcher headquarters as being in Paris. He'd be disturbing a viper's nest with that bunch. With that thought in mind, he had the operator connect him to Paris information. The number was unlisted and no information could be given out. That didn't eliminate the Watchers. Maybe this was not such a good idea.

But Adam had requested it. He had requested it in the full expectation of his own death. It would be a friend. A friend who would know where to bury him. Mulder checked his watch and added six hours, already late afternoon there. Resolved, he picked up the receiver and punched in the number. He nearly hung up again when it rang. Perhaps he wasn't ready for this after all.

"Le Blues Bar. Bonjour," said a happy female voice on the other end.

"Do you speak English?" Mulder asked.

"Ah, oui … yes. How can I help you?"

"This is a bar?"

"Yes, Monsieur. But this is Monsieur Dawson's private telephone. Do you want to speak to him? He's right here."

Dawson. That name had come up on the data base. Somebody's Watcher. Damn!

"Yes, I suppose so. Put him on, please."

Some background voices and the distinct sound of a door closing.

"Yeah. Joe Dawson. Mac?" The voice was American, mature and husky.

Mulder bit the bullet. "Mr. Dawson, you don't know me …"

"How did you get this number?" The voice was abrupt and wary.

Mulder hesitated. "It was in a letter."

A very pregnant pause. "A letter…" Mulder imagined the man sitting down before hearing the rest of it. "How was it signed?"

"With three Egyptian hieroglyphs."

Silence.

"Mr. Dawson?"

"Yeah, I'm here."

"Mr. Dawson, my name is Fox Mulder and I'm with … "

"Mr. Mulder, before you say anything else, give me the number you're calling from and stay there, please. I'll call you right back."

"Sure."

He gave it and hung up. Dawson would get a shock when he called back but at least he would know Mulder wasn't lying. It was standard technique. These guys had been in business a long time, going by the data base. And still they remained secret. That took some doing. The CIA could take lessons.

The phone rang.

"You have my attention … Agent Mulder," Dawson's voice said.

"You know who we're talking about."

"Is this official FBI business?"

"No, Sir. This is personal."

Another pause. The letter – certainly the signature – had apparently been a pre-arranged code between the two. Friends. Dawson obviously assumed the worst. Mulder spared him the pain.

"Our mutual friend is unharmed, Mr. Dawson." 

An audible sigh of relief. "So … why are we talking?"

"Not over this line. Um, perhaps we could talk later. I will call you tonight."

"I'll be waiting."

At midnight, Paris time, Mulder called from his apartment and filled Dawson in on the essentials. Dawson got the picture faster than Mulder had expected. He'd be on the next plane.

Skinner had been right. Somebody cared what had happened to Adam Pierson. Mulder found that strangely comforting.
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Mulder knocked lightly on the door of room 512. A hotel room had been agreed on as neutral ground for a first meeting. He was really not anxious to do this. Dawson was mortal but Mulder was not prepared to dive headlong into that world again just yet. Separate and apart was fine with him.

The door was opened by a tall, well-built man with black hair and black eyes, thirtysomething. Mulder was startled. This was not Dawson. He hoped he had the wrong room.

"Agent Mulder?" the man said.

Mulder nodded. Anxiety tingled at the back of his head. He had not expected a third party.  What was going on?

"Come in." The man backed away to allow Mulder to pass and closed the door behind him.  Mulder's palms were sweating.

A man of about fifty-three or fifty-four, gray hair with a touch of white, holding a cane, was perched on the edge of a table. Physically, he matched the voice Mulder had heard over the phone. Mulder nodded. "Mr. Dawson?"

The man smiled. "That would be me."

The tall man offered his hand. "I'm Duncan MacLeod."

MacLeod. Immortal. A nervous shiver ran down Mulder's spine as he took the hand and shook it. Dawson nodded slightly. It was all right. Mulder thought he probably didn't say much but saw a lot. What do you see, Agent?   

"I don't bite, Agent Mulder," the Immortal said, smiling.

Was it that obvious? He wiped his palms on his trousers. "I'm sorry, Mr. MacLeod. I just don't feel very comfortable around Immortals."

MacLeod raised an eyebrow. "So you know," he said. "I hear you've met the Old Man." 

Why hadn't Dawson kept this to himself? His heart rate was up. "The 'Old Man'? Is that what you call him?" Yeah, that was appropriate.

"He qualifies for the title, don't you think?" MacLeod asked.

He was fishing and not being very subtle about it. Mulder could feel his jaw tense. Adam had never really told him how old he was. "I don't know. He didn't tell me much about himself. I know who you are. A little." He could feel MacLeod's dark eyes on him. It was extremely intimidating. This had been a mistake.

"What do you know about me, Agent Mulder?" MacLeod asked bluntly. The solid presence, the smooth self-assurance, the graceful movements were as intimidating as his eyes. He was nothing like Adam. An unknown quantity.

"That you're an Immortal, that you own a cabin in the Cascades. Nothing else, really."

MacLeod nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer.

"How is he?" Dawson asked. The concern in his voice was deep, very personal. This man was a friend. 

"It's complicated. Mr. Dawson, do you mind if we speak alone?"

Dawson looked at MacLeod. "Mac?"

MacLeod nodded. "Sure. No problem.  I'll … uh … I'll be in the bar." And he smiled at Mulder, pleasantly enough. Mulder still felt chilled by it. How many had this man killed? Was he like Adam?

When he had gone, Dawson smiled warmly at Mulder. "You can sit down, Agent Mulder. I'll just stay here, if you don't mind.

Mulder eased himself into the closest armchair. He was sweating and his breathing was rough. It was too soon.

"It's easier for me to stay here," Dawson continued. "In case you hadn't figured it out," he said, tapping his right shin with his cane and eliciting a hard, hollow sound, "these aren't real. MacLeod came along to help. They don't rent cars with hand controls." 

Mulder was embarrassed but Dawson's smile was encouraging. He was used to his disability; he must run into this situation all the time. Mulder found himself liking the man.

"Mac makes you nervous," Dawson said quietly. "He's not always sweetness and light but you're safe."

"Immortals make me nervous, Mr. Dawson. I … um … I didn't expect .."

"Should've told you, I guess. I've known Mac a long time. You can sure get hurt hanging out with them, though."

"Yeah. I know. You'll want to know about Adam," Mulder said. It came out awkwardly. This was going badly. 

"Did he tell you his real name?" Dawson asked. That was the voice from the phone. Husky and concerned. Worried.

"No. He never did. And I didn't ask."

"Then I won't either. Best you don't know. You seem a little the worse for wear. You want to tell me?"

Mulder sighed. He had the impression that there was nothing he could tell this man that would shock him. "Adam and I … we, uh … " He gave up. He hadn't been able to tell the shrink yet, either, and probably wasn't going to. The shrink would only think he was even more loony-tunes. Dr. Stern had discussed further hospitalization for 'rest'. Mulder didn't need to hand him any more ammunition. And he was already sick of being holed up riding a desk. He didn't have to explain the hard parts to this man. It was a major relief.

"You went hunting with him." It was a statement, a gentle understanding.  

Oh, thank God for you, Dawson! "How did you know?"

"Only reason he'd write that letter. Hunting someone he didn't know he could take. Got a little messy, did it?"

"Yeah ...  You could say that."

"You went hunting with the Old Man. Yeah. Well, you're a braver man that I am, Agent Mulder."

"Does he do this … ?"

" … on a regular basis? The Old Man? Oh, no. No, no. I've never known him to hunt. But, push him far enough … " Dawson shrugged. "Who was the Immortal?"

"Quintus Metellus Pollio."

The name meant something to Dawson. He blew out a breath between his teeth. "Hoo … He took on Pollio. Shit. He was one nasty piece of work. Why would he do that?"

"He didn't have a choice. It was my fault, so … I offered to help and … "

"Yah. I get the picture. He must have thought highly of you to let you go with him. He usually fights his battles alone."

"I suppose. I'm not sure he even liked me. Those stories about his past …  They're true, aren't they?"

Dawson nodded, his face full of sympathy. "Yeah, they're true… This place he's in …"

"It's a facility for trauma victims. They specialize … " He faltered. Explaining was just too much effort. He needed a stiff drink. "It's government-funded, Mr. Dawson. There's no problem with payment.”

"Mac and I have come to see about taking him home. We look after our own, Agent Mulder."

No. It was too soon. "I think that would be a mistake."  

"I'd like to see for myself," Dawson said quietly.

