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The two observers stood behind the one-way mirror. The taller, older one had both hands in his pants pockets and was absently jingling his change.


His companion nervously chewed his bottom lip, glancing in turn between the subject in the interview room and his mentor.


“Do you think she’ll change her story?” the younger man asked.


“Hmmm? No,” the older one replied. “I…don’t think so.”


The younger man barely managed to suppress a sigh. His boss had the annoying habit of saying the first word in a sentence and then pausing, as though waiting for his thoughts to catch up with his mouth.


“She…is dedicated to this. She…is proving to be a most difficult subject.”


“Yes,” the younger man agreed, again turning his attention to the subject under discussion. “She is.”
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Special Agent Dana Scully tapped her fingers on the table in sequence, pinky, ring, middle, forefinger. For variety, she would add her thumb to the mix every other time.


If I do it fast enough, she thought, it sounds like hoof beats.

The door to the room opened to admit a tall, well-dressed man in his mid-fifties. He wore a blindingly white button-down shirt, a  colorful tie, and beige Dockers.


“Miss Scully,” he said, smiling warmly.


“Agent Scully,” Scully said sharply.


“That’s right. I’m sorry. Special Agent Scully. Of the world-famous FBI.” He paused. “How are you today?”


“Annoyed,” Scully said pointedly.


“Really?”


“I’ve told you everything you need to know, and you still keep me here. I want to know when I’m going to be released.”


“Soon, I’m sure,” the man said, taking a seat across from Scully. The only things in the room were the table, the two chairs, and the two people.


“You don’t think I know we’re being watched?” Scully asked, pointing one perfectly manicured nail at the mirror. “You don’t think I know that two of your…associates are studying us? Me?”


“The purpose of the mirror is so that the subject being interviewed is never aware whether they are being watched. We’ve found that it tends to make the interview more…productive.” 


Scully nodded. “Unless the subject assumes that they’re being watched the entire time, and adjusts their behavior accordingly.”


“Yes,” the man said, nodding. “That is true.” He paused. “You make it sound as though you have more than a casual understanding of criminal psychology.”


Scully fixed him with a withering glare. “I’m a Special Agent of the FBI. Of course I know about criminal psychology.” She paused. “Can we get on with this? Please?”


“Of course. We just need to talk about a few things, and then you can be on your way.”


Scully nodded, sitting back and crossing her arms.


“Now, your…duties as a Special Agent….it was “Special” Agent, right?”


“All sworn agents of the FBI are “Special” Agents. I don’t know why you can’t understand that. How many times have I told you?”


“Several,” the man acknowledged. “Now then…your duties as a Special Agent of the FBI entail exactly what?”


“That’s classified,” Scully said.


“I thought we’d agreed that I have…what is the term you used?”


“The need to know,” Scully said. She sighed. “Your investigation barely touches on the issues that I deal with daily. I know that I said I could see that you might have the need to know. I also distinctly remembering telling you that I’d need written or verbal permission from my superiors before going any further.”


“That’s right,” the man said, checking his notes. “An…Assistant Director…Skinner, I see here.”


“Walter S. Skinner, that’s right.”


“We contacted the Bureau,” the man said. “They have no record of a Walter S. Skinner there. Not as an Assistant Director, not as a “Special” Agent, not even as a clerk.” He was speaking very carefully, choosing his words.


The man sat back, studying Scully’s reaction to this news.


She waved a hand in the air, dismissing the man’s statement. “I don’t know who you talked to, but–”


“Human Resources, Miss…excuse me, Agent Scully. We spoke to the Assistant Director for Administration….a Mr. Carlyle.”


Scully sat up, angry. “I don’t know who you spoke to, but they were obviously part of the….” Scully closed her mouth and looked at

the table.


“Part of the what?” the man queried.


“Nevermind,” Scully said. After a pause she added, “I’ve already discussed that issue to you. I shouldn’t have to repeat it. I shouldn’t be treated this way.”


“Ah…yes, the conspiracy.”


“When you say it like that, it makes me sound…”


Scully didn’t finish her thought.


“What were you going to say?” the man asked.


“Crazy,” Scully muttered. And then, stronger. “It makes me sound

crazy.”


The man frowned slightly, his brows knitting together. He set the

papers he’d been studying on the desk in front of him, interlaced his

fingers on top of them and leaned forward. “Let’s talk about that, Agent Scully.”


“About what?”


“About things like that.”
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The observation room had several comfortable chairs. The  older man had claimed one and was leaning back, one leg crossed over the other, one hand cupping the back of his head as he watched.


“That’s a breakthrough,” his young colleague noticed.


“Well…yes,” the man admitted. “But a small one.”
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“I am not crazy,” Scully said.


“I never said that you were,” the man said reasonably. “But let’s review, shall we?”


Scully sighed and leaned back. “Fine. Whatever. If it will get me out of here any faster, go ahead.”


Ignoring her, the man picked up a single sheet of paper and began reading. “The FBI has said that no one by the name Walter S. Skinner is currently employed by the Bureau. You said they are…disavowing any knowledge of your superior, Walter S. Skinner,  because men at the highest levels of power in this country are involved in an international conspiracy to hide the existence of life from other worlds–”


“I never said that!” Scully said.


“You previously stated–”


“I said my partner believes that the conspiracy is to hide–”


“Ah, that would be…Mr.–”


“Special Agent!” Scully almost shouted, springing to her feet.  “How hard is it for you to understand? Special Agent Fox Mulder!”

The man looked up at Scully, calm as a Buddha. “Please sit down,” he said. His eyes flicked to her chair and then back to Scully’s face.


Reluctantly, she sat.


“Special Agent Mulder also is not an employee of the FBI.”


“As I said,” Scully began, sighing.


“Yes, I know…part of the same…conspiracy.”


“That’s right,” Scully said.


The man opened his mouth as if to speak, and then closed it. Considering, he selected another sheet of paper from his files and withdrew it. “Do you know why you are here, Agent Scully?”


“I was working a case in this jurisdiction. My partner and I discovered some evidence that we needed processed by the local crime lab. I called for assistance. When your detectives showed up, I was arrested.”


“Agent Scully, you have not been arrested,” the man pointed out.


“Fine,” Scully said, her tone indicating that at this point, it was all semantics to her. “I was taken into custody. I’m not under arrest, but I’m not free to go, either. Whatever term you want to use is fine with me.”


The man considered for a long moment. “Let’s talk about the conspiracy for a moment. You said that your…partner believes that it’s centered around the desire conceal the existence of aliens. Is aliens. Is  that correct? Do I have it right?”


“Yes,” Scully said, nodding.


“But you…yourself don’t believe this.”


Scully’s eyebrows went up. “No,” she said softly. “Of course  I don’t.”


“But…you agree there is a conspiracy.”


She sighed again. “I know that there is a group of men who are extremely powerful. As to what their ultimate aim is, I have no idea.”


“So, a nameless, faceless conspiracy has worked behind the scenes to erase any existence of you, your partner or your boss from one of the most respected law enforcement agencies in the world. The men  that made this happen have done so without you knowing who they are, or what their ultimate goal is. Do I have it right?”


“Precisely,” Scully said.


The man paused, waiting for Scully to realize the significance  of her own words.


“What?” Scully finally asked.


“Doesn’t it all seem just a little…convenient?”


“In what sense?”


“Agent Scully…you have presented yourself to us as an Agent of the FBI. You have no credentials–”


“I told you–”


“Yes. They were lost in the woods. I remember. Still, you have no credentials, and no one at the FBI can verify your story. You claim that you are, in fact, an FBI agent, and that you have a partner  named Mulder and a boss named Skinner.” He hesitated. “One would assume that someone…somewhere at the FBI could verify this. A clerk. A secretary. An assistant. Yet…every name you give me to verify your story ends up being a…dead end. You claim that this is not due to any dishonesty on your part, but because of a cabal of men, a shadow government, that can…disappear people on a whim.” The man spread his arms wide. 


“You, as a trained investigator, can see why I find this story  hard to believe.”


Scully nodded. “I can understand. But if I could just be allowed to make a phone call–”


“Whom would you call?” the man asked. “We’d be glad to call them for you, to verify your story. To help you in this matter.” He paused. “Every name that you’ve provided us has come up empty.”


Scully sighed.


“You don’t understand,” she said. “I can explain all of this.”
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“Here we go again,” the younger man said.


“No…I don’t think so,” the elder man replied. “I can sense that she is beginning to sense the trap we have set for her. I think a real, true breakthrough in this interrogation is just around the corner.”


The younger man glanced at his watch. 


God, I hope so, he  thought. We’ve been at this forever!
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“You have explained it, Agent Scully,” the man continued. “Just not to my satisfaction.”


“I don’t have to explain it to your satisfaction!” Scully said, her voice just below a shout. “You…you’re…confusing me! This is all very simple! I was investigating a case with my partner–”


“What case?” the man interrupted.


“That’s classified,” Scully snapped.


“I see. Once again, another detail that cannot be verified. Another piece of your story that I must leave alone for national security reasons.”


Scully took a big breath, held it, and slowly let it out.


“Fine. If it will get me the hell out of here, I’ll tell you about the damn case.”
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In the observation room, the younger man reached down and touched a button mounted in a hidden panel. Both men could hear the mechanical noises as the reel-to-reel tape recorder kicked on.


“Levels are good,” the younger man said. “Clear as a bell.”


“Shhhh,” the older man said, leaning forward.
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“Six weeks ago, two young boys went missing from a farm at the southern end of the county. I’m sure you heard about it.”


The man interviewing Scully said nothing, only nodding at her to continue.


“Anyway, my partner heard about the case from the Internet and decided that we should investigate. So we flew here. My partner thought  that we should look at the places the boys were known to play in and around.  In an abandoned farmhouse we found evidence of what I thought was foul play,  and what my partner was convinced indicated alien abduction. I called the state  police laboratory to request a full forensics team, and when they arrived, your detectives placed me under….in custody, and here I am.”


The man sat back. “Agent Scully, you’ve told me nothing new about the case. I know all this already. What details can you add to this case?”


“Like what?” Scully asked.


“Like…what evidence did you discover?”


Scully gaped at him. “You mean you haven’t processed the scene yet?”


The man shifted in his chair.


“We don’t…do that,” he said carefully.


“What the hell do you do here then?” Scully demanded.


The man was obviously choosing his words carefully. “We attempt to answer questions, Agent Scully. Conduct investigations.”


“How can you conduct an investigation without forensics?”


“We handle different types of investigations,” the man replied.


“Well, I’m handling this type of investigation,” Scully insisted. “And I need a forensic team at the scene immediately.”


The man glanced at the window.
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“Dammit,” the older man said.


“What should we do?”


“She refuses to give us any details about what she thinks she saw there,” the older man said. “Every attempt to guide her into giving us the information we need to…give her what she needs has failed.” He threw his hands up. “I’m about at the end of my rope.”


The younger man shuddered. He knew what that term meant.


“Is there anything else we can try?”


“The truth,” the older man said, shrugging. “Get him out of  here.”
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Scully’s interview was interrupted by two sharp knocks on the door. The man frowned and stood. “Excuse me,” he said politely.


“Take your time,” Scully said sarcastically.


He returned in less than five minutes.


“We have some information for you,” the man said slowly. “I must warn you, it’s disturbing.”
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Back in the observation room, the two men studied Scully through

the glass.


“I find it astonishing that she hasn’t asked for an attorney yet,” the younger remarked.


“I don’t,” the older said. “She is convinced that she’s in the right here, the wronged party, the federal investigator whose case has been sidetracked by her so-called Consortium. In her mind, she’s  done nothing wrong.”


“But…”


“Yes, I know. And she knows.” The older man hesitated, looking  at the beautiful woman on the other side of the glass. “She just doesn’t know she knows,” he whispered.
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The man sat down across from Scully with a sealed envelope.


“Do you know what is in here?” he asked.


Scully shook her head.


“Photographs,” the man said gently.


Scully straightened in her chair.


“From…the barn,” the man said.


“So you did have a forensics team working the scene.”


The man considered lying. In the end, honor won out. “No. The state police and the FBI had a forensics team work the scene. They just sent us the photographs for our records.”


“May I?” Scully asked, eagerly reaching for the envelope.


“Just one moment,” the man said, pulling the envelope back. “These photographs are…disturbing. Are you sure you want to–?”


“I am a forensic pathologist. I’ve seen more than my share of dead bodies, sir.”


The man frowned.


“Bodies?” he asked.


Scully frowned.


“Excuse me?”


“You said bodies.”


“Yes?” She paused. “So?”


“As I remember it, you told us that you and your partner were investigating the disappearance of two young boys from a barn. The boys disappeared, correct?”


“That’s right,” Scully said.


“So, if the boys had vanished…whose body do you expect to see

in these pictures?”


Scully lowered her arm to the table.


“I’m not sure I understand.”


“I’m quite certain you do,” the man said. “I said the pictures were disturbing. You said that you’d seen bodies before, which leads me to believe that you expect to see a dead body in these pictures. My question to you is, whose body do you expect to see?”
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“Now we’re cooking with gas,” the younger man muttered.


“Shhhh,” the older man said, lifting a cautioning finger to his lips. “Watch….and learn.”
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The interview took on a decidedly different tone.


“Whose body do you expect to see?”


“No one,” Scully said.


“Where are the two boys?”


“I have no idea.”


“What are their names?”


“I…don’t remember.”


“Whose body do you expect to see?”


“No one,” Scully repeated. “But you said the pictures are disturbing. I assumed–”


“A trained FBI investigator and a forensic pathologist would never, ever assume anything, Miss Scully.” He paused. “I ask you again. Whose body do you expect to see?”


Scully ignored the absence of her “proper” title. “May I please see the pictures?”


“Before I show them to you, I have one final question.”


Scully withdrew her hand and waited.


“You said just a few moments ago that you called for a forensics team, and that when my…detectives showed up, you were taken into custody. Is that correct?”


“Yes.”


“I mean…is that what you said? Are those your exact words? Do they represent what happened accurately in your mind?”


Scully nodded. “I’m not sure where you’re taking this.”


“Allow me to continue. You said that you and your partner were investigating the case in the barn. Yet, when the…detectives arrived, you were the only one taken into custody.”


The man paused.


The room was silent.


“What,” he asked, “happened to your partner?”


Scully remained silent.


“Why wasn’t he arrested?”


Scully glanced at the mirror and then back at the man across the table from her.


“May I see the pictures?”


“Whose body do you expect to see in these pictures?” he asked.


“No one,” she insisted. “I just want to see…what you have?”


The man glanced at the mirror one last time and then handed Scully the envelope.
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“Zoom in on this,” the older man instructed.


The younger man worked the video controls, and the hidden camera’s lens slowly crawled in on Scully’s face.
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Opening the envelope, Scully slid the photos out. They were all 8x11, full color, glossy.


“Can you identify that man?” he asked.


Scully stared at the picture.


The victim had been shot.


Four times, by her professional judgement.


Once in the lower-right quadrant, twice in the heart.


And once in the face.


“His face…” she said. “It’s gone.”


“Can you identify him?” the man asked her.


“No…he…has no face,” she said again, moving on to the next picture. This had been taken from a wider angle. A piece of clothing, once white but drenched in blood, sat next to the body, about a foot away, as if it had been hastily dropped.


It looks like my blouse, Scully thought.


She moved onto the next picture.


Taken from the opposite angle, this photo showed in minute  detail the destruction the bullet had caused in the victim’s head. The wound channel was ugly and raw.


“His beautiful face,” Scully whispered.
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“Gotcha!” the younger man said.


“Wait…she’s not out of it yet,” the older cautioned.
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“You do know him,” the man accused gently. “You just said `his beautiful face.’“


Scully looked up from the pictures. “What happened?” she asked. She flipped back to the first picture. She saw the piece of white clothing.


My blouse, she thought.


She looked down at herself, expecting to see the blouse.


She saw nothing but maroon cotton.


She glanced at herself in the one-way mirror.


Scrubs, she thought.


I’m wearing scrubs.


“What happened to my blouse?” she asked the room.


She stood, taking the pictures with her.


Walking to the mirror, she studied herself.


She was wearing maroon scrubs, tops and bottoms. 


Paper slippers adorned her feet.


She wore no jewelry.


No makeup.


She was pale.


As if…as if she’d been inside for weeks without seeing the sun.


“Who is in the pictures, Scully?” the man asked.


“No one,” Scully repeated. “No one.”
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The younger of the two observers sat at his desk and studied his computer screen. On the desk next to his keyboard was the Scully file. 


Clipped to the left inside cover was the primary forensics  report from the barn, the chief reason Scully was here. 


He had read the report a dozen, a hundred times, and it still made no sense.


Special Agent Dana Scully had been found crouched over her dead partner, her bloody blouse pressed over Mulder’s chest wounds. She had been sobbing but aphasic, unable to speak to investigators.


All four gunshots had been through-and-through. Investigators had been unable to recover the bullets from the crime scene, even though they had searched for close to two weeks, and in the end had resorted to handheld metal detectors and an almost inch-by-inch search of the  barn and the surrounding land. 


Confusing the issue was the fact that no shell casings had been found at the scene. Casings could have been matched to ones on file at the FBI Firearms Center at Quantico Marine Barracks, fired from Scully’s SIG before it had been issued to her. 


Confusing things still further was the fact that a paraffin and nitrates test on Scully’s hands had proven that she had recently discharged a firearm, but no gun had been found at the scene.


Someone had killed Special Agent Fox Mulder, and had managed to do it while removing almost every single trace of forensic evidence.


The only things linking Scully to the murder were the nitrates on her hand and her proximity to Mulder when he died. She had opportunity, although the government had been unable to prove method and was still desperately searching for motive.


Sighing, the man began typing:


The subject, Dana Katherine Scully, continues to deny knowledge of the events of the day in question, and in fact still believes that her partner is alive. She also believes that her superior, Walter Skinner, is alive, despite the fact that telephone records prove she received a call approximately thirty minutes before the estimated time of Mulder’s death informing her of Assistant Director Skinner’s apparent suicide.


“In accordance with court order, our team will continue to evaluate Miss Scully in hopes of eventually unlocking the secrets that her mind holds regarding the facts surrounding the death of Special Agent Fox Mulder.


At this time we are unable to report any progress.

Base Secrets
Basement, 1432 Hours


In the basement, all secrets reside.


Steel cabinets, almost twenty of them, line the walls around my desk. Once, in the beginning, it was a jumble of information, files piled haphazardly into the drawers, yanked from mildew-stained cardboard boxes that had been stashed in dark, dusty corners for decades, forgotten, shunned. 


After the horror of BSU, it was a relief to come to this cool, distant office, an almost-pleasure to sit in the half-light and thumb through the files. As a witness to the worst horror that man could come up with it was a revelation to read about things that most people considered beyond the pale of existence and logic.


What is it about the basement that makes people hide the ugly truths and the forgotten trinkets of their lives there? I remember how many basements I investigated during my profiling years. So many monsters preferred the basement, the dank, cool air, the protection it afforded against the screams of their victims being overheard by the casual passerby. One of them, a plastic surgeon turned monster, had a complete ventilation and drainage system installed, the better to dispose of his grisly leftovers.


But this basement is not ugly or dank anymore. It is still cool, and still has the faintest odor of decay and rot. But that is to be expected; it is an odor that will never be completely banished, a sense of dread and slight unease that no amount of Lysol or Chanel Number Five could ever erase entirely.


I hear the click of heels outside my door. Mentally, I correct myself; not heels, but flats. She rarely wears heels, unlike some of the other female agents that feel some odd, strange need to parade around headquarters like models on the runway in Milan. Her shoes, like her clothes, like the entirety of her, is a studied exercise in practicality. You can’t chase a suspect in heels, she once pointed out to me. 


I hear the shuffle of a person shifting their load as the knob rattles. I glance at the clock and notice that it’s late, close to quitting time. She’s back from Quantico, back from yet another autopsy of a victim that died a mysterious death, a death that she was determined to explain, to explore, to reveal.


The door swings open.


“Hey,” she says softly, noticing that I’m at work. My glasses are on, sleeves rolled up, feet on my desk, a file open in my lap. She eyes it warily, wondering if my perusing of it is going to cause yet another trip to some small town thousands of miles away where the natives are undoubtedly performing some odd ritual or ceremony, something that is just as evil and dark and dangerous as the rest of the cases we take.


I close the file and toss it into my OUT box, telling her without words not to worry, that it was more a search for information than fishing for more frequent-flier miles.


She visibly relaxes and moves to her desk. It’s a table without drawers, a compromise in these times of tight budgets. It took me forever and a day to talk the original owner of the table into giving it to me. That, and two bottles of 12-year-old Scotch. But it was worth it; she has a place now, in this office, just as she has a place in my heart.


I ask with my eyes how it went.


She shrugs and then nods, letting me know without words that it was not an entirely lost cause, but that not all the secrets had been answered.


I cock my head, an eyebrow lifting slightly, asking silently if its something we need to look into, together.


She shakes her head, wrinkling her nose. No, she replies wordlessly, and I understand. Now its a mystery for the boys and girls with microscopes and centrifuges. They’ll dissect the tiniest portions of the victim’s essence, finding the answer to the secret in things too small to be seen by the naked eye.


She dives into the report, cracking her laptop like a silicon clam and pounding away on the keyboard. I sigh and open another file, skimming it quickly, realizing in a heartbeat that it’s not an X-file, that the original investigators were just too lazy to see the obvious. I scrawl a note in the margin and toss it into my OUT box, moving on to yet another file.


Hours pass.


Then it’s time to quit, time to go home. Me to my apartment, another night on a lonely leather couch, using the silent, dim television as a soothsayer to ease my frazzled nerves, waiting for sleep to take me so that I might dream again.


I’m not looking forward to it.


She stands to go, closing her laptop with a prim little “snap!”


She walks to my desk and stands in front of it, hands on trim little hips.


She catches my eye.


I ask, smiling softly. She nods.


And then leaves.


It has always been like that, since the second week of our partnership. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, my heart sings and my soul soars higher than any bird, higher than any rocket or spaceship.


The first time it happened was when she gave me the key.


After Tooms. The day after, as a matter of fact. I’d been at my desk for most of the day, filing the paperwork, taking more than a little smug satisfaction in the fact that I’d been right, that the wiry little bastard had turned out to have all the flexibility of a comic-book superhero. He’d almost gotten to her, something I wasn’t completely unaware of, but something that I was still struggling to discover how to handle with her. I’d sensed almost from the first moment that I’d met her that she didn’t want me protecting her. Over the years I’d forgotten that from time to time, and ended up paying the price. But then, that first time, she knew what had to be done.


I was at my desk, looking at the next case, or what might be the next case, or what might end up being circularly filed. The soft clank of brass against the felt of my desk blotter brought my eyes up from the file. I caught the key; saw the neat, precise handwriting on the tiny white label.


“Scully,” the key read.


Her apartment key.


My eyes rose to hers again. She nodded at the key and then lifted one perfect corner of an even more-perfect mouth. I opened my mouth to speak and saw her eyes darken.


No words, they seemed to say.


And so I said nothing.


Driving over, later, I thought I understood. I couldn’t put it into words, exactly, but I understood.


That first night– divine.


And the invitation to a second night took almost a year. At first, I’d thought that I hadn’t measured up, that I hadn’t passed muster. But I only later realized that it wasn’t that – not at all. It was the simple fact that she didn’t want to get used to it, to the convenience of it, the appeal of the possible and the promise of the undeliverable.


A relationship was out of the question.


But comfort could be given.


It would have to be asked for, by one or the other. It would not be expected, and it would not be offered. If one needed it, they would ask, the silent directive both obvious and painful: Don’t get too comfortable. It was like she was behind glass stenciled “EMERGENCY USE ONLY.”


Twelve times; I could count them, remember them all. 


And now number thirteen. Unlucky?


I hoped not.

+++

1933 Hours


I let myself in with the key.


She was waiting in the bedroom. Not wearing something slinky and silky, spread out on the bed like some teenager’s fantasy. In the bed, yes, reading the latest best-selling novel, glasses perched primly on the end of her perfect nose.


No words.


Never any words.


She smiled at me though, glad to see that I’d accepted the invitation. My hands moved to my jacket, shedding it and tossing it on the chair by the bed.


She moved to me then, eager to make me naked for her. She made short work of my clothes, and a minute had barely passed before I was nude for her.


Then it was my turn. 


I made equally short work of her clothes. Naked, together, we fell on the bed.


The first time, it had been quick and hasty and needy and hot and slick and sweaty.


Now we knew each other better. I knew where to touch and where to stroke and how to kiss and how to make her cringe with anticipation and mewl with satisfaction; just as she knew how to do the same for me.


It wasn’t loving...exactly.


We did love each other.


And I was convinced that we were more than half in love with each other, but I couldn’t confirm that because of the unspoken rules. No words were to be said; no names cried out in the throes of passion. Nothing that could be used against us if we were being taped.


It took almost two hours. 


Sated, I kissed her one last time and rose to go. It was always this way between us; comfort exchanged, passion explored, and then I would leave. The one time she had come to my apartment at my specific request she had left just as quickly, just as hastily. 


I often wondered why she didn’t want to wake up next to me, and in a way, I understood. When the sunlight came again, when it was tomorrow and not tonight, the reality of it would have to be explored; just as the basement hides the secrets of a lifetime, the darkness of night can cover the secrets of the heart and the lies of the body. As long as it was dark outside, it didn’t count – it wasn’t real in the same way that other things were real. 


And then she broke the rule.


“Stay,” she said softly.


I hesitated, one foot on the floor, the other in the bed.


She nodded, holding her hand out to me, begging me with her eyes to take it, to join her.


“Are you sure?” I asked.


She nodded again, the desire clear and painful in her eyes.


This will change everything, I thought.


She nodded, as if capturing that thought from the air between us. Yes, her face, her eyes said – I know.


I want it to.


I didn’t know if I wanted it to, but I got back into the bed with her.


Secrets were made to be kept in the basement.


Not in the bedroom.

CHOICES
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Eleven years.

Like a magnet, I’m drawn back. 


Back again to the beginning, where it all started and where it all ended. 


I stand on the bluff, well out of sight. There’s no way anyone can see me, and that’s the way it has had to be for so long.


Before, if I’d been spotted–


Game over.


I shudder, thinking about what would have happened if I’d been spotted. I made promises, heartfelt, tear–stained, wracked–sob promises so long ago that I sometimes find it hard to remember the exact words even if I can’t forget the absolute underlying meaning to those promises.


If you’re discovered, the deal is off.


You have one chance to spare the life of the one you love.


Don’t fuck it up, they said, hard eyes and sneering mouths surrounding me. 


The only reason you’re even being given this chance is because of your father’s long and honorable service to the country. Anyone else, and this discussion wouldn’t even be taking place. 


I glance at my watch, wondering when, hoping against hope that I’m right, that he’ll appear soon, that I’ll finally be able to–


And then, I see him.

2


He approaches my grave slowly, flowers in  hand.


It’s been a while since I’ve seen him. Almost but not quite a year, I think, doing the math in my 

head.


The year has been hard for him.


He looks older, a little heavier. 


But it’s still him.


Still Mulder.


At first, they wanted him back in ISU. 


But I knew he’d never go. He left ISU, fleeing from the monsters that haunted his nightmares, and there was no way he’d go back after facing the monsters that we had…together.


Side by side.


Partners.


Friends.


More than that, once. Or almost, once.


The potential was always there. We just never acted on it.


Until now, we’d never had the chance.


Circumstance, choices, needs, requirements all conspiring against us.


From the very start.


From the first day.


I remember the first day, and the last day.


The last day, more…because it seemed impossible that so much could have been happened so quickly.

3

He teaches at Quantico now. He’s the expert on profiling, and so he gives talks to the New Recruit Training classes, he gives lectures to visiting police detectives from all across the country, all across the world. They all come to hear Mulder speak, to listen him wax poetic on the psychopathology of the sociopathic sexual sadists that still plague our world. 


And three times a year he visits my grave.


My birthday, first. Always on my birthday. He leaves a single white rose on the headstone. He stands in front of it, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his trench coat. He stares at the smooth granite for the longest time and then he talks to it. I’m not sure what he says, but I have an idea.


And then, a few months later, he shows up again. 


The anniversary of our first day together.


It’s touching, in a really morbid way.


No flowers this time. He just stands, runs his hands over the lettering in my gravestone, speaks softly to the dirt that covers my casket, stands and leaves.


And the third time he visits is the day of my death.


A day I can’t help remember now.
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We were in the office.


A sideshow was being presented.


I was leaning against the table that passes for my desk, my arms crossed over my chest, watching him move, listening with half an ear to his latest theory. It had all started to run together in my mind. I knew where he was going and how he was going to get there, but I knew that for Mulder, the journey was just as important as the destination so I let him ramble, instead spending the time guessing what he’d look like naked and sweaty and hungry and eager.


It was a fun little pastime.


Harmless, or so I thought.


My head was cocked to the side, my lips pursed, staring at the long, lean lines of him when he stopped talking, turned to face me, pointed the projector’s remote at me and said, “Will you PLEASE stop staring at my ass?”


Embarrassed, I glanced away.


Caught, I thought.


Well and truly busted. 


“I wasn’t,” I offered lamely.


He snorted, and I heard the remote plunk softly against his desk. I knew he was moving towards me. I didn’t move.


