“What happened, Krycek?  You don’t seem to be sick.”  Mulder’s face was as bleak as Chad’s and full of a vast encompassing anger that needed a target as he glared at the duplicate of his junior nemesis.  Beside him, Scully stirred as if to stop the confrontation, but Mulder ignored her to glare at the man before them.  “You people are a little late.”

“Hey, we got hung up,” the clone said shortly, and glanced back again.  “We didn’t even know you were here.  C’mon, we gotta get you out of here.  What the hell are you doing here in the first place?”

“We wouldn’t be here if you guys were doing your job keeping the undesirables away,” Mulder reminded him.

“Hey, don’t blame me because you can’t tell who to go with...” the clone retorted angrily...and stopped as Scully stepped forward to stand between the two men, face blank with rage at their petty little fight...now!  Of all times!

“Both of you shut the hell up!” she shouted angrily, glaring up at them both.  “This isn’t getting us anywhere.  Gibson!”  She turned her gaze on the young psychic, voice peremptory as she took charge.  “Can you tell if he’s alright?”

Gibson took in her state of mind in a single sweep.  “He’s alive.  He’s a little afraid, but They’re not harming him.”

“Can you track him?”

The young man’s pumpkin-like face seemed to fold.  He looked down, not liking the answer that he had to give.  “They’re shielding him.  I won’t be able to tell you anything once They get a few miles away.”

“Then we need a base of operations.”  She turned sharply back to her man and the clones.  “My Mom’s house is as close as any.” Despite her previous unspoken resolve to keep her mother uninvolved, she knew it was time to take the matriarch up on her promised support.  Mulder’s apartment had long since been rented out, she knew, and she could not but involve Maggie now.  They would have to track the woman down in Baltimore to regain her key to her own apartment anyway, and they all knew that the place was wired like a Christmas tree.  Any move that they planned to recover their son would be known before they could make it.  She hoped that Maggie’s house was no longer so closely surveilled, now that they had been so long away.  God, she wished that she...but there was no time for that.  One way or another there was nowhere else to go.  

She avoided Mulder’s shocked gaze as she continued firing off orders.  She knew he would like this even less than she did.  “It’s too late keep her uninvolved,” she qualified, then forced herself to meet his eyes briefly.  “We need the Gunmen.  Call them.  And Doggett, Skinner, Reyes; anyone else you can get a hold of.”  Even as he nodded she turned away again, before she could find herself seeking comfort in his eyes.  She needed to be strong, now, and if she met his gaze she would break down.  “You,” and she turned to Krycek’s clone with a barely-withheld anger, “are going to persuade those guards to let us out.  I don’t care if they’re replacements or supersoldiers or the minions of hell.  Let’s go.”

“I wouldn’t want to get on her bad side,” Krycek commented to Mulder almost companionably, but that constant tenseness that always inhabited his voice had not changed a whit.  “C’mon.  Let’s get ‘em out of here.”  He brushed past them and led his clones toward another side-corridor.  The solid group parted the crowd, leaving a path for the two former agents to follow in their wake.

In the end, they slipped their entire contingent out through the unrelieved chaos of the ambulance bays, leaving behind a welter of confused shouts from the HazMat guys in their Level Four decontamination suits who were too busy with directing the flow of traffic to bring their weapons to bear in time.  Mulder hustled Gibson and a dazed bunch of clones along behind his implacable partner, and they promptly lost themselves in the crowds battering around the building while Krycek’s clones scuffled with the unprepared guards to buy time.  It was a neat little rearguard action, executed with taste and a minumum of fuss, and the party caught up after a moment looking a little worse for wear.  The HazMat guys simply had more things to think about, apparently, though Krycek did come limping after them at the end holding his side a bit gingerly.  “No problem, Mulder,” he grunted sourly.  Mulder glanced at the clone questioningly.  “We heal quick.  But thanks for your concern.”

“Can it, Krycek,” Mulder answered unsympathetically.  “We still have to get out of that little blockade over there.”  He nodded pointedly at the closest exit.  Like those at St. Fatima’s, most of the escapes had been cordoned off.

“No problem.  We’ve got people all over the place...and if that doesn’t work, I’ve got my arrangements with the Rebels.”  He pushed past the former agent disdainfully and started clearing a path through the gibbering crowds smashed up against the building’s exterior.  “It pays to play both sides, remember?”

“For the first time, I’m ready to agree with you,” Mulder muttered, and followed the clone’s mismatched contingent through the morass to a car parked near the closest escape route.