It was reasonable. The man just wanted to know. "Yeah, they're expecting us. His doctor wants to see a family member. I told them that was you, so when they ask, you're his uncle. I didn't know what else to say and they won't let any unauthorized visitors into the facility. It's used by… um … various agencies, for want of a better word … CIA, FBI, the military… There are some pretty scrambled people there with some very delicate secrets in their heads. He's safe. He needs a lot of care."

"Is it a good place?"

"Yeah, it's a good place."

"He's not strapped down in some state hospital."

"I wouldn't let that happen."

"No, I don't believe you would. You care about him?"

"Yeah." He cared. More than he had realized. "I don't know that I'd call him a friend, exactly, but I care."

Dawson nodded. "Shall we go?"
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Mulder was convinced it was not a good idea by the time he stopped the car at the security booth and presented his ID. Not for him, anyway. He'd popped a couple of downers before attempting to drive. The MP recognized him and nodded perfunctorily. This was when he would have handed over his weapon – if it hadn't been locked in a drawer in Skinner's desk for the past year. The gates swung open and Mulder drove through. Dawson – 'call me Joe' – had tried to ease the tension with light conversation but ended up saying very little, other than commenting on the pleasantness of the weather. MacLeod, lounging in the back, arm across the back of the seat, had kept his own counsel. Mulder was cool with that; the less said, the better, but he still didn't like being within screaming distance of someone who couldn't die and could probably break him in half without even trying. He sighed. He was so not up for this.

A stand of trees, old oaks and broad-leafed chestnuts, prevented any view of the hospital from the driveway. It had once been a large estate, privately owned, willed by a patriotically-minded but widowed and childless multi-millionaire to a 'grateful' government. The guy had had a good eye for a tax break, Mulder thought, while thumbing his nose at any greedy relatives. He could relate to that. The stately old mansion had been extended and added to, transforming it into a pretty fancy rest stop for upper echelon brass to recuperate from 'nervous exhaustion'. They also housed genuinely burnt-out cases with highly sensitive information hiding behind their psychoses whose identities could remain protected. Skinner must have pulled in some serious markers to get Adam in here and, to be honest, Adam did have 'highly sensitive' information locked up in his brain. Or Skinner had the goods on some well-placed higher-ups. Assistant Director Walter Skinner knew a lot more than Mulder had ever suspected and apparently wasn't afraid to use it.

Mulder pulled into his usual spot in the little front entrance parking lot reserved for visitors and got out of the car. From here, it all looked the way it had in its heyday, the façade carefully preserved so as not to upset visiting relatives with more 'delicate sensibilities'. Couldn't have some three star general's sisters, cousins and society aunts twittering about his being in a nut house.  

The downers had kicked in a half hour before and his nerves were shot but his palms were dry. Shake a psychiatrist's hand with wet palms? Like that was a good idea. With MacLeod behind him just in case, 'Joe' seemed to be doing fine getting up the wheelchair access ramp they had so thoughtfully provided. That had been a battle with the board members, somebody had told him.  Seems a ramp spoiled the classic façade, made it look too much like a hospital – oops! 'rest home', Mulder corrected himself. Fuck 'em all. People like Dawson must develop a lot of patience, a lot more than Mulder had, anyway. Great. He'd traded anxiety for agitation. He'd throw the fucking pills away if Scully wasn't on his ass all the time about taking them. The pills were easier to take than she was, though she meant well. Sometimes, he wished people would just leave him alone to go to hell in any way he chose.

Inside, the hospital was much larger than it looked, extending as it did onto what had once been rolling lawn. The swimming pool had been enclosed and access was restricted, with close supervision. The more severe patients were housed in the north wing, away from the merely 'stressed'. Security was tight on the north wing for good reason. Great pains had been taken to make the rest of the place more like an upper class boarding house than an institution but the north wing was pure prison. Adam had been housed there for the first months until someone finally listened to Mulder's vehement protestations that locking him up was making him worse, not better. That was when Dr. Lowenthall took over his case.  

'Doctor Janet', bless her, wise woman, healer, caring and overworked. She had allowed Mulder to visit and, on finding that it at least did no harm to her new charge, encouraged him to come as often as he could. It also calmed Mulder. Who else could he talk to, even if he was the only one doing the talking? Who else knew about that day? Who else knew his darkest, dirtiest secret?  'Now we are blood brothers.' Doctor Lowenthall had changed Adam's medication, against the advice of superiors, pounded on the necessary heads for permission to have her patient moved to a room with a window and off the violent ward, wrote letters when they objected, published a paper on 'The Therapeutic Effects of Humane Treatment of Violent Patients', pulled every string she could find and kept up the barrage until the PTB's relented and gave her one chance to prove herself. They made it clear that her job was on the line. She had asked Mulder to bring Adam his own clothes and together they had taken him outside into the fresh, late autumn air.  

It had been a beautiful day, the air crisp after a morning frost, a light wind skipping the leaves over the grass, the sky blue. Mulder would never forget the look of pure bliss on Adam's face as he saw the sun again. He had leaned his head back, closed his eyes and just stood there, tears rolling down his thin, pale face.  

After that, he was taken outside every day and allowed to sit or walk as he chose, closely watched. He had become quiescent, 'manageable', but would allow no-one to touch him, not even Mulder. And he was still silent. Although he responded to lights and sounds, he appeared to understand nothing that was said to him. Mulder wasn't at all sure he knew they were there. Then around Christmas, something had happened and Adam had had what was politely called a 'relapse'. Mulder was asked to suspend his visits until further notice, Dr. Lowenthall would tell him only that there had been a breech of protocol, that Adam was not doing well, that someone had been fired over it and that the circumstances were privileged information.  

Mulder had rushed over, expecting to see Dr. Lowenthall clearing out her desk. She looked even more tired than usual but she still had her job. She was, however, extremely angry over something that clearly was none of his business. Whatever it was, it took Adam the next two months to get back to square one. When Mulder told Dr. Lowenthall that an 'uncle' had come from Paris to see Adam, she stated flatly that they would have to go through her first. She was not about to risk another setback.

And no-one would be taking him back to Paris.

Now it was late spring again and the place was awash with flowers. Mulder steered Dawson – and companion – into Dr. Lowenthall's office at the back of the building, with its view onto the sprawling grounds. Adam was allowed to spend as much time as he liked out there now although he was never allowed to be alone. Mulder thought he would probably live out there if they would let him, sleeping on the ground, anything to be outside, anything to be free.

Dr. Lowenthall greeted them courteously but guardedly. She had a hard chair brought for Dawson, since the plush ones would have been impossible for him to get out of without help and with any semblance of dignity. Coffee was served. All very civilized.  

"What can I do for you gentlemen?" Dr. Lowenthall said, by way of kicking the ball into the game. No good shrink ever started a conversation, Mulder thought; they just threw out a question. He knew all about that. He thought Dawson probably knew a thing or two as well, as a vet and a double amputee.  

"We've come to see Adam and talk about taking him home," Dawson said. At least he was up front about it.

"That isn't really possible, Mr. Dawson. He needs a great deal of care and I can't believe you're up to it, if you don't mind my saying so." Low blow, Doc.

Dawson smiled. "No, I don't mind. Never have been up to it, but Mac here," he smiled, "he's young and healthy."

Mulder almost giggled behind his hand. Healthy. Yep. Young? MacLeod looked amused.

"Mr. Dawson, I'd like you to take a look at something," Dr. Lowenthall said, turning her swivel chair toward the window. 

Dawson looked where she was pointing. At one end of the broad lawn, two figures played with an inflated plastic ball, a short, scruffy man, running as fast as his stubby legs could carry him, and a tall, dark-haired, younger man in a blue shirt, loping after him, laughing.

"M …" Dawson began but caught himself. "He looks great!" He laughed. "God, it's good to see him! We didn't know where he'd disappeared to until Agent .. er .. Mr. Mulder called."

"It's all right, Mr. Dawson. I know who Agent Mulder is. We're both very concerned for Adam's welfare."

"But he looks so good!"

"Looks are deceiving. It has taken Adam nearly a year to get to what you see there … and he still hasn't said a single word."

Dawson looked stunned. And hurt. "Maybe if I talked … "

"In all likelihood, he won't recognize you. Let me explain." Go get 'em, Doc. She turned back to her desk, looking every bit the professional she was. There would be no argument.

"But he's known me longer than anybody here," Dawson protested, obviously upset. "Agent Mulder told us he'd had a real bad time but … his memory?"

MacLeod laid a gentle hand on Dawson's arm. "It's okay, Joe. Let Dr. Lowenthall have her say. We'll take it from there." Mulder noted that the concern was for Dawson, not for Adam. That was interesting.

"It's not really a matter of memory, Mr. Dawson. Adam lives out his days in what is known as a fugue state. Patients in a fugue state don't communicate. It's as if they are living in a dream."