I couldn’t.


I was literally frozen in place.


I felt so cold because I knew something was going to happen, something I’d wanted to happen for so long that it was almost a physical ache, a keening, burning need inside me that I’d long ago accepted would never be satisfied. 


Could never be satisfied, for so many thousands of reasons.


It was dangerous.       


Stupid.


Childish. Adolescent. Weak.


And then he was there, in my space like he always was but somehow different this time, his fingers tracing the planes of my face, his touch gossamer light and maddeningly arousing.


He lifts my face to his.


I see it coming and I want to be somewhere else, anywhere else.


He kisses me.


The most amazing kiss I can ever imagine, ever hope for.


I keep it with me every day now.


Our one and only kiss.


A perfect, pristine moment in time that will have to satisfy me for the rest of my life. 


He pulls back, waiting for permission to do more.


I don’t give it.


I can’t.


I want to so bad it goes beyond being able to taste it. I want it with every particle of my being, down below the subatomic level. 


I swallow thickly, fighting to keep my face flat, neutral.


He looks away for a minute, a muscle near his jaw twitching.


I can almost hear his thoughts.


When he looks back at me there’s something behind his eyes. If I look hard enough, I can almost see his heart breaking.


I straighten and reach for my briefcase and jacket.


I need to be gone from that place before I turn back to Mulder and divest him of his clothes in record time and devour every single inch of him on the floor of our office.


Our bugged office.


We suspected, but I found out that evening that even our most paranoid fantasies weren’t close to the truth.
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I was home, wondering how we were going to handle the next day, and all the tomorrow’s after that. I knew that if Mulder kissed me again like that I wouldn’t be able to control myself.


I didn’t want to control myself.


I wanted to lose myself with him, discover who I could be rather than the boring, staid, uptight little pris that I had been for so long. I wanted to be born anew under his touch.


I wanted what I could never have, like most children.


The knock surprised me and I flinched, thinking that he had come here to apologize or beg.


Either would be torture.


Both would have been horrific.


I looked through the door. It wasn’t Mulder.


It was Skinner.


I opened the door and saw his hand coming up, a small bottle.


Pepper Spray, I remember thinking.


And then…blackness.
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Remembering: 


Hours later, I regained consciousness.


I’m in what appears to be a jail cell. Concrete and steel; I’ve always been on the other side, though.


Except when Mulder was in Russia.


But those were metaphorical bars. These are the real things.


I glance around.


A video camera, high in one corner, out of reach.


It’s softly glowing red light tells me everything I need to know.


Skinner had come to my apartment, sprayed something in my face, and now…this.


He comes about an hour later.


He stands with his hands on his hips, an expression I can’t read on his face.


“You broke the rules,” he finally says.


I remain silent, waiting.


“You have no idea the trouble you’re in, do you?” he asks.


I shake my head, waiting


I remember thinking that as long as I was behind that locked cell door, I wasn’t going to do anything to anger him.


I’d listen, wait and plan.


He reads me like a book.


“I have had to pull every single string I’ve ever had and a few that I had to find in order to…do this,” he says, spreading his arms, indicating the cell.


“Why?” I ask.


He holds his hand out and someone hands him a thick envelope.


He opens it and then begins talking.


Telling me everything.


All of it. The secrets. The lies. The reasons behind it all.


He has facts, figures, photographs.


In twenty minutes it’s all clear.


Why we’ve been diverted from the truth, Mulder and I.


Why Melissa was killed.


Why Samantha was taken.


Why this man, this Skinner, has been, if not at the center of it, close enough to have been one of them.


And, hating it, swallowing my bile, I admit it.


They’re right.


It’s what has to be done.


There can be no other choice.


“Why can’t we tell him?” I ask. “If he…if he read this, he would understand. He would agree.” Unspoken is my final plea: I could make him understand.


Skinner shakes his head. “He would never go for it. You know it, I know it. He’s too paranoid, for one. For another, his own agenda is so damn important that he’d never agree to keep this quiet. And this is too important to risk on one man.”


I nod.


Hating it, I agree.


“Now what?”


He unlocks the cell door with a key on a ring with twelve of its brothers. Escorting me down the hall, he turns us left, right, left again and then we enter what can only be an autopsy bay.


There’s a body on the slab, covered by a sheet.


By the shape, I can tell it’s a woman.


“You’ve been out for two days. Mulder is going insane. He’s sure you’ve been taken by them.”


I cock an eyebrow.


“Tomorrow, this will be discovered,” Skinner says, whipping the sheet back.


I look down at the body and feel my world spin out of control.


My own face stares back at me.


There’s a gaping chest wound over the left breast. Whomever it really is, they died instantly.


“Who?” I ask.


“A former operative. She contracted terminal cancer.” He sees the look on my face and shakes his head. “Not that kind. Pancreatic cancer. She agreed to this ruse if we agreed to take care of her husband and two children. She’s your exact height, weight, everything. A plastic surgeon did the rest.”


I glance down and smile on the inside.


It was almost perfect.


There’s one thing missing.


My mole.


I cover it with makeup for reasons that I’ve long forgotten, but they forgot as well.


Please, Mulder, I think. Notice it. When you’re called to ID the body, notice that it’s not me.


“What’s the program?” I ask.


“You vanish,” Skinner said simply. “New name, new identity. New career. We’ll set you up anywhere you want to go.”


“No,” I say, shaking my head. 


“You don’t understand,” Skinner says softly, turning me to face him. “Your mother, your brothers, your sisters–in–law, your nieces and nephews. All of them. Gone. Like that.” His snapping fingers sound like gunshots in that tiny, cold room.


“If you don’t cooperate, they will kill all of them. They are not fooling, Dana.”


“Why not him?” I ask. If they kill Mulder, there’ll be no need to kill anyone else.


“We need him,” Skinner said softly. “His…quest…is useful at times. It helps us in certain ways that I’m not at liberty to discuss.”


I nod, understanding.


“Let’s do it,” I say.
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I had no choice.


So much happened in the next ten years.


All of it behind the scenes, sub rosa, where no one could see it.


Not even Mulder. 


As hard as he looked, he could never find it.


And finally, four months ago, it was over.


The American public, the world…never knew how close they came to total annihilation. But the men Skinner worked for did their jobs. They protected us.


At an incredible cost.


A viscous war fought high in space.


Most of it, ironically, on the dark side of the moon, outside the ability of anyone to point a telescope at the sky and discover the truth.


But it was over now.


The invaders, defeated.


Skinner, now the Director, came to me in Butte last month.


“It’s over,” he’d said.


I asked the question with my eyes.


“Yes,” he said. “You can go to him and tell him. I’m retiring. It’s over.”


He’d left me there.
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Time to end it.

I come down off the bluff, walking slowly, knowing that he’s going to stand there for another hour or two.


I stop a hundred yards away, thinking.


What am I going to say?


What will he say?


He’ll hate me.


But at least…


At least he’ll know I’m alive.


And maybe that will be enough.


I’ve let my hair regain it’s natural color. Defying all logic, even at forty–four, it’s still red, not a single strand of gray.


My face is older now, more lines, more miles.


I’m hoping that he’ll see what he once saw when he looks at me.


I start walking again.


I’m twenty yards away when he speaks.


“I knew it wasn’t you,” he says softly.


I freeze.


He turns to face me. There is no expression on his face.


“No mole,” he explains.


I close my eyes, smiling. 


I knew he’d figure it out.


“Should you be here?” he asks.


I nod. “It’s over,” I explain.


He looks up at the sky and then back at me.


I nod. “Six months ago,” I say. “Darkside.”


“They said it was a containment explosion. That the colony never had a chance.”


“They fought down to the last two,” I say. “We came within two human beings of…oblivion.”


“What happened to them?” he asks, meaning the two nameless men who won humanity’s battle.


“Oxygen generators faulted. The shuttle…no launch window. No time.”


He nods. “Hell of a way to go.”


I look away. “They vented their suits to space. Rather than slowly dying. They…” I make a vague  motion with my hand.


“Painless.”


I don’t bother telling him that the feeling of your blood boiling off was probably anything but painless.


“When did you figure it out?” I ask.


“When they found the body, your mother asked me to identify it. I went there and saw the…monster…they had created. A perfect copy, except for that…mole.


“I knew it wasn’t you, but I didn’t know why they wanted me to believe it was you so badly. At first, I thought you were in on it, that you were one of them, that you had decided to leave me when I kissed you because you couldn’t keep perspective anymore. That it had all been a ruse, a plan, a black operation. Everything. Your cancer, everything.


“Very quietly over the next two years I checked you out. From top to bottom. I talked to high school teachers, college roommates, old boyfriends. Everyone. There were no gaps, Scully. No way for you to have had the time to become corrupt as they were.


“That left…” He looks away, then back, finishing it. “Sacrifice.”


That word had never entered my mind in eleven years.


“And that’s when I realized you were alive. It was a short jump from there to figure out why they had…taken you. And so I decided to wait.”


He swallows loudly. “To wait for you to come back to me.”


I step closer.


“Samantha?” he croaked.


I sigh. “Gone,” I say, looking up.


“Alive?” he asks.


I nod. “After a fashion.”


“Will she ever…return?”


I shake my head. “In the last battle, we destroyed their ability to cross the distances needed. She will be dead a thousand years before they’ll be able to return.”


“How…how did they?”


“Two ships,” I said. “Breeder vessels. Entire generations are born, live and die during transit. Several hundred years from there to here, even approaching lightspeed.”


“I was right,” he says.


I nod. “Yes, Mulder, you were right. They were here. They took your sister. As the ship was leaving moon orbit with your sister aboard, the Darkside base managed to fire a particle weapon, damaging their navigation and propulsion. They managed to get up to speed, but they’ll have to use all of it to get back.”


“She’s gone,” Mulder said, looking up.


I have nothing to say to this.


“I never forgot you,” he whispers.


“I know,” I say. “I’ve been watching over you, from a distance.”


“How long?” he asks.


“Seven years.”


He smiles. “I knew it. I could feel you.”


I purse my lips, letting him have his fantasy. 


He senses my disbelief. “Japan,” he says. “At Narita. I saw you duck behind the newspaper stand.”


I gasp. 


He’s right.


I was there.


I was sure he’d seen me, but my vanity had demanded that he would have rushed over to embrace me…or punch me.


I never would have imagined that he would have had the fortitude to ignore me.


“Now what?” I ask.


He holds out his hand. 


I take it.


“Scully,” he whispers, “I never stopped loving you. Not for a moment. Now…now that it’s over…I want to be with you.”


I nod.


“I have a place…a house. In Montana.”


He accepts this.


“Long winters, fireplace, bearskin rug…”


“I haven’t…with anyone…since…”


I smile again. “Neither have I, Mulder.”


His smile is almost shy. “Can we try that kiss again?”

Extreme Measures

Holy Cross Medical Center

2002


I’m sitting by her bed, watching the monitors, wondering if each audible beep is marking another second passing until her premature death. She asleep, thank God, not comatose. I tease her, sometimes, that when she sleeps, she is in a coma, but this isn’t the time to dredge up that old joke.


Old.


I grin at my reflection in the front panel of the IV pump six inches to my left. We’ve been married all of two years, and we already have “old” jokes. That’s what makes this so hard for me. 


I’ve only begun to know her, and now she’s slipping away.


There’s a shuffle–slide sound from the hall I’ve come to know as the sound of his arrival. I don’t turn in my chair to greet him warmly. It’s not that I don’t like the guy, because for reasons that I can’t begin to explain, I do.


It’s just that…we’re past that stage of having to pretend for Dana’s sake. We each know what position in her life we occupy, and when the crossover exists we handle it as best we can. 


As adults.


“Craig,” he says softly upon entering the room. “How is she?”


“Sleeping,” I reply. He nods and moves to the other side of the bed, taking the only other free chair.


We study her.


“Have you learned anything?” I ask.


His eyes find mine across Dana’s sheet–draped body and he nods, placing a finger to his lips, his gaze shifting to Scully for a second. 


I grin in understanding. It’s not a friendly, warm, gosh–what–a– good–time–we’re–having smile.


“Coffee?” I say, standing.


I watch a series of emotions flash across Mulder’s features. Amazed that I would leave her side at a time like this so casually, and respect that I do know that is has to be done.


We stride down the hall to the elevator, take it down four floors to the basement, and walk to the cafeteria.


After coffee for me, and a coffee–bagel combo for him, we find a deserted table surrounded by six of its brothers and we sit.


“Talk,” I say.


He takes a bite of the bagel. “Are all doctors as direct and to–the–point as you, Craig?”


I shrug. “Most trauma surgeons are.”


“How much of what happened the last time has Dana told you?”


I sit back, crossing my arms, letting my frustration show. “Mulder–, there’s no way I’d be able to tell you that. She told me a lot of things, but you’re the only person that knows if she told me everything she told you.”


His head bobs, accepting my logic. “Point taken. The last time … this happened, I managed to gain access to a place I–”


“The Pentagon. She told me about that. Through the ARPA access tunnels. Using the ID of a man you shot in the face.”


“Right,” Mulder says. “I can’t get in there again. I don’t have the access anymore. But there are…things there, things that I think can help her.”


“What are you going to do?”


He takes another bite of the bagel. “Go get them.”


“How?”


He waves his hand in the air as he chews, dismissing my question. Not because he doesn’t trust me.


He does.


Not because he doesn’t think I’ll understand.


We crossed that bridge years ago.


Because he doesn’t know how he’s going to get them, he just knows that he will.


And this is why this man is so important to my wife.


And, surprised, I discover this is why this man is so important to me. That he would do this without me asking, without me pleading and begging for his assistance. That Dana’s well–being is as important to him as it is to me.


My mother cannot understand Mulder. She keeps reminding me that a married woman that has a male friend as close, as…special as Mulder will one day stray from the marital bed and take up residence in his. I’ve given up trying to convince her that Mulder and Dana will never sleep together.


I abandoned the argument long ago that they didn’t want to, because nothing could be further from the truth. The physical desire they feel for each other is sometimes stronger than the force of gravity. Anyone that spends more than thirty seconds with them can see the physical tension between them.


But still, she will not go and if she did, Mulder would not welcome her.


It is the nature of this odd relationship that I find myself in that is impossible to explain to my mother, so I’ve given up trying. She will, I hope, accept it in time.


“There’s a man–” Mulder says. “Scully may have referred to him as the cancer man, or the–”


“Smoker,” I say, my voice dangerous, edged with sharp metal.


Mulder nods.


“He knows how to get what we need, what Scully needs.”


Like a boxer with his fists, I corner Mulder with my eyes. “And you know how to get to him,” I say.


After a minute, Mulder nods.


“Dana always said that he was somehow…connected. Official.”


Mulder shrugs. “I don’t know how official he is, but he’s definitely connected. To the highest levels. Above the highest levels, if my worst fears are true.”


“So you’re going off the reservation on this one?”


Without flinching, Mulder nods. I feel so grateful for the existence of this man that I almost want to reach out and hug him.


Almost.


He finishes the bagel and stands. “I’d better get moving. When she wakes up, would you tell her that I stopped by?”


I nod.


It’s a lie.


Not that I wouldn’t tell her. 


It’s just that when Dana wakes up, I’m not going to be there.

+++


Trailing Mulder was easier than I thought. For someone that has been involved with the things he has, and who is supposedly the most paranoid man Dana ever met, Mulder has almost no idea of his surroundings.


He went back to his apartment in Alexandria and changed out of his Bureau–issue suit and tie. He returned half an hour later in jeans a black turtleneck, a well–worn brown leather jacket thrown on over it.


He drives to the Wall.


He stands in front of one of the panels, staring at the names. I wonder if he knows anyone that was there.


From a distance, I make his contact. A blonde woman, perhaps thirty–five, approaches him slowly.


They talk.


She shakes her head, apparently angry.


He insists.


She turns to leave.


He grabs her arm, spinning her around, his nose an inch from hers. His voice is…angry, hard.


She’s afraid.


She finally nods, and he turns to go.


She stops him with a hand on his arm.


He turns back, a question on his face.


I can’t hear her from my position, but it is obvious what she said. First, she asked if he was sure, and when he nodded, she told him to be careful. Through the 12x binoculars, I can clearly see her mouth the words “Eight O’clock. Watergate.”


Mulder nods and moves off.

+++

Watergate Hotel


Mulder waits in the darkness.


I wait with him.


He doesn’t know I’m here, yet.


At precisely eight, I smell him.


Something inside my belly shifts and squirms, and I realize that I’m not afraid after all. I’m actually looking forward to this. It’s been a while since I used these skills, and they’re coming back to me quickly.


The man steps into the light and I have to suppress a gasp.


Him!


I want to rush from my hiding place and take this man with my bare hands. Blood lust pounds in my hears, in my head, in my heart. If this is the man responsible for Dana’s illness, I could cheerfully strangle him. 


After removing his eyes with my bare hands.


I haven’t seen him in almost fifteen years.


I was but a child then, one of dozens in uniform, better than most, the green felt beret on my head attesting to that fact.


The mission, one of several designed and commanded by this man, turned my stomach to this day. A small package had been “lost,” the man had claimed, almost sixty miles inside the line we were defending. Late November, before the air war had started, months before Stormin’ Norman and his tanks would seal the fate of the megalomaniacal madman to the north. 


The call sign of the operation was GOLDILOCKS. I was GOLDILOCKS SIX. 


Once on target, inserted by a black helicopter that made no noise as it moved, the radio crackled to life.


The order of the day was to liquidate the village.


All sixty three of them.


Back then, I knew how to take orders, even uncomfortable, horrific ones. We did as ordered, and an entire Iraqi village vanished in a hail of gunfire. The weapons were Swiss, the ammunition German. Our uniforms, oddly enough, were Japanese, boots Russian. Anyone trying to figure out what had happened here would realize in an instant that a Special Forces hit team had come and gone. But nothing that could link the massacre to the United States existed.


Except me.


And my men.


That had been a lifetime ago. After being discharged, I went to college and then to medical school. 


Some things you learn in college.


Some things you learn in the ugly back alleys of life.


And I’d forgotten neither.


Mulder approaches the man.


“Agent Mulder,” the man says. His voice is just as light, just as…melodious as I remember.


“I need what you have,” Mulder says.


“I see. What I have?”


“You know what I’m talking about, you son–of–a–bitch.”


The man nods and takes another drag of his ever–present smoke. “Yes, I do. Pity about Agent Scully.”


“Spare me your sympathy. Give me what I need.”


The man shrugs insolently. “It’s not that easy, Agent Mulder. This time, it is I that needs you. You and your special skills.”


Mulder waits, as do I.


“The tape,” the Smoker finally says.


“I don’t have it,” Mulder insists, and in an instant, I know what he’s talking about. Dana told me about it. At first, I’d thought that she had fallen into the paranoia and fantastical dream world that was Mulder’s obsession about his sister. But Dana…Dana was the most level–headed person I’d ever known.


Besides myself.


“The Thinker died for that tape,” the Smoker says. “But he wasn’t the only one that was aware of it.”


Mulder waits, knowing there is more.


I’m proud of him. Dana taught him to wait, to be patient.


“The Thinker,” the Smoker says, “had a brother. He calls himself the Dreamer. The Dreamer managed to make a copy of the tape.”


“For who?” Mulder asks.


“Krycek.”


Mulder starts and I almost gasp.


“Where is he?” Mulder asks, his point clear. 


The Smoker shrugs. “I have no idea. I only know that the body of the Dreamer was found in New York City six days ago.”


I shudder in the darkness.


Dana fell ill five days ago. The connection is clear, and several things become immediately obvious to me.


First, that we must find the tape, Mulder and I.


Next, we must find this man Krycek. Dana has not told me much about him, but what she has…  


Krycek is evil incarnate.


And third…


Third, the Smoker must die.


“I have no idea how to find him,” Mulder says to the Smoker.


“You underestimate yourself, Mr. Mulder,” the Smoker says. “You always did.”


This is true. Dana has told me of how Mulder’s life is plagued by self–doubt.


Part of her, part of her she has never discussed with me, is sure that is why Mulder has never told her how he feels about her.


“You have three friends that are very…capable in matters of this nature. I suggest you utilize them.”


Mulder considers this. Dana has told me of them.


Or one of them, at least.


“Not to mention her husband.”


I tense.


Too soon, I think. Mulder’s not ready to hear this.     


I can feel Mulder’s tension from across the room.


“You know Scully’s husband?” he asks.


The Smoker nods. “Very well,” he says softly.


That is a lie.


Time to end the charade.



I step into the light.


“That’s not entirely true,” I say softly.


The Smoker turns his attention back to Mulder. “Maybe it is I who have underestimated you this time, Mr. Mulder.”


“I had no idea he was here,” Mulder says. He turns his attention to me. Were I a lesser man, had I not seen and done the things I have, I might have been scared.


I was uncomfortable, for there was Death in Mulder’s eyes.


I know the look.


I’ve felt it on my own face.


“Tell him the truth, or I will,” I say.


The Smoker studies the lit end of his cigarette a minute, and then decides. He needs the tape more than he needs to keep playing games with Mulder’s mind.


“Agent Scully’s husband was not always a doctor. At one time he… did something for me.”


“The whole truth,” I correct him.


“It was war,” the Smoker says. “Nothing to do with why you and I have crossed paths, Mr. Mulder. But he does have some uncommon talents that you might find useful in your coming quest.”


Mulder turns to me, Death still written in his eyes.


“Does Scully know?”


I shake my head.


“When she described this…piece of slime, she never actually described him physically. The first time I heard about him, I thought it might have been the same man, but the coincidence was too great, I thought. I dismissed it. It’s never come up again.”


Mulder accepts this with a short nod.


“We’ll do it,” he says.


“I knew you would,” the Smoker replies and I want to crush his windpipe and then rip it from his throat, showing it to him as he chokes to death.


“Let’s go,” Mulder says.


He turns to leave. I move to follow him, the joy of knowing that when I see this man again I will kill him singing in my veins.


“One more thing,” the Smoker says, almost casually.


Mulder stops.


“Agent Scully’s time is short. You have less than seventy–two hours to find the tape.”


“Or?” Mulder asks.


“She dies,” the Smoker says softly.


Mulder and I exchange a glance. We both know the truth.


If Scully dies, then the Smoker dies. Him and all his bastards, every last one of them. Nothing will stop us from tracking them to the ends of the Earth and exterminating them like vermin.


“Fine,” Mulder says.

+++

New York City


Six hours later, and we have a lead.


Mulder used his FBI credentials to get us access to the body. He notices something, something that the medical examiner missed. A mark on the body, what looks like a birthmark but which in reality is a tattoo.


He tells me about it as we climb back into the rental car.


“A secret society, of sorts. Anarchists. People dedicated to overthrowing the government by any means possible. Not your usual domestic terrorists, bent on blowing up office buildings. They believe in the power of information, of letting the people know what the government really does with tax dollars.”


This is interesting, but useless.


“Not so,” Mulder corrects me. “Knowing Krycek…he’s infiltrated the group, posing as one of them, using the channels they provide to accomplish his work.”


He makes a call and gets an address.

+++


Amazing how people will talk with a gun shoved in their face.


The “headquarters” of this “secret society” of Mulder’s is the basement boarding room of an out–of–work computer programmer with delusions of grandeur.


Mulder describes Krycek for the man, finishing with “…a stupid–ass haircut and a moral dipstick one quart low.”


The “anarchist” comes through with a time and a place for a meeting.


Mulder releases him with a vague threat to return if he tips Krychek off.

+++


In the suburbs of New York City, north, near some place called Scarsdale. A train station. It’s like a dance. Mulder knows that Krycek knows his face, and so I’ve been tapped to make the meet. Krycek is expecting payment for some of the secrets he’s released from this tape. The plan is simple.


Krycek doesn’t know my face.


Mulder will point him out.


I’ll take him.


We will find a place to…interrogate Mr. Krycek, and then we’ll get the tape and then we’ll save Dana.


After that,  all bets are off.

+++


But the unthinkable happens.


The train pulls into the station and I wait for Mulder’s signal, my eyes watching the commuters as they get off the train. 


I catch his signal and look.


And feel my past reach out to grip me around the throat.


Cavanaugh.

+++


“I didn’t expect to see you here,” Cavanaugh/Krycek says.


I say nothing.


“Do you have my money?” he demands.


I hold a buff–colored envelope out. It’s filled with newspaper. 


That’s Mulder’s signal.


Cavanaugh reaches for it.


“Name your price,” I say softly.


He hesitates, giving Mulder more time.


“For what?” Cavanaugh asks.


“The tape.”


His eyes narrow. He knows.


He turns, his hand digging at his waistband for the pistol I know is there.


It’s too late.


Mulder is upon him.


Cavanaugh feels the press of Mulder’s pistol in his kidney.


“Long time, no see, ratboy,” Mulder whispers.


Cavanaugh grunts. “What happened, Mulder? Scully finally ditch you?”


I glance at my temporary partner. Mulder’s lips are drawn back over his teeth and I imagine that I can hear the hammer of his pistol inching back as the desire to waste this maggot right here, right now washes over him in a wave of fear and anger and rage.


We hustle him off the train platform, into the rental car.


I drive.

+++


“So,” Cavanaugh says. “When did you hook up with Lurch over here?”


Mulder glances at me in the rearview. “You know Krycek?” he asks, his voice lilting with that dangerous edge again.


“No,” I say honestly. “Back then I knew him as Randall Cavanaugh, State Department.”


Mulder absorbs this. “You know, Craig, the coincidences in your life are starting to worry me.”


I say nothing.


Mulder will have to decide for himself.


If he makes the wrong decision, I’ll be divorced and Scully will mourn her dead partner. 


“But that’s not his real name,” I add.


Cavanaugh shifts in his seat.


“Watch him,” I warn Mulder. “He’s a slippery one.”


“So who is this…asshole?” Mulder asks.


Cavanaugh smiles.


Until I speak.


“Viktor Adams, the son of a Soviet woman and an American diplomat. Born in the Soviet Union. Ex–KGB. First Chief Directorate. Wet work.”


Mulder digests this.


“Viktor there wanted to bring down the West like the rest of the KGB. It was, for a long time, his deepest wish. And he was very good at it. He understands things that the rest of the KGB were…uncomfortable with. Like the positive effect of terrorism for his cause. He was one of the KGB’s chief representatives to the international terrorist community. He funneled money to them, set up training camps in the middle east, bought arms and explosives. He was a busy little bee until he double crossed some pretty nasty folks.”


I glance in the mirror at Viktor.


“Japanese Red Army, wasn’t it?”


He says nothing, shooting daggers at me with his eyes. His secret revealed, he has nowhere to run now, nowhere to hide.


“He can pass as American, British, French, German. He speaks a dozen languages and…let’s just say he’s a nasty little bugger.”


Mulder nods.


He turns to Viktor. “The tape. Now.”


Viktor shrugs. “Kill me if you want, Mulder. You’ll never get the tape from me.” He glances at Mulder’s gun. “I don’t think you have the stomach for it.”


I smile in the mirror at Mulder.


“I do,” I say.

+++


Mulder is outside, standing watch.


Viktor is right; Mulder has no stomach for this. In his own way, he’s too good of a person to deal with what’s coming.


Viktor is tied to a chair in this abandoned warehouse in New Rochelle. There’s no one to hear his screams.


And he will scream.


But, the part of me that is civilized now, the part of me that values life above all other things, wants to give this man one last chance to redeem himself. 


I draw up another chair. One leg is shorter than the other three, and it wobbles as I settle into it.


“I’m a trauma surgeon now,” I inform Viktor. “I quit the Army and all that nonsense and went to medical school. I work at Holy Cross in DC. I met and married Dana Scully. She is my wife.”


Viktor pales at this; good. He wasn’t expecting it.


“You know me,” I hiss. “You know how I’ve been trained. My medical training has…complimented my Army courses. I know more about pain then you can possibly imagine, Viktor. This is your last chance. Tell me what I need to know.”


“Why is it so important to you?” Viktor asks.


“Because Dana is dying. The man that wants the tape has the cure. It’s as simple as that. You have something he wants, and he has something I want. If you give me what he wants, he’ll give me what I need, and Dana will live to see a ripe old age. We have two days, Viktor. Forty–eight hours. If you think you can…resist the desires of a man who taught at the School of the Americas, then you’re welcome to try.”


If it is even possible, Viktor pales more.


The School of the Americas, Fort Benning, Georgia. A school for democratic terrorism. Where we teach the scum of the Earth a few lessons they didn’t already know. To attend their courses in Enemy Interrogation would make you one of the most feared men on the planet.


To teach, a God.


The God of pain and wrath and thunder and war.


I feel it creeping over me and I wait for it to consume my soul.


I stand, my fingers reaching, finding the soft skin of his throat.


I squeeze.


“Mulder loves her more than I do,” I say softly, listening to his breath wheezing through my fingers. “He always did. But he’s weak. He’s seen too much pain and hurt. He can’t do what’s necessary to achieve victory. He is like Martin Luther King Junior. He thinks that the truth will keep him free. The truth won’t make him free, because no one will believe the truth that he so badly wants to expose.”


I squeeze harder.


Viktor’s eyes are rolling back into his head.


I release my hand, and he gasps.


“You and I know what that tape is. It’s currency, nothing more, nothing less. With it, you’ve been able to buy the freedom you need to further your agenda of destruction. That’s fine, Viktor. That’s what you were assigned to do. It was a mission, a job.