Scully barely registered the danger.  All she could think about was that final moment, replaying it over and over in her mind though helpless to change the outcome.  The hateful face of the Bounty Hunter looming above the manfully reassuring expression she had seen on her baby’s face as he was carried away in those implacable arms to disappear outside the glass doors and into an unforgiving night.  But she could not cry.  Not now.  There was too much at stake.  Now was the time to be strong.  She could feel the hard carapace that she had once worn when she had had to protect her emotions after Emily’s death returning.  If it damaged her later...well, that was later.  She needed that shell now, and more than she had ever needed it before.  She couldn’t afford to fly on autopilot.  This was too important...personally and globally.  Personally.  It was definitely personal now.

Forcing herself to rise above the desperate instinct to sink into her personal misery, she thrust herself full-bodied into the problem.  Her mind raced in circles at a hundred miles an hour, searching out possibilities, formulating plans.  She felt Mulder’s hand on her arm.  He seemed to be trying to shake her out of her reverie.  She didn’t want to hurt him, but she couldn’t let him touch her that way now.  She needed her walls up if she were to deal with this...and if she were to let him comfort her, she would break down.  That, she could not afford.

Mulder must have felt her stiffen, for he removed his hand as quickly as he had placed it there.  Even at that moment, he was understanding.  She hardened her heart decisively.  Damn.  He was probably feeling as desolate as she was.  She felt like a selfish hard ass turning him away like that, but there was nothing else she could do.  Action was what was important now, and a clear head.  The cancer had been personal...but that had been only her.  Melissa had been personal, but that had been revenge, and justice.  This...this was everything.

Mulder got on his cell phone as they moved through the godawful traffic and out of the stricken city toward Baltimore.  Having heard his marching orders loud and clear and obviously not willing to argue with her right now, he was saving her the requirement of stalking to Maggie’s phone in all her righteous fury.  She heard him get in touch with the Gunmen, and listened dully as he gave them the rundown and directed them to Maggie’s home in a crisp voice that said that he was trying as hard as she was to avoid overt emotion.  She heard the same level instructions being passed to their driver, and before long they had pulled off of the Twenty-Nine and looped around downtown Baltimore’s similar chaos to come at her mother’s neighborhood from behind.  Mulder snapped his phone shut angrily.  

“The entire system is down.  I can’t get through to Doggett or Skinner or Reyes...and the switchboard is a mess.”

She nodded acknowledgement, but didn’t spare the words.  They’d find their allies later.

At the house, Krycek dismissed his coterie of clones; some to keep an eye on the approaches and some to report back to their leaders, and they used Scully’s key to slip inside.  The place was empty, and Maggie’s car was gone.  She hoped that Skinner had gotten her mother to some safe place.
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“Okay,” Mulder said once they stepped into the room, and briskly took charge.  “Let’s start troubleshooting.  Whether or not we all agree on the why, we do agree that we can’t leave our son with Them.”

From the other side of the room where he leaned nonchalantly against the wall, Krycek shook his head and looked down, his entire demeanor filled with a kind of sullen amusement.  “You just don’t get it, do you Mulder?  It’s all over, unless the two of you can convince the Rebels to assist in regaining him.  Without killing him.  Isn’t that the rub?”

There was that too.  Scully felt that old terror return to overwhelm her.  Even if they did get him back, they were now too close.  The Rebels would surely kill her son the minute they got him back.

Mulder was staring grimly at the clone.  “That’s been your job for months, but you people move slower than Bureau requisitions.  If we have to do it by ourselves, we’ll do it; but you’re gonna help us, Krycek.  You’re going to help us to do what your original template could not, or would not...and that means telling us everything that you know that could help us.”  His voice was hard as stone.

“He’ll tell you, Mulder,” Gibson said softly from the couch.  “He has no reason not to, now.”  He looked up at the door.  “Your friends are here.”

Their company turned out to be the Lone Gunmen, arriving in record time despite the chaos outside.  Frohike led them in, his clubbed hair, almost bristling at the fear trammeling the lawn outside.  “We took a flyer and holed up in our bunker till the fun was over,” he muttered to Mulder in his usual half-sheepish, half rakish delivery.  He stepped aside to allow his compatriots entry.  “Hid out and let it blow over.  Luckily nothing got in past the door.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Byers went straight to Scully.  “We don’t want you to go through the pain of repeating what happened, Agent Scully.  I think we have the gist.  We want you to know we’ll do anything we can to help.”  His eyes were soft and commiserating on hers, even as Frohike’s were serious, somewhere between tender and hard.  Even Langly looked compassionate as he nodded a sharp affirmative.  Scully suddenly felt even more heartbroken.