"He seems to be communicating just fine out there."

Dr. Lowenthall steepled her fingers and sighed. "It's deceptive. Any moment now he'll forget about the ball and wander off. They've been out there for over an hour and every few minutes, he wanders away, then Mr. Frohike brings his attention back and they play again for another few minutes. Mr. Frohike is one of the very few people Adam will allow to touch him. I can't touch him; Mr. Mulder can, but only after several months of trying. It's like coaxing a wild animal to take food from your hand."

Dawson had been watching the two figures as Dr. Lowenthall spoke and Mulder watched Dawson. He could see Adam and Frohike around Dawson's shoulder. Even as she was speaking, Mulder saw Adam stop running and just walk away as if he had simply forgotten what he was doing. Frohike trotted after him and tugged on his shirt. It was a routine they had developed after Mulder brought Frohike for a visit. Since then, Frohike came often and one day he brought the ball. It was brightly colored in red and white stripes and it caught Adam's attention. Frohike would run with the ball and Adam would chase him – until he forgot and wandered off, then it would start all over again. Dr. Lowenthall had seen it as a breakthrough.  

"I don't understand," Dawson said. It was painful to watch the older man's hopes dying like that. He loved Adam, that was obvious. Mulder would keep in touch. "Why does he do that?" Pain and worry screwed up his features.

"Adam doesn't really know Mr. Frohike is there. The best way of describing it is that Adam is dreaming us. We inhabit his dream; we are not real to him. What his 'real' world looks like, we'll never know and it's probably more a nightmare than a daydream. He used to sit on the floor for hours, just rocking, sometimes crying, hugging his knees. This is an improvement. I don't think you can be aware of the difficulties involved in his care, Mr. Dawson. He's childlike, rather sweet, but his behavior is highly inappropriate. He's deathly afraid of showers but won't let anyone touch him. We've got him to the point where he will wash himself by dumping a basin of water over his head while standing in the shower stall. And it took us months to get there and still someone has to get the basin ready for him and put it in his hands or he would simply not wash at all. He eats with his fingers. He doesn't seem to know what a fork is for – he tosses them on the floor – and we can't let him have a knife. We had to teach him to use the toilet. Getting him dressed and undressed was a nightmare, although he now does it by himself. Am I getting through?"

"Loud and clear," Dawson said quietly. MacLeod squeezed his arm affectionately.

"It's unusual for a fugue state to be continuous but this was brought on by trauma. I've often thought that he behaves as if he's in another time, as if he's never seen a television before, or a zipper. It's as if English is not his first language and he simply doesn't understand anything that's said to him, although Agent Mulder tells me he is completely fluent. He doesn't speak, so we have no idea even what language he's thinking in. Can you shed any light on that as a family member?"

Was Dawson sweating a little? It was warm in there but not that warm. "I .. um .. we didn't meet until several years ago. I didn't know I had a nephew and we met by accident. He never talks about his early life and I didn't push him on it. I figured he'd tell me when he was ready." Okay, Dawson! Nice catch! He'd had practice lying on his feet.

"Does he have any history of mental illness that you know of?"

That was a stunner. Mulder slid down in his chair slightly, rested one foot on the other knee and dropped his head into his hand, waiting to see how the others were going to handle that pass. Neither was saying anything.

"The reason I'm asking," Dr. Lowenthall continued, evidently taking their silence as a reluctant affirmative, "is that if he has a history of disorder and got over it, then that's a good sign. It would mean that his mind already knows the way home, so to speak. Do you understand?"

The relief was almost audible. "Yes, he has," MacLeod said, a little too quickly for Mulder's liking. What was the game there?

"May I ask what the diagnosis was?"  

Mulder smiled to himself. Good one, Doc. What was the diagnosis for Attila the Hun? "If I can interject here," Mulder said, just to be helpful, "Adam's file is classified. It's not up for discussion." That was fun. Dawson looked puzzled, MacLeod looked amused and Dr. Lowenthall looked just plain angry. He'd explain to Dawson later and Dr. Lowenthall would just have to choke on it. He felt sorry for her, but that's just the way it was.

"But you're saying he can get better," Dawson said, hopeful to the last. Good for you, big guy.

"Yes," Dr. Lowenthall replied, "I firmly believe that he can. He will, one day, just snap out of this state."

"And he'll be okay?"

"Not necessarily. It depends on his previous state of mind, to some extent, and the degree of trauma. Having said that, I'd say the prognosis is very good for his snapping out of it but from what little the FBI will tell me, the trauma was severe and it was both physical and psychological. He'll still have to deal with that. Right now, this is an improvement over being sedated and restrained twenty-four hours a day, which is where we started. But his mind is still avoiding what sent him there in the first place. The depression that's waiting down the road for him is going to hit him like a sledge hammer. If he's in a place like this when he wakes up, we can deal with it. And that's really what I'm talking about when I say you can't handle it, Mr. Dawson. Let us professionals do the job."

"There are professionals in Paris, Dr. Lowenthall," Dawson said, somewhat angrily, Mulder thought. "We can have him transferred."

"No, you can't, Mr. Dawson." Two could play at that game. "I'm not releasing him. I have correct commitment papers, duly signed by a judge. He has no immediate family, unless you can prove otherwise, and I have pull. He stays." Ooh. That was telling 'em, Doc.

And just for good measure ...  "He can't leave the country," Mulder added, casually rocking his foot. "Adam has no credentials whatsoever. That makes him a stateless person. He's also incapacitated and not able to appear in court on his own behalf. Therefore … he has no citizenship and no passport. Those are the rules." He cocked his head, waiting for a response.

"And if he stays here?" Dawson was directing the question directly at Mulder, shooting him a distinct 'whose side are you on anyway?' look. Dawson knew exactly what the problem of credentials involved where an Immortal was concerned. Mulder would set his mind at ease.

"If he stays here," Mulder said, "when he recovers, a grateful US government will issue him a passport, no questions asked, so that his file can stay confidential. We can even give him a new name. There's no trick to that. It's done all the time."

Dawson looked defeated. Mulder couldn't say the same for MacLeod. The guy was probably just glad it was all taken care of and he could get the hell outta Dodge.

"Fair enough," Dawson said, looking out the window again. Adam and Frohike were no longer in sight. "But I have to see him."

"Mr. Dawson," Dr. Lowenthall said. "I've given you my professional opinion; now I will give you my personal opinion. Considering what has happened to him – and some of the things communicated to me by Mr. Mulder in strictest confidence have helped me understand the severe difficulties involved for him – he has an excellent chance of recovery and I'm not talking decades or even years. I'm talking months. His progress thus far is nothing short of remarkable considering where he started. You didn't see him. It broke my heart and I honestly thought he might never be with us again. I have become very fond of him. You could say he grows on you." Dawson smiled; perhaps he was comforted. "I will regard you as his next of kin, if you wish, and keep you informed. You seem to care very much. He will get well. Trust him; I do."

Noticing a fleeting look of relief on Dawson's face, Mulder felt compelled to add to it. He understood much better than the good doctor what it must mean for Dawson. There were so many more concerns than she could be aware of – Adam's safety from other, predatory Immortals, the danger of his being discovered to heal so very quickly. He had already taken the precaution of informing Dr. Lowenthall of the reason Annix had been so interested in Adam; she could be trusted on that account. Immortality need not come into it. But surely what concerned Dawson the most was that he might die before Adam became aware again. Beyond every other consideration, that was surely the one which hurt him the most. Dawson was Adam's family.

"I think you should be aware that all precautions will be taken to keep Adam safe," Mulder said. "We brought him here because it is the most secure facility in the country. Security is extremely tight. You would not have been allowed in the place if Mr. Skinner had not cleared you ahead of time and he is fully aware of the problem." Mulder paused to be sure he had Dawson's full attention. "Completely aware."

Dawson nodded; he understood. Mulder would reassure him later, fill him in on Skinner's rôle in all this. Skinner had made it all possible; he should get due credit.

The little party came to a halt at the edge of the lawn. Adam was about fifty yards away, lying on the grass, playing with the hospital's cat. It was the only thing that Mulder ever saw Adam relate to in any real way now, a not uncommon phenomenon among the hospital's more permanent residents. Frohike stood nearby, ball in hand, waiting patiently for the cat and/or Adam to wander off. Frohike had been pretty amazing, Mulder thought. Funny little guy.