“Now, you can spend that currency to save your life. Save my Dana’s life. And save Mulder’s life. Because, if you do not tell me where that tape is, I will kill you so slowly and so painfully that you will rue the day your great–grandparents…ever….met.”


My thumb flashes.


His left eye implodes.


He screams.


I stand, flinging my wrist to remove the gore.


I wipe my hand on his shirt.


“Decide, Viktor. There is no more KGB. You work for yourself now, getting back at a father that abandoned you to political expediency. It wasn’t “right,” having an American diplomat admit to an affair with a Soviet national. It would look bad.”


“You know nothing!” Viktor screams in Russian.


“I know everything,” I answer in his native tongue.


“What must it be like, for you,” Viktor asks, his mother language rich and smooth in his mouth, “to know that your wife harbors lust for another man?”


The flat ridge of my hand connects with the cartilage in his nose. I wait a minute for the pain to reach him and then I grasp the ridge between the knuckles of my hand, twisting.


He screams again.


“She does not lust for him the way you lust for your whores!” I correct him. “She lusts for the gentle soul she senses in him, the soul that I lack.”


He spits a mouthful of blood into his lap. “Then what do you offer her, killer?”


“Stability,” I answer. “As solid as mountain rock.” I switch to English. “I love her and she loves me and she loves Mulder. That is our life. That will always be our life.” I step forward again, reaching for him and he winces, trying to vanish into the wood of the chair itself. 


“Ah, weakness at last. Viktor, I have always known men like you were weak, that you could only find power in the shadows. When it comes time to…step up to the plate as we say, you would shrink back to that same darkness like a…what was it Mulder called you? Like a rat.”


“We have only been at this for minutes, Viktor. Tell me where the tape is or these short minutes will seem like days to you, for the hours to come will seem like years.”


“Do you know what is on the tape?” he chokes through a mouthful of blood.


“No, and I do not care.”


“You have no desire to know what is coming?”


I move to the side and come down with my elbow, breaking his collarbone and separating his shoulder.


“I do not care,” I say softly. “Give me the tape.”


He says nothing.


I withdraw a knife from my left boot. I kneel next to him.


“I will cut your Achilles tendon. You will never walk again, never run again, because after I cut, I’ll remove it.”


He says nothing, his eyes daring me.

+++


I join Mulder outside half an hour later.


“He’s still alive,” I report. “But barely.”


Mulder waits.


“Grand Central Station. In one of the lockers.” I hand him the key. “How long?”


“Give me an hour,” he says, and vanishes into the night.


I return inside.

+++

One hour, six minutes later


My cellphone trills.


I crack it open.


“Go.”


“I found it. I also found a computer store open in Times Square. The tape is genuine.”


I say nothing, waiting to see what Mulder will say.


“Is he alive?”


I glance at Viktor.


“Yes.”


“What do we do with him?”


I say nothing.


“I’ll be there in forty minutes,” Mulder reports. After a minute, he adds, “I won’t ask any questions.”


He hangs up.


“We have the tape,” I tell Viktor.


“Go fuck yourself!” he gasps.


I stand and walk to where he is still tied to the chair.


“You have a choice,” I say. “I can shoot you in the head and this will all be over…”


“Or?” he asks.


“I can punish you. I can punish you for the pain you put my wife through, the pain you put our best friend through. If you live through the punishment, I will let you go.”


He considers this.


“Do what you must,” he whispers.

+++


The chair disintegrated minutes ago from the force.


Viktor is flat on the ground.


I have literally broken every single bone in his body at least once. His legs and arm…several times each. His kneecaps rattle as I kick him in the ribs.


But he is still alive.


I stop, winded from the effort.


I draw the pistol I took from him on the train platform.


“You promised,” Viktor wheezes through the bloody maw of what was once a handsome face.


“Sue me,” I say.


The shot is loud in the warehouse.

+++

Watergate Hotel


Mulder hands the tape over.


I can see this through the telescopic sight of the Remington 700.


My finger itches to take out the slack and drop the Smoker where he stands.


“The cure,” Mulder demands.


“Not yet,” the Smoker says, and then holds up a hand as I watch Mulder draw his pistol and shove it in the man’s face.


“Perhaps you didn’t hear me,” Mulder says.


“Do you think I’m that stupid?” the Smoker asks reasonably. “I know that somewhere inside this garage Agent Scully’s husband is waiting to take me out. I have the tape, but you don’t have the cure.”


I fire. There is no sound. The eighteen–inch supressor screwed to the end of the barrel operates as advertised.


The first round takes him in the left knee.


He goes down to one foot, screaming.


“Next shot is the other knee,” Mulder says softly. “The cure. Now.”


The Smoker shakes his head and opens his mouth to protest.


His other knee disintegrates.


His hands are flat on the pavement.


He screams the location of the cure.


I pack my rifle quickly.

+++

Holy Cross Medical Center

Two Days Later


She is awake, resting comfortably, upstairs.


Mulder and I are in the cafeteria again, getting lunch this time.


Lunch for me, anyway. Mulder’s having another bagel.


“Thank you,” I say softly.


He nods, dismissing me.


“I…heard you,” I say. “In the warehouse. In the shadows.”


“Crying,” I add after a minute.


“I wasn’t crying for him,” Mulder points out.


I know, and I let my eyes tell him I know why.


“It is better this way,” I say. “I can protect her. Now that I know the true extent of the…problem, I can protect her.”


He nods, knowing I’m right, hating it.


“She knows, too.”


“What?”


“That you…are in love with her. She is in love with you, too.”


“Doesn’t’ that…cause problems?”


I shake my head. Not for me, and not for Dana. “No. Because she is in love with me as well. In a different sense, but not any less significant. You are her best friend. I am her husband. Together, we complete her. You have something she needs that I lack, just as I have something you lack.”


“So,” Mulder says, “together, we make one perfect man?”


“Something like that,” I nod. “Two imperfect men make one perfect man…”


“For the perfect woman,” Mulder says.

Guardian Angel


First, there was Deep Throat.


Then, X.


Now, me.

+++


For obvious reasons, I have no name.


I had a name once, but they made it vanish.


My mother buried an empty casket. It wasn’t totally empty, actually. It had exactly 150 pounds of sand ballast in it. 


The Army followed the regulations to the letter.


The Company took it from there.


Agents were sent to the town I was born in, and a midnight “excursion” into the hall of records removed my birth certificate. Seems like a lot of trouble to go to for a man who’s face peers back at 

the reader from over 12 years of grammar and high school yearbooks, but they like to be thorough.


New name.


New face.


The doctors adjusted my jawline, changed the shape of my nose.


The contacts change the color of my eyes. Surgery took care of the shape and size. They even went so far as to take six millimeters out of my vocal chords. That changed my voice just enough.


A new person, born again in the image of my Creators.


On paper we belonged to the Central Intelligence Agency. That was merely for funding and training purposes. In reality we took our orders from someone else.


I started off as a peon, just like in the Army.


Working my way up, taking the shitty assignments, learning the business as I went along. Some of us were marked as soldiers for our careers; we would never advance beyond strong–arming witnesses, planting evidence, stealing evidence and the other host of dirty tricks operations that we excelled at.


Some of us, some like me, were earmarked for advancement.


Slowly, we were brought inside.


And as each small piece of the puzzle was revealed to us, they watched and they waited.


Waited to see what you would do.


Would you turn them in?


Squeal?


Or would the promise of more power than any man had a right to expect seduce you into accepting what they proposed?


The Project, they called it.


The details, horrific.


The purpose, domination.


Control.


Colonization.


A handful of men who would be Kings.


Up until last year, my job had been mostly to monitor certain media outlets for hints that the Mulder man and the Scully woman were making waves. I would read newspapers and magazines, watch television, keep my eyes and ears open, listening and watching.


Occasionally they’d ask me to kill someone.


That was fine; It is something I am very good at.


And not just the normal methods of murder, either.


I can shoot and I can stab and I can poison, but all of those things leave traces, elemental fingerprints that can be dissected by police and criminal labs. Kill too many people the same way and someone begins to notice the pattern, begins to put disjointed facts together and before anyone knows it, I’ve drawn attention to the group.


And that is the first, and only rule. Do not draw attention to us.


It’s like the mob used to be, I sometimes think.


Before drugs infiltrated organized crime, the mob wanted a nice, low profile. Don’t draw attention to us. We work behind the scenes, under cover of darkness. 


That’s what the group wanted.


And they took the oath of silence, their own twisted version of the Omerta, just as seriously.


Break the silence and die.


The rules were simple, actually.


They were rules that I accepted, and in my own twisted sense of what passed for my honor, embraced.


But then my mentor died.


Died at the hands of the men who employ me.


The name he gave me was Johnson.


Mulder knew him as “X.”


He found me in the jungles of Vietnam.


Taught me, trained me, took me under his wing.


Sixty–three missions into the North. As far north as China six times. So far behind the lines that our maps were in Russian.


He was ice cold.


No one, ever, was better at what we do.


And they killed him because he broke the rules. 


And his assignment became mine.


My job?


Protect Mulder and Scully.

+++


I have my own team. Sixteen people.


One of them is Scully’s neighbor. She’s sixty–eight years old, lives as a retired schoolteacher. She’s baked Scully cookies. That was how we got one of the eleven bugs inside Scully’s apartment.


Another works on the cleaning crew that Mulder hires from time to time to tame the jungle he calls an apartment.


I’ve got three people at FBI headquarters.


One in the SciCrime lab.


She’s my favorite. She wears a pager. If she gets a certain number in the pager, she knows what to do.


Destroy all the evidence on whatever case the Dynamic Duo is working on at that moment and then to vanish into the mist.


Mulder’s mechanic is an “associate.” He doesn’t’ know he’s working for me, but he made it clear one drunken night in a Georgetown bar that he had no love for the FBI and if I ever needed him to “take one of those pigs out,” he’d be more than happy to fuck with the brakes of the car owned by his one and only FBI agent–customer.


Others are scattered through their lives.


We tried to reach a Gunman once.


And failed.


My job, my team’s job, is actually more than it first appears. We’re supposed to protect them.


From themselves, mostly.


But it’s also to kill them if they get too close.


Sounds like a contradiction in terms, doesn’t it? An oxymoronic existence. But it’s true.


We protect them until they’re needed. For the time is coming when they will be needed, when they will have to act out a script that was written decades ago, waiting only to be cast.


So, we protect them.


But they’re dangerous. Like teenagers with keys to the BMW and a full liquor cabinet; fumbling around with things they don’t understand and could never fully comprehend until it was too late. And so, if they get too close, we destroy the evidence.


Or make a witness vanish.       


Or discredit them.


Whenever we run one of those black discrediting operations I always flash back to that old “Mission Impossible” series and remember what that voice would always say at the end of the tapes.


“If you, or any member of your IMF force is captured, the Secretary will disavow any knowledge of your activities.”


Disavowed.


That day, too, is coming.


They will be disavowed by the FBI.


And then they will come to work for us. Because there will be no choice for them.


Work for us…or die.

+++


That was the plan, anyway.


Until the fickle finger of fate reached out and…well, fucked me.


It came in the form of an envelope. The return address was an attorney’s office, the postmark telling me it had originated in Chicago. I opened it and a small silver key fell into my hand, along with a short typewritten note.


I know it was genuine because it came to a completely clean drop address. No one on my team, no one associated with the project knows of this address.


It’s invisible, untraceable.


The note was clear and to the point. The man Mulder knew as “X,” my mentor, had a double–blind system in effect. If he didn’t call this attorney at a prearranged time and place, he was to mail the key to a list of names, starting with mine. If I didn’t respond to the letter in a set amount of time, then the next name on the list would get the key and the letter.


The last name on the list, I knew, was Mulder’s.


Maybe next to last. Scully’s name would be last, because she would be X’s last hope.


I was on a plane to Chicago literally moments after getting the letter. Not a commercial jet, a private one owned by one of the Group.


I landed in Chicago and made my way to the attorney’s office.


I made contact and got the address of the bank that held the safety deposit box.


And inside that box I found something I never expected. 


The truth.


The real purpose of the Project.

<><>


It was all there.


Names, dates, places, missions.


Details.



Deaths.


The truth.


It was horrifying.


Clues, bread crumbs left to follow. Just enough of a tease to draw me in, to make me investigate and explore. And before I knew it, I was in too far. I’d overextended myself. Any move in any direction and I’d reveal myself. Too far inside to go back.


Too far outside to go forward.


Which is exactly what X wanted.


Son of a bitch.


Because now I knew why he used Mulder. Why he would send Mulder on what appeared to the poor FBI agent to be a wild goose chase, only to remove the prize, the target at the last possible instant.


Chess pieces, I thought wildly, reading the journal.


The anger inside me was black, all–consuming.


They’d lied to me.


There were lies that I knew I had to accept.


Operational security and all.


Those were professional lies, known by all and accepted by most. Those that couldn’t accept it would wash out of the program and literally vanish, never to be seen or heard from again.


But these were the big lies.


Lies that made everything I’d done for the last thirty years meaningless.


Evil.


The souls of those that I’d been forced to kill, assigned to kill, screamed at me in righteous indignation, pleaded for retribution, for the same blood lust I’d employed against them to be turned inward against those that twisted my purpose and intent.


And I understood for the first time why X had done what he had.


And I knew what I had to do.

+++


The assignment came much earlier than I’d expected.


The buff–colored envelope appeared in my IN box. A photograph, a name, a desired time frame, and the desired method.


Public and messy, the note said.


I glanced at the photograph and shuddered.


It was her.


The picture had been taken as she stood by her sister’s grave.


Public and messy meant one of several things.


The professional in me ran down the options.


Car bomb. Too much chance of taking someone with her, including him. 


The mission had been clear; she was to die. Not him.


Not under any circumstances was he to be hurt.


They wanted him alive.


And grieving.


That left something involving a gun, a knife. Something up close and personal.


I could make it look like a rape.


That would achieved the desired result, which I was beginning to understand translated to breaking his spirit by sending hers on to whatever came after this world.


Rifle it was.


Nice and public.


Maybe walking down the street to lunch or something.


I began making plans.

+++


And, to do it right, I had to survail the target.


That meant long hours in a cramped car waiting for her to appear from their basement office. Or following them on their various out–of–town assignments. All with a long–lensed camera focused on her.


Learning her routine.


Down to the most exact detail.


Assassins rarely sit for interviews. It’s almost like a secret club. I mean, I bet you don’t know any professional killers, right?


I’ll tell you a secret.


By the time we’re ready to take the slack out of the trigger and send a hunk of lead the size of a quarter crashing through your skull, we know you better than your parents, your siblings or your lovers.


We know you.


Which is how I learned more about Dana Scully than I ever wanted to.

+++


The first thing to do, of course, was to wire her apartment from top to bottom.


I had audio and video and thermal.


Every room was covered.


Even the bathroom.


I used to leave the bathrooms alone. I used to give my targets some semblance of privacy. I mean, it really didn’t matter to me how many times they…


You get the idea.


But then I discovered some of my targets were on to me, that the knew they were being watched. They’d use the bathroom as cover, as a place to sit and think and talk to themselves, to work their plans out.


So the entire apartment got wired.


Top to bottom, like I said.


And I learned something about Scully.


I started to put it together early.


She was in love with him.

+++


How did I know?


Because I know people.


I overheard their cellphone calls.


I heard what she said to herself after she’d hung up with him.


I regularly intercepted her encrypted diary.


And I realized why they wanted me to kill her.


It had taken six years for these two people.


At the beginning, he hadn’t trusted her. His paranoia is so fine–tuned…he could be me.


But slowly, over time, a inch here and there, she’d won his trust. And then she made the cardinal mistake.


She fell in love.


So I did the only thing I could.


I started watching him, too.


I put recorders on Scully’s bugs. They were voice and light and motion sensitive; I wouldn’t have to review hours of blank tape.


Then I wired Mulder up.


His housekeeper helped.


The first thing I learned about Mulder was that he liked his entertainment.


All kinds.


The second was that he loved her, too.


His conversations after they hung up were just as revealing as hers.


So was his journal.


Interesting reading.


Paranoid rantings (mostly on target, but a few of them…wow…) separated only by…


Love poetry.


Didn’t take a genius to figure out who the poems were about.


I backed off on the survail of Mulder. Didn’t want to spook him.


And started the hands–on watching of Scully again.


Wondering what I was going to do.

+++


After a month, I got a call. A wheezing voice asking me when the Scully woman was going to die.


I made up an excuse about time and opportunity.


He bought it, but reminded me that time was running out.


And he was right.


It was.


For me.

+++


I requested everything the Group had on my target, and everything they had on Mulder as well.


I spent two days reading.


Reports, speculation. Photographs taken during their various cases. Steps the Group had taken to restrict their actions, their discoveries.


Coupled with the information in X’s journal, I knew what I had to do.


And it didn’t involve Scully’s death.


Just my own.

+++


It wasn’t that hard to arrange.


We all have them.


They’re called Spidey Holes.


Money, issued for clandestine purchases while on assignment, stashed away in untraceable accounts. New identities. Doctors on call to change my face once more. I would die and become born again.


Not as what I had been.


But what I should be.


What X wanted to be. 

From what I could piece together, he’d been weeks away from making the break that I was planning.


But he’d made the mistake I wouldn’t.


He tried to contact Mulder. To warn him. To finally confess all. 


I had a better idea.


I contacted X’s lawyer and set up the same deal.


If he didn’t hear from me at a series of prearranged times and places, he would mail Mulder the key to the safe deposit box.


I made a copy of X’s journal for myself.



Insurance, you might say.


On the last day of my old life, I suddenly realized why X had risked it all.


These two people…


They loved each other and were completely afraid to admit it to each other.


I was giving up everything for them.


After tomorrow, I could never give blood again.


Never be an organ donor.


I could never let any part of myself enter the system again. Fingerprints, voice print, blood, saliva, semen, nothing. They would track me to wherever I lived and kill me in my sleep.


I wanted them to know that I was doing this, and that I was doing it for them.


I’m a watcher.


And if someone is watching the watcher, I’ll be dead.

+++


They are out of town on a case.


I ago to them.


Find them in the motel.


He in his room, she in hers.


I wait.


At some point, they would be in the same room at the same time.


It takes four hours.


He knocks and she grants him admittance.


The microphone lets me listen.


They are arguing about the case.


Of course, I smile. Only they and I knew that when they argue, they are really saying, “I love you.”


Time to end it.


I have master key.


And a silenced pistol.


I’m inside before either of them knows what’s happening.


I toss a pair of handcuffs at her, indicating him with my chin.


She moves for her pistol on the nightstand.


I bury a round in the wall two inches from her ear.


She glances at me, fire in her eyes.


I just shake my head, indicating his hands with my eyes again.


“Please, Scully, do as he says,” Mulder says, thinking that I am here for him, wanting to save her.


She does what I asked.


I lift another pair of cuffs from my pocket and toss them to her.


She puts them on.


Time to finish this.


“I’m not here to kill you,” I say slowly. “And I won’t answer any questions.”


They glance at each other, and then at me.


“I am the third in a line of Watchers assigned to you.”


They frown, not understanding.


“The first you knew as Deep Throat. The next, as X.”


Recognition blooms in their eyes.


“My job is simply to watch you and keep you out of trouble. To make sure that you don’t learn too much too quickly. There is a schedule, these men say, a schedule for you to learn what you seek.”


I pause.


“I know everything you wish to. X told me from beyond the grave what he couldn’t tell me when he was alive. I can’t tell you what that is. But…to use a phrase you’re both familiar with, the truth IS out there.”


I hesitate.


“My original mission tonight was to kill you,” I say to her, letting her see my eyes, see the truth.


She pales.


He winces.


“But I’m not going to. I’m going to…go away. Like X wanted to, and like…” I almost say his name. “Like Deep Throat should have.”


I hesitate again.


“I have three things to tell you. First, the Smoker sent me. He is the one that decided that Scully must die. What you do with that information is your business. Second, that if I die, you will know it all. I have made arrangements for certain information to be delivered to you upon my death.”


I hesitated one last time.


“And one final thing. They do not fear you right now. But they fear what you are becoming. They fear what you _can_ become. Give into it. Give into the feelings you both have. If you take that one final step…nothing can stop you. When you learn what you can be to each other if you stop being afraid of losing what you have now…


“If you stop being afraid of losing tomorrow for what you can have tonight, you will be unstoppable.”


I take a handcuff key out of my pocket and place it on the dresser.


“You’re all each other have,” I say softly. “Together, you can win.”


I leave.

+++


It took them six weeks to find me.


Another watcher, a man I know, enters my new apartment in the dead of night. 


He wakes me.


To mock me, I think.


To let me know that he’s gotten my old assignment, that he’s been sent here to kill me and then her.


I nod, accepting my fate.


I’ve done the right thing, I know.


Just as X did.


Just as Deep Throat did.


Just as Mulder and Scully will.

Java Jive

Los Angeles, CA

0331 Hours


I haven’t slept in 48 hours.


Normally, this wouldn’t be a problem. I’ve gone as long as 71 hours without closing my eyes and letting sleep claim me. But that was on a weekend in college, studying for a ball–breaker of an abnormal psych exam. On a case, on a stakeout – it’s different.


I see her coming back from the bodega, two cardboard cups of coffee balanced carefully in a cardboard carrier. Her steps are quick, sure, and I marvel at her ability to control her body’s reaction to the stress we’re under.


She gets back in the car and silently hands me my cup. Normally, I drink tea, but I want the coffee. It’s almost a ritual by now. I remember it from my ISU days. Sitting for hours, days…weeks on some monster, waiting for him to make a move. Coffee was the fuel, endurance was the word of the day. You could be the best profiler in the world, the rule went, but if you didn’t get the bastard in custody it didn’t amount to shit.


The arrest was all that mattered.


It’s a wonder more of our suspects didn’t die in a hail of gunfire. Take a team of four FBI Special Agents, deprive them of sleep for two days, jack them up and out with caffeine, and then ask them to arrest a violent criminal. Nerves on edge, twitching fingers caressing the triggers of shotguns and high–powered assault rifles…I’m amazed that we managed to arrest more than we killed.


I pry the little plastic sip–guard back and inhale the aroma gratefully. It’s strong, black, hot. Scully knows me so well by now. Her coffee has two glops of that God–only–knows–what’s–in–it “non–dairy” creamer stirred in. Mine is black, inky black like the night outside our car.


“God, I’m tired,” she moans, letting her head slip back against the seat.


I grunt something that’s supposed to be an agreement.


This temporary assignment to ISU has given Scully a whole new perspective on the Job. Normally, FBI rules dictate that agents must sit on stakeout no longer than 12 consecutive hours. ISU makes the rules, and ISU breaks the rules. We’re the elite. The best of the best. We’re supposed to be superhuman.


“Do you think he’s going to make a move tonight?” she asks.


I grunt another positive–sounding statement. The ability to form coherent words and thoughts left me about six hours ago. I’m running on instinct and adrenaline.


“I’m going to sack out. Wake me if anything happens,” she says. I nod, reaching for the radio, looking for something soft and meaningless to ease Scully’s passage into slumber.


Ninety minutes later, as Scully drools onto her trenchcoat, it happens. The plastic earpiece in my head crackles, and the voice in my head announces, “He’s moving.”


I start the car.


The noise from the engine wakes Scully and she blinks like a startled animal.


“Wha–?” she asks.


“He’s moving,” I grunt, my voice hoarse from too much coffee and too little sleep.


Scully reaches to the small of her back and returns with her SIG. I hear the metallic click–snap–click as she slides the magazine out, checking that it’s fully charged before she reinserts it. I hear the metal–moist sound of the slide being inched back just enough for her to see that a gleaming brass shell is in the chamber.


Then I feel her hand on my hip and I almost run a red light. Without asking, knowing that I’m too out of it to think, Scully withdraws my weapon and performs the same check. 


She lays the pistol on my thigh, where I can reach it if I need it.


I glance left, right at the light, wondering if I should blow it. I don’t want to spook our quarry. He’s in his shit–brown Dodge about sixty yards ahead.


Scully is rotating her neck, satisfying little “pops!” coming from the tired muscle and vertebrae.


“Blow it,” she tells me. 


I accelerate through the light, but not too fast.


Somehow, he makes us.


I see the flash of sudden brake lights as he takes an unexpected left. I slow to take it and then tear the wheel to the side as his high–beams fill my windshield. He’s coming at us, the roar of his engine in my ears. I’m tired, and I’m not fast enough. I can’t turn quick enough. His left front quarterpanel catches my left rear one, spinning us towards him.


I cut the engine and realize that I’m trapped. I can’t open the door. I turn to Scully to tell her to get out, out, out! and see that she’s leveling her weapon at me, her teeth bared; I can see the hammer inching back and wonder why she wants to kill me.


Then I hear it.


The whisper of his window coming down.


Slow, too slow, I look left and I see the sawed–off double–barreled shotgun oozing through his window towards my head and I know that Scully’s going to waste him.


I lean back, closing my eyes, wanting to raise my hands to my ears, knowing that it’s going to be loud–


And it is.


Four shots from Scully’s pistol, two groups of two, evenly spaced.


Silence.


I look left again, slowly opening my eyes, wondering why my head is ringing.


He’s a mess.


Two of her shots took him in the head; there’s blood, bone and brain matter on the passenger–side window. He’s slumped over the steering wheel, his dead eyes open, staring at me, a look of surprise on his face.


Don’t ever point a gun at Scully, I think. 


Bad move, asshole.


“Are you allright?” she asks.


I nod, not sure that I am.


We climb out her side. I radio for our backup and they’re there in moments. They take one look at the corpse and shake my hand. Scully’s hiding a smile.


“She did it,” I say, hooking a thumb at my partner.


My savior.


They look at her and she nods, accepting the credit. They don’t congratulate her. I guess they’ve never experienced the Scully Magic the way I have.


The locals come. Questions are asked, measurements taken. They want to impound Scully’s gun for ballistic tests. I inform them that nothing of the sort will occur, and that they can call the FBI Ballistics Lab and have her records faxed. That’s all they’ll need to prove the fatal shots came from her pistol. The West Hollywood watch commander shows up, glances around, notices that there’s no media, and gets back into his car – no doubt to find a donut shop.


We go back to the motel.


I have never been so tired in my life.

+++


It’s almost morning. The birds are still asleep, but not for long. I’ve taken a shower and am lying in my bed, too tired to sleep. I hate it when I get like this.


From next door, I hear a noise.


I raise my head, worried. It’s a noise I’ve never heard from the other side of six thousand hotel rooms. I strain to figure out what the noise is, and then I’m moving, not totally aware yet that I know what the sound is.


The connecting door is unlocked.


Scully is on the bed, curled around a pillow, softly crying.


I stand beside her, waiting to be noticed.


Tear–stained eyes, blue fire flashing at me, she smiles sadly. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. I know what she means.


Weakness.


Scully’s oldest nemesis, her most hated enemy.


I offer my hand and she takes it, drawing me down beside her. I wrap myself around her, my hand moving to her hair, smoothing it away from her face.


I say nothing.


Only an idiot would say “It’s ok.”


She turns in my arms, her face to my neck.


“I almost killed you,” she whispers.


“He would have killed us both with that shotgun,” I point out.


“All I could think was…what if…what if he pulled the trigger?”


“We would have died,” I point out. 


“But…I mean…what if we’d died…before…” she says, and then stops.


Before?


Before what?


And then I know.


Before we’d…


Before.


“I never…I don’t want to…just to…have it done,” she says. “To get it out of the way. So it’s…not left undone in case something happens.”


I know what she means.


The specter of…it…looms above us in the room.


I say nothing. Anything I say will be the wrong thing.


“I want to…” she says, and stops. “Do it,” she finishes.


I feel like I’m in high school, and I struggle to swallow the smile threatening to break out on my face. I’m not smiling because Scully wants to make love with me. It just sounds…silly. “I want to do it.”


“Me, too,” I say, and leave unsaid what I know she will hear.


I want to, but not for this reason.


Just to have it done.


“Now?” she asks, her voice small and girlish.


I sigh, and that’s my answer.


“Why not?” she asks, and I feel her stiffen, thinking I’m rejecting her. My arms tighten around her, my hands moving a little more freely.


“Not…just to have it done,” I say. “There will only be one first, Scully. I want it to be…right.”


She hitches against me, a silent sob wracking her body.


“Mulder,” she whispers.


“Scully…we’re exhausted. We’ve been running this guy to ground for almost three days. Anything we do, anything we say, anything happens…and tomorrow is going to be a car–wreck for us. It’s waited this long. It’ll keep.”


She sighs softly, liquidly, through her tears.


“But when we get back,” she moans, “it will be…” She doesn’t finish.


She doesn’t have to.


That’s the irony, I think. Right now, we’re both ready for it, we both need it more than we need our next breath, more than we want to sleep. And now, we can get away with it. It can happen. All I have to do is slip my arms inside her t–shirt and…let nature take its course. Six, almost seven years of desire will erupt in an explosion of hunger, heat, and love.


But it’s not the right time, and it’s sure as hell not the right reason.


And tomorrow, after we’ve rested, when we’re back in DC, the walls will be back up with no way to break them down.


After Modell – we almost did, but stopped for the same reason. 


Roche, again.