As if unable to stand the desolate look on her face, Frohike’s gaze went icy.  “We’ll get the bastards, Dana.  We can promise you we’ll find your baby.  We have a little help.”  He nodded behind him, at a person still unseen in the twilight outside the door.  “She found us; we didn’t go out looking for her.”  From behind the froglike man, a figure stepped into the light of the foyer.  It was Marita.
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“I’ve heard what happened,” she said in her husky voice, and stepped the rest of the way into the room, long legs svelte as ever under the trousers that had replaced her former power suit.   Her pale eyes surveyed the room with an air somewhere between nervous and imperious.  “The Ambassador--the one you call the Driving Man--is waiting with my enclave to take you both to talk some sense into our various cadres.”

“Its a little late for that,” Mulder broke in angrily.  “If we were to convince them its time to act, yours would be the closest.  Why don’t you go bring them down off of their mountain?”

Marita grimaced at her former patsy reluctantly.  “Would that I could.  They’re like hedgehogs up there; all curled up and half-catatonic with shock at recent developments.”  Her voice betrayed disgust.  “Too afraid to move till there’s nothing left to lose...and now that there’s nothing to lose, they still see no reason to risk themselves to stop it.  The Ambassador has been working on them for weeks now.  If he can’t convince them...”

Her voice had apparently carried into the living room.  Krycek’s lookalike stepped across the entryway to lean against the doorframe that led to the foyer, smiling sardonically.  “Glad to see you made it, Marita,” he commented rakishly.

Marita’s face appeared to have lost all ability to mask her response to surprise in the last few harried years.  As she recognized first the voice and then the figure, she went pale with a kind of wistful disbelief, and her eyes flashed from fear to betrayed anger to a kind of...it wasn’t exactly hope.  Something undefineable was in her voice.  “Alex?”  She started forward through the doorless entryway, staring in shock.  “I...thought you were...”  In the face of her hesitation his eyes glittered superciliously...but there was a faint undercurrent of something else in there; something that almost seemed yearning.  Before he could sally a remark, however, Mulder had leaned back and grabbed Marita’s arm, stopping her in her tracks.  She looked up at him in surprise, almost as if she had forgotten he was there.

“Not now, Marita,” he cautioned.  “You can have your little reunion if we survive this.  But I doubt he’d have much to tell you.  Krycek’s dead.  This guy does a great impression, though.  Now, what can you tell us about recent Colonial and Rebel movements?  Anything that can help us find our son.”  He shoved her gently away and raised his eyes to take in the entire room.  “Anyone.”

Marita stared after him with a haunted look and then diverted her glance to where Krycek’s counterpart stood, seemingly caught somewhere between hate, fear, and a resigned ruefulness as he stared after the woman that he had thought long dead.  He recovered quickly, however, and turned his gaze over to the motley crew of Lone Gunmen as if just noticing their presence.  His expression went from that strange ambivalence to disgust as he realized with whom he would be working in this little endeavor, and he leaned against one of Maggie’s dining-room chairs to sneer at the hacker trio.  “Not these guys again!” he muttered caustically, stalling.  “C’mon Mulder; don’t you have anyone better to hang out with than these three losers?”

Mulder had moved to mutter something to the Boys.  He didn’t bother to spare the clone a glance from where he stood with his posse in the corner.  “Didn’t you know, Krycek?  They’re my board of trustees and my resident information specialists.”

“What a tragedy.”

“Hey, we could track you through the Sahara in a sandstorm, you rat-bastard,” Langly spurted angrily across the room.  Byers dropped a hand to his compatriot’s shoulder, and the blonde scarecrow subsided reluctantly.  Krycek grinned like a flayed corpse from across the room.

Scully ignored all this repartee, mind already back to worrying the puzzle like a gnawed piece of cuttlebone.  She felt no more reassurance in her surroundings here at her mother’s home than she had felt in her apartment all those months.  Despite the fact that it had been her home for more than twelve years, she would never feel comfortable in that apartment again.  This house, moreover, had never been a home to her.  As her mother’s home it had always been a place of comfort, yes; a place to which she could turn for succor, and had, so many times.  When she had thought Mulder dead all those years ago in Arizona in the early years of their partnership...when she had needed a place to feel safe during her pregnancy as her search for her missing partner had stagnated...and after, when he had had to leave her alone to face the dangers that their son posed in his absence.  Having come to this house so often in such dire straits, Scully realized that she had begun to associate her mother’s home with emotional stress.  Sad, to realize that now.