Mulder wasn't happy about this little get-together and neither was Dr. Lowenthall, although undoubtedly for different reasons. Two attendants, strategically placed, had been watching the 'game', waiting to herd their patient back inside or keep him from wandering out of sight. There was usually only one, Mulder realized. Was the good doctor expecting trouble or just being cautious? Ever since the incident last Christmas, during which Adam had done some serious damage before being subdued, whichever keeper was on duty carried a loaded syringe. It took a long time to regain the trust of nervous watchers. Although Mulder had never been told the details, he already knew what kind of 'damage' the Old Man – he liked the title – could inflict when enraged. Now they did, too. It was going to be very hard for Adam to get out of here, if and when he became lucid again. The attendants did, at least, have the decency to remain unobtrusive.  

Mulder wiped his palms. He was sweating again. Damn. He'd have to talk to Dr. Stern about that medication. No wonder patients just threw the stuff away. He waved Frohike over. Frohike put down the ball, left his playmate on the grass and walked toward Mulder. Mulder went to meet him.

"Hey, guy," he said, patting Frohike's shoulder affectionately. "How is he today?"

"He's good today," Frohike said brightly. He was a little winded. "I think he knows me now."

"Yeah, I kinda think he does." Mulder smiled. "He likes you. Um … there are a couple of friends of his from Paris, come to see him. Do you think you can coax him over?"

"Sure …" A worried frown crossed Frohike's face as he looked toward the waiting group. "You sure this is a good idea? I mean … you know … he spooks real easy."

"I know. Just point him in the right direction and let's see what he does. If he recognizes them, it could help. Okay?"

"Yeah, okay. Just give me a minute."

"Sure."

Mulder stepped away a few paces. The cat had already padded away on its little cat travels and Adam was on his feet, padding off in the other direction. Frohike reached for Adam's hand and said something, then the two of them walked past Mulder, Frohike in the lead, tugging on Adam's hand. The attendants seemed content to let them go. It had been a while since he'd given them a moment's trouble while outside. Adam gave no sign of seeing Mulder, or anyone else, real or imaginary. It seemed to be touch that was the key to getting his attention. 

Which was why it was such a shock. Half way to the waiting group, Adam grabbed his head as if he'd been struck. With a howl that could have woken the dead, he looked up, fully focused on something. MacLeod took a few steps toward him and the Old Man charged. A little slow off the mark and too far away to be useful, Mulder launched himself in Adam's direction but Adam outran him easily. An attendant flew across the lawn after him. The howling was born of pain as much as rage and cut Mulder to the core. He had heard that cry before – just as Adam Pierson had driven his sword through the heart of the fallen guard. MacLeod must have recognized it, too. He took up a defensive posture automatically. Before the attendant could reach him, Adam flung himself at MacLeod, intent on a kill. The attack was disorganized but its target was obvious. MacLeod blocked him. In a movement Mulder was unable to follow, he flung Adam off balance and onto the ground, face down and still howling in rage. The attendant threw himself on top of his downed charge but Adam still fought, flailing his arms and legs in uncontrolled and uncontrollable fury.  

A woman patient nearby, terrified by the yelling, set up a high keening note of her own and began rocking violently. Mulder arrived just as the other attendant, whose attention had been elsewhere at the wrong time, added his own weight to the nearly two hundred pounds already pinning Adam's chest and neck to the ground. Reinforcements hurled themselves into the fray in an attempt to pin his flailing legs. One of them yelped as he took a kick in the mouth for his trouble. Several other patients had joined in the pandemonium of wailing and weeping bystanders; nurses and attendants tried vainly to calm them. Dr. Lowenthall was shouting orders; shocked visitors shrieked. When they finally got Adam where they wanted him, Dr. Lowenthall herself took the hypodermic from the attendant, flicked the cap off it and rammed the needle into Adam's thigh. Frohike and Dawson stood together, two of a kind, each in his own fashion. Both sad, both weary.

Mulder grabbed MacLeod's arm and pulled him away from the mêlée of shouting attendants, terrified patients, outraged visitors and at least one very angry doctor. "Get away from him!" Mulder yelled at MacLeod. "You have to get away from him!"

MacLeod already understood the problem and didn't hesitate to put distance between himself and the gathering crowd.

"How far away is far enough?" Mulder asked as they slowed to a jog some fifty yards away. 

MacLeod stopped. "All right," he said, his face grim and upset. "I don't feel him now."

"Can he still feel you?!" Mulder was angry, as much at himself for not thinking of it as at MacLeod. That arm movement had done the job without doing any damage, physically anyway.

Mulder smacked himself on the forehead. He'd been six kinds of idiot!

"I don't think so," MacLeod replied, intent on what was happening around Dawson. "What the hell was that about?"

"You look like him!" Mulder snarled. He was shaking.

"Who?"

"The guy who put Adam here!" Mulder had known something would happen. He had known it, known it, known it! "And you're an Immortal. I should have known!"

"Known what?" MacLeod sounded pissed off. Not a good thing. Get a handle on it!

Mulder was trying to calm down but wasn't having a lot of success. What he wanted was to do some screaming of his own.

"Why did he attack me?" The tone was more than just firm. The man wanted an answer and he wanted it now. He had a right. Sure, sure, yes, indeedy. He had a right. Everybody had a right. Everybody had a right but Adam … 

Mulder ran a nervous hand over his head. It shouldn't have happened. He should have known and he'd screwed up. God knew how long it would take Adam to get over this. Maybe it would be easier this time. "It's the head thing," he tried to explain, tugging at his hair as if he would pull it out, "… the buzzing thing. He felt you! He didn't attack you … he was attacking his nightmares."

"You want to explain that?" MacLeod snapped, keeping his eyes on the group around Dawson. Mulder glanced in their direction long enough to see the attendants manhandling a semi-conscious and still struggling Adam into a wheelchair and Dr. Lowenthall comforting Dawson. He wasn't the only one who needed comforting. Poor Frohike.

"That Immortal he hunted," Mulder said, more than a little upset himself, " … Pollio, Smith, Metellus, whatever – messed him up really bad. We can only guess what happened and he can't tell us, if he even knows himself. You didn't see him. When we got him out of there …"  The agitation was peaking. Now he was agitated and he was sweating. It was hot out here. Damn the fucking drugs! But he had MacLeod's attention.  

"So when he hunted, you went with him," MacLeod said quietly.

Got it in one. Thank you. "Wouldn't you have?"

MacLeod only nodded, but there was sadness in his face and Mulder wasn't afraid of him any more.  

"Yeah," Mulder said. "I went with him …  Then that … that quickening thing  … he blew the fucking place up, MacLeod! … Why did you come here?"

MacLeod looked straight at him for the first time. "Because I owe him. He's gone to the wall for me a couple of times … I thought I could return the favor."   

"That's it? Because you 'owe him'? Fuck you!"

"Agent Mulder," MacLeod said, the black eyes narrowed, "I don't know what your problem is with me but get over it. I'm here to see if I can help and make it easier for Joe, that's all!  Adam's in good hands and I'm getting Joe out of here before he gets hurt any more. That's it! You have a problem with that, take it somewhere else."

'Yeah. I have a problem with that." Mulder was breathing hard. "He killed himself to keep me alive. Has he ever done that for you?! … And the way he had to do it … it wasn't nice. He 'went to the wall for you a couple of times'? That's it? A couple of times? You have no fucking idea what he did for you! For all your 'kind'. He's here because of you and your 'kind', MacLeod. And you flew all the way here from Paris because you owed him a favor … well, how fucking nice of you!" Yeah. Right. Like yelling was going to impress the guy. He didn't give a shit any more. He'd yell if he damned well felt like it … 

"I know it can be rough … "

Mulder fought the urge to smash his fist into MacLeod's mouth. Shut up! Shut up! Don't say anything …  "You don't know what it was like for him. What the fuck do you know?! You're going to live forever. You're going to wake up tomorrow, take a shower, think about what you're going to do with your day, have a glass of wine  … " He jabbed a forefinger in Adam's general direction. "Do you have any idea what it's like to be inside that man's head, being strapped down and stuck with a needle, day after day, because you might hurt someone, because you're the one in nine kinds of pain, trying to understand why they won't let you just sit in the sun?!" Oh, Christ, Mulder! You're babbling. At least MacLeod knew when to shut up… he'd give him that much. Or maybe he just saw one more crazy person screaming … They didn't know what Adam had done. It was so unfair! He was here … he was here, in this place, wandering in some hellfire nightmare that wouldn't quit, because of them! And they would never know… "I think you'd better go."

The answer didn't come right away. "Yeah. I'll … um … I'll get a taxi … "

"Yeah. You do that. You get a taxi … whatever … you just get the hell out of my life …  Just go."  

He watched MacLeod walk toward where Dr. Lowenthall and Dawson were waiting. He'd call Dawson in the morning. He had things to give him, things to talk to him about … some promises to keep.  