Modell’s sister, thrice.


After Canada.


After Russia; coming back from the Senate hearing, Scully all but wrote in magic marker how much she was ready.


Wrong times, wrong reasons, all of them.


We both know it.


We both hate it.


I continue to hold her through the night. An hour later, she slips into sleep.


I stare at the ceiling, wondering when the time will be right.


When we will have the time to find the time.

Night Eyes

+++

Boise, Idaho


The target hasn’t moved in four hours.


I sit in my car, tucked away in a corner of the motel parking lot, bathed in darkness. The plastic earpiece in my head is mostly quiet; all I can hear is the occasional ruffle of paper, the clicking of fingernails on a keyboard and the occasional moist sound of someone sipping coffee.


I get all the dicey jobs. 


Everyone has a skill, a talent. The lucky ones learn early on what that skill is, and capitalize on it.


I’m lucky. 


I found out that hunting humans is my skill, my talent.


And with that skill, a gift.


If I had ever sat on a psychologist’s couch and told them what goes on inside my head, I know what the diagnosis would be:


Functioning sociopath.


The men in uniform discovered it without the benefit of medicine. On the battlegrounds of a jungle half a world away, they learned that there are those few among us who can do what is necessary without 

remorse, without regret, without feeling.


I get all the dicey jobs.


I’ve bugged judges, senators, doctors and lawyers, drug enforcement agents, CIA operatives, FBI agents, and once, the President’s limousine.


But never anyone like this.


Nineteen out of twenty jobs, the bugging is the precursor to the real job. I bug the houses, the apartments, the cars, the clothes, the offices. I learn their routines. I insert myself into their lives invisibly, silently.


And when the time is right, I strike.


Everyone has enemies.


Including my target tonight.


I have had the luxury of being able to eliminate mine, one way or another.


My eyes flick to the VU meters on my reel–to–reel. They’re dancing as the target talks.


“Mulder,” she says, “would you hand me the autopsy report?”

+++


I can still remember when I got the job.


My office is just inside the Beltway, one of a thousand small startups created by ex–military types, defense industry workers and old intelligence agents. Private investigation firms, corporate espionage, data security, anything you want. If you have a down–and–dirty job you want done, no need to pester a congressman to allocate taxpayer dollars; just let your fingers do the walking and you’ll find far more experience for hire than you could ever imagine.


Sixteen years in the military for me, and then four more with… a certain agency. 


I found early on that the more mysterious I was, the more money I made. When people asked me questions about my qualifications, I say nothing, using my face to tell them that there were certain questions better left unanswered, that the answers could prove as dangerous to them as the jobs they want to hire me for are to me.


Like this job.


Be careful, I was instructed. This one was careful, wily.


She’ll assume she’s being bugged. She’ll know where to look.


She’s on some kind of deep undercover assignment for the Feds.


The guy who hired me is a moron.


He tried to make it like he was a player, in on the game, like he knew the rules, tossing around terms and phrases he’d picked up from some cheap paperback at an airport bookstore somewhere.


Talking about laser parabolic microphones. Audio and video bugs secreted in drawers, closets, dropped ceilings.


TV shit. Movie quackery.


You’ve got the connections, you don’t need anything as obvious as a microphone taped under a desk drawer. You call a friend who calls a friend, and a $2 billion satellite shifts its attention a few degrees twenty–two thousand miles above my head. Technology once used to spy on our enemies now spies on mine.


Or yours.


When you do what I do, every day is a learning experience.


The customer wasn’t sure what he wanted, but I was surprised to find he didn’t want her whacked out. That’s usually what happens, like I said. Nineteen times out of twenty. Maybe thirty–nine out of forty. Lately, it seems, a lot of people are dying early, right after I leave their company.


But not this target.


Not tonight, at least.


“Just track her,” the man had said, nodding nervously. “All I want is to know what she does, where she goes…” He trailed off, his eyes pleading with me, begging me to understand what he really wanted to know.


Who she was with.


And what they did when they were together.


I put it together in a heartbeat.


And after a minute, he saw that I had, and smiled like a kid caught beating up a younger sibling. Guilty for show, only ashamed that he’d been caught, not that he’d had the impulse in the first place. A different kind of sociopath, I remember thinking. I know what I am.


He doesn’t yet.


I told him the price and he didn’t blink.


Wrote me a check out a three–ring binder full of them. I ran a fast check on him, just to be sure. His legend checked out, and none of the flags I was trained to sniff out were raised; he was legit.


As legit as your average politician.


Two weeks, he said. Two weeks should be enough to…”get the proof” he needed.


I didn’t bother asking me why he felt he needed this…proof.


It’s none of my business, and it has no effect on the way I do my job.


Or so I thought.

+++


I thought I had heard it all.


My team had bugged the car, the hardest part, in less than a minute. They had stopped at a gas station on the outskirts of town. He went inside to pay for the gas, and she used the time to take a short walk, stretching her legs.


We pulled up in a plumbers van, two in the front, one in the back. I sat lookout.


Thuong got out and started the bug.


Tony Bones pumped the gas, his eyes sweeping the target zone, watching for either of them, waiting for them to come back at us at a run, pistols drawn.


Nothing.


In and out in seconds.


The bug was perfectly placed. Thuong knew his work; he’d cut his teeth in Saigon three decades ago, bugging bedrooms that didn’t officially exist, listening to Generals and their B–girls talking about air strikes and snatch missions north of the DMZ. 


Then, he was my enemy. 


Today, he’s my partner.


I sent the team home; with the satellite for the motel and the car bugged, I had them all but covered. Any local survail I needed to do, I’d use the laser parabolic my customer was so in love with.


While they slept, I edited the tapes.


Took out all the silences, left the rest.


Played it when I was bored. She was like a broken record, sometimes.


“Mulder, are you saying that…”


“Mulder, you don’t honestly believe…”


“Mulder, you can’t mean that…”


“Mulder, there’s no way you can prove…”


And so on.


Over and over.


Hey, if I were her, I’d say the same things.


The guy was a nut.


As much as I could piece together, six young girls had gone missing from these parts for time periods ranging from overnight to six days. When they came back, they all were mute, deaf and blind. The doctors couldn’t find anything wrong with them. Tests were performed, blood taken an analyzed, brain scans and procedures that I couldn’t begin to guess at were undertaken. They were all in perfect health.
Right up until the moment they died. Usually within 5 days of being returned to their parents.


And the guy…Mulder…thought that little green men had come and done it.


I’d chuckled when he’d corrected her.


“Grey, Scully,” he’d said seriously. “They’re grey.”


My customer wanted some dirt on her. Why, I wasn’t one–hundred– percent sure, but I had an idea.


Only, there was no dirt.


At least, not the kind he was interested in.

+++


Until tonight.


They’d caught the culprit, and it wasn’t some…what did the guy call them? Reticulans?


Just your average sociopath. This one turned out to have a degree in biochemical engineering. He’d concocted some drug that he’d given the girls. It made them blind, mute and deaf. It also allowed him to do the Dark Things to the girls, the things that only adults were supposed to do to other adults. Once he did the Dark Things with them, he injected them with the compound and sent them home, content in the knowledge that they’d never be able to tell anyone what happened, never hear a police officer’s question, and never be able to pick him out of a lineup.


He was good.


I could have used someone like him.


I didn’t share his taste in playmates for the Dark Things, but, still…


Right idea, I thought. Wrong implementation.


But the woman…my target…put it all together and she and the nutjob Mulder tracked the guy to ground.


Only he didn’t want to go quietly.


And he had another victim with him when the target and her partner showed up.


It ended badly, but to be fair, they did what had to be done. He hadn’t given them any choice. There was no suspect in cuffs on this case.


Just two more bodies in the morgue.


One, the suspect, taken out with a single shot to the left eye.


The woman, my target, had taken that shot, and the shot that had taken out the little girl.


My target had no choice; the suspect had moved too quickly, ducking behind the girl at the last moment. My target’s training had taken over, she’d tracked him with the sights of her pistol, firing before she realized what he’d done.


Heart–shot. She never had a chance. I’ve killed more than my share in my time – hell, more than your share…so I know what happened to the girl. She felt a pressure, like a huge fist smashing her in the chest – and then nothing. 


Lights out.


I’ll give my target some credit; she’s handling it well.



No tears. From what I can tell, she hasn’t gotten the shakes yet. I’m betting that’s going to happen when the nutjob goes back to his motel room for the night. She’ll wait until he quiets down to another night spent in front of the TV watching the soft–core porn that passes for entertainment.


I listen…they’re finishing up. 


He tells her that he’s proud of her.


She makes a noise I can’t interpret without seeing her face, but somehow I get as “whatever.”


He goes to his room.


And on cue, on schedule, about twenty minutes later I hear the soft sobs in my ears.


My finger twitches over the STOP button on my reel–to–reel.


My client paid for this tape.


He paid me to invade the target’s privacy, to record every single moment of her life for two weeks.


But some things you can’t buy.


I hear something else, and my finger retreats.


It’s him, the nutjob, back in the target’s room.


“Scully?” he asks.


“Go away, Mulder.”


“What’s wrong?”


Sniff. “What do you think is wrong?”


Score one for her, I think.


Settling noises; he’s sitting on the bed, I think. Next to her.


“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks.


“No,” she replies.


More movement sounds.


I grab my cell and dial.


“Identify,” a voice demands.


“Six Oscar Four Twelve Delta,” I say.


“Confirmed,” the voice replies after a moment, most of the challenge in his words gone.


“I need thermal,” I say. “Pipe it down to me.”


“Stand by…”


Nine seconds later a handheld HDTV unit in my hand comes to life. Murky at first. As the satellite’s imagery package spools into operation, the picture slowly firms up to reveal two figures. One, the smaller one, the target, is lying down, facing me. The taller one, the nutjob, is beside her.


I start recording.


This is what I am paid to do.


“Scully,” I hear in my head, “we should talk about it.”


“Talk all you want, Mulder. I’ve got nothing to say.”


“Scully…it happens.”


Her voice is hard, clipped, each word a separate thought. “It. Doesn’t. Happen. To. Me.”


His answer is quiet, almost as if he is afraid of her reaction to his next words. “It did today.”


She turns to him and I flinch, sure that she’s going to hit him. Instead, she stops, and then nestles against him.


“I had no choice,” she says softly, as if trying to convince herself.


Hell, she doesn’t have to convince me. I have the entire episode on audio and video. I’ve watched it six times. 


She did what she had to do.


We all do.


Eventually.


“That’s right,” the nutjob says. “You had no choice.”


“Damn you,” she whispers. It takes me a moment to realize she’s talking about the psychopath she killed today, not the man in the bed next to her. “Damn you to hell for making me do this.”


The nutjob, to his credit, remains silent.


After a long pause, the target speaks again. “I’m just so sick and tired of this, Mulder. Of all of it.”


He says nothing, letting her talk, letting her get it out.


“How many lives, Mulder? Your mother, your father, your sister. My sister. Deep Throat. Pendrell. Max. The Thinker.  Who’s next? Me? You? My mother? Skinner? One of the Gunmen? I’m so sick and tired of death.”


Odd statement for a pathologist, I think.


“So why do you still do it?” the nutjob asks.


You moron, I think.


Fourteen consecutive days of watching the target has taught me one thing. He may not know it, and I’m almost sure she doesn’t, but it’s pretty much obvious to anyone that spends more than ten consecutive seconds in their company.


She does it for you.


She remains silent.


Afraid to tell the truth.


Afraid not to.


They continue to talk into the night.


I listen, and learn.


Learn what love is, and what it is not.


And somewhere around two in the morning, something happens. I can sense it. The satellite can sense it. The audio recorder can sense it.


They move towards each other, tentative at first.


And then hungrier. 


I haven’t had a woman in many months. The women I do have, I pay for. It’s easier that way. The thing inside me…that thing that is wrong with me, doesn’t allow me to form relationships. I cannot love.


I am incapable of it. 


And no one can love me.


This lesson was perhaps the hardest to learn. 


Try as I might, I can’t see women as people. 


They’re objects to me.


And to save them, I pay for the privilege of losing myself inside one. 


But…


If I were able…


If it were inside me…this ability the nutjob has that I lack…


I would want it to be like this.


I dial my cell again.


“Identify,” the voice repeats.


I do, and then say, “Cut thermal.”


“Why?!” the voice asks. “This is great stuff!”


“Cut it,” I say again, letting a hardness I don’t feel ease into my voice.


The technician sighs. “Fine.”


“Destroy the tape,” I say.


“What are you talking–” he starts.


“Destroy it,” I say again, “or I’ll destroy you.”


He knows the difference between a threat and a promise.


“Done,” he says after a minute. “I’ll put it in the burn bag.”


I hang up.


Starting the engine, I pull out of the motel lot and head for the airport. Along the way, I wonder what I’m going to do when I get back to DC.

+++


Two days later, my client shows up.


Expectation…hunger written all over his face.


“Well?” he asks.


I give him my report.


Disappointed, he slinks away. He was sure they were sleeping together. I watch his bald head vanish through my door and wonder how many others like me he’s going to pay to watch her.


Not many, I decide.


If I have anything to do with it.

+++


Outside her door. The target’s alone. I tapped her phone and her apartment to make sure. The nutjob is at work, staying late. From the tape I have from his office, he’s busy on the computer.


I knock.


I can feel her presence behind the door, staring at me through the peephole.


“Yes?” she asks.


I open my credentials case, hold it to the window. They were valid once, and only the sharpest of eyes would see that they’re expired.


She opens the door, the chain in place. Her right hand is hidden behind her thigh. I am more than aware that the SIG in her hand is cocked and most definitely not locked.


“Special Agent Dana Scully?” I ask pleasantly.


She says nothing.


She’s good. She knows how to wait.


“I need to speak with you,” I say gently.


“About?”


I chew on this for a moment. 


“I doubt you want your neighbors to hear this.” I don’t tell her that if she wants she can search me.


I expect her to.


She studies me, predator’s eyes, hunter’s eyes raking up and down.


The door opens a moment later.


“Walk in, hands in sight, your back to me,” she orders.


I do as she asked.


Not that I couldn’t have killed her four times in the six steps I take into her apartment.


But that’s not why I’m here.


This time.


She steps behind me, searches me quickly, professionally. I’m impressed; her hand doesn’t shy away from my crotch. Most female law enforcement types hate doing that, imagining some male cop doing the same thing to a female suspect makes them uneasy. 


Not this one.


In a strange way, knowing her as I do now, I’m proud.


“What do you want?” she asks.


I turn slowly, keeping my hands in sight.


“I am here to give you some information you need. About someone you know.”


“Mulder?” she asks, concern worrying her features.


“No,” I say. Moving my hands slowly, I pluck at the lapel of my trench coat. “I have a picture to show you,” I say. “May I get it?”


She nods, eyes wary.


I withdraw a photograph of my client, taken only hours before.


“Do you recognize this man?” I ask, showing her the photograph.


Her color fades. She nods. Professional that she is, she doesn’t say his name. She can’t be sure I’m not wired; the search wasn’t that thorough. She was looking for weapons, not recording devices.
I’m not wired. But the apartment bug is still recording.


“The credentials I showed you are no longer valid,” I say, giving her a grain of truth to gain her trust. “I work…privately now. This man hired me.”


Her voice is hard. “Hired you to do what?”


“Watch you.”


“For how long?”


“Two weeks.”


She waits for it. 


“Ending three days ago,” I finish, making my voice as kind as I’m able.


Her shoulders slump.


“I’m not here to shake you down,” I say, meaning it.


For the first time in years.


“Why are you here?” she asks.


“I gave my report to your…to my client…two days ago.”


A small frown from her.


“I did not mention any of the events that took place in Idaho.” I pause, and then add. “I have no plans to.”


She waits, knowing there’s more.


I reach into my jacket slowly again, return with two reels of tape. “These are the surveillance tapes from that night. I can only give you my word that these are the only copies. They have not been transcribed. I am giving them to you.” Without looking away, I toss them on the couch next to me.


She watches my face, ignoring the tapes.


She’s good.


Very good.


“Why are you giving me these?” she asks.


“They are yours. You can decide what, if anything, to do with them. But if you wish to…confront…my client, I would appreciate a call first so that I may take…appropriate measures.” 


Her eyes flash. 


I take out a business card and gently lay it on the arm of the couch. Her eyes track my every movement. 


I’m not offended. 


I’m impressed. Whoever has given this woman her institutional paranoia has done an excellent job.


I wish I could hire him.


But I have no desire to listen to the rantings about Reticulans.


“Either way…” I say, and then stop. I sigh. “May I speak freely?”


She waves her right hand, and I see the SIG in her grip. She’s not bothering to hide it anymore, but she’s not pointing it at me, either.


That is good.


I would hate to have to kill her.


“I watched you and your partner for a long time, Agent Scully. I have done a little of what you do for a great many years. I have had a great many partners. Some lived, some died. I was closer to some than others. But I have never had a….relationship…like you and your partner have. My client…wished to destroy that. For no good reason other than his own insecurity. I understand that what happened in Idaho was probably the first time…that…has happened between you and your partner. My coming here today is to facilitate my hope that it is not the last time such a thing happens for you and he.”


“Why?”


“Because my client told me all about you, Agent Scully. I know all the details of your life. I know what you have been through. As a fellow traveler in the dark rivers of this nation’s heart, I figured one of us should be…”


“Happy,” I finish.


She nods.


“Have a good day,” I say, moving towards the door.


She steps away, letting me pass.


“Thank you,” she says softly.


“Miss Scully…be careful,” I warn. “There are others that do what I do. He will go to others to satisfy what he already knows, already suspects but cannot prove. Your partner has three very…capable friends. Utilize their services to insulate yourself from detection and observation. This time…it was your boyfriend. Next time, it could be your superiors…or one of the…others that seek to narrow your ability to do your job.”


She nods again, knowing the truth, seeing it.


I let myself out.


For the first time since I set foot in a humid hell of a jungle half a world away thirty years ago, I feel like I’ve done the right thing for the right reason.


I smile to myself as I get into my car because I know that feeling will pass and soon I will be able to get back to work.


The only work I know.

Night Whispers
Reno, Nevada


As it always is with her, she comes to me in the night without announcement, without preamble. I hear the connecting door between our rooms click open, and the soft sound of her feet padding across the carpet alerts me to her presence.


She slides onto the bed next to me, propping the two spare pillows up against the headboard, glancing over to see what Creature Feature I’ve found on at this hour.


I know what’s on her mind, but I also know the rules.


No questions.


My entire job, when she comes to me like this, is to listen.


Only listen.


“Jason called,” she starts. “Left a voice mail, asked me to call him back.”


I bite my lip. I know what’s coming.


“He wants to end it.”   


It? I wonder. They’ve been out three times in four months. Scully’s schedule is such that three dates in sixteen weeks is a record. A personal best for her.


“When we met he told me that he admired my career, that he admired the fact that I traveled all over the country on the government’s business, protecting the weak…” 


She trails off. I hear more in her silences than in her words.


I shift on the bed, careful not to make it seem that I’m impatient, that I don’t want to hear what she has to say. Nothing could be further from the truth, actually.


I desperately want to listen.


If only to assure myself that no one else has breached that small part of her heart that I lay claim to. Part of me knows that no one can ever reach that part of her that is mine, but…I worry.


I’m paranoid, after all.


“But he told me that it was just too hard, trying to have a relationship with a woman who…who has a career that’s more important to her than a man.”


She stops again, and I hear her words in the silence.


As if a “man” is what’s important to her.


“We never made love,” she says wistfully, and for a searing moment of fear, I think she’s talking about us. Then I remember.


I know.


She’s not talking about her and I; she never does…in that way.


And with good reason.


There’s no guarantee that a microphone isn’t secreted somewhere in this room, in our luggage, our clothing. My three strange friends, the former officers of their high school AV clubs, have done all they can to reduce the chances of clandestine observation, but even they admit that they’re not 100% sure Scully and I aren’t being…observed.


Taped.


Recorded.


We’re careful when we’re alone. We talk in circles as much as possible. Other people, when they see it, assume that we have some sort of silent communication system, that we can read each other’s mind.


Not true.


If she could read my mind…I’d constantly be in trouble.


Ok…I’d be in trouble for other things.


“Do you know how long it’s been?” she asks. I nod. It’s been just as long for me. I came close…twice, since meeting her. 


Both times I knew I’d regret it later if I was…


What?


Unfaithful?

In an odd sort of way, I guess that’s the word that applies.


My right hand is curled around the remote, my finger poised over the MUTE button. When I hear the shift in her voice, the little catch I know is coming, I’ll silence the TV, giving her my undivided attention.


It’s the least I can do, even when I want to do so much more.


But that doesn’t happen this night.


Instead, I feel both of her hands take mine, prying it off the remote, turning it over. Her nails trace the surface of my palm.


I hold my breath, waiting.


Her hand, her left hand, searches the comforter and finds the remote. Without looking at the TV, she hits PWR.


The room dissolves into darkness.


“Would you mind…?” she whispers.


Without knowing exactly how I know, I realize what she wants.
I shift higher on the bed, giving her the crook of my shoulder. I feel her settle against me, taking warmth from me, giving white–hot 

Scully back. 


It burns where she touches me.


Burns in the best way possible. 


Would I mind.


Her hand settles on my stomach.


Betraying me, my muscles quiver under her touch.


I feel her smile in the inky blackness.


Amazing, I think – after five years together, I can actually hear a smile.


As we sit there, each waiting for the other to take what we each want desperately to give, I wonder to myself how long it’s going to take before one of us cracks. We can feel it between us, electric and alive, a real thing that’s palpable and all but a physical presence in the room.


I can’t take it from her. If I take that which I know she wants to give to me, I will have given in first. I will be the neediest of the two of us, and in some unknown way she will have even more power over me. She would never use it, I know this.


Never consciously, anyway.


And for the same reason, I know she will not take from me that which I want to give her.


So instead we sit in the darkness, each taking some small measure 

of comfort from the closeness of the other. It’s not sex.


But it’s close.


This is sex for us, I think. The physical intimacy between two people that love each other – what other definition of sexual relations need apply to she and I?


Anything more is dangerous.


Anything less will not suffice.


And then, another first.


I feel her weight shifting, and thinking that she’s rising to go, that she’s gotten what she needs from me, I pull away slightly.


I feel the wind brush my hair as her leg arcs over my body. I feel her weight settling on my beltline, her ass against me. She moves slightly, and the one silver beam of moonlight streaming in from the window catches her hair just right, just perfect, and I watch, my mouth open and dry as she tosses her head, her hair sliding back just for an instant, revealing her face to me, bathed in quicksilver–jasmine–light.


Her eyes are wide, hungry.


They ask me if this is all right.


I say nothing.


To speak…


…will break the spell.


She waits for me to say something, anything.


Patience, something I have fought long and hard to obtain, serves me well at this moment.


“Say something,” she hisses.


I remain silent, asking, pleading with my eyes for her to do what she will with me, to take me away with her wherever she wants to go.


I will follow willingly, but she must take the first step.


She does.


Her mouth lowers to mine, asking a question.


I answer.

Night Whispers II
Van Nuys, California

3:45am


How many times? I wonder.


How many nights like this?


I sit in my bed, flat on my back, head elevated by a pile of limp, thin motel pillows. At times like these I idly wonder how many other heads have rested against these pillows. It is at once an intriguing and disgusting thought.


The television is on. I can't see the image from where I sit; my eyes are tired. It's unfocused, fuzzy, almost painful to watch. I glance at the watch on my wrist.


Almost four.


Time to sleep, finally.


I turn the TV off and close my eyes, willing sleep to take me, to rescue me, praying that there are no dreams tonight, no dreams of my sister…or of…her.


Scully.


For when I dream of Scully, those dreams take on the air of desperate fantasy, dreams of things that I can never have and yet continue to wish for with every ounce of my being, every single fiber of my soul.


Hyperbole? Not me.


Never.


I distantly hope for a visit, but they're so rare, so… isolated that I've stopped, for the most part, wishing for them. When they come, I accept them.


I've never gone to her.


She's only come to me.


Six times. 


Six times in five years.


Never on my birthday, thank God, or I would assume something pathetic and sad.


Sleep takes me.

+++


I feel her weight settle on me. 


I open my eyes in the darkness; it's a full moon tonight (this morning?) and the muted light from the window glistens against her skin.


She's naked.


My hands itch to touch her, to reach up and glide over her, all over her.


I don't move.


She is shadow and nothing more, moving against me, a low, keening sound coming from somewhere deep inside her. If I'd been asked to bet, I would have put serious money on her visiting me tonight.


She'd looked at me that day…earlier, in the interrogation room. She'd looked at me the way I'd come to recognize as the precursor to such visits.


She was magnificent today.


The suspect, an evil little troll with not an ounce of compassion in his body, smiled at my partner the way a mongoose smiles at a cobra. Unflinching, Scully stared him down, using her mind and her soul to obtain the confession we needed. Arms folded across her chest, she regarded this…insect…a hawk circling high above a field, a mouse in the periphery of her vision. 


Only a matter of time.


And just as the mouse looks around and senses no danger a moment before the hawk swoops down from the sky, razor–sharp talons flashing an instant before a muffled squeak signifies another meal for its natural predator, the suspect never saw it coming.


Protesting his innocence one moment, in her clutches the next.


He went without the squeak, but he went.


And it cost her.


After they'd led him off to the holding cell, I saw her shoulders slump, the long exhalation of breath. She looked at me then, gauging me, measuring me for…


This.


Without a word we finished the local police's paperwork, filing the requests and the transfers and the reports. Four hours later we signed out, obtained our weapons from the desk sergeant and returned to the motel for a fast dinner.


And now…


She has come to me.


Come asking for redemption, I think. 


For me to give her comfort. 


Love.


Her hands find the waistband of my sweats and lower them to my knees. Hard, hot and ready, I slap against her stomach. Without a word she aligns me and lowers herself, surrounding me with herself. Her hands land on my shoulders, nails digging into the skin as she takes me entirely. 


Slowly at first, she moves, raising and lowering, withdrawing me and then filling herself.


Once, the second time, I rolled her over and tried to add to her passion. At first, the clutch of her around me felt divine, passionate. Only after a moment did I realize it was fear that was clutching me, not her. Unless she is control –


I stopped immediately on that long–ago night. We pulled apart and she returned to her room. I felt her heavy steps on the carpet through the bedsprings.


"I'm sorry," I remember whispering.


"I thought you'd know," she replied.


"I do now," I answered.


And nodded. And returned to the bed.


From then on, I have done nothing. The remaining four times, plus this time – I do only as she asks, only as her body demands. I cannot think of my pleasure, because her pleasure is my pleasure. 


She finishes, and a moment later I join her.


For the first time, she settles against me, stretching out, her body languid and warm and wet.


"I'm sorry," she whispers.


I don't know why.


I'm not.


I say nothing, waiting, letting the silence speak for me. I'll listen to whatever she has to tell me, but in these moments it is her control that I need, lest I get lost inside her, lost inside this act we share so rarely.


"Next time," she promises with a whisper and a ghost–kiss against my chest. "Next time, you…"


I bite my lip, afraid to ask if she means what I think she means.


If she does, I won't know what to do. To feel her clutch me in fear – I can imagine no greater horror.


"I want to make you happy," she whispers again, directly against my ear. She's so afraid of being caught, of being recorded on some clandestine device secreted away in a ceiling, in a desk, under a chair. So afraid that someday a tape, a recording, evidence will surface linking her to me in this most private way; afraid of having to defend the smallest joy that we can find with each other when the monsters knock at the door and growl evil, dire threats in our ears.


Afraid that she will hurt me…us.


I only hurt when she doesn't come to me.

Servare Vitas
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It’s odd, the things that come to mind at times like this.


This motel bathroom smells like mildew.


If I look up, I can see where the paint is cracked and peeling,the result of too many steamy showers taken with the door closed.


There are rust stains around the drain in the sink.


The mirror hasn’t been cleaned in what appears to be a month.


I pick up a small, paper–wrapped bar of soap and then put it down again.


I’m stalling.


I don’t want to leave the bathroom.


I know what’s waiting for me on the other side of the door.


Patiently waiting.


Knowing that eventually I will have to leave this room.


I have to confront it.


Confront the truth.
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I stare at my face in the mirror but I see nothing.


My eyes are dead.


I feel like I have no soul.


I close my eyes, thinking about what comes next, what I have to do, why I am here, and I feel the shudder start at the base of my spine and spread, wracking my body with shivers of fear.


Opening my eyes, I regard myself again.


A distant memory works its way to the front of my mind.


I confront it.


A young girl, on a hunting trip with my father.


A trip I had instigated, insisted on.


Trying to prove that I was just as good as my brothers.


The only game worth hunting in that place had been rabbits.


My father taught me how to make and set a snare.


We caught a rabbit.


I remember coming up on the trap, hanging a step or two behind my father, seeing that rabbit in the snare, the rope tight around a hind leg.


The poor creature was slowly twirling, its eyes wide with fear.


At that moment, and times since, I had thought that the rabbit’s fear was simply the knowledge of its own certain death.


Only now, tonight, looking at my own face in the mirror, do I understand what that look truly represented.


The rabbit knew it was trapped.


That all its options had vanished.


That it had no choices to make anymore, that something had reached out and taken control of its life.
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Now I am trapped.


For three weeks, I’ve seen my choices taken away.