As he watched MacLeod and Dawson disappear back into the building, he dropped to the grass, laid his head on his arms and sobbed.
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I don't know why I went back to see you, Old Man. MacLeod didn't want me to go … you know how he gets. God knows, it hurt. But I couldn't let that be the last way I saw you, if it was to be the last time. I'm not getting any younger; I don't know if I can wait you out this time. Your doctor thinks you'll get better but she doesn't know it took you a thousand years the last time it got this bad.

We were going from there to the airport. I could see you through the window from that fancy office. You were in good hands, I could see that. Better than I could do for you, except maybe bury you and I sure didn't want to do that. I've been hoping you'll be the one to bury me. I wish I could just talk to you. I have so much to say … 

MacLeod was signing papers, taking over your affairs, such as they are. I've still got the souvenirs you picked up in Greece with Alexa. I'd never have thought you were one for souvenirs. Ugly junk. But they're yours. And hers. I'll keep them until you come for them. I have your Ivanhoe, too. I won’t let it get rusty.

I'm not going to tell the Watchers about you. Adam Pierson's dead. That was some stunt you pulled. Must have hurt like a bitch. The Watchers ever find out the truth, you're a dead man. They'll never hear it from me. Come to think of it, you can't stay in that place forever, either. I'll be here to help get you out when the time comes, but you have to concentrate on getting better first. 

Agent Mulder's given me some papers. He's done a lot of digging, found a couple of names, people who might know about you. Got a picture of this guy he says may be the one who hurt you. Has these real cold eyes. We'll take care of that. He says you settled most of the scores yourself. He's a little messed up, Old Man. You were kind of hard on him but I don't think he'll desert you.  

I was real glad they let you out again, even if you did have an ape with a hypo sitting ten feet away. At least you were in the sun, breathing the air. You did good that time. Only took you three days. It's a good sign. 

Well, I stood there in that fancy office, looking at you through the window and I couldn't stand it. I went out.

These damn legs were pinching. I was glad to get home and into my chair. Can move a hell of a lot faster in that thing.  

I looked at you. I couldn't believe you wouldn't know me. That old blue shirt – I'll send you some new ones but you probably won't wear them. I headed for you … let 'em try and stop me! Agent Mulder explained why you were so spooked the other day. I have no idea what he told that doctor of yours but she listened and there you were, just sitting on the grass, not a care in the world. I was glad for that. I know you'd prefer Bora Bora but there are worse places than where you are and they're looking after you. That's all I care about. Mulder's gonna sneak you some beer.

You were so intent, looking at something. Something had your attention. Your back was to me and your head was down. You'd got something in your hand. Grandma MacLeod couldn't follow me out there. He can't get within fifty yards of you. Whew! Gets hot in Virginia, don't it? It wasn't even summer yet, Old Man, and I was sweating up a storm. Nice place to spend the summer, though. Real pretty. I know you'll like it.

You'd heard me. Your head came up and I could see you listening. Was it the cane you heard and me clumping along, even on the grass?

"Hey, Old Man!" I said.

Your head came around but I didn't know if you saw me. I didn't know if I should say anything else but I had to.

"Hey, Old Man. It's me. Joe."

I'll swear on a stack you heard me. You were trying to say something. You looked puzzled. Aw, shit, Old Man! I wish you could have said something. It was killing me.

You smiled … then looked back down. I couldn't see what you had there. When you turned again, you were still smiling, a secret smile … you're happy. I've never really seen you happy before. And maybe that makes it worse. Why can't you be happy in my world? The doc says the crash heading your way is a humdinger. Be happy while you can.

You raised your hand … toward me! You saw me, didn’t you? 

"What have you got there?" I said. "Let me see. Show me." 

You held whatever it was in your hand and stroked it with a forefinger, so gently. You lowered your hand to the grass and out of it hopped a little frog. It just sat there, croaking. You laughed … a real sweet laugh … a happy laugh. It didn't move until you touched your finger to its ass end and it took off. You looked up at me and back at the frog hopping across the grass, then up at me again. What were you telling me?  

Then I got it. 'It's free,' you were saying. 'Let it go, Joe. It's okay.'

I thought I was gonna cry. I'm too damn old to cry in public. You smiled at me again but now it was a sad smile. You stood up, unfolding those long legs of yours – I've always envied those strong, runner's legs. You looked straight at me and cocked your head to one side, like you were trying to make me laugh. "Love you, Old Man!" I croaked.

You were puzzled again. What was wrong? What were you thinking?  

You reached your hand toward me and frowned. What was it? I wished you could just tell me. I'm real. You could have touched me. I wouldn't have disappeared; I wasn't a dream. 

But you couldn't bring yourself to touch me. Aw, shit, Old Man. I thought you had it there for a second. Didn't wanna risk me not being real? I can go with that. Been there, though it was through the bottom of a Scotch bottle. But it hurts. It's gonna take time. Don't take too long; I don't have that many decades left.

Shit. I was crying. I must have looked pathetic.

A cloud passed over the sun and it got your attention. And you just wandered away. Was that it? No 'See ya, Joe'?    

I watched you walk away in no particular direction, followed by your keeper, who tossed me a finger to his forehead. Yeah, yeah, I know. 'He's nuts.' Haven't we all been there? We're all walking wounded, you son of a bitch!  

I had to wait until you were out of sight behind some oak trees before I could turn away. I can still see you. I'm getting maudlin. This is ridiculous. You'll be fine. I know you will. One day you'll walk into my bar and we'll talk over a beer as if nothing happened.  

"It's quarter to three," my head sings to me …

"There's no-one in the place, 

"Except you and me …." Yeah, nobody here but us chickens, Old Man …

"So, set 'em up, Joe;  I've got a little story 

"I want you to know … "

8

FBI HEADQUARTERS

TWO MONTH LATER

Mulder's day wasn't going well. To start with, it was fucking hot. The air conditioning in the building had been retrofitted and it didn't include the basement. The DI was at the top, as if he needed some gimmicky newspaper statistic to tell him how uncomfortable he was. Washington in late August was a bitch and that was that. To top it off, the fan he had managed to dig up squeaked every one point six five seconds. He'd timed it. More a kind of stuck pig squeal, really.  

Ol' Sterno was nagging at him to take time off. Fuck him. He probably had air conditioning and a swimming pool. Mulder had tried it for a week but had managed only to move from the bed to the toilet to the fridge to the sofa to the bed for six days out of nine, dressed in his skivvies and flicking bottle caps at the television screen. When his air conditioner broke down, he'd hurled a nearly full beer bottle at it, breaking the window instead. Cleaning the mess up had been too much trouble and his landlord was on his case about the window. The place still stank of stale beer – and burned coffee. Scully had put some on for him when she brought over the pizza – he'd chased her away before she could do anything about the dishes in his sink – but he'd forgotten about it and the pot had gone dry. Then the pot had exploded from the heat. Just as well he didn't smoke. Maybe he should take it up. Then he'd have another reason to get up and go to the store besides more beer and microwave dinners. He couldn’t remember liking beer before. He still didn't, come to think of it.

He hung out at the hospital whenever he could. Whatever happened, he'd still go to the hospital. In a weird kind of way, it was a lifeline. He always felt better after. Sometimes he thought Adam was better off in his strange, dream world than he was. At least the guy didn't have to buy groceries with kiddie strollers banging into his ankles, stand in line at the bank while somebody bitched about bank charges going up again, pump his own gas in the sweltering heat while the road rage freaks bad-mouthed the hired help. When his next-door neighbor complained about his TV being too loud when it wasn't even on and somebody took his laundry out of the machine still wet and tossed it onto a table for him to find, he'd driven straight to the hospital. He'd sat in the garden, saying nothing, while Adam played with the cat. Maybe he should get a cat.

He gave up trying to think of something to do and put his head on his arms. Before that day at the hospital, he'd used every moment available to dig through every resource he knew. It was what got him up in the morning and kept him from sleeping at night. What he'd uncovered made him sick. When he gave the file to Dawson, it passed from his hands and now there was nothing more he could do. Nothing more he wanted to do, except sleep. And it was too damned hot to do that.

"Hey." It was Scully. When did she come in?

Mulder lifted his head. Her air conditioner was working fine.

"Mulder, why don't you go home?" Can't go home, Scully. Didn't anyone ever tell you you can't go home again?

"My air conditioner is still broken," he said, letting his head fall back. It sounded so fucking lame.

"You can call a repair man." Tried that, Scully. Didn't like the sound of his voice. "You want me to call one for you?" Sounds good. Wouldn't have to deal with those fucking phone menus. Or that goddamned elevator music they made you listen to while you waited for some asshole to tell you he couldn't get to it for a week.

"I have to be there to let him in." God, he even sounded tired to himself!

"I can hang out at your place until he comes, if you like." Yeah, why not? This was getting him nowhere. 

"Yeah, would you? I'd appreciate that." He couldn't handle a stranger in his place right now. Better Scully take care of it.

"You can go see Adam while I'm waiting. Mulder, how much sleep are you getting?"  

"I dunno. Enough, I guess." How much was 'enough'?  'How far away is far enough?' 

He felt Scully's hand on his shoulder and raised his head again.  

"You look like shit," Scully said. She looked tired, too. Wasn't she sleeping, either? It was probably the heat. It got to everybody. "Come on," she said. "I'll take you to dinner in a nice, air-conditioned restaurant." It actually sounded kinda nice.

He nodded. It would give him something else to think about for a couple of hours. "Okay."

"I'll pick you up. Six-thirty okay?"

"Yeah." Six-thirty was days away. He could be cleaned up by then. He got up from the chair and picked up his jacket. No way he was putting that on. So what if the sweat stains showed?

"Mulder?"  

Now what?

"Sometimes it really is about you."

"What?"  

Scully smiled. "Six-thirty."

"Yeah."

On his way out the door, he noticed a new fax sitting in the tray. It had probably been there a few days. He picked it up.

The letterhead was from the University of Chicago medical school. They had an inquiry for Scully's attention. U of C medical school? Medical school? He'd give it to her tomorrow. He was about to drop it back into the tray when a name caught his attention. He read the message.

"Ref#: 0208291 -- Histological samples, cadaver 02-316-M-C, show unusual DNA markers. Request further medical history/info re Henry Cuthbert, decedent, your referral dated March last/last, Fargo ND. Urgent." It gave an e-mail address.

Mulder dumped his jacket on the table and sat down at the computer.

"Your Ref#: 0208291. Have researched med history Henry Cuthbert, decedent. No unusual symptomatology. No other family members extant. No mutations ever recorded. Suggest isolated incidence." And he pushed 'send'.

On his way out the door, he dropped the paper into the shredder.

Epilogue

I don't really know when it happened. It was before the end of the summer, I am sure, but it's hard to tell. It didn't happen all at once; I suppose it never does.

It was getting cool again, I know that. Not so sticky. Mulder was coming damn near every day by that time, or so he told me later. I really don't know. I suppose it started earlier. I kept dreaming about Joe, along with all the other stuff. He was about the only constant, him and the white birds. I shall never quite understand what they were all about. I don't dream about them any more. Frohike was there that day; I really like the little guy. I think I'll keep in touch. 

I remember Frohike because I was looking at him, trying to understand why he didn't just fizzle around the edges and fade, the way he usually did. He just stayed in focus. I don't know what triggered it; maybe that damned ball. I'd been watching the patterns swirling, the red and white tumbling into a blur. It always got my attention for some reason. Then there he was, just standing there holding it. And he just stayed standing there; it was the most amazing thing.

Then I got it. It just flickered into place, made sense somehow. I'm not explaining this very well.

Anyway, I started to remember little things. It was a while before it lasted more than just a few minutes, looking back on it now. I still dreamed all the time, is the best way of putting it. It wasn't like being with the Horsemen. Nothing like that. Not hallucinations, exactly. It's bloody difficult to describe to someone who hasn't been there. You just...dream. Only more and more of it became real again until I started to understand where I was, started to make sense of it all, although it was still pretty patchy, on again off again kind of thing.

Then one day while I was sitting in my chair under the trees – that day when it was cooler – I suddenly remembered Joe coming and me showing him the frog. I still remember that frog; I even looked for him again. Silly things we do. And I knew Joe had really been there. And it all came together. Funny how it happens.

Mulder came the next day and he knew something was different. I could understand him, for one thing. I hadn't been able to understand anybody for bloody months. I thought I was talking to phantoms anyway so it didn't really matter much and I never really tried to understand. He saw me staring straight at him. Nobody was more surprised than I was. The really funny thing was that I remembered in a vague sort of way that he'd been coming to see me. It didn't really last long that day either, maybe an hour tops, and it was very confusing. 

It happened again that night, or maybe it was the next night, it's hard to say. I woke up and didn't know where I was. I was disoriented, frightened. Reality became solid when nothing had been solid for a good long while at that point. I didn't know what bloody planet I was on, let alone that I was in a hospital. I had been sleeping and I just woke normally and opened my eyes. I saw moonlight on the wall, curtains, the room, the bed I was lying on. And I had never seen it before. The last time I woke up and didn't know where I was… Well, we won't go into that.

And I wasn't all that lucid, just not dreaming any more. Maybe I still thought I was dreaming... hell, I don't know what I thought. I remember sitting up, touching my shirt, feeling the material... I was thinking in some ancient language, don't remember which, and I had no word for it, just a blank. I just touched it and racked my brains to come up with some explanation for where I was or how I'd got there. It was like just being born, no memory, no reference point.

I got out of bed and was just standing there, still trying to make sense of anything, when the door opened. I know now that they do rounds every couple of hours, checking on all the patients. Sometimes when I'm having a bad night, they talk to me, which is a way of judging if I'm coherent or not, or in any distress. I don't usually say much. This night, it was a little different. There was an older man on that night, fortunately, someone with some common sense. He'd taken a special interest in me and had been told that I might wake up soon. When he saw me standing there, he just stood still and waited. They had no idea what it would be like, they said; everybody is different.

"Adam," he said.

And I understood him. It is a very ancient name and it was directed at me. Me. It wasn't so much that he was real – I was. How do I explain how important that is? It sounds obvious, but it bloody isn't. He just stood there and spoke to me and I understood him. That's all. And he understood what was happening.

"It's okay," he said, although he stayed where he was. "Take it easy, son. I'm your friend." Something like that.

He reached toward me and took a couple of steps. I don't remember it all that clearly, but the guy told me that I was like a frightened deer. He said I let him touch me and started to cry. He got me back to bed and stayed until I fell asleep.

I lost it again for a while after that. It was much cooler the next time it happened. I judged everything by the weather then – it was a good day and hot or it was cooling off and the trees were turning, that sort of thing. Time didn't mean anything to me, just seasons. That was something that I did notice but I suppose that is because I have thought that way for so many centuries, since well before mankind learned to tell the time. Mulder told me about it later. He'd been coming around every day, hoping it would happen again, of course. He hadn't told Dr. Lowenthall; wanted to be sure first, he said. Turns out he didn't really want to tell her at all. I don't know why and neither does he. He'd talk to me every time he came, just keep talking to me, but I didn't respond. He was pretty frustrated. He brought Frohike with him, and the ball, because Frohike had told him about that time at the end of the summer when I'd stared at him. The two of them thought I was coming out of it and they wanted to be there, I guess. Maybe it was silly.

It was the cat that did it that day. It wasn't there. It had been hit by a car, although I wasn't to know that. My keeper knew I had a routine and he always found the cat for me to play with; I fretted if he couldn't find it, apparently. I don't remember that. It was my anchor to reality, my thin life line to things which didn't behave like a mirage. Anyway, he couldn't find it and I started fretting – his word for it; makes me sound like a two-year-old. I got really upset and they couldn't quiet me. They were about to reach for the hypo, usual routine, but the doctor had been watching through the window and came out and stopped them. Mulder had been in her office and they'd been discussing trying to snap me out of it instead of waiting. When they saw what was happening, he said he wanted to try it then, that maybe my being upset was a good sign because I was aware enough to be upset in the first place, if that makes any sense.

She was willing to give it a shot and he came out of there on the double. Then they had a problem. If he came on like gangbusters, I was sure to freak and it would be a disaster. They got Frohike to try to get my attention. As it was, they were pretty nervous. Mulder has told me how much damage I did that time it went so sour the first Christmas; I can understand their vigilance after that. But it made things difficult. I made things difficult; I can be my own worst enemy.

Frohike touched me. I wasn't afraid of Frohike. I kept seeing him in this funny cap with little bells on it. It makes me laugh now because I have no memory of where that came from. He wasn't really wearing one but I always saw it – or thought I did. I was really surprised when I found out later that I had never really seen it. Perhaps it will come to me one day. So, he touched me, took my hand and it was a pretty brave thing for him to do when I was upset. But I heard those little bells – the ones that weren't there, if you can believe that – and...I saw him. I mean, I really saw him, you know? It shocked me and I just stared at him. He's such a funny little guy, very kind. But I still wasn't paying attention. Then Mulder took a chance – a really big chance. He smacked me one. I turned on him, of course. Talk about instant rage! Jeezus! he was taking a risk; I could have broken his neck. Everybody held their breath while I screamed bloody murder and went for him – and stopped. Because I saw him. I think what I saw was him on his knees, straddling the guy he'd just killed. And I understood him. "We are blood brothers!" he was yelling, over and over. "We are  blood brothers!"