Sighing, I turn and open the bathroom door. My hand listlessly slapping at the light switch.


I close my eyes as I enter the bedroom.


Turning, I slowly open them, hoping that it won’t be there, that it will be gone, that this has all been a bad dream.


A nightmare.


But it’s there.


On a corner of the bed.


It had been waiting for me when I checked in.


It was waiting for me when I’d twisted the key and opened the door.


I knew what it was.


They’d told me.


As best they could, they’d prepared me for it.


I walk over to it and trace my fingers along the contour.


It’s black adonized aircraft aluminium.


The kind of suitcases used for drug payoffs in the movies.


I smile, but I don’t think it’s funny.


My hands move to the locks and I pop them.


They sound like gunshots in the quiet, still room.


I lift the lid.


The smell of gun oil is strong.


And there it is, staring back at me, mutely mocking.


The weapons.



I run my fingers over them, tracing its oulines in the custom–cut foam–rubber.


A Browning HiPower 9mm pistol. I’ve heard of these; a special run for the US Army Special Forces during the Vietnam war. About two thousand of them were made without serial numbers. No BATF record of them exists. They are the cleanest guns on the planet.


Completely untraceable.


Next to it, two magazines, also nestled in die–cut foam–rubber slots.


And beneath, a long cylinder with a threaded end.


A supressor.


Possesion of one by a citizen of this country is a federal felony.


But not for me.


I’m an FBI Special Agent.


I’m SWAT certified and Special Operations Capable.


I’m authorized to carry what the FBI calls “non–standard” weapons.


Witness Protection shotguns, shortened well below the legal limit.


Automatic weapons, like the H&K MP5 secured in a lockbox in my apartment.


Supressors.


Like this one.


Beneath the long tube, a cardboard box. I lift it out of the suitcase and turn it over in my hands.


Black Talons.


The most deadly handgun ammunition in the world.


One shot, one kill.


There’s no lot number on the box. Frowning, I open it, sliding the styrofoam carrier out. I remove a cartridge and turn towards the bedside table, leaning into the light.


There are no markings on the casing.


A clean bullet.


For a clean kill.


Sighing, I replace the cartridge in the carrier, slide the carrier back into the box and drop the box into the open suitcase.


I turn and sit on the bed.


My father’s face appears in my mind’s eye.


I remember the day I told him I was giving up a career in medicine to pursue a chance to excell and distinguish myself at the Bureau.


I remember the look on his face.


I wonder what he’d think if he could see me now.


Sitting in a cheap motel room.


An untraceable gun in a suitcase next to me.


On a mission to kill a man I’ve never met.


A man, who as far as I can tell, has done nothing wrong, nothing illegal, nothing immoral.


The only thing he seems to have done is incur the wrath of a group of men I’ve been investigating for the past seven years, a group of men that have tried to kill me on countless occassions, and if Mulder suspicions are correct, have had me kidnapped twice.


Men I seem to have found myself working for.


My eyes slide closed, and instead of my father, I see…


Mulder.


Mulder, I think…


I need you.


I know how that rabbit felt now.


Alone.
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It began almost a month ago.


I found myself in Washington on a Friday night, a rarity.


I decided to eat in a bistro around the corner from my apartment.


I was halfway through dinner before they made their move.


I’d made them the moment I walked in.


If Mulder has taught me anything, it’s to never react the way they expect.


I’m sure they expected me to stop, reach for my pistol and drawdown on them.


Instead, I kept walking, took a table and perused the menu, well aware of the irony.


They were here for me.


But they wouldn’t take me.


First, it was a public place.


Second, as much as the idea that Mulder would track me to the ends of the world if they took me had become a trite cliche, it was true that he would. 


And, somehow, I knew that they weren’t here to grab me.


I counted four.


One covering the front door, one the door to the kitchen, one to make the approach, and his backup.


Halfway through my dinner, as I said, they made the approach. 


“Agent Scully,” the man said smoothly. There was an empty seat across the table from me.


He slid into it as smoothly as oil spreading across tarmac.


I ignored him, forking another mouthful of Chicken Marsalia into my mouth.


“We have a proposition,” he said.


“Not interested,” I said after a sip of wine.


To his credit, he remained quiet.


He reached into his pocket, retrieved a buff–colored envelope and left, placing it on the table.


He vanished as smoothly as he’d appeared, taking his three friends with him.


I finished my meal, paid my check, and left.


I left the envelope where it was, untouched.
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When I got back to my place that night, the envelope was taped to my front door, right over the knocker.


I ignored it and went inside.


Half an hour later there was a knock.


Sighing, I got up off the couch, my book abandoned, drew my pistol and went to the door.


Opening it, I saw Mrs. Garrety standing on my doorstep holding the envelope. 


Mrs. Garrety has been my neighbor since I moved into this building. A retired teacher with a penchant for foisting cookies off on me, she was the bane of my waistline and a dear heart.


Not the sort of operative the Consortium would employ.


Nevertheless, she held the envelope in her hand.


“Dear, I saw this on your door and thought it might be important FBI business.” She paused, looked embarassed, and then continued. “I thought you might be…with someone, or…something, and hadn’t known they had left it for you.”


“Thaaaaank you,” I said, taking the envelope from her, wondering just how much of an obsession my sex life (or lack thereof,) was for her.


We reached one of those uncomfortable conversational lulls.


Mrs. Garrety’s eyes widened when she noticed the pistol in my hand.


“Is there something going on?” she asked. Glancing up and down the hallway, she lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper and leaned into my apartment. “Some sort of…case?”


“No,” I said gently. “Nothing to worry about.” 


Holstering my weapon, I continued, “Just pays to be safe, you know?” I arched an eyebrow. “I’ve put a lot of people in prison, Mrs. Garrety. Someone might hold a grudge.”


Mrs. Garrety nodded knowingly, as though she’d been an FBI agent for forty years instead of a spinster fourth–grade teacher.


“You need a man,” she said, nodding. “For protection.”


With that, she turned and left me.


I stood in my open doorway, chewing the inside of my lip, reminded of something Gloria Steinem once said. “A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle.”


Or so I have tried to tell myself.


I may not need “a” man.


I just need one.


I closed and locked the door, once again buying into the suburban idea of security as represented by the flimsy chain I used to make sure that no Bad Guys could get me. The kind of people that would come after me would either kick the door open or ooze under it.


I tossed the envelope onto my kitchen table, intending to burn it.


It was only later, when I was in the kitchen exploring the possibility that there might be some Cherry Garcia in the freezer when my eyes fell on the envelope again.


Curiosity got the better of me and I opened it.


Two glossy black–and–white photographs slid out, as well as a small piece of paper with a telephone number on it.


The first picture was of an older, distinguished–looking man.


I vaguely recognized him as the president of an electronics concern headquartered somewhere in Texas, a man who was in the middle of a fight with the US Government over some patents related to classified defense technology. Squinting, I remembered that he was about to begin testifying before Congress in a few weeks.


Bored, I flipped to the next picture.


And felt my blood run cold.


Mulder, asleep on his couch, the Washington Post open on his chest.


The picture had been framed in such a way that I could see the date on the paper.


Two days ago.


Which meant it had been taken last night.


There was a small number “2” written in white grease–pencil in the upper right–hand corner of the picture.


I flipped back.


The electronics CEO’s picture had a “1” in the same place.


I stood in my kitchen, the ice cream forgotten, trying to figure it out.


The message about Mulder was obvious.


They could get to him anytime they wanted, and they wanted me to know it.


I knew that as well as I knew my own name.


So why the remedial lesson in institutional paranoia?


They wanted to remind me they could get to him.


Why?
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I called the number.


A voice answered, repeating the last four digits that I’d dialed.


“This is…Scully,” I finally said.


The immediate response was nothing but buzzes and clicks.


Then a new voice, a voice I’d never heard, came on the line.


“Agent Scully, you have in your posession two photographs. If the man in the first photograph does not die by your hand in two weeks, the man in the second will die by ours.”


The line went dead.
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I sat at my kitchen table for the rest of the night.


Staring at nothing and everything.


The room took on a surealistic quality, like I was viewing it through clear molasses.


Two questions kept repeating themselves in my mind.


Why me?


Why now?
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I took it apart, piece by piece, looking for the holes.


They could have just as easily gone to Mulder, I posited.


I rejected that idea immediately.


If they had threatened Mulder with killing me if he didn’t kill for them, Mulder…


I sighed, facing the horrible truth.


Mulder would have gambled.


He would have risked my life to try and uncover the nameless, faceless men. Two weeks is an eternity to Mulder. And his ego, not nearly as bruised as his psyche, would have told him he could do it. 


I didn’t want to consider thoughts that Mulder might do something to bring about my death in an attempt to prevent it.


They knew me.


They knew I wouldn’t gamble Mulder’s life by trying to uncover them.


Next.


How did they know that I wouldn’t just go to Mulder? Or Skinner? Or Kersh? Or Director Freeh or AG Reno?


Slowly, it dawned on me.


The scope of it terrified me.


They knew that I wouldn’t tell anyone because they’d discover, somehow, that I’d disobeyed them.


And then they’d be forced to take action.


Skinner’s allegiences were questionable, though he’d always come down on our side. As long as the calculated risk was to his benefit. As long as the odds were there.


Kersh was worse than a wild card. He was a marked card.


They had us wired. Me, Mulder, Skinner, probably Kersh, probably AG Reno and Director Freeh as well.


Tapped and recorded.


Mulder’s apartment…more bugs than an ant farm.


My apartment too.


Our cars.


Our offices.


My mother’s house.


Everywhere we went, we’d be passively survailed, laser parabolic microphones trained on us, invisible infrared beams transmitting our words, our conversations to the listeners. They’d wait for me to tell him, wait for the smallest sign that he knew.


And then they’d kill him.


They had technology that I could only begin to comprehend.


I felt my blood run cold when I realized…


They’d figured it out.


Who the weak link was.


They’d boxed me in.


Damn them.
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It was dawn before I moved.


My bladder was sending painful signals to my brain, and as I relieved myself, I thought it through again, wondering at why it had taken them so long to realize the truth.


In his beautiful arrogance, Mulder had always believed that they thought I was his weak spot. And twice now they’d tried to exploit that.


They’d taken me, hoping to derail him, to break him.


And both times, he’d come through for me.


For that I loved him.


That, and a thousand other reasons.


They’d tried to kill me, and Mulder had done what was necessary to have me cured.


He’d been forced to pull the trigger on a man he’d never met.


And he’d done it without hesitation.


Forced to give up every belief he’d ever held.


In the end, he’d found himself again.


But they’d finally figured it out.


I wasn’t his weak point.


He was mine.
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The trap they had me in was beautifully constructed.


I had to admire the technique, even as I despised the intent and the inevitable outcome.


They knew I couldn’t go to the authorities.


Hell, I was the authorities, and I was completely cut off.


If I made a move on them, Mulder died.


If Mulder died because of me…


They knew what that would do to me.


It would finish me.


For good.


Forever.


Mulder loved me.


Of that I was sure.


Just as I was sure that the reason he had never demonstrated that fact to me in an overt manner was because he knew they’d use it against us. They’d be looking for that first contact, that first kiss, the first night spent together as lovers. That would be the key to unlock Mulder.


I tried to think what had tipped them off.


We’d never kissed.


Never touched in a way that could be misinterpreted.


Never been lovers.


I closed my eyes, imagining the magic that would be Mulder’s touch in the secret, sweaty hollows of my body.


I forced that thought from my mind, wondering what had gone wrong.


How had I given it away?


How had they known?
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In the end, it didn’t matter.


I knew my choices.


I went over them again.


Do nothing, and Mulder dies.


Tell Mulder, alert him in any way, and he dies.


Do anything but what they ask…


Mulder dies.
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There were two final options.


Go through with it and risk discovery, capture, indictment, trial, conviction and incarceration.


I couldn’t even begin to imagine the expression on Mulder’s face on visiting day at Leavenworth.


My only other option was to end it all.


Suicide.
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That was three weeks ago.


I’d called the number one more time.


To set the ground rules.


The voice came on the line after I identified myself.


“Have you made a decision?” he asked.


“I have. With some conditions.”


The sound the voice made indicated how clearly its owner felt that I was no position to make demands or set conditions, but it listened.


“First, I want a clean weapon.”


“Done. We’ve chosen a Browning HiPower in nine–millimeter. It’s one of the Special Forces variants from the Vietnam war. It was manufacturered under contract for the US Army. No serial number. The weapon comes with a supressor and a case of Black Talon ammunition.” The voice paused. “Will that suffice?”


“It will,” I said, feeling my mouth go dry.


They’d thought of everything.


“Second…if I do this, how do I know that I won’t become another Krycek? How do I know this is the only one?”


The voice didn’t hesitate.


“You don’t.”


It paused, and then continued. “You can only take my word that we will not ask this of you again anytime soon.”


“But you’re not ruling it out.”


“No.”


Then I swallowed. “Fine. Final conditions.” My vision started to go gray. This was the one that I had debated for the least amount of time, but it was turning out to be the hardest to come out with.


“Third…if I get caught…kill me. I don’t care how, as long as it’s quick and clean. But I don’t want to go to trial. If I get arrested, end it.”


End me.


The voice hesitated. “Are you sure?”


“I’m positive. End it. And…one more thing.”


“Agent Scully…these demands are getting tiresome.”


“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. But you’re going to hear it anyway. If…if I get there and I can’t do it, and you have to do what you’ve told me…if you kill Mulder…”


I paused, choking on the last bit: “Kill me too.”
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I hung up without another word.


Two days later, another buff–colored envelope was taped to my front door.


A key to a rental car, a hotel reservation.  A map to the hotel the electronics CEO was staying in.


Everything that I would need.


Except the weapon.
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Which had been waiting for me when I entered the motel room.


I sit on the bed now, thinking ahead to what I must do.


Why I must do it.


Mulder.


I close my eyes, and I can see it all unfolding before me.


Without opening my eyes, my hands reach for the first magazine. I open the box of ammo and dump it out on the bed. My fingers find the smooth cartridges and I begin thumbing them into the magazine, listening to the moist–metal sounds of the pieces meshing together.


I can hear the explosion that will come when I will pull the trigger.


I can see the flash.


The fire expanding from the barrel.


I can ceel the slide moving, coming back, stripping the expended, empty cartridge from the breech, ejecting it right, the slide hitting the stop and starting forward again, stripping another round off the magazine, sliding it up the feed ramp and into the breech, the gun ready for another shot in a fraction of the space between two heartbeats.


The impact as the bullet strikes flesh and bone, that wet–meaty sound, like a watermelon dropped from a fourth–story window onto a cement sidewalk.


The wound channel opening and expanding under the hydrostatic force, the bullet mushrooming, the hot, sharp metal edges cutting and tearing flesh, rending vital, life–giving structures, causing mortal damage.


My eyes squeeze tighter as I imagine the heart receiving panicked signals from the brain, ordering it to pump harder. Blood pressure increases, trying to force oxygen into the brain as the volume of blood itself drops, the blood gushing from the wound. Then blood pressure drops through the floor as the heart is left with nothing to pump.


Perfusion, the exchange of nutrition and oxygen for waste products and carbon dioxide at the cellular level, begins to drop as the blood supply to the brain trickles down to nothing. The patient…


I gasp.


The…victim…loses consciousness.


The brain is on autopilot now, frantically issuing autonomic orders.


I reach for the pistol, removing it from the suitcase.


The magazines slides home with a queasily satisfying snap! of two mating machined parts.


I imagine the body…the sudden release of muscles as the brain succumbs to oxygen hunger. The sphincter and bladder go first, and the victim is awash in his own wastes.


I’ve killed before.


In the line of duty. Each time, within policy.


Each of them, my duty.


To save myself, Mulder, or someone else.


I have never forgotten the smell.


As a forensic pathologist, someone who deals with the touch and feel and odor of death on an almost daily basis, you’d think that it would be something I was familiar or even comfortable with.


Pathology was supposed to take place long after the victim had died. The stentch of the moment of death was supposed to be long gone.


But I’ve killed.


I’ve killed, and I’ve known, seen the aftermath.


I’ve heard the sounds…


The coppery taste of bloodshed in the air.


I shudder.
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Eyes still closed, I reach for the supressor, screwing it on to the end of the pistol.


I rack the slide back.


I hear the interconnecting parts meshing and working together smoothly. As I release the slide, the pistol transforms itself from an inert assembly of metal, gunpowder and lead into a deadly weapon.


A machine that kills.


The hammer is back, cocked and unlocked.


The merest hint of pressure on the trigger and the pistol will discharge, killing whomever it’s pointed at.


I’ve left a note.


For Mulder, in case this goes badly.


So he’ll understand.


Understand why I’m doing this.


Why I had to.


Why I had no choice.


Why another innocent had to die to protect him.


The gun feels powerful in my hand.


I feel the wetness on my cheeks, taste the salt of my tears.


I can do this.


I can.


I must.

WITSEC

1


It began when it ended.


I could never begin to count the number of times I had sat in my apartment on all those nights and wished that she could come to me. That she could come to me and ask with her eyes, with her kisses, with her gentle soul for me to join with her as one, as men and women were meant to join.


It would be the start of a new life, I thought.


As it turned out, it was the end of one.
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A Thursday night, oddly enough.


I'd always thought it would be a Friday or a Saturday or, in the alternate, a Sunday night. 


Sunday nights seem to hold some kind of magic for us.


But it was a Thursday, and she came to me.


As I always dreamed.


Hoped.


Wished.


Prayed for.


The knock was soft, tentative.


I opened the door with pistol in hand to find her standing there, looking like a lost, drowned kitten might.


I didn't ask.


I knew she'd tell me in her own time.


I decocked my pistol and jammed it in my pants at the small of my back, leading her back into the apartment.


She took the far end of the couch.


I took the near end, waiting.


"My mother," she said softly, "is in Federal Protective Custody."


It wasn't the most surprising thing she could have said



(Marry me, Mulder)


...but it was close.


"What happened?" 


"She was at Arlington," Scully said softly. "Her brother is buried there. Uncle Fitz."


Fitzgerald is Scully's mother's maiden name. Scully's Uncle Edward was always called Uncle Fitz by the Scully children.


I waited.


"Something happened. I don't have all the details. Skinner called me about an hour ago. She saw something. Something she shouldn't have." Scully paused, an ironic grin twisting at her lips. "Something totally, completely unrelated to our work, Mulder. My mother saw something else, something she shouldn't have."


I didn't bother telling Scully she was repeating herself.


"And she was almost killed, Mulder. She turned and ran, ran to find help, to find a cop, a Park Police officer or someone. They chased her." Scully paused. "She almost didn't make it away. But, she did find someone. They called the FBI when they found out her daughter...that I was a Special Agent."


"Skinner took the call," Scully continued after another pause. "Figured out what happened, and he did the rest."


"What happens now?" I asked.


"She's going away, Mulder."


"Whoa," I said, holding up a hand. "Back up."


"My mother saw something, an assassination attempt, I think. Skinner wouldn't give me any details over the phone. As soon as he figured out who was involved, he called the US Attorney's office. My mother is in WITSEC, Mulder. They're going to take her away."


I said nothing.


Scully began moving then, moving towards me.


I let her come, expecting that she just wanted to be held.


She didn't.


She wanted more.
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When it was over, we'd somehow ended up in my bed.


Later, I found out what happened next.


Scully woke around three, got up, dressed, and left me.


I like to believe that the stopped long enough to plant a kiss on my lips, a goodbye of sorts.


She was leaving, you see.


Leaving to join her mother in the program.


Leaving her job. 


Leaving the Bureau.


The X-Files.


Me.
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When I woke, she was gone.


I tried her home number first, wondering what had made her leave. 


Had I called out Phoebe's name in my sleep?


The recording at the other end of the phone gave me chills, because I knew it so well.


It wasn't the normal "The number you are calling" recording.


It just said, "Please stand by..."


That was an FBI Trap-and-trace recording. At this moment, probably in the basement of Scully's building, a small electronic device was tracing this call and forwarding the information on to whomever had placed the trap.


I tried her cell next.


Disconnected.


Slowly, not wanting to believe it, I understood what had just happened.


Scully had joined her mother in the program.


WITSEC.


It wasn't Bureau. 


It was the Marshals Service.


DOJ, at least.


I called Skinner.


At home.


Early.


By the sound of his voice, he'd been up all night.


"Skinner."


"Mulder."


There was a pause. "Hold on," Skinner said. I heard the sound of movement, and then the phone being handed to someone else.


"Mulder," she said into my ear.


"Scully," I breathed, overjoyed to hear her voice. "I thought you had left, that you'd decided to go with-"


"I have," she said.


"What?"


"Mulder, do you remember what I said last night?"


I thought back. In the middle of our passion, she'd reached for me as I moved above her, grabbing me and bringing my lips to hers for a deep, burning kiss. "I love you," she'd whispered, tears in her eyes.


I'd returned the sentiment.


"Don't ever forget it," Scully said, and hung up.


Professional to the end.


I hit REDIAL.


It rang busy.


So did Skinner's cell.


For two hours.


Then, finally, it began ringing again.


"Mulder," he answered. 


"Where is she?" I asked without preamble.


"She's gone, Mulder."


I took a breath. "For how long?" I asked.


He didn't answer. "HOW LONG?" I demanded.


"Until we find the men that her mother saw at Arlington. Until we're sure that they'll both be safe."


"I want in," I said.


"I imagine you do," Skinner said.


And then he told me how we were going to catch the bastards.
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Only it didn't work out that way.


Not exactly.


Not at all.


The case was hot for about a month.


Leads, clues, suspects.


All slowly vanishing into mist.


After thirty days, Skinner tried to pull me off the case.


Tried, and failed.


After six, he insisted.


I kept at it, in my spare time, after work, on weekends, vacations, sick days. Every possible moment I could spare from my assigned duties, I tried to find the men that had brought this upon me.


And failed.
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The millennium came and went.


Plus three years.


2003 now, and I have nothing to show for it.


Nothing for Scully.


I haven't heard her voice for six years.


Skinner doesn't know where she is.


We've both tried. He's pulled every string he can, and then some. He wrote a personal appeal to the Attorney General.


That failed.


I wrote the Chief Marshal.


That failed as well.


No exceptions, they told us.


The program must be secure. 


The people that Maggie had seen, judging by what they were doing, were at the highest levels of power. Eager to move on anyone that threatened their position.


If they told me where she was, they knew I'd go to her.


I'd be followed.


They'd find her, and she'd die.


She and her mother.


So I kept at it, hoping, praying for a break.


Nothing came.


Until she came back.
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Seven years plus, the same month but not to the day.


That would have been a cliche, even for me.


A knock at my door.


I hadn't moved, on purpose.


The X-Files had long been closed; I'd been unable to give them my full attention. Transferred back to VCS, I moved quickly up the ladder. I was now Deputy Assistant Director, with the commensurate raise and perks. A car and a driver.


But I hadn't moved.


If she came looking for me, I didn't want her to miss a single step.


And she came.
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The knock was so familiar that at first I thought I was dreaming.


I still had enemies. 


More, now. 


Killers, eager to exact revenge. 


I was on a notify list for every single prison in the country. Every single time there was an escape, I got a fax and a phone call. Just in case some monster I had put away decided to come looking for me.
I answered the door with a pistol, sure I was still dreaming.


But I wasn't.


She was standing there.


Scully.


Older now, a touch of gray streaking the once fiery halo of herhair.


I started to say her name, but she held a finger to my lips, nodding at the apartment, raising her eyebrows.


I made a sweeping motion with my hand, and then pointed over my shoulder, and then held up a single finger.


They swept the place for bugs yesterday, Scully.


Getting it, she nodded and entered.


"How long?" I asked.


"As long as it takes," she said, dropping into my arms. 


The hug was nice, but I wanted more.


Much more.


"Why?" I asked, meaning, "Why now?"


"We have a problem," she whispered against my chest. 


"We as in you and your mother, or we as in you and me?"


"Us, Mulder," Scully whispered. "You and me."


I wondered what it was.


And then she dropped the big one.


"Our daughter is missing."
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I pulled back, once again sure I was dreaming.


"Our WHAT?" I asked.


"Our daughter," Scully nodded, reaching for her wallet. She opened it and showed me the pictures. First, as a baby, then as a toddler, now as a little person.


Short, toothless smile.


Red hair and hazel-green eyes.


My nose, the poor kid.


Her mother's smile.


I led Scully to the couch, holding the picture four inches from my own nose.


"What's her name?" I demanded.


"Alison," Scully said. "Alison Walker. I'm Debby Walker now, Mulder."


"Debby," I said, trying it on for size.


It didn't fit.


Not a damn bit.


She'd always be Scully to me.


"Why didn't you tell me?" I asked.


She shrugged. "We couldn't. No contact. Rules."


"You're here now," I pointed out.


She nodded. "Rules have changed, Mulder. They wouldn't look for her. They insisted on treating it as a local disappearance. The DOJ wouldn't let us use the Bureau to find her. They said it was too dangerous, that if anyone...if the people looking for us found out that she was missing...they could find us, find my mother."


"Find her," she finished. 


"Do you think they took her?" I asked.  


She shook her head.


"Fits the pattern of some other kidnappings in the area," she said softly. "Pedophile."


I handed the picture back, already sure what was going to happen next, but needing to hear it just the same.


"What do you want me to do?" I asked.


"Find her," Scully said. "Find our daughter."
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She gave me a blind phone number to call.


Just leave a message, she told me.


I'll find you.


And then she left.
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It took me a month.


I found her.


Alison.


My daughter.


I used every resource at the Bureau's disposal.


VICAP. VCS. ISU. 


And in the end, HRT.


They took the cabin in Montana, all eleven members swarming it like heavily-armed bugs.


He, the kidnapper, the child-molester, was gone.


He left Alison behind.


To die.


But she was a Mulder.


It'd take more than no food or water for a week to kill her.


She was sick, but she'd live.


Alison made it to the hospital.


The medics told me she'd been...abused.


That was all I needed to hear.


As a Deputy Assistant Director, I had certain discretionary powers. I ordered the HRT to stand down, and the local office to stay away from the cabin.


I left a note, telling the bastard that I'd taken his toy.


Provoking him.


Taunting him.


Begging him.
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He took the bait.


I called the blind number, left a bland message with a callback number.


Scully was at the hospital by the end of business.


And on the heels of her, half an hour later, the bastard.


I knew the minute I saw him.


It was obvious.


He was the one with the gun.


I drew down on him.


Shots fired, in the hall outside Alison's room.


When the smoke cleared, I had wound in my right shoulder to match the one in my left.


I lost a lot of blood.


Passed out to the sound of Scully screaming for the crash cart, her hands frantically trying to staunch the flow.


Woke to a hospital room two days later, my shoulder throbbing dully through the mask of narcotics to find Skinner by my bed.


"Is she safe?" I asked.


He nodded. "Both of them."


"W-where?" I asked.


He shook his head.


"Gone," was all he said.

Alliance

Crystal City, Virginia

9:45pm


I’m just worried about her.


I try once again to convince myself that’s why I’m here. If she found out I was going behind her back to Skinner, she’d kill me. Kill me dead. I already know she can shoot me if she has to. I wince, remembering the impact of the bullet from her gun, the burning pain in my shoulder, the incredulity in my soul that she would shoot me.


The cancer.


She won’t tell me, but I know it’s spreading. Somehow, I can see it on her face. 


I ask, again and again, over and over, but it’s always the same answer.


“I’m fine, Mulder.”


And that’s supposed to end it.


And it never does. It never could.


She needs to sit back, take it easy. I remember what she told me in the hallway. How she wanted to fight it from inside as well as outside. How she wanted to use our work to find the truth, the cure.


I never should have agreed.


If I try and talk her into taking a leave of absence, I might as well spend my time talking to a brick wall.


But Skinner -- Skinner could make her do it.


And that’s why I’m here.


To convince him…to convince her.

+++


I knock.


There’s sounds from inside: Soft jazz, a muted television in the background? That makes no sense; who would watch TV and listen to music at the same time?


Too late, I realize that the TV sounds I thought I heard are two people talking.


He’s got company.


I turn to leave as I hear the door open behind me.


I turn back and smile weakly.


“Sorry to bother you sir,” I say.


“Agent Mulder?” Skinner asks, his eyes widening. He glances behind himself in this certain way, and something about it alarms me, worries me.


He looks guilty, I realize.


I shift my feet, just a touch to the left, trying to look behind him, wondering if he’s got company, and if that company likes to smoke Morley’s.


Instead…


I gasp.


Walking from the kitchen to the living room, carrying a plate of what appears to be some kind of evil nacho-garden salad combination, wearing a soft pair of Oxford gym shorts and a well-worn, equally soft Knicks T-shirt, her feet bare…


Scully.


I open my mouth to ask “What?” and feel it close slowly, softly. I drop my eyes, unable to look at her, or him.


I don’t know what I’m feeling, but it’s not good.


“Excuse me,” I say, turning to go.


“Mulder, wait–” Skinner starts. I show him the back of my hand as I trot down the steps and around the corner to my car. This is…


Intense.


Overwhelming.

+++


Later, at my apartment, I’m on the couch. The TV is on, but I don’t hear it or see it. All I can think about is how…comfortable Scully looked in Skinner’s house. Like she belonged there. Like she’d been there before. No business suit, no casual clothes like I’d seen her in, but…


Bed clothes.