I stopped yelling. I just stopped. I actually remember that. He must have had a hard time explaining that one to Dr. Lowenthall, if he ever did; he never told me about it and I didn't ask. No point in bringing up stuff he isn't ready to deal with. I should know. They wouldn't have let me hurt him, of course, but he took a real chance.

It wasn't like waking up in the usual sense of the word. But it was a start. It didn't last long that day, or for the best part of a month, really. Even when it was more or less my normal state again, I'd still drift off regular as clockwork if they didn't keep getting my attention and sometimes nothing worked. I guess I could only take so much reality at a time, but it got longer and longer. I miss it sometimes, believe it or not.

I didn't talk right away, either. Not in English anyway. It eluded me most of the time, which is odd because I've spoken it long enough. Ah, well. They had a fine time figuring out what it was I did speak. And I couldn't tell them it was Phoenician. Or Hittite, depending on what mood I was in or what memories were plaguing me right then. Because plague me they did. Then there would be times when I could understand English just fine but just didn't want to talk. I talked to Mulder, though. I owed him that much. And I let him babble to me to his heart's content. I just drifted off when I got tired, which didn't take long. People can be very tiring.

Of course, that was far from the end of it. I was okay for a little while, which was nice. I got to watch movies and go to the dining room. Mulder brought me some decent clothes and they stopped locking the door at night. Dr. Lowenthall started having therapy sessions with me, which was a bloody joke. I had no intention of cooperating and I am pretty good at faking it – I have had a lot of practice. I could hardly tell her the truth, now could I? She changed the medication and I needed less of it. They watched me pretty closely, though. Dr. Lowenthall told me what I could expect and I believed her. She started asking me about what had happened but I couldn't remember much. I still can't.

I got the urge to start smoking again and Mulder bought me a pipe and some aromatic tobacco, more as a joke than anything, he said. But I found it comforting and I can take it or leave it. He also sneaked me in some decent dark ale – with Dr. Lowenthall looking the other way, I suspect. He wanted to sneak a girl in for me but I told him not to be so bloody stupid. I still sat outside every day, rain or shine. There is a nice veranda for wet weather. I'd sit out there, smoking my pipe, far enough away from everybody that I couldn't hear their silly conversations or be upset by them prattling on about nothing or about their petty problems. I was pretty intolerant of noise still; I don't want to give the impression that I suddenly got sociable because nothing could be further from the truth. 

I tried to read but I had the attention span of a nervous hummingbird and some days I could almost hear my nerves snapping like twigs. I had to stay away from everybody those days; I stayed outside at the far end of the garden until they made me go inside and then I took to my bed. It all got reported of course. The attendants were pretty good to me; they'd seen me come a long way, they said. But I don't think they could forget how dangerous I could be when crossed. I wouldn't let them forget anyway. I didn't want to give them the idea I wanted to be friendly. And they always had a damned hypo within reach. Did they think I didn't know that?

What else? Can't think of much else about that time. Oh. Right. Mulder contacted Joe. How could I forget that? Mulder emailed him every day after he'd seen me, kept him up to speed. I think it helped both of them. I have a hard time with being that important to others. Dr. Lowenthall told Joe it would be a matter of months. Well, Joe, it will be a bit longer than that but I am working on it.

And then the nightmares started. Night after night until I was afraid to sleep and they had to sedate me again. I seemed to be going backward for a while but Dr. Lowenthall said she'd expected something like it. I didn't drift off any more; this was much worse. This was fucking awful. They'd knock me out as much as they dared but it didn't stop the images. I couldn't eat and started losing weight again. I'd spend the days barely conscious from lack of sleep and the fear of having to go through it all over again. I lost it more than once; they restrained me, afraid I'd hurt myself – or them. I hate being tied down and kicked up holy hell, which only frightened them more.

Dr. Lowenthall told me that the nightmares would stop once I remembered what happened. I've tried to but it's no go. I haven't remembered and they haven't stopped, although they are better than they were. 

 The depression hit me like the proverbial ton of bricks. I just woke up one morning and couldn't get out of bed. When they came with morning meds, I was huddled at the head of the bed, clutching my knees to my chest and rocking, crying like a baby. It kept up all day. I'd cry for hours, then fall asleep, exhausted. And I guess I could have been dangerous. I suppose I still am. You don't characterize yourself like that; to yourself, you're a pussy cat just having a bad hair day. What can I say?

Dr. Lowenthall recognized it, of course. She still thinks it was a breakthrough, the next step in the road to getting over this. They locked me up and took my clothes away and kept me sedated through the worst of it. The PTB's wanted me on suicide watch and they got their way; it was easier than explaining it was impossible for me to do myself in.

They couldn't let anyone see me and I wasn't in any shape for visitors for at least a month. It might have been longer; it gets impossible to tell. It's an awful thing, depression, a sickness of the will. It distorts how you perceive everything and its grip is relentless. The soul becomes weary. I won't go into it; too much like watching grass grow. Suffice it to say that it was unpleasant in the extreme and I'd rather have my teeth pulled. Besides, my teeth actually grow back, which is a damn good thing because I've had them knocked out often enough.

When it all calmed down to sub-volcanic levels, Mulder came to see me. I was a bloody mess, he said. I felt a bloody mess, thank you, Agent. A keen eye for the blindingly obvious, that boy. He was a mess, too, if I may say so, although he didn't want to hear it. He'd been back to work part time and he was getting on all right but he was nervous as hell all the time. I wish he'd have his bloody breakdown and get on with it, but that's Mulder all over. 

He disappeared for a few days and then, lo and behold, he walks in one day with Mr. Boone in tow. They still had me pretty much confined at that point; once you make them nervous, they don't forget easily. I can't complain, though. Hell, I gave them enough cause. Anyway, seems he'd taken it on himself to look for the old boy, been all the way down to South Carolina. Found him in an old folks home. I felt bad about that because I suppose I am the one who put him there. He lost pretty much everything in that fire, although I couldn't know it at the time. He didn't have a bean before and he had even less afterward and no job to boot. Mulder had made some kind of arrangement for him at a boarding house in Washington, had him checked out by FBI security and got him a little job at the hospital with Dr. Lowenthall's help. In point of fact, he became my personal, unofficial nursemaid. He sat with me many a sleepless night. He'd tell me stories that made my hair stand on end, stories of fighting in the Pacific, getting wounded and being treated like shit for being black even though he'd been a hero in his little company. I have to say that mortal courage is sometimes beyond me; I'm not entirely sure I could do it.

Sometimes it was a conversation and sometimes it was just a monologue that I couldn't follow because of the howling going on inside my head. Used to tell me that he once thought he'd never see me sane again at all. I think sitting with me helped him; I know he lost a son in Viet Nam, a son who would have been fifty-something by now, Joe's age. I'm sure Mr. Boone would like Joe. He'd rock me when it got bad and when I couldn't tolerate anyone else around me or even touching me. I am not going to forget him. He never talked about that day, the day of the fire. I don't remember much about it; I was out of my head anyway. I remember him, though, and Byers. He's been by as well, but I think he is too afraid of me to get close. I can't blame him.

I was too ill to be interested in Christmas, although they always put on a nice do for special occasions. The place was very nicely decorated with a huge Christmas tree in the big recreation room. They allowed me into the dining room for Christmas dinner and they let me dress for it. They watched me like hawks, of course, but I was getting used to it. I had a reputation among the other patients for being one of the dicey ones and everybody avoided me. Those were only the neurotics, though. You can tell the real crazies – we get along fine.

I even got presents. Joe sent shirts; he always sends shirts. I got a card from MacLeod and one from Amanda with angels on it and a gushy note. I think she loves me. Dr. Lowenthall gave me a stuffed animal, which I thought was pretty funny. It was this silly-looking duck in a sou'wester; gave me a laugh. He is bright yellow and squishy and squeaks when you poke his tummy. God knows what possessed her to give it to me but he got named Morty and sits on my dresser. He's coming with me when I go.

Mulder came for Christmas dinner. He looked a wreck. He said Christmas always does him in; he's lost his entire family, which explains that. I held it together for an hour or so but my nerves were shot and I was not all that coherent. I slept most of the day.