I can’t escape that fact. Scully was dressed for going to bed.


With him.


Skinner.


And to…to…add insult to injury, those were my clothes she’d been wearing, stuff I’d left over her apartment after one too-many sleepovers.


Only I slept on the couch.


I consider that maybe Scully was sleeping on Skinner’s couch.


For about five seconds of desperate hope.


Then I realize what was really happening.


And now I start to wonder why it’s bothering me so damn much.


The knock comes, and when I don’t answer, the key is next. I curse myself for ever giving her that damn key.


She enters and shucks her coat, tossing it on the floor near the door. She enters the living room slowly, warily as if I’m going to pull a gun on her.


The thought crosses my mind.


She takes the only chair in the room, the one facing the couch.


“Mulder–” she starts.


My eyes find hers and she stops what she was about to say.


“How long?” I ask.


“Since Canada,” she says after a moment. “Shortly after you got back.”


Two years, I think. Almost two damn years. And I never had a clue.


“Do you love him?” I ask.


She shrugs. “It’s not about love, Mulder.”


I disregard this.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


She spreads her hands and shrugs. I study her face, infuriated to find there’s no apology there. “Judging by your reaction tonight, I was right in not telling you.”


Angry, I look away.


“I don’t know why I’m so damn upset,” I say. “It’s really none of my business.”


She nods at this. “You’re right,” she confirms. “But you are my partner, and we are…friends.”


I hear the pause and I want to gag.


Friends.


Just friends is what she means.


The two most hated words by any man who’s ever been in love.


I nod, swallowing past something sticky and dry in my throat. “Yeah…just friends,” I say, hating myself for giving her the opportunity to confirm the obvious.


She ignores it.


“Walter and I–” she starts, and seeing me flinch, stops. “Would you prefer I call him Skinner?”


I would prefer that you weren’t fucking our boss.


“Whatever.”


“Skinner and I are…lovers,” she says. “And that’s it. We’re not friends, we’re not in love, we’re…just taking what the other has to give. Since his wife left, he’s been…lonely. And I don’t have to tell you what our job does to my social life. I’m…human, Mulder. I have needs.”


So do I.

“What do you do?” she asks.


“Nothing,” I say, meaning it. She knows about the magazines, about the videos, about the phone sex I pay for, sweet-voiced strangers on the other end of a phone line, saying words I’ve imagined a thousand times coming from the mouth of the woman seated ten feet away. How can I tell her that it never works for me, that I’ve wasted thousands of dollars and risked my credit rating only to fail at the last moment in the knowledge that I’m paying for a service that I don’t want and desperately need?


“Where does he think you are?” I ask.


“Home,” she says softly.


“You lied to him?”


She nods. I feel the pressure in my chest let up just a bit; she’s never lied to me. To know that she lied to him for me makes it somewhat easier to take.


Until the second knock.


“Mulder!”


Scully closes her eyes and sighs.


“Do you want to hide in the bedroom?” I ask.


She stands, rubbing her palms on the thighs of her jeans, shrugging. “No…let him in.”


“It’s open!” I call.


The door slowly oozes open and Skinner’s there, framed by the light from the hall. He’s wearing a trenchcoat over jeans and a t-shirt, the light twinkling through his glasses.


It doesn’t look like a merry twinkle.


It looks the way the sun does when it glances off the glass of a telescopic sight.


And I feel about as safe as I would if such a weapon were pointed at me in that moment.


“C’mon in,” I say. “The gang’s all here!”


He shuts the door behind him, moving into the living room to join us.


He nods at Scully. “Dana,” he says.


She nods back, lips pressed together in a thin line.


It pleases me to see how…shocked he is that she lied to him.


She never lied to me, pal.


He raises a hand to scratch his face.


No one speaks.


“Walter,” Scully finally says, “it’s over.”


He nods, accepting this declaration of hers.


“Are you in love with her?” I ask.


He looks away and I can almost feel the clench of his jaw muscles from where I sit.


“None of your goddamn business,” he growls.


I’m reminded of an old joke about the man who asks the woman if she’s turned on by dirty jokes. “I’m not going to answer that,” she says. “You already did,” he points out.


Easy to deny; impossible to confirm without losing face.


But he’s got face to spare, I think, struggling to suppress the giggle I feel welling up inside me.


“The part…no…the two things that piss me off,” I start, “Is that neither of you felt you could trust me enough to tell me.” I let that sit in the room for a minute, letting them both digest it. “And,” I add, more to Scully than to…him, “the fact that you wore my clothes to his apartment.”


Scully thinks about that for a moment. “You’re right,” she says. “I’m sorry.”


I shrug. It’s nothing, I try to say.


And fail.


“Two years?” I ask.


They both are unable to meet my eyes as I look between them.


“Fuck it,” I say, waving my hand in the air. “What you two do with your own time is your own business. I will hand it to you, though, you sure managed to fool me. And as paranoid as I am, if you managed to hide it from me, I’m sure as shit that no one else at work knows.” 


Scully stands, walking past Skinner to find her coat. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says.


I wonder who she’s talking to.


She leaves.


Skinner takes her place in the chair, and I wonder if he’s doing what I do when I sit somewhere she’s been.


Is he smelling her? Inhaling her scent? Becoming intoxicated by it?


“Mulder,” he starts. I sit back, crossing my arms, telling him that I’m listening but I don’t want to hear what he feels he has to say.


“I’m sorry.”


“Sorry that it happened, or sorry that I found out?”


I feel petulant, and I try to hide it.


“Sorry that you seem to have such a problem with it.”


“Kind of unprofessional, don’t you think? Fucking one of your subordinates?”


I see his jaw clench again.


“Normally, if you said that to me,” he says softly, “I’d have your ass for breakfast. But seeing as how I am the one in the wrong here, I’ll let you have that one.”


Gee, thanks.


“You’re right. It’s unprofessional. But I’m also human, Mulder.”


“How did it happen?” I ask.


He shakes his head. “None of your business.”


“If I ask her, she’ll tell me.”


“That will be her choice, Mulder. I won’t be drawn into a pissing contest with…you.”


The likes of you, I think. That’s what you wanted to say, you bald-headed bastard.


“It…” He pauses, and from that single word, I know I’m about to hear something he doesn’t want to tell me but feels that he must.


“It was always you she wanted.”


“Bullshit,” I say, already hoping that he’s right.


“It’s true,” he nods sadly. “She…called your name out once.” The sadness in his voice is overwhelming.


Good. Suffer, you son-of-a-bitch.

“So why didn’t she tell me?”


“I was…safe. We both knew going in that it wasn’t going to be an Earth-shattering romance. That it was just…that it was just what it was, nothing more. No expectations. No tomorrows. Just the various todays, tonights that we had. She never…spent the night. Never woke up next to me. And the one time I tried to…” He drifted off and I waited, letting my silence speak for me.


“The one time I tried to kiss her in the elevator at headquarters she tore my head off and handed it to me.”


“Tell me about…” I drifted off and he knew what I meant.


“About six months ago. It was a bad patch for us. Right before she went into the hospital, she thought…she thought I was in on it, that I was following her. We hadn’t been together in months. She thought that you were dead, or…she was letting everyone think she thought you were dead. Right after she got out of the hospital she came to me, asked me to hold her. That night, she called out your name.”


Skinner stands and wraps his coat around him. “She told me after that shape-shifter…what was his name? Blundht? She told me after that happened what he said to you. I’d take that advice, Mulder.”


He moves to the door and pauses. “I would…”


If you were me.


+++


Scully’s apartment, half an hour later…I stand outside her door, key in hand, wondering what she’s going through.


I let myself in.


She’s on the couch, watching TV but not seeing it. How do I know? That asshole Yappi’s on the screen, plugging his newest infomercial nonsense, something about a tape that will change your life.


I flop down on the chair, gathering my coat around me. She regards me, cool, from the couch.


“So what did you two talk about?” she asks.


I say nothing.


“I don’t love him,” she says softly.


I wait.


“I was lonely.”


“He is your boss,” I point out.


“He’s not you, don’t you mean?”


It’s not going to be that easy, Scully.

“You don’t have to explain why, Scully. Just why you lied. And don’t tell me that by not saying anything you weren’t lying. That’s a cop-out and you know it.”


She considers this. This is an interesting feeling for me, having her on the defensive, knowing that I’m 110% right and she has nowhere to go. Nowhere but to admit it, to cop to it, and if she feels so inclined, to beg for my forgiveness.


She shrugs and turns her attention back to the television.


“You called out my name,” I say, playing the trump card.


Her face crumples. “Goddamn him,” she whispers. “Damn him for telling you that!”


“Is it true?”


She looks away, unable to meet my gaze, and nods.


“Do you want to be with me? Like…that? Like you were with him?”


She shakes her head and my world implodes.


“I want more,” she says, and the room swims back into focus.


“More with me? Or just more?”


“With you.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I did. A thousand ways on a thousand different days. I’m not like you, Mulder. I can’t wear my heart on my sleeve, fall to my knees and declare undying love for you. I had to show you the only way I know how: Being there for you, accepting you for who you are, no questions asked. But you didn’t see that, didn’t see me. What you see…of me… I have no idea. I have no idea how you see me.”


I have no answer for this.


What can I say?


“No matter…it’s over,” she says.


I accept this. “Do you know why I never…tried?” I ask.


She shakes her head. “I assumed you weren’t interested.”


“I didn’t want to make you a cliché,” I said. “Do you know how many female agents have been caught screwing their partners or their bosses?”


She nods. “I thought we could be…different. Everyone already assumes we’re sleeping together.”


I shake my head.


No, they don’t.


“They assume that I made a pass and you turned me down.”


She smiles at this. “Prove `em wrong, Mulder.”


“How?”


“Make a pass at me.”


I start to tell her that it will be a cold day in Hell before I make a pass at her…now. After this.


Standing, I regard her. “Someday,” I say. “Maybe. But not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not this week.”


Not this life.


“Ok,” she says, still looking away. I know as soon as I leave she’ll start crying. Crying for what, I’m not sure, and not sure that I want to know.


I let myself out.


Standing in the hallway, I think: All I ever wanted was for you to be happy, Scully.


That, and my sister.


Her, and the truth.


All that…and for you to be happy.


That’s it.


Don’t you get it?


Don’t you know?


You could never be happy with me.

Before and After The End
1


Time.


It’s such a totally human construct.


I remember, once, trying to explain to my older brother how time actually worked. How there was, in fact, a time “before” time. How, when the universe was an infinitely dense ball of primordial goo there really was NO time. And then, in that fraction of a picosecond after The Big Bang, there was “zero” time, and then time began.


He never understood it.


And for me, the physics major, it seemed abstract.


Equations on a sheet of graph paper; bold, multi-colored strokes on a greaseboard at Berkeley. Not real. Not in the sense that it could be touched, felt, examined.


You can’t put time under a microscope.  


But you can look at it with a telescope.


Because, you see, time is distance.


Everyone knows it, even if they don’t know they know it.


Ask someone how far they live from work. “Far,” being a measure of distance and all.


Most people will glance up and to the right with their eyes as their brains tries to do the computation, and they invariably announce, “Oh, about twenty minutes.” Or whatever.


Ask someone how long they’re going to be before they’re ready and they never say, “About six miles.”


Five years.


Literally, hundreds of thousands of miles. Frequent flier miles, frequent driver miles, miles added on top of those for staying in certain motels or hotels. Miles added for eating in certain restaurants. 


Miles.


Time.


Distance.


The totality of experience expressed in feet.


How far have I come with him since those first steps I took into his office?


In time, or distance?


Incalculable.

2


I’d met Phoebe.


Chalked it up to adolescent fascination with something you know is bad for you, someone you just know your parents would never approve of.


Experimentation.


Walking on the wild side.


Playing with fire, pardon the pun.


And to my mind, that was it. Oh, sure, there were girlfriends in high school, perhaps the painful crush of teenage desire unrequited.


But, to my mind, there was Phoebe.


And then there was me.


Imagine my surprise to discover that there was another chapter in the book of Mulder, a chapter that I was totally unaware of, a chapter that I wasn’t sure had even...ended.


Striding down the hall, holding the proof of Mulder’s belief in my hand, knowing that he was literally going to do the dance of joy when he realized that I had certain, quantifiable proof of what he had been searching for since day one. 


So proud that it was I who was bringing it to him.


Knowing that the look he was going to give me when I showed it to him would...


Set my blood on fire.


Yes, as cheap-romance-novel as it sounds, that’s what I wanted more than anything. That slow, lazy smile, the light bursting in his eyes, the way those selfsame eyes would track and find mine as we shared that singular, perfect moment between two...


Friends, I guess.


I passed them and kept going.


Every muscle in my body arguing with itself.


Turn, run, one camp urged.


Stop, turn in, interrupt them! Get his hands...off...of...her.


She has no right.


None whatsoever.


Whatever rights she might have had she gave up the moment she took that LEGATT job in...where was it? Daharan? Damascus?


I remember thinking what a professional I was.


I saw the man I...


Time.


Time heals all wounds.


Not this one, I remember thinking. 


Not this time.


It’s wrong and hurtful and a thousand kinds of ugly to think of a person as a thing. That was the legacy of my parents, one I was grateful for. Each person contributes in their own way, even when it doesn’t appear that way on the surface.


At that point, I wanted Gibson there. I wanted that little human lie detector with a penchant for staring at the Cartoon Network by my side so I could point him like a ray gun at Mulder and start asking some hard questions.


Interrogations would never be the same.


Ask a suspect a question, glance over at the little tyke and look for the nod or the shake and go from there.


“You’re thinking about one of the girls,” he’d said.


My first response, my first reaction had been that Mulder was thinking about me.


A self-serving thought.


After talking to the Guys, I reconsidered my original assessment.


How dry that sounds.


How totally professional.


I’m sure if Gibson had been in the room, he would have clapped mental hands over mental ears and run away screaming at the wail my soul gave when I realized that Mulder had been thinking about...her.


Diana.


Diana Fowley.


As I drove away, I remember thinking that at least she wasn’t six feet of blonde, bubbly legs and breasts.


Even if she did...believe.


I thought that was my crime.


That I hadn’t believed him.

3


When I told him, I thought that I had a chance.


He came to the office, alone.


I was waiting for him, sitting behind his desk, the results in that plain brown folder.


He smiled when he saw me.


Good, I thought.


He doesn’t know that I saw him.


Holding hands with her.


His ex.


His...what did Frohike call her? “Chickee?”


I took him through it slowly, explaining the science behind it, even as I was amazing myself all over again at what we’d...together... managed to discover.


How I hated the feeling that I was competing for his attention. 


For his love.


Hated the fact of how I was so glad to be the one to deliver this news.


Hated how glad it made me that he ignored her so completely and so deeply when we went to Skinner’s office with the rest of the team. How he held out my chair for me, how he smiled at me like...


Once, I would have said like a teacher proud of his prize pupil.


That might have been true, once.


A long time ago.


Thousands of miles ago.


And she...attacked me.


Not physically, of course.


Verbally. Wanting to know how you could qualify spirituality.


That’s when I knew.


They hadn’t made love.


Because any woman who had been with Mulder would know the answer to that stupid fucking question.


I wanted to tell her to read some Ken Wilbur. Then she’d understand how you could mix science and religion. 


Because if it came down to her reading Wilbur and understanding on an intellectual level, or sleeping with the man that I loved with every subatomic particle of my being, I’d lend her my library card in a heartbeat before I even considered suggesting practical experience as a method of theoretical demonstration. 

4


Sure, they might have...slept together.


Fucked.


But she didn’t have...it.


The connection that he and I share.


She might have worked with him.


She might have believed most of what he did.


She didn’t have the glue.


Shared experience is the glue that holds relationships together.


She could believe in little green men all she wanted; she could believe all the odd and wonderful and magical and mysterious things that he did...


She had no idea what he and I have been through over the last five years.


None at all.


They didn’t have the shorthand that he and I did.


I watched them try and communicate, and now, looking back, I realize what I saw.


A woman, desperate to be part of something again.


A man, trying as gently as he could, trying to tell her that as flattered as he was...sorry, no sale.


When I saw them holding hands, it wasn’t intimate.


It had just been a shock.


But, he’d been...pushing her away.


Distancing himself.


Making room for me.

5


The call came.


Skinner, telling us that the powers above him were working mightily to shut us down, to end the X-Files, to muzzle us again.


Diane, shot.


I hadn’t asked for that.


Not even a little.


I wanted her gone, out of his life, but not...that.


Not dead.       


Not more guilt for him.


But he hadn’t asked for her to be assigned. Skinner had thrust Mulder into this case.


Smiling wryly, I wonder why Skinner hates Spender so much.


Mulder, on the couch, eyes closed, realizing he’d rolled the dice and lost.


Snake eyes.


I’d moved to the couch, sat down next to him, wanting to somehow comfort him.


Not that way.


And, at the same time, yes...that way.


Because if they closed us down, if they split us up...


Time, for me, would stop.


My universe would stop expanding and I’d slowly collapse upon myself, a black hole. 


I touched his face.


He smiled, not opening his eyes.


What were you afraid of Mulder? I wanted to ask. What thoughts did Gibson read from your mind?


He shifted on the couch, making room for me.


I lay down next to him, facing away.


Feeling his arm come around my middle, drawing me against him.


I turned in his embrace, tucking my head under his chin, my hand on his chest, fingers itching to divest him of clothing.


Last chance, my mind said.


Last chance before the dance ends.


We slept.

6


The phone was loud in the early morning stillness.


I reached for it, not caring who was on the other end.


“`lo?” I mumbled, voice thick with sleep.


“Scully?” Skinner.


“Sir?”


“You’d better get down here. The both of you.”


“What’s going on, sir?”


“There’s been an accident, Scully. Just get down here.” And then he was gone.


Mulder smiled at me, a sleepy, goofy smile that I wanted to save forever. This, my mind announced, is the smile he gives to you the morning you wake up in his arms.


Memorize it.


It may be all you get.


“Accident at the office,” I say softly, still holding the phone, wanting nothing more in the world than to lean down and kiss his lips.


He’s moving before the echo of the words have died.


We jump in his car.


I call the Guys enroute.


“What’s going on?” They’ll know.


Silence.


“Frohike?”


“As near as we can put together from the scanner and some preliminary reports...they’re running an arson investigation.”


“Arson?” I ask, glancing over at my partner.


“Fire in the basement. Obviously set.”


I hang up.


“It’s bad,” I say to him.


He nods, accelerating.

7


Standing in the middle of what was our lives.


Holding him.


Feeling like an emotional Judas.


I will never be able to tell him the mixture of emotion that I feel at this instant.


The fact that they felt the need to do this, that they were so threatened by what we found, tells me that we were right.


That he was right.


The fact that our life likes in charred ruins under our feet...


Maybe now...


Now, now we might be able to...


Not today, not tonight, not this week or this month.


But soon, soon, maybe we’ll be able to...


Rebuild.


Better than before.


My head is against his chest, and I’m glad that I’m here with him, that I can hear the sound of his heart breaking.


And I know something.


Something he doesn’t know.


Something I was saving for him.


He thinks it’s over.


For two reasons, one he might suspect, and one he could never guess, he’s wrong.


First...


It could never be over. Not for us. This is who we are, he and I. The fact that the files are burned is only a testament to our effectiveness as a team.


As partners.


As lovers who have done everything but cross that final barrier between two people.


Second...


I smile against his chest, knowing that we’ll have to find a private place to have that discussion.


The key is in my wallet.


Small, silver, perfect and pristine.


The key to a safety deposit box.


Inside the box, three dozen high-capacity zip disks. Another set exists somewhere else, another safety-deposit box, obtained under an assumed name. A third and fourth set, hidden by the Guys in an undisclosed location.


Protection. Insurance.


The entirety of the X-Files, digitized by the Guys at my request, protection against something like this. 


It was going to be his birthday present.


I can’t wait to tell him.

Bounceback
Aboard Delta Flight 100 

Inbound to Atlanta


Six years.


It’s been six years.


I turn the number over and over in my mind, looking at it, wondering about it. How the hell have I managed to be without her for six long, lonely years?


Six years, nineteen…count `em…nineteen separate partners.


All of them attempted to replace her. None of them succeeded.


Not even close.


Not by a long shot.


“Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the fasten seat belt sign in preperation for our final descent into Atlanta. Please return…” 


Sixteen minutes, I think, looking at my watch. Sixteen minutes and I’ll see a woman I haven’t seen in six years, a woman I think about every single day of my life. Not a waking hour passes that I don’t think about her, about her face, her smile, her laugh, her eyes.


What the hell am I going to say to her?


“Hi, Scully. Long time no see.”


Sounds a bit…dry, don’t you think?

+++


Six years. Six years since I’ve seen his face. The phone call was unexpected. 


Hi, how have you been, going to be in the area on a case, not a case actually, testifying for a case, going to be in town for four days, figure I’d say hi, old home week, memory lane, yadda, yadda, yadda.


As the impact of his words hit home, his voice had dissolved into something that sounded like the adults in a Peanuts cartoon. “Wah, wah, waaaaah, wah.”


“So,” he’d finished. “What say you meet me at the airport and we grab dinner?”


Dinner.


With Mulder.


After six years.


Jesus H. Christ.

+++


It’s a routine now. Stand up, lever the overhead open, dig for the carry-on, swing it down, close to the hip, start up the isle, pushing businessmen and little old ladies out of the way. 


I hate flying.


I always did.


My studied indifference was for her benefit, because as much as I did hate flying, I knew she hated it more.


The flight attendants are at the jetway, smiling plastically and mumbling “buh-bye” over and over again, the almost-too-good-looking captain standing in the cockpit door, hands on trim hips, smiling a movie-star’s smile at me, his eyes vacant, already thinking about the Vodka gimlet he’s going to pound down at the airport bar in ten minutes.


This goes by me in a blur, and then I’m trudging up the jetway, wondering what all these years of flying has done to my hearing. Shouldn’t they give the frequent fliers, the <really> frequent ones like me, the same hearing protection they give the ground crews? I imagine what I’d look like wearing a big set of those headphones and crack a smile.


I look up and–

+++


There he is.


He’s a little heavier, some grey streaked in his hair, right at the temples, right where I knew it would be -


Right where I love it on a man.


His eyes find mine and–

+++


Magic. 


Same as always.


I curse myself while digging deep for a smile. This wasn’t a mistake, exactly. More like torture.


The moment I see her I know that the old magic never died, at least not for me. Six years, and my feelings for her haven’t dimmed one single iota.


“Scully,” I say, and quickly glance at her left hand.


No ring.


“Mulder,” she replies, catching my glance and smiling secretly. I’m sure she’s glad I checked. Flattered, I hope.

+++


Shocked.


I can’t believe he checked. 

Doesn’t he think that I would have called him? Told him? Invited him to attend a wedding that I’ve given up on ever happening?


“Mulder,” I say. “It’s…great to see you.”


No, not great. Torture. Evil, painful torture. I can still remember the last day, standing in our office, an empty copier-paper box filled with my belongings, my momentos. A rolled up “I Want To Believe” 

poster poking out of one end. The same poster that’s above my bed now. Back then, I wanted to believe in him, in us, in happiness.


I’d actually done it. I’d told him.


I’d told him what I felt when I looked at him, when he touched me, when he smiled at me. When I heard his voice on the other end of the phone. I’d told him that I loved him.


That I was in love with him.


Three days before that last day, I’d told him.


He hadn’t answered. He’d looked at me like I was insane and then quietly excused himself. 


He hadn’t called that night.


He’d called in sick the next day.


And the day after.


I went to Skinner on the second day and asked for the transfer. He offered up Atlanta, the bank robbery squad. My old hunting ground, Skinner had said. You’ll fit in there. Make a name for yourself.


Resurrect your career.


The transfer had happened in four hours.


I went to pack, and found Mulder behind his desk. He watched me pack silently. 


I’d told him goodbye.


He didn’t answer.


I didn’t hear from him for six months after that, until a tenative email appeared in my box, asking for an opinion about some forensics tests that another pathologist had done.


Hating myself, knowing it was the wrong thing to do…


I ignored him. 


And the email.


Six more came over the next six weeks, all sounding even-handed, calm. Please help me, he’d asked. I need your help.


Your help, Scully.


Only you.


Finally, tired after a long stakeout one cold Friday night, I’d answered him, telling him what to look for and where to find it. The next day another email, thanking me.


Then nothing.


For two years, not a single note, card, email or phone call.


And then, out of the blue, another email.


Help, please.


After that, we converesed electronically every few weeks. 


Until last Thursday.


The call.


Against every single instinct, I’d agreed to meet him.


Torture.

+++


I wondered if she cared why I was here.


The case was a lie. I wasn’t expected to testify. I was here on my dime, not the Bureau’s.


She’d know if she checked the dockets. There was no case.


I’d lied to get here.


I promised myself that I’d stop lying once I saw her.


“So,” I said, “Enterprise is delivering the car in the morning. Can I catch a ride to the hotel?”


An eyebrow arched. “They’re letting us stay at better places,” I said, my voice sounding odd, even to my own ears.


She nodded and turned, asking with her eyes if I had any more baggage. I didn’t. All I needed was in the carryon.

+++


We rode over in silence. I was sure he was going to say something, but he remained quiet, looking out the window at the scenery.


“So, how’s work?” he finally asked.     


“Fine,” I said, because I didn’t know what else to say.


He checked in and then asked me to dinner. I nodded and asked when. “Right now,” he answered. “I just have to shower and change.”


Biting my lip I told him I’d wait in the car.


“Don’t be silly,” he said, his eyes suddenly wary, as if afraid I was going to bolt. “Come on upstairs. I have a suite. You can drink a room-service glass of wine while I change.”

+++


God, please accept.


All my plans hinge on this. Please accept.


“…Okay,” she said, her eyes narrowing.


She suspects.


“The Bureau got you a suite?” she asks after a second. We’re standing in front of the elevator, waiting for it to arrive.


“I upgraded,” I say, thinking quickly. “Hotels…I can use some of my frequent flier miles to upgrade the hotel rooms.”


She nods, accepting this.


I hope.

+++


The door closes behind us.


He’s already moving towards the bedroom. “Make yourself at home,” he chirps. “Order anything you want.”


The bedroom door closes and I look around. I don’t care what he told me; the Bureau isn’t paying for this.


So why is he here?


The answer is obvious.


For me.


And the truth of the matter is, I don’t know what the hell I’m going to say when he asks.


But I know I have to let him at least try.

+++


Out of the shower, drying myself, I reherase what I’m going to say. It has to be perfect the first time. She has to hear the honesty in my voice. She has to know.


She has a right.


She has the right to say yes, to say no, to tell me to go fuck myself. But she has the right to know.

+++


He comes out with the carryon in his hand. 


I’m sitting on the couch, drinking the glass of wine I’d ordered. An iced-tea waits for him. He takes a sip, then another, and then drains it. I imagine his mouth is dry right now.


He sits next to me.


Reaches into the bag.


Pulls out what I’ve known was inside since I saw his face at the airport.


Small black velvet box.


And oddly, the receipt.


“When you came to pack your stuff,” he says quietly, “I was going to give you this and ask you to be my wife.”


He hands me the box and the receipt. I look at the receipt. Dated six years ago. Thirty-four hundred dollars, charged to his Visa.


“Why now?” I ask.


He smiles. “I made the last payment on it two months ago.”


Typical Mulder.


I open the box. 


It’s gorgeous. Perfect, like he was once in my eyes. Diamonds, my scientific mind responds, are the result of heat and pressure. Lots of pressure and lots of heat.


Two things I’m intimately familiar with when it comes to this man.


“I’ve been…celibate,” he says, as if it would matter to me.


It does.


I nod, happy at this, but afraid to show it. I’ve been celibate, too. I’m almost forty years old, and I haven’t had sex in…


I don’t want to remember.


I haven’t wanted anyone to touch me since him. Convinced that no one would want to anyway. If he didn’t want to touch me, why would anyone else?


But he did want to touch me.


Forever. 


He wanted to marry me, and I walked out on him.


But…  


But…


He could have said something. He did what he always does; he misunderstood what I meant, what I was trying to say, what I was trying to show him. He took it upon himself to assume what the ultimate truth was, and in the process…


Wasted six years.


Of both our lives.


I hand him the box back and stand, moving towards the door. “Nice to see you, Mulder,” I say. “I’ll take a rain check on dinner.”


As my hand settles on the knob, I feel him behind me, close, his breath in my hair, his hands on my shoulders.


“Wait,” he whispers.


I close my eyes as he presses his lips against my neck.


Right above my scar.


I turn in his arms, wanting to kick him, hit him, punch him.


I kiss him back, a test kiss, to see if it’s still there, if the magic I saw in his eyes in the airport will take form and shape and substance.


“There’s no case,” I whisper against his mouth. “I checked.”


“Guilty as charged,” he whispers back.


“You’re not off the hook,” I warn him, sliding my hands under his shirt, pushing him back, back towards the bedroom, towards the bed.


“I know,” he says.


“I’m not moving back to DC,” I say, playing my final trump.


He stops in the bedroom door, smiles, and moves past me to the carryon.


I don’t know what he’s going for this time.


He comes back with an envelope. I look at it.


Addressed to the Director.


Walter S. Skinner, Director, Federal Bureau of Investigation.


I open it, knowing now what’s in it, too afraid to believe it might be true.


It is.


His resignation.


Effective one week from today.


“Eighteen years,” I whisper. “You’re two years away from your pension.”


“Skinner… pulled some strings. If I retire, he’s agreed to fudge the paperwork so I get my pension.”


“What will you do?”


“Teach. Lecture. Write. Garden. Shop. Knit. I don’t care– as long as it’s with you.”


I drop it on the floor and push him into the bed.


“This might be quick,” he says. “It’s been a while–”


He doesn’t finish the sentance.


My mouth is against his.


Magic.

Carnac Obsessions
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There are some things you don't do with your partner under any circumstances, no matter how dire 

the situation, no matter what the threat to life, limb or liberty.


And kissing him is about six of them.
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The question had never been if, only when.


In the past five years, I can only remember a single period when the idea of Mulder touching me that way would have caused me to draw my pistol and add a matching bullet hole in his right shoulder.


But I had cancer then.


I may be a saint, as some people have remarked, but even a saint has her limits.


And to be honest, the last year or two hasn't seen my feelings for my partner growing all warm and 

gooey. Quite the opposite, in fact. Lately, it seems like I'm angrier at him than I've ever been.


And I'm not quite sure why.


I think my patience is wearing thin.


How many times am I going to allow myself to be relegated to the back of the metaphorical bus before I put my foot down? Before, when he ran off on his own, chasing down his leads, he would call and ask if I minded feeding his fish, or getting his mail.


Now he expects it. I get a voice mail. 


"Scully, on the road. Call you later."


From those seven words, I'm supposed to know to feed his fish, collect his mail, pick up his dry 

cleaning…


No, that last one was just me being upset.


He's never asked me to pick it up.


I have, though.


Damn it.


Twice, I found the little slip in his top desk drawer, right next to this month's issue of Adult Video News. The first time, I figured I'd be a nice gal and help him out. His reaction to that was such that I figured I could do it, if I had nothing better to do, AND I was going that way, AND I happened to have an extra $10 bill in my pocket.


Self-delusion.


Madness.


Insanity.


To think that he would ever overtly thank me for anything is insane.


Of course, if you ask him, he'd chalk it up to that unspoken communication thing he loves so much.


I call it him expecting me to read that horror-novel he calls a mind.


I guess what I'm trying to say is that…well, when he kissed me, that was the final straw.


Like I said…it wasn't a matter of if, but when.


We've always felt that pull.


It's strong.


Very strong.


Very, very strong.


How strong?


There have been times on both our parts when the desire to corner the other and do things to them you wouldn't do to a farm animal have been close to impossible to resist.


But, as with all things having to do with he and I, those times when the urge has struck the both of us at the same time are rare indeed. And when they do occur, there are usually bullets flying around, or local cops asking pointed questions about things that defy answers. Or we're in some ratty motel room that does everything in its inanimate power to…well, kill the mood.


No overwhelming romantic I, but the idea of consummating five years of slowly brewing passion on a rat-gnawed mattress in Twisted Ankle, Arkansas is not exactly…appealing.


Again, not a matter of if, but when.


And, in an odd way, how.


Sure. 


Anyone that knows us has thought about it. 


I'm sure my own sainted and blessed mother has devoted some mental energy to that eternal question. 


I'm sure it crosses Skinner's mind. 


I'm sure Frohike has written a short story about it and posted it alt.sex.stories.trolls or some equally oily newsgroup of nerds that read with one hand on the keyboard.


In the office? 


Hard and fast, against a filing cabinet, my skirt hiked up to my waist, pantyhose lying in a torn, 

twisted pile at our feet, Mulder's pants around his ankles?


Nah.


Too much like a Penthouse story. 


Or one of his damn videos.


Romantic? 


He shows up at my apartment with a bottle of wine, a goofy smile, wearing those black jeans that make his…


Nevermind. Been there, done that.


Or maybe I take the lead, show up at his apartment and we do the wild thing on his couch.


As if.


I'll tell you a secret.


Promise not to tell anyone?


I always wanted to do it on a stakeout. 


I mean, not for real. Not on a real stakeout. But, locked in those cars with Mulder over the past five years, from time to time the wicked thought has crossed my mind. What if I enticed him into the back seat and we fogged these windows like a pair of teenagers? After all, when I was a teenager any boy that came over to the Scully-residence-of-the-moment was more interested in Missy than her short, dorky, braces-wearing, bookworm of a sister. Now that genetics, good diet, constant exercise (in the guise of chasing my errant partner to hell and gone,) and Mother Nature have finally caught up with me, I don't have to wince when I look in the mirror. Sure, the disease wreaked havoc with my body for a few ugly months. 


But that's over. 


Long over.


I'm babbling.


The point is…we both knew it was going to happen. We both knew that at some point one of us was going to be weak at the same moment the other was, and an offer of partnerlike comfort was going to grow and change shape into something else, something more, something hotter and hungrier and needier and then it was going to happen, one of us would reach for the other, a hand curling around the nape of a neck, fingers teasing the small, fine hairs there, drawing the faces closer and closer until…


Too many romance novels before bed.


I'm a thirty-three year old woman. 


Truth be told, I want him and he wants me.


But we controlled it.


We dealt with it.


When we partnered up, I was 28. I had a boyfriend.


Ethan.


Gag me with a spoon, to quote my high school peers.


Nice enough guy. About as exciting was watching paint grow.


Mulder's exciting.


Infuriating, actually.


Annoying.


Maddening.


The descriptions go on and on and on and on.


For good or bad, no one makes me feel like Mulder does. There are times this is a good thing.
Most of the time…not so much.


But…that first day.


Walking into his office, seeing him turn towards me, that little *smirk* plastered on his face, a wry, twisted little grin that made me want to reach for a scalpel. 


Every Bad Boy in my past flew right out the window.


Every leather-clad, jeans-wearing wannabe-hardcase from high school vanished in a heartbeat. Those were Pretenders, pardon the expression.


This, I knew, was real Trouble with a capital "T." 


I won't say he captured my heart.


That's trite.


Adolescent.


I'm a grown woman.


I control my own destiny.


I make my own choices.


Right.


That's why I follow this…dork…to the four corners of the world and back. That's why one simple kiss in the office today has sent me spinning out of control. 


It always existed, that kiss.


It was. It existed. It had form, substance, reality.


It just hadn't happened yet.


Until this morning.


It was waiting in the wings, waiting to be called out for its debut performance. 


Once, when I was younger, before the Dark Time when I was taken, I thought that if we found his sister (Earthbound, I was sure at the time,) Mulder and I might have some kind of "After." We might manage to have that kiss as we strolled hand-in-hand…


God, I'm making myself sick.


Ok, to be truthful about it, I thought that if and when Mulder finished his Quest, we might find some time together, alone, just he and I, without the constraints of Them watching over our shoulder, all the Bureau bullshit that would happen if it was discovered that partners were knocking boots in our spare time, all that stuff.


Not romantic.


Realistic.


Down to earth. Three words that should be tattooed across my forehead.


Ok…you're right…let's not get into tattoos.


Tender (har!har!) subject.


So, where was I?


Oh, right.


The kiss.


The kiss, you see, or as I thought of it, The Kiss, was waiting to happen.


Never the right time.


Or, when it was the right time, it was totally the wrong time.


Like when Modell had a doughnut-sized chunk of brain excised from his skull at 1200 feet per second courtesy of a .357 caliber slug. Can't think of a better time to go home and express to Mulder how much I appreciated him not shooting me.


Bad time/Good time. You know?


Back from Russia. Hugging in front of the Senate, God and Skinner. (Yes, it goes in THAT order.) 


On that damn bench in Home, PA. Talking about having children. Hearing Mulder describe my ultimate man and realizing that he did mean himself, but in typical, annoying, infuriating, teeth-gnashing Mulder fashion he was hiding behind that cloying, cute boyishness that he is just fucking convinced turns every woman in his path into a puddle of quaking goo.


Yes, it does.


Of course it does.


How could it not?


But that's not the damn point.


The point is…


Is…


Oh, right.


The kiss.
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So we're in the office and another slideshow is going on. 


I wasn't staring at his ass, I swear.


Ok, maybe a little.


Ok, a lot.


Ok, I was drooling.


But that's not the point.


He said something so totally outrageous, so insidiously designed to get my ire going that I just had to respond.


"More coffee?" I asked.


He looked at me, confused. That was not the answer he was expecting.


Truth be told, I was sick of him playing me. Saying things he knew would get me going just to have those "banter moments" he treasured so much.


Treat me like a damn human being, Mulder.


I'm not a trained seal.


"So you don't disagree with me?" he'd asked.


"Of course I do, Mulder. Your theory is insane, based on what can only generously be called half a fact, and takes into account both beliefs and practices that have been proven as nothing more than urban legends over twenty years ago. You're wasting my time and your time on this nonsense in an effort to get me into some cute little conversation so you can show me how erotically witty you can be."


He stared at me, his mouth open wide enough to park a truck in.


"Cream?" I asked.
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He took it pretty well, I guess.


For Mulder.


Ten minutes of stomping around, petulant that his favorite toy didn't want to play with him. Waving his arms like an organ-grinder's monkey, telling me that these files were his life, that I'd only been assigned to them…


Yadda.


Yadda.


Blah, blah.


Yadda.


You get the idea.


His back was turned, and he was right in the middle of his number 12 speech, otherwise known as "Government Conspirators Ate My Brain." I knew it by heart and was looking somewhere in the middle distance above his left shoulder, mouthing the words as he spoke.


Mistake numero uno.


The room went REAL quiet all of a sudden, and I focused my eyes to find him staring at me, his (admittedly gorgeous) lips pressed together in a thin, white line, hands on his hips.


My own lips sort of slid over to the left side of my face. I glanced left, gauging the distance to the door. If I hadn't been wearing heels…


He moved to cut me off, stepping between me and the door.


Ah shit.


"You think this is funny, Scully?"


"No," I said honestly. "Just predictable."


That rocked him back. He actually looked like I'd slapped him. Like when I told him he'd sung the theme from "Shaft" on that `vampire' case.


"So now I'm predictable, Scully?"


I shrugged.


Mistake numero dos.


He rubbed his philtrum (look it up) with two fingers. 


"Prove it," he said.


Mistake numero tres.


I walked to his desk and found a box of blank envelopes, #10 business size.


I removed one from the box and held it to my forehead.


"Aliens," I said.


Tearing the edge of the envelope off, I mimed bringing out a sheet of paper. "What is the cause of sunspots, of a Republican-controlled Congress, high credit card interests rates, low scholastic achievement tests in our high schools, our several trillion-dollar trade deficit, the slowly depleting ozone layer and the cancellation of Sienfeld?"


She swings, connects….


It's going…going…it's OUTTA THERE!


She got all of THAT one, folks.


See, I was trying to be funny.


I guess a sense of humor is one thing Mulder and I don't share.


At least…the samesense of humor, anyway.


He…didn't take it well.


He threw the pencil he'd been holding against the filing cabinet nearest him.


And then he kicked it.


Hard.


Three times.


Then he paused, looked at me and very slowly, very carefully, flipped me the bird.


"Mulder, there's nothing wrong with predictability. It sometimes helps in dealing with you, to be honest."


"Dealing with me?" he said very slowly.


I remember quite clearly thinking, "Uh oh."


"Bad choice of words," I said, holding up my hands.


"Predictable," he muttered, moving around me to his desk. "I'm one of the most spontaneous people I know."


Foolhardy, I thought, but wisely didn't say.


"Mulder, do you want me to do another magic trick?"


His guarded, wounded eyes peered up at me from behind his desk. "What kind of trick?" he asked, that patented wounded-puppy look making its' scheduled and totally expected appearance.


I closed my eyes. "For dinner last night, you had pizza. Antonio's. With extra cheese and onions."


I opened my eyes.


"How did you know that?"


"Because, Mulder, today is Wednesday, and Tuesday is two-toppings for ten bucks at Antonios." 

You're not only predictable, Mulder, you're cheap.


"What did I have to drink?"


"Depends on how much cash you had. If you had enough, you told the delivery guy to bring a sixer of Brisk Iced Tea. If not, tap water, no ice, in a Flintstones jelly glass. Wilma, since you don't do the dishes until Friday night, and you would have already used Fred and Barney."


He sighed, sitting back.


"Mulder, face it. You might as well have those underwear with the days of the week stitched in the crotch."


"I'm not predictable," he insisted.


"Whatever," I said, turning and walking back to my table-desk. "Mulder?"


"Yeah?"


"Today…at lunch?"


"Yeah?"


"Bring me back a nice veggie burger from the J-Street Deli, ok?"


"How did…?"


"Wednesday. You always go to J-Street on Wednesdays."


And that was the last mistake I made that day, for it was Mulder's turn to make a mistake.


He got up, walked over to me, purpose in every stride. Ok, there was only room for two and a half strides, but by the time he cleared his desk I knew that he was coming over for a reason, and that reason didn't have much to do with shouting at me, pointing an impetuous finger at me or generally impugning my powers of perception where he was concerned.


This walk had a Reason.


He stopped in front of me, grabbed my face and…


And…


And..!


Kissed me.


Smack-dab on the lips.


Not a soft little peck, either.


Not a deft little brush of skin against skin, not a little tease of a smidge of a whisper of a hint of a kiss.


Nice tonsils, Mulder.


Very nice.


Let's just say that I never had a kiss like that before and leave it at that, ok?


No?


You want details?


I was kissed.


First Degree Kissing, With Intent.


It started soft, got a little warmer, got very hot, and then wet, and then deep and then I forgot where I was, what I was doing there, what my name was and what, if anything, I was going to do when this kiss ended, which I devoutly hoped it never would. When he finally broke for air, I…


God, this is embarrassing.


I whimpered.


There, I said it. Happy?


I moaned and whimpered and pulled his head towards me again, wanting more of that kiss. More 

kisses. More. Dana wants more!


More!


Only…he pulled back, smirked at me and returned to his desk.


"Predictable?" he asked.


I stood there, my arms still raised a little, a dance partner waiting for the music to start, and blinked.


Twice.  


I realized my arms were still up in the air and I lowered them, straightening my jacket.


I licked my lips.       


Tender and swollen, I noticed.


Just like those damn cheap romance novels hidden at the bottom of my overnight bag and at the back of the drawer in my bedside table.


They're Missy's. 


I swear.


Anyway…


"I stand corrected," I said softly.
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So it's six hours later, I'm standing in front of his apartment door and I'm ready to knock.


I'm going to kiss him this time.


Like I said, there are some things you don't do with your partner, and kissing him is about six of 

them.


But you know what?


Ask me if I care.


Say what you will about Mulder.


The man can kiss.

More

Annapolis, MD


Not sure, really, why I’m here.


People talk about blowing off steam, of allowing the pressures that plague them to exit the body by shouting or by exercise or by some physical activity designed to exhaust the body and the spirit at the same time. The only problem is that once the body rests, once the spirit recovers, the pressure that caused the original problem is usually still there, waiting, ready to pounce.


And thus the crux of my little visit to Scully’s apartment at… oh, Lord, almost midnight on a Friday.


Pressure, thy name is Scully.


I knock.

+++


I glance at the clock and sigh.


It can only be one person. 


You’d think that after that entire Blundht thing, Mulder would know better than to show up at my apartment unannounced. I get up from the floor in front of my TV and head towards the door, pondering (not unkindly,) what the hell he wants.


Out of habit, I peer through the peephole.


Distorted, elongated in three different axis, Mulder stares back at me.


He doesn’t give me that goofy grin which is good, because I can’t handle too much deja vu right now.


I open the door.

+++


The door opens with a twist of a lock, the rattle–swish–clump of the chain being released and a blast of wind as Scully yanks it open.


Standing there, one hand on one slim hip, the opposite brow arched in mild annoyance.


At least I think it’s annoyance.


I’d hate to think that it was pity.


“Mulder,” she asks, “What the hell are you doing here at this time of night?”

+++


Instantly, I’m aware that it’s the wrong question asked at the wrong time in the worst possible way. 


His eyes darken more than usual.


A small muscle underneath his lower lip throbs once, twice, and then stills.


If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that Mulder is about to actually cry.

+++


I feel the sting behind my eyes and turn away. 


I will not cry.


As bad as I want to, I will not cry.


“Sorry,” my voice says, completely disconnected from my mind, “I guess…I thought…I don’t know what I thought. Sorry for bothering you.”


Without conscious thought my legs turn my body and start taking me down the hallway away from her, away from the woman that haunts my nights.


“Mulder, wait,” she says, her fingers closing around my right bicep.

+++


I feel the muscles in his arm tense as if he’s going to bolt. 


Mulder is the only man in the world that can annoy me to no end by showing up unannounced at all hours of the day and night and at the same time ache when he leaves my presence.


Confounding and annoying.


Totally, typically Mulder.


He stops, though, and I see his eyes close. 


The muscles in his arm relax.


I frown, realizing that he’s leaning towards me.


It’s so subtle I almost miss it. 


He’s pressing his arm against my hand, eager for the contact as light and meaningless as it is.


Or is it?

+++


Scully’s fingers on my arm, strong and sure and warm and familiar. Fingers that have ruffled my hair when I needed a friend


(roche)


…fingers that have trailed up and down my back in a Senate hearing room in front of God, the world, the US Senate and Skinner


(krycek)


…fingers that have stroked my own fingers in the hospital room of a madman bent on the destruction of the one and only constant in my life


(modell)


…the one person that accepts me without qualification, without hesitation and without complicated words and emotions and feelings.


So why now do I need to hear those words?


Why now do I crave these emotions, these feelings?


Why now am I here on her doorstep to ask her, beg her, to say those things to me that I swore I would never need to hear from anyone ever again?

+++


He’s vibrating.


Like a tuning fork.


Mulder is obviously on the edge of…


…a breakdown?


No…more like catharsis. In an instant, I get it. He needs to blow off steam, to let out whatever demons are dogging him this week, to confess his sins, both real and imagined.


I’ve been Mulder’s priest for as long as I can remember. 


“Come in, we’ll talk,” I find myself saying.


He turns his head towards me, eyes beseeching me to understand. I nod at him, tugging gently with my fingers, knowing that he has to decide to come in, knowing that it was hard enough for him to decide to even come over here.


“I’m sorry I sounded…upset. I’m just tired.”


He nods without speaking, accepting my lame excuse.


The dance, I realize, has begun once again.


He’ll accept what I just said, knowing that in a way it’s true and in a different, no more or less different but equally valid way that I was upset to see him, that he is intruding, but that I realize he needs to.


And, hating myself, I admit that I need him to.


I need him to intrude on my life.

+++


When I’m away from her, from the office, from the cases, she’s never far from my thoughts. Sometimes I think of her apartment as a resting place, a pit stop from what my life has become. I pull in, engine racing, the tach hovering near the red line, taking on fuel, readying myself for the rest of the race.


And like any high–performance race car, I’m nothing without the race, without the chase, when not screaming around the track as fast as I can go, wondering if the next turn is going to send me into the wall so quickly that I disintegrate into a thousand pieces of twisting, smoking metal.


It also does not escape me that the race–car metaphor can extend to the image of the car endlessly going around in circles, speeding towards nowhere, the race itself more important than a destination that can never be reached.


She leads me into her apartment.


I can’t tell what she’s thinking, exactly, but I know she’s lying through her teeth.


And it’s ok.


This one way we lie to each other, this odd little production that gets played out every time I impose on her…


It’s a ritual, after a sort.


I extend myself and she resists before capitulating.


And after she admits to herself that she…


She needs me to need her.


After she admits that, everything is fine.


I just wonder how she’s going to react tonight when she discovers that I need her in a new way.


Not new, exactly. Ancient, in the greater scheme of things.


New to us.


And that’s not exactly one–hundred–percent true, either.


It’s not new for us.


Just unexplored.


Hey, Scully, I think. Wanna go on a trip?

+++


He arranges himself on my couch, grabbing a throw–pillow and clutching it to himself like a teddy–bear. 


I gingerly sit on the other end of the couch.


“What’s up, Mulder?” I ask. “Spot a little gray man while you were out for a walk?”


He smiles at me, shyly, almost like a teenager.


“I just need to talk, Scully.”


I tilt my head to the side without knowing that I have. “About?”


He falls silent.


“Stuff,” he finally finishes.


I wait.

+++


She’s waiting for me to say something.


How to start?


“I love you, Scully.” Too direct, too sixteen–year–old–hoping– desperatly–that–the–head–cheerleader–doesn’t–have–a–date–to–the–prom.


I open my mouth.


“Scully, were you a cheerleader?”


If there were a single word to describe `confused, panicked incredulity,’ Scully’s face should sit in the dictionary next to it.


After a very long, silent moment, Scully shakes her head. “No, Mulder, I wasn’t. Why do you ask?”


I shrug.


She studies me for a while, her brows drawing together. I’ve seen that look on her face before, usually after she lifts her eyes from the oculars of a microscope, wondering what the hell she’s looking at.


She gets up and vanishes into the bowels of her apartment, returning after a moment with a yearbook.


She hands it to me.


I take it, opening it, checking the date, doing the math. Her junior year.


I flip to the Junior class and start running my finger down the pages.


There she is.


“Dana K. Scully.”


I stare at the picture.


The smile is shy, blinding. Not the Scullysmile I’m used to; her teeth are held in the grip of the bane of teenagers everywhere: Braces.


How, I wonder, did her father afford that on a military salary?


Sacrifice, I think.


“Not even close,” she smiles at me, retaking her seat.


“I…I just always thought of you as you are now, only younger.”


An eyebrow is the only answer I get.


My hand waves in the air, a magician getting ready to produce a rabbit. 


“As…beautiful as you are now.”


Writers use the term `pregnant silence’ to describe what falls over the room.


This is the sextuplets of pregnant silences.

+++


Beautiful?

He thinks I’m beautiful?


I can’t get past that word.


It repeats over and over in my mind, the needle stuck in the groove.


I hear his mouth saying the word, can see his mouth saying the word, can hear the damn word in my ear and in my mind.


Beautiful?


Me?


Mulder thinks I’m beautiful?

+++


“Why are you here, Mulder?” she asks.


I close the book, drumming my fingers on the cover.


“I’m tired of kidding myself,” I say. “Tired of trying to…hide what I think, what I feel.”


“From who?”


My Scully; quickest knife in the east. Cuts right to the bone with a single stroke. 


“From me. From you.” I hesitate. “From us.”

+++


Us?


There’s an `us?’

+++


Reading her mind, I nod. “Of course there’s an `us.’“


Is there? I wonder.


Please…


There has to be.


There has to.

+++


Surprising the both of us, I ask. “What do you feel, Mulder?”


He sighs, looking away, his eyes slowly widening. 


I want to smile.


Not because it’s funny.


It’s not.


Because it’s so typically Mulder.


Assuming that by telling me he has `feelings’ that I’ll somehow know exactly what he feels, what I should feel in return and how we’re going to deal with it.


Not this time, pal.

+++


She’s not playing fair.


Then again, considering the subject, I guess I should have expected a deviation from the norm.


After all, admitting this is a deviation.


Of the highest order.


“If I tell you…and you don’t feel the same way…will that mean the end of our partnership?”


I feel her fingers on my knee.


I look at them and follow them up her arm and into her eyes.


“No,” she says softly, saying more with that single word than with a thousand hidden–smile, rolling–eyes silences.


“I…need you,” I say.

+++


Well, no shit.

+++


“…I need more,” I say, and wait.

+++


“More what, Mulder? More friendship? More what?”


I wait for his answer.


“More,” is all he can manage.


Have I been waiting for this day since the moment I walked into his office?


Yes and no.


Yes in the sense that I did detect a bit of shared destiny the moment I glanced into his eyes. I’d be lying and he’d know I was lying if I denied it to him or to anyone. That destiny, writ large in our quest, has meant many things to us over the years.


Has it now come to this point that all men and all women seem to reach at some point?


I’ve had male friends before.


Very good male friends.


And every single one of them…there has always been a moment when I wondered what it would like to be with them.


Not just…’with’ them…in that odd, teenaged sense that young girls use to wonder what it would be like if the Tommy O’Rileys of the world were to kiss them under the mistletoe at the marching band’s Christmas party. That’s just human nature.


But `with them’ in the sense that I find myself wondering how he would look at me, how he would touch me, how he would relate to me and my life.


That, too, is human nature.


No, in the sense that the idea of being with Mulder in that way was too intense to consider.


Too smothering.


Too controlling.


Too needy.


Too Mulder.

+++


I see the emotions crossing her face and I know it’s time to leave. The partnership will go on and we’ll find a way to manage.


I know that it’s not that she doesn’t feel the same way about me that I do about her.


I know that it’s because of who I am, not who I am not.


I gently place the yearbook on the coffee table and stand.


“I…I’ll see you Monday, Scully,” I say softly, smiling to let her know it’s all right, knowing that if she looks into my eyes she’ll know that I’m dying inside.


I make it around the end of the couch before I sense her movement.

+++


He’s leaving.


He comes in, drops this bomb on me and leaves.


Bastard.


And the part that really kills me…


I need him.


I need him to need me.


This way…every way.


I’m moving before the thought is fully formed.

+++


I’m almost at the door, my hand reaching for the knob, when I feel her touch me.


The hand is low, at the small of my back, pushing and turning me at the same moment.


I resist, and she pushes, hard.


Such strength from someone so small.


Small in stature, maybe.


My left shoulder hits the door with a thud, then my left elbow.


Surprised, I look down at her eyes.


And I see.


For the first time I see my own need reflected in her eyes.

+++


I step into his space, feeling his heat, warming myself with it. It’s been so long, I think, so long since a man has…


Heated me.


“Where the hell do you think you’re going, Mulder?”

+++


I’m scared.


I’m actually scared of the look on her face.

+++


“Did I ask you to leave?”


“N–no,” he stammers, looking around. “I…”


“You said you needed more, Mulder,” I explain patiently, my fingers reaching out for his, entwining with his. “Just more, right?”


He nods.


I unlace my fingers, letting them tiptoe up his arm. “Is this enough, Mulder? Is this more?”


My fingers ascend his arm and cross to his shoulder, my nails dragging on the skin. He twitches and I bury the smile that threatens to burst across my face.


I’ve never made a man twitch like that.


It’s powerful, heady.


My fingers find his chin and trace the outline. “Is this more, Mulder?”


He nods.


His eyes alight on mine.


Time, that ugly human concept – vanishes.


I feel my mouth open slowly, the muscles in my face going slack as the full impact of what’s happening finally sinks in.


His hands grip my face, pulling me in for a kiss.


I resist.


Oh, no, Mulder. Not that easy.

+++


She’s resisting.


Her fingers find my wrists and pry them from her face, forcing my hands to my sides.


She steps closer, forcing a leg between my thighs. 


Going up on her toes, I feel the rub.


My mouth drops open, my lips dry.

+++


This is fun!


I have no idea what he thought was going to happen, but it certainly wasn’t this.


When he gives me the power, I’ll let him have mine.


But not until then.


He came over here thinking that if he confessed the feelings that have been so obvious to the both of us for so long that I’d…what?


Fall into his arms?


Hardly.


He’ll have to take me into his arms.


But I won’t let him take me until he lets me.


I remember words my mother spoke so many years ago. I’d asked her how she’d met Dad, how she’d known that He Was The One.


“A man,” my mother had said with a grin, “chases a woman until she catches him.”


Amazing how smart my mother becomes the older I get.

+++


Fire.


Fire in my veins, on my skin, in my heart.


I feel like I’m wrestling with her.


Her hands are on my waist and before I know it I’m facing the door. Her tiny little foot is between mine and my legs are kicked wide.


“Assume the position,” she growls.


Oh my God.

+++


This is more fun than I imagined.


I squat, running my hands down his legs, checking for weapons. Back up, a short stop on his ass…


I’ll have to revisit that.


And then the abdomen. My hands curl around his stomach, searching for contraband. My fingers tug his T–shirt out of his pants, my palms sliding up his chest, skittering over his nipples.


He gasps against the door, the sound wet and throaty and needy.


“Is this more, Mulder?” I ask, my voice low, dangerous.


“Y–yes,” he whispers. 


My hands return to his ass.


And then it happens.

+++


Too much.


No more.


Not on her terms. 


Our terms.


I turn and she frowns.


Rules are changing, Scully.


She comes at me, her brows drawn together, asking a question with her eyes.


I answer it with my mouth.


Finding hers, capturing it.


Hers for mine, mine for hers.


She’s wearing some kind of sweater–blouse–something over a snug burgundy T–shirt. It vanishes under my hungry hands.


Her hands are at my belt, loosening it, finding my button, unsnapping it.


Hands dip inside my waistband, seeking, searching, finding.


Hot and smooth, against me, fingers tickling the tiny hairs.


I groan into her mouth and she grins against my lips, drunk on the power she has on me.



Turnabout being fair play, my fingers slide over her breasts through the shirt. Her smile vanishes in a matching gasp of her own.


My turn to smile.


“Too many clothes, Mulder,” she grunts.


I can’t resist.


“Is this more, Scully?”


“Better believe it, G–man. Think you can handle–?”


She doesn’t finish her sentence.


We kiss, hard; our teeth click together.


We sink to the carpet.


I wonder how we’re going to do this.


I wonder how we’re going to survive another ten seconds if we don’t do this.