It was mid-winter before I started to pull out of it and I think they were right to keep me here but now I am getting anxious to go. They will keep me here for a good long time if they have their way because no matter how well I do, it is still on record – albeit 'sealed' – that I murdered five people and there is no way around that. There was some dead woman in the parking lot as well, Mulder tells me. Stabbed through the throat. I don't know if they pinned that one on me as well, but they probably did. I don't give a damn. Dr. Lowenthall wanted to know what was in the file and I can understand why. It would be confidential and not on my file anywhere, she said, but Mr. Skinner wasn't buying it. Mr. Skinner can only protect me completely so long as I stay in the system, however, and I think he is having second thoughts about my getting out of here on that account himself. He doesn't regret what he did to help me and I shall be eternally grateful to him, but it would be unfair of me to push him past his limits. A good guest knows when to bow out gracefully.

Joe came for Easter. He scraped up the pennies for the fare and Mulder ferried him around. I was so happy to see him. They are working on a way to get me out. Joe is sending a passport and other things I'll need, plane tickets, that sort of thing. The plan is for me to get myself on day outings, be on my best behavior for little trips to the movies and a bit of shopping – not looking forward to that – and then one day, just 'disappear'. With a little help from my friends, of course. I think it will work, if I can just keep it together. It makes me nervous; I am not sure I am ready to deal with the outside world but that is a sign that I am becoming institutionalized and it is definitely time to bow out.

Mulder was talking it over yesterday. He is not happy. We were out in the garden, bundled to the teeth against a cold wind; the snow is long gone but the spring is holding off this year. I wanted to walk and I was sucking on my pipe; I'm not allowed to smoke inside – it's unhealthy for the poor whackos. I have always been a 'whacko' by someone's standard, and I am someone who enjoys the odd vice. I will continue to be both for a long time to come, probably.

"Where will you go?" he said.

"Joe has found me a place to stay outside Paris," I told him. "It's a sort of clinic for Immortals, if you can believe that. Woods and countryside. That sort of thing."

He shook his head. "Kind of a half-way house?"

"You could call it that. It was founded by one of us, a man named Sean Burns, but he was killed a few years back. His staff carried on the work."

"You didn't kill him, did you?"

I laughed. He always asks me if I killed someone. God knows what he really thinks of me but he has not seen the best side of me, either. "No, I liked him. I was there for that little show, though. He was a good man."

He looked at me quizzically. "How do you do it?"

"Do what?"

"Handle all the killing."

I sucked on my pipe. "If I handled it all that well," I said, "I wouldn't be here, would I?"

He thought about that for a while. He would like to think that I am impervious; nobody likes his hero to have feet of clay. 

"How are you handling it, anyway?" he said.

"What?"

"Being here, being in this place."

"I'm not handling it. Why do you think I want to leave?" He can be so damned obtuse. "You're not happy about my leaving, are you?"

He shrugged. He isn't very good at hiding how he's feeling. "I'm okay with it."

"No, you bloody aren't. Can't you tell the truth for once in your life?"

"All right, I hate it. Is that what you want to hear?"

"It's a start."

He chuckled. "Next you'll be asking me what I see."

"Why would I ask that?"

He sighed. He gets theatrical when he's nervous and he's nervous all the time these days.

"Forget it," he said.

"Forgotten. Why does it bother you?"

"I can't talk to anybody else. Nobody else knows."

"That's not true and you know it. Mr. Boone knows. I highly recommend him."

"It's not the same."

"Yes, it is. Give him a chance."

He just shook his head. He really should consider it. Mr. Boone would be only too glad to let him talk; now he talks to me but I won't be here much longer. He was there that day too, after all; he's no more impervious to what happened than any of us. It would be good for them both. I wish he'd consider it. I must remember to get Mr. Boone together with Byers before I go. That's a thought.


I thought about the things Mulder said in the car that day, because that much I do remember, even if I was a little too distracted to say much. He is not bad-looking; I can understand his reluctance to bed his partner – never a good idea – but why he is so bloody thick about seeking out female company is beyond me. It's not just a matter of  'getting his rocks off', as they say, a phrase I dislike intensely. Sex is warm and comforting and it beats the hell out of doing it yourself. I'd suggested it before and he probably didn't want to hear it again. I said it anyway.

"What you need to do," I said, "is get drunk, get laid and babble to her in the dark afterwards while she holds your poor, aching head. Women love that sort of thing. She'll never believe a word of it anyway."

"Fuck! I can't do that. I killed a man!"

I wasn't prepared for that answer. It's tearing him apart, I know, and there is squat I can say that will be of any help. He will have to walk this road alone. I gave it one more shot. "You'll get over it. They gave me the credit for it anyway, so you don't have that to worry about and I'm not about to hang you out to dry. They've got me cold for four; what's one more?"

He shook his head again. That day was the worst day of his life and I am the son of a bitch who dropped him in it. "You need some time to think about other things," I said. "Find a lady friend, have some fun and stop hanging out here. It's not good for you."

We walked for a bit. "That's easy for you to say," he said.

"Yes, it is easy for me to say because it's exactly what I plan to do."

My pipe died and I stopped to fire it up again. He just watched me. "You're really going to do that?" he asked.

"Why the hell not? Unless something else strikes me, which it probably won't." 

I smoked for a while, watching his face. He is a sad case but he's a big boy and I am not his nursemaid. He either has to blow his brains out or get on with it and it will not be an easy decision to make. My patience is a little thin these days but it doesn't mean I don't understand. And he really does need to distract himself.

"Give me a couple of months then come and see me," I said. "I can't show you Paris for another couple of decades but there are other places we could hang out."

"'Hang out'?"

I shrugged. Maybe it was the wrong word. "Have you ever been to France?"

"Went for a few days once when I was at Oxford."

"You were at Oxford? So was I."

"What century?"

I laughed at that. I have been to Oxford more than once, in fact. I have always rather liked it. "Well, that is the question, isn't it? How about it?"

He still just bloody stood there and I came damned close to shaking him. 

"Suit yourself, then," I said. "We'll keep in touch and when you've made your mind up, let me know."

And that was that. He is a lot more depressed than I am at the moment. I know Dr. Lowenthall has noticed it, although she didn't mention it to me. It wouldn't be ethical. Still, he is not my problem.

It's going well. I am supposed to take part in a group. If I can mind my manners there, they will consider me for a supervised outing on a day pass. Dr. Lowenthall is aware that I haven't been off hospital grounds since they brought me here all those months ago. It didn't matter a damn to me then, of course, but now I am getting the old itchy feet. She says there is a lot more to work through. Doc, you have no idea! What's one more breakdown after five thousand years? Piece of cake.

I won't miss this place. They've looked after me well, but I am not their favorite customer. They don't know what I did but they're not stupid; they don't put you in a place like this for being noisy on Sunday. The security is discreet but it is there; no matter how pleasant, it is still a prison and I am still their prisoner. And it's not all that bloody pleasant. 

Dr. Lowenthall has been terrific. She fought for me, or I might still be locked up tight and screaming the place down. She is smart, compassionate and good at her job but she can't take it any farther. Not her fault. The staff probably hates my guts, judging by the way they are so damned anxious to sedate me all the time. Oh, there are some gems; there are always kind, compassionate people in the crowd and I thank the gods for them. But they will heave a sigh of relief when I'm gone. We understand each other.

But I will miss Frohike. And Mr. Boone. I likely will not pass this way again before he dies and I will be sorry when that happens. I will have Joe keep tabs on him and see that he wants for nothing when he can no longer work here. It's the least I can do to repay his kindness. As for Mulder...well, what can I say? He will change or he won't. It's up to him. I hope he does.

And me? Oh, I don't know. I am far from being myself yet. There are good days and bad days and the bad ones are still more frequent than I am happy about. I could be a burden on Joe if I go too soon but I cannot stay here. And I can't show my face around Paris for quite a while – or I can and let the chips fall where they may. I'll think about it. I'll have to see what Joe says about how things are there now. I don't want to wander too far away from him because he isn't getting any younger. Neither am I, Joe; neither am I.

I will accede to Joe's wishes to stay at this place he has arranged for me. I can either go there or I can take off somewhere. I'd rather do that but perhaps it's time I thought about what Joe needs instead of what I want. He had to pull in a few markers to do it but he has good friends in the right places. They are very discreet and the Watchers needn't know about it. I will have to stay under their radar somehow. It will work out; it always does. If it hadn't always worked out, I'd be dead, now wouldn't I? It really isn't any more complicated than that.

As I sit here on the bench in the garden, watching the sun go down, smoking my pipe, it all looks so very simple. I wish I could think of some words of wisdom to sum it all up but I can't. 

Life will go on, with me or without me.

FINIS
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