+++


I feel the burn of the carpet against the small patch of skin between my waistband and the hem of my T–shirt.


I’m going to be sore in the morning.


Screw it.


My hands find the hem and lift it up and away.


Skin against skin, silk against fire.


His fingers dig at the carpet underneath me.    


I lift myself, knowing what he wants.


I tug his shirt off at the same moment the clasp of my bra dissolves under his fingers.


Skin against skin, he kisses me.


Fire against fire, I kiss back.

+++


Scully’s breasts.


Those two words repeat themselves in my mind.


Scully’s breasts.


Two words that I’ve never put together in my mind.


Too dangerous.


Too wonderful.


I feel them sliding over my chest.


Too perfect.

+++


He is hungry for me.


Only for me.


I answer his hunger with my own, reaching for him, dragging him down to where I am, where I need him.


More, I think.


I need more.


And Mulder, bless his heart, has nothing but more to give.

+++


Scully’s mouth.


Scully’s breasts.


Scully’s lips.


Scully’s eyes.


Her breath in my mouth, dark, dangerous, delicious.


Her fingers, demanding, rough, pushing my pants down, digging for me.


She’s keening now.


Almost…animal.

+++


Five years, I keep thinking.


Five years and not a single goddamn man has touched me, has wanted to break the fa^€ade I keep building every single goddamn day of my life. Not a single man has wanted…


Who gives a shit? I think, ashamed at my own internal vulgarity. Tom Cruise his own goddamned self could have shown up on my doorstep and I would have turned him away for not being more.


Not being Mulder.


Damn him.


“Now,” I whisper in Mulder’s ear. “Goddamit, now.”

+++


“Hurry,” she whispers.


I think five years is quick enough, don’t you?

+++


Later.


She struggles from underneath me, moving to sit against the back of the couch.


Her eyes are bright.


She’s gloriously naked.


She sits with her knees bent, giving me this strange smile, this expression I’ve never seen.


“Took you long enough,” she teases.


“Yeah,” I sigh. “So sue me.”


She stands, walking to her bedroom.


Amazed, I watch her walk. 


Poetry in motion.


Her last words to me before vanishing inside her bedroom: “I’ve got a better idea.”


I’m moving before the echo of her words dies.

Porcelain
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MULDER


Amazing that we made it almost six years without this happening before, when you stop to think about it. 


I got my statement from American Express the other day, and when I went to file it with the rest, a sudden thought struck me. The file was thick, dating back almost seven years, and just for shits and giggles I sat down and started going through it.


It’s a map of Scully’s involvement in my life.


Hotels.


Meals.


Car rentals.


Airline tickets.


The occasional upgrade to business class.


The odd cellular phone replacement charge.


So, I counted.


I got a legal pad and a gnawed nub of a pencil I usually did the Sunday Post crossword with, and started totaling ‘em up.


743 nights spent in a hotel room.


412 rental cars.


653 meals.


And on and on.


Almost seven hundred nights spent in hotel rooms in forty–nine states and more than a few countries that the FBI doesn’t enjoy jurisdiction within.


Can’t seem to find an X–File in Hawaii, dammit.


Almost seven hundred nights.


All of them, alone.


Until tonight.


The Gods of Hotel Room Management had never really smiled on Scully and me, but they had also never really shit upon us either. We were both usually so happy to get back to the rooms from whatever case we were on that we’d never encouraged them to smite us.


Well, except for that vampire case.


But that didn’t count.


Not really.


In all that travelling, we’d never had a reservation lost or a room sold out from under us.


Until tonight.


Here, in of all places, Las Vegas.


Hotel capital of the world.


Also home to the American Heart Association’s annual convention.


Which, of course, is currently in progress.


Which is why the Perky!Clerk at the reception desk here at the Golden Fleece Motor Lodge carefully, slowly and repeatedly explained to my visibly and highly annoyed partner that not only was there only one single room left in her entire motel, but as far as she could tell, there wasn’t a room left anywhere in the city, and unless you personally happened to know Steve Wynn, we were just the hell out of luck.


So, we took it.


Walking through the parking lot to our room, I remember thinking that I had slept in Scully’s bed once before, but this was going to be the first time that I was conscious to enjoy it.


Of course, I replied to myself, if Scully finds out that I’m enjoying it, she’ll kill me.


Which is why I’m in the cold porcelain tub right now.


It’s a long story.


I’m sure it’ll bore you.


Oh. You want to hear it anyway?


Ok.
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See, when we opened the door, Scully looked at the single bed and groaned. Softly, under her breath, a whiny little thing that made me think of three–year–olds up past their bedtimes and spoiled Daddy’s Girls that wanted a Diet Pepsi NOW, please.


Up until that moment, I’d been sincerely looking forward to crawling into bed with her.


I knew that nothing was going to “happen.”


I knew she knew.


And I knew she knew I knew.


Ya know?


But that...sound.


I know I’m oversensitive.


But it hurt.


It’s not as though I felt that Scully was thinking, “Oh, God, I have to spend the night with Mulder in that tiny bed! Ew! Gross!”


I really, truly didn’t.


It was more, “Oh, man, I can’t believe I have to deal with this.”


Which, after five–almost–six years, was just about as bad.


I had been mentally fantasizing about the fantasy I was planning on having later that night when we did crawl into bed. 


You want pathetic?


I was actually looking forward to the moment when we slid underneath the sheets, so I could fantasize then about what might happen, even though I knew nothing would.


Now, that’s pathetic.


Fantasizing about a fantasy–to–be.


The pleasant anticipation of that flew out the window the moment I heard that sound.


Scully marched right in, dumped her bag on the side of the bed closest to the door and primly declared that she was taking a shower immediately. I waved towards the bathroom and plopped down on the bed, reaching for the remote.


Ninety–three cable channels and not a thing on.


I settled for something having to do with bear cubs on “Animal Planet,” while I listened to the water running.


Normally, I’d have been thinking about a naked Scully in the shower.


That fantasy held little pull for me at that moment.


My eyes slid off the screen and focused somewhere in the middle distance. 


Sorry, Scully, I thought.


Sorry the idea of spending the night sleeping next to me is such a big deal.


Feeling vaguely depressed, I gathered my own shower stuff.


Scully came out twenty minutes later, rubbing a towel through her head.


“Give it a minute,” she said to me. “The water was running cold there towards the end.”


I didn’t respond. I slid into the bathroom and shut the door behind me, easing down onto the edge of the tub.


The bathroom was tiny, but it had enough room for me to put my feet up along the edge of the tub and lean back against the wall. So, I relaxed, waiting for the hot water to regenerate, thinking.


I knew it was no big deal, not really, not to Scully.



And it shouldn’t be to me.


Sleep is sleep.


It doesn’t mean anything.


We’re going to close our eyes, and sleep.


Big deal.


But it was. 


It was a big deal.


After a while, I got into the shower.


The water was tepid, but usable.


I showered quickly. 


My watch told me it was closing in on midnight.


When I came out of the bathroom, I had on track shorts and a soft cotton t–shirt.


Scully was reading, wearing PJs.


I climbed into my side of the bed, being extremely careful to leave a gulf wide enough to park a truck between us.


I turned away and closed my eyes, willing myself to sleep.


Ten minutes later, the light clicked off, and Scully settled in.


We slept.
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For how long, I don’t know, exactly.


Because sometime during the night, I woke.


Pressed against Scully.


She, facing away from me, her back to my front.


With the most immense erection I can ever remember having nestled quite nicely between the taut cheeks of Scully’s little ass.


I panicked.


What if Scully wakes up?


She’d kill me!


Really!


Her pistol was within arm’s reach.


She’s already shot me once.


And to add insult to injury, my arm was wrapped around her middle. It wasn’t touching anything dangerous, but I could feel...something a few millimeters north of my right thumb. If I moved my hand the slightest bit, I’d be rubbing the underside of her left breast.


Danger! my mind screamed.


For two long minutes (years?) I didn’t move.


Didn’t breathe.


Then, slowly, I withdrew my hand, listening for the slightest change in Scully’s breathing.


There was none.


Then, moving even slower, I backed away.


I let out a slow, soft sigh.


Scully hadn’t woken up.


I rolled softly onto my back and stared at the ceiling.


This wasn’t going to work.


I grabbed my pillow and a spare blanket from the top of the closet shelf, and headed into the bathroom.


The tub had dried, and so I climbed in, made my bed, and settled down.


Which is where I am now.


Waiting for morning.


Trying to think up an excuse for being in here.
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SCULLY


I wasn’t asleep.


How could I be?


Well, that’s not completely honest.


I woke about twenty minutes before Mulder did.


I froze, realizing that I wasn’t alone, that there was someone else in bed with me, and they were touching me.


Then I remembered who it was, why were here and so on.


No big deal, I thought. He threw his arm around me in his sleep.


Cute, actually.



Touching, really.


I moved back a little, liking the feeling of his warmth against my back and–


Then I felt it.


A long–standing curiosity was suddenly satisfied.


And then a soft sadness washed over me.


He wasn’t reacting to me.


It was...biology.


One part of my body had rubbed up against another part of his, and in combination with a full bladder, a nocturnal asexual erection had occurred.


I rolled my eyes in the dark.


Oh, Dana, how utterly romantic.


But for a moment, just a moment, I wanted to believe that he was aroused because of me, because of the closeness of me, because of the scent and feel and touch and closeness of me.

Is that so wrong?


It had been a very long time since I’d shared a bed with a man.


Any man.


The last time I’d had a warm body in my bed, it’d been that little rat dog.


Notwithstanding the Bureau’s policy on partners of the opposite sex sharing a motel room while on assignment...


It felt great.


And then I heard his soft gasp.


I know Mulder.


Better than he thinks I do.


I know he’d be mortified if he knew I was awake.


That I knew about his erection.


For the longest time, he did nothing.


Then he withdrew.


Slowly, painfully, trying not to “wake” me.


I felt him settle onto his back.


For a moment, I considered “turning over in my sleep” and draping an arm across his chest, snuggling up against his side, just to see what he’d do.


But, knowing Mulder...


I was saved from the temptation by the man himself.


He grabbed his pillow and moved to the bathroom.


To sleep in the tub.


He’s in there now, ashamed.


Ashamed of being human.


Of being male.


Of having a perfectly normal reaction under totally innocent circumstances.


Well, maybe not totally innocent, but completely above–board.


I knew it wasn’t me.


I see the way he looks at me, and I return those looks every once in a while, when I feel my control slipping, when I want him to know how very much I do love him.


I think we’re in love with each other.


I know I’m in love with him.


And I’m pretty sure he’s in love with me.


It’s just this life we lead that keeps us apart.


That and the fact that we’d drive each other insane if we were in a relationship.


And all the usual reasons.


The nameless, faceless men that seem to pop up at every opportunity.


The Bureau.


My mom.


The ghost of Mulder’s father and (forgive me, Mulder,) the ghost of his sister.


He’s not even my type.


But that doesn’t matter when the night is long, and the bed is both cold and empty.


All that matters is the man in the bathroom, the man that cares so much about my feelings that he’d rather spend the next three days with a crick in his neck and a sore back than risk offending me by having a perfectly understandable, totally innocent and rather impressive erection in his sleep.


I glance at my watch, hitting the little button to light it up.


1:45.


Screw this.


Standing, I walk to the bathroom, pushing the door open slightly.


Mulder’s dozing in the tub.


I sit on the edge of the tub, my night–vision allowing me to see his face.


His arm is lying against the rim.


I reach out and tickle his palm.


He comes to, slowly.


“Wha...? Morning?”


I say nothing.


I stand, tugging at his hand.


“Scully?” he asks.


I tug, gently.


“I...”


He can’t finish. If he could see my face, he’d know that I know.


I’m glad it’s dark.


I lean back, pulling Mulder out of the tub.


He comes.


Reluctantly.


I lead him back to the bedroom, around to my side.


I push his shoulders, and he sits on the bed.


Reaching, I grab his T–shirt and pull it over his head, leaving his chest bare.


I point, and he scoots up the bed.


I shed my own top.


I climb in beside him and curl up, my left arm thrown over his chest, my left leg over his hip.


The contact of our nakedness is startling.


Delicious.


“Scully–?” he starts to ask.


I put two fingers across his lips, silencing him.


I don’t want to say anything.


I just want to enjoy this one night.


If he makes a move towards me, I’m going to let him.


I’m going to let him touch me in places where no man has touched me for years.


I’m going to kiss him, if he kisses me.


I’m going to make love with him, if he asks.


Until then, I’m going to hold him as best I can.
A Posteriori

Dallas, Texas

First National Bank Of Texas


Time slows to a crawl.


I can see the gun coming around, twin sawed–off barrels of death, coming through ninety degrees, heading towards Scully’s head. If I concentrate, I can hear the tendons in the scumbag’s finger tightening as he prepares to pull the trigger.


Scully’s eyes are wide, alert…


Doomed.


She knows it’s the end.


Her eyes find and track mine, zeroing in, focusing.


Regret there.


For what, I don’t know.


I can only answer that question for me.


Once, a thousand years and at the same time two seconds ago, I would have had an answer to the question. 

+++


We were in Texas on a case. An odd little tease; elementary school children reporting sightings of a dead janitor in the school gym, a man who had committed suicide after being accused of molesting one of the students, only later to be cleared by the District Attorney of any wrongdoing. It was a nowhere case, something to fill time and get me and Scully out of the office for a few days.


Until the Dallas SAC called Skinner and asked for our help. The local Bank Robbery Squad was understaffed and overworked, as usual. They were working three separate serial armed robbery cases, and had a lead on two of them. They didn’t have enough bodies to cover both suspected targets, and needed two more Special Agent. As a courtesy, I’d checked in with the SAC upon arrival, and that was how Scully ended up staring down the barrel of a shotgun.

+++


Time stops.


My gun is too far away.


And in a strange place.


Dressed as I am, to blend in, my normal belt–holster would have given me away.


I’m wearing a shoulder holster.


Something I never do.


My left hand moves to my jacket zipper without thinking, pulling the tab down, my right hand already digging for it.


I find the grip of my SIG.


My thumb finds the snap–break. 


The gun is in my hand.


A quarter of a second has passed.


The gun is coming out and out and out and out and I have to get it around in time and there’s no time and I can see Scully wincing as she knows her time is almost over and the gun is almost there, another fraction of an inch and it’s there.


I fire.

+++


Later, questions will be asked.


They’re the usual questions.


Did I identify myself? 


Did I give the suspect a chance to surrender?


Did I have any other choice but to put a bullet through his right eye?


What were you thinking when you pulled the trigger?


Right now, all that I care about is her.

+++


Time resumes.


I move towards her as things around us begin to speed up.


She’s covered in blood and other, gorier things.


She moves towards me, her arms reaching.


I accept her.


Only a moment, and then she realizes where she is and who else is there. She pushes away, a hand automatically moving to brush her hair away from her face.


The hand comes away bloody, gory.


Horrified, she looks around.


I grab her elbow and move towards the employee’s restroom. We’ve already scoped the place out, thank God, so it’s a short trip.


I guard the door while she cleans herself, pinning the other members of the team with my eyes, daring them to say something, anything.


They don’t.


They know better.


Minutes (hours?) later she returns, freshened. There’s still a small bit of blood behind her right ear.


I wipe it off without saying anything.


Her eyes flash a thank–you at me.


At that point, things start to happen.


The questions start coming.

+++


Two days later:


She took yesterday off. I would have, if I were her.


I had to spend yesterday with the Dallas DA and the local OPR representatives.


Hard questions, asked by hard–faced men using hard words.


Just as I expected.


The surveillance tape answers most of their questions.


They don’t like it, but they live with it.


No one talks about commendations or awards.


I don’t need any.


I have her.

+++


The phone rings.


“Mulder,” I answer.


“Hi, it’s me,” she answers.


I say nothing, waiting.


“Listen, I’m going to take a few days off and relax.”


“I think that’s a good idea, Scully,” I say.


She continues as if she hasn’t heard me. “I just need some… anyway, I’m not sure where I’m going to be or what I’m going to be doing, so if we…if I don’t talk to you…”


She trails off.


She’s telling me the last thing I want to hear.


Leave me alone.


“Sure,” I say, trying for joviality and falling short. “Take some time. You earned it.”


“How did it go yesterday?” she asks.


“As you’d expect.”


She pauses, and I think she’s going to say “Thank you.”


She doesn’t.


“I’ll talk to you later,” she says, and hangs up.

+++


Later, on my couch:


Having this kind of mind is a hassle sometimes. On a case, it’s a good thing, a gift. I can remember facts and figures with the accuracy and speed of a computer.


But now, when I want to forget and all I can do is remember, it’s a curse.


An evil curse.


I can see the scene in my mind.


It’s not the gun that bothers me.


It’s not, so much, the fact that Scully could have died that’s eating at my soul.


It’s the look on her face when I moved towards her.


Grateful that I was there.


Hating that she was glad.


Hating me for making her feel that way.


And now, knowing why she’s taking the time off.


Not to recover from the incident.


To recover from what happened after it.


To recover from needing me so visibly, letting me know she needed me. 


I hate this.


Why won’t she let me…be who I am?


Why must we always play by her rules?


I close my eyes, remembering all the times we’ve been close. Tooms. Pfaster. In the Arctic circle. Modell. Canada. 


And every time, just as I think she’s going to let me in, just as I think she’ll allow us to…


Be.


…she pulls away.


Building the walls, fortifying her resolve.


Pushing me away.


I’m not Mr. Sensitive. I can be an asshole.


But I can be there for her.


I’ve proved that.


Is she afraid that if she lets me in I’ll leave her?


Maybe.


Or maybe she’s afraid of needing anyone.


Especially me.


I reach for the phone.


No answer.


I call her mother.


She knows. She always knows.


I make up a lie about paperwork and forms that need to be signed and official procedure and some artificial time constraint.


I get the address.

+++


She’s in a rental in the Virginia horse country.


She’d made the plans before she called me, left the instant she’d hung up.


Locking herself away.


I wonder what ritual she goes through during these times?


Does she sit on the couch and stare at the crackling fire and convince herself how hard she is, how strong?


I’ve met titanium with more flexibility.


I’ve known weaker steel.


I knock.

+++


She answers after a minute, her face giving every single emotion away. But only to someone who knows her.


Only to me.


“How did you find me?” she asks.


I say nothing.


“My mother,” she concludes.


“I told her a story about paperwork,” I say, hoping to defuse the anger. I know that Maggie won’t hold it against me. We’ve been through too much, she and I.


Scully steps back, opening the door. “You might as well come in,” she says, resignation painting her words.


I enter, and look around.


Glad that she’s alone.


And then I see it, on the table next to the couch.


The watch.


Jack’s watch.


I didn’t make the connection until that moment. In the back of my mind I knew about the Willis case. It was one of our firsts. But I’d forgotten to remember about Willis.


I close my eyes, hating myself.


The last time gunfire had erupted in a bank with Scully in attendance, her ex–lover had died.


That explained a lot.


I know Scully better than she thinks. She thinks she goes on, that she gets over things and moves ahead. I know better. I know that deep inside that heart that’s big enough for her family and my own endless need, live wounds that take forever to heal. That’s part of her problem, I think – she doesn’t know how to find closure. She thinks that time will heal all.


It doesn’t.


I’ve had twenty–three years to prove that.


I hear the door close behind me.


“And to what do I owe the honor of this visit?” she asks.


I turn and watch her moving into the small kitchen. She’s boiling water.


No doubt for tea.


I move towards her.


Her back is to me.


I move close, my hands landing on either side of her, trapping her against the counter.


I hear her gasp.


“I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper. “Not tonight, not ever.”


She doesn’t answer me, waiting.


For what?


An undying declaration of love?


I’ve already said it. A thousand times in a thousand different ways. 


“Do you know why Jack and I…?” she asks.


“Got together? Or broke up?” I ask.


She continues as if I hadn’t answered. “After I got out of the Academy, I stayed at Quantico. Teaching. I was so angry. I wanted a field assignment. I had no right to be teaching. I had graduated medical school, taken the pathology boards and was waiting to hear the results. I had no business teaching anyone anything.”


I can see it coming but I let it happen anyway.


“Jack…spoke to the assignments section.”


It’s evil to hate a dead man, but I feel it happening anyway.


She turned to me, her eyes dragging themselves up my body. Her hands are on my biceps, gently squeezing.


“I didn’t know until after he died.”


I want to ask how she found out, but I don’t.


“I did some checking. Found something out.” Her voice was turning bitter, and I knew again what was coming.


“He had a female partner,” I say. “Before he met you. And it ended badly.”


She nods, no longer amazed that I figure things out.


“Remember Addie Grissom?” she asks.


I do.


Female agent, San Francisco. Working with the INS on an immigration scam case. The Chinese Tongs killed her, cut her tongue out. Left her as a message that they were playing for real now.


“That was some bad business,” I observe.


Her fingers tighten on my biceps. “He thought he needed to protect me, Mulder. That I was so delicate, so precious that I couldn’t be in the field, couldn’t be one of the gang.


“When I finally got transferred to the field, I thought it was because…because I had some kind of name for myself teaching. I know now why they did it. They didn’t think I’d be a good field agent. They thought I’d…”


She doesn’t finish.


She doesn’t need to.


“But I showed them, didn’t I?” she asks, her eyes bright with unshed tears.


“Yes,” I whisper, leaning close, kissing her forehead. “You did.”


“I’m a good agent,” she insists. Not to me. To herself.


“The best,” I murmur.


Her right hand lifts from my left bicep and, fingers clenched, hits me softly in the breastbone a second later.


“Don’t humor me,” she says. “You do the same thing sometimes.”


I have no answer for this.


She’s right.


But not for the same reasons.


“You, have this effect,” I say softly, “on the people in your life. When you were sick…I went to Skinner and asked him to arrange a meeting with the Smoker. I…”


“Shh,” she says, a finger moving to my lips. “You don’t–”


“Let me finish. I asked for a meeting. To make an arrangement. I was willing to give everything up. All of it.”


She closes her eyes, sighing, thinking that the reason that I’m telling her this, the reason I did this, is because I love her.


“But Skinner refused,” I continue. “He told me it was making a deal with the devil.”


“Skinner was right.”


I ignore this. “Skinner made the deal anyway.”


Her eyes flash to mine again. “Not about me,” I quickly say. “Him. He…made a deal for himself. I don’t know what the terms were.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


“Do you think Skinner is in love with you?”


She shakes her head.


“So why did he do it? Because he thinks you’re weak? I doubt it. Skinner respects the hell out of you. Just as I do. And in his way, just as Jack did.”


She shakes her head. “Jack didn’t–”


Now it’s my turn to place my fingers across her lips. I’ve never done this before and I’m amazed at the silky warmth of them against my skin.


“Maybe,” I say softly, “he thought you had better things in your future. It wasn’t time for you to be a field agent.”


Her anger is palpable. “I never asked–”


“No one said you did. No one thinks that about you. It’s just…” I look for a way to explain this to her, the way these people in her life…


(these men)


…tend to decide things for her without her consent or knowledge.


It feels condescending, even to me.


I drop my hand and step back, already missing her warmth.


“Scully…I came her to ask you to let me in.”


“In where?”


I reach out and touch her chest, directly between her breasts, over her heart.


“Here.”


“Oh, Mulder,” she says, and the late–night–TV–watcher in me hears Mary Tyler Moore wailing to Dick Van Dyke. “Oh, Rob!”


“You are already in here,” she says, tapping my hand with hers. “Don’t you know? Don’t you know that’s why I’m up here? To get you out of my heart?”


Shocked, I retreat.


I had never considered this.


Never, in a million years.


Either part of it. First, that I would be in her heart. That in and of itself is amazing.


More painful is the realization that she doesn’t want me there.


I reach for my coat. “I’m sorry,” I say softly. “I…” 


Words fail me.


My stomach twists, turns, dives and swoops. I feel an amazing lethargy of depression wash over me.


“I’ll go.”


“Mulder…wait.”


I stop, hoping.


“Every time…every time I come up here it’s for the same reason. Something happens, a case, a shootout, a confrontation – something. Something that reminds me how much I need you. How much I depend on you. How much strength I draw from you. And every time I come here to purge myself of the feelings that threaten to overwhelm me, feelings that if…if I admitted them to myself, to you, to anyone, feelings that would break us up.


“But I can’t. I can’t get rid of them. Not then, not now. Not ever.”


I turn back to her. “But you don’t want those feelings.”


“I don’t want what those feelings will do to us, Mulder.”


I step towards her. “What will denying these feelings do to us?” I demand.


“Allow me to survive,” she whispers.


I turn to leave. It’s too much. It hurts too much.


Her hand on my arms freezes me in my tracks.


Slowly, she turns me to face her. “But I discovered something, Mulder. Hating something like this…hating something like this is like hating a person for their color of their eyes; it changes nothing. The fact still exists that I have these feelings, that we have these feelings.”


She raises on her toes, her mouth lush and inviting.


She kisses me.


Time stops.

+++


That first kiss is like a drug.


An amazingly powerful drug that I am instantly addicted to. In a heartbeat I know the rush that a crackhead feels the moment they take that first toke. Every neuron in my brain fires seemingly at once and I’m awash in a sea of sensations: The feel of her lips against mine, tentative and questioning at first and a moment later firm and demanding as she senses my desire. The feel of her fingers on my arm, the nails lightly scratching my skin. The taste of her breath in my mouth. The softness of her hair in my hands, on my fingers.


It takes us two seconds, forever, to realize where this is going.


We stagger into the bedroom, stripping each other.


We fall to the bed.


Neither one of us has said a word.


We don’t need to.


We’ve said so many words, she and I, and under each one, in between every single one, left both unsaid and spoken are those three little words that mean so little and so much.


I.


Love.


You.


So there is no needs for words now.


Or foreplay.


The last five years have been foreplay enough for anyone. Part of me is amazed that we’ve waited this long, yet another is almost ashamed that we’ve finally succumbed.


I get over that.


Finally, I think, as she nestles her body against mine, soft where I’m hard, moist where I’m dry, taking where I’m giving. 


Finally I know what it is like to lose myself with her.


Not inside her, not yet.


With her.


As one.


I’m no virgin. 


Neither is she.


And as sure as I know my own name, I know that neither of us has ever experienced this.


It’s beyond sex, beyond making love.


Beyond two people.


Scully may not have put it into words inside her own mind, but I must believe that she knows those vital parts of my own fractured soul she keeps within herself. Coming to her like this, I find those missing parts of myself within her eyes.


Scully moves this way and that, aligning and adjusting, and then captures me. With a sigh of release she envelops me.


Sitting up, her full weight on me, she opens her eyes and smiles down at me.


She’s so proud, this woman.


I have imagined this moment countless times.


All of those imagined memories combined cannot touch the reality.


I instruct myself not to compare her to other woman I have been with in this way, and in one certain sense that is not a problem.


I have never been with a woman the way I am with Scully at this moment.


But in another way, a totally male way, my body cannot help but remember previous sensations and emotions. Other times, I felt like I was borrowing something, an ethereal, sexual cup of sugar. Taking something that was not entirely offered, giving little if anything in return.


Not so, now.


I am not taking, I am giving.


And so is she.


I touch her secret places, places I have wondered about.


They are more soft and more sweet than I could have ever imagined. 


Is there anything that could be as silky as the skin on the inside of her right thigh? 


She sighs, and the music of it would make the songbirds in the trees hang their heads in shame.


Her nails are on my abdomen, carving fire trails on my skin, moving higher. Her touch is possessive, greedy and exciting.


I had imagined that the first time would be hungry and fierce, that the force of denial finally satisfied would consume us totally, thrusting us headlong towards the inevitable.


Instead it is beyond slow; it is languid. She closes her eyes and leans her head back and I imagine the tickle she feels high on her back from the tendrils of her hair washing gently against her skin. Her throat is bared to me and my hand reaches for it, my thumb pressing in the notch. It is my own possession of her, this touch, and her head tips forward again, eyes opening slowly, a curtain going up on a play whose lines have been written since the moment she stepped into my office.


Faster now.


She bites her lip, convulsing around me.


It is exquisite.


It is more than I imagined, more than I could hope for, more than I could expect.


More than any man has a right to expect.


For a moment, I am sad.


Sad that I will never find the words to tell her.


That I will never find the words to tell her why I am so pathetically grateful to be the one she has chosen to share herself with in this way. That I will know for the rest of my life and whatever is beyond what it is like to feel her body against mine in this most ancient of dances, that I will memorize the sound of her breathing as she nears release, that nothing will ever replace in my mind the image of her passion–streaked face as she whispers, “I love you.”


No words could ever sound as sweet.


Or, that I will never have the ability to convey my honor at her trust.


Scully has let me inside.


Inside her body yes, and inside her heart, moreso. But inside her soul, inside her defenses, inside the very core of who she is and who she shows the world every day. Her carefully constructed picture of Special Agent Dana Scully crumbles around us on the bed as she lets me inside further than anyone has ever been.


I know this.


It blesses me like a benediction.


I lift myself and kiss one softly freckled breast.


“Oh, oh my,” she whispers, fingers tangling in my hair, urging me closer. 


Inside this woman’s life, inside her heart, inside  her soul, I find salvation and redemption. In her gaze I see her love of me, and I hope she sees the same in mine. 


“I love you,” I whisper.


And it is true.


I do.