Mulder was giving the Boys the rundown.  “So basically, these Renegades have run out of time to convince the Rebels in the government that Will can be an asset,” his voice was full of disgust, “and consequently they’d probably rather kill him than save him even if we could figure out where the Colonists have taken him.”  He glanced over at Gibson as if the teenager could somehow supply him with answers as he had a few months before.  “What I can’t figure out,” he said in a rhetorical tone, “is why They took him now, after They’ve started it all...and why They started the Process when They didn’t have him yet.”

“Is that what you thought, Mulder?”  Krycek’s voice taunted suddenly from across the room.  “That They were waiting for your kid to start this?  They have the replicants now.  That buys them all the time they need to start this with or without a full hybrid.”

“Then why did They take him at all?”  Mulder’s voice went from musing to as ice-cold in a nanosecond.

Krycek’s doppelganger gave his former nemesis an impatient look.  “Because, Brother, the Replacement Process is just too damned slow.  According to the original time frame They still had nine years to complete it, but They don’t have enough pull anymore to spread this thing out over a long period of time.  With the Rebels in control They needed a blitzkreig.  Even if They could have spread it out over the next decade like they had planned in the original timetable, there aren’t enough people out there with the necessary genetic malleability to take the change.  Your half-brother, for example.  Some people are simply too human.  The catalogue barely holds twenty thousand, and maybe a few thousand more that could manage with a little bit of tinkering.  But that kind of thing takes years, as you know from personal experience, Mulder, and They would need a lot more than a few thousand to run their workfarms after the Process was complete anyway.”  The clone’s eyes were urgent.  “The replacements are merely there to bide time; to be the overseers, like capos in a concentration camp while the average citizens become hosts and the rest of us; drones like the ones you saw back in ‘97 and clones like myself, hold down the fort.  We’re no good for the Process anyway, with our inborn immunities.  But They still have that entire genetic catalogue that They spent so much time getting on file over the last fifty years.  They would have plenty of time to complete the breeding Project using the DNA samples on file and using the Syndicate’s work as a springboard.  Its a failsafe.”

Mulder nodded.  “So the only thing that was holding Them back was access.  And They found it somehow and jumped at the chance.”

The clone seemed almost congratulatory in his cool, superlicious way.  “Right.  They got somebody in.  Somebody that got past the inspections.  The Resistance had put paid to any notion of a quick and clean repopulation when they took over all the offices that the Syndicate had once held.  The last few years have been a tug of war as the Colonists tried to regain the resources that They needed to implement the Process from Rebel control.  They’d had to come up with something else to take the place of the Project when the Syndicate’s duplicity had been laid bare.  They figured out the Replacement Process, and the Rebels had to react.  They got all the fertility clinics and the government facilities in that first couple of months, and turned production entirely over to the ‘supersoldier’ project...and the Colonists started abducting people in earnest, and sneaking the resulting replacements inside offices where They still had some small foothold.  A new Cold War.  But the Rebels had almost all the important facilities, so most of the Colonist abductees have been average citizens.  When the replacements come in to take their place they still don’t have access.  The supersoldiers are already a part of the mix, already have clearance.”

“So if They’ve been abducting hicks in Montana and leftovers in Oregon, how did They get Their button-pusher in?”

The clone smiled briefly.  “You forget, Mulder.  Some people don’t just fall in with the new programme.  Many of the old operatives weren’t ready to bank on the hopefuls, or saw no advantage in supporting the new regime.  The Colonists still had a few operatives inside the World Health Organization and FEMA and the CDC.  All They needed was one or two parties high enough up in the corporate ladder to give the order...and a nice independent corporation to provide the drilling rights so They could revitalize one of the back-up transgenic crops.  After you two made things too hot for them here in the States, the Syndicate simply moved operations.  They had quite a few bee-keeping colonies going in Third World countries like Tunisia where import/export laws were subject to bribery.”  Those glittering eyes seemed to size them up.  “And as for the independent corporation; I believe you ran into one such attempt when you stumbled across the Galpex Orpheus and got yourself eighty-sixed from the Bureau.  I could have kissed you when you messed that one up; the Rebels were all over it the minute they realized what you’d fallen into.  They managed to close it down in time.”

Mulder nodded curtly.  “Well, then I guess it was worth it.  But obviously that little setback didn’t stop Them shopping.  So once They found a source for the Black Oil...”

“They had to act while They had all Their pieces in place.  In the end, it was the presence of the Rebels that forced Them to act outside of the timetable and strike while the iron was hot...before the Resistance got too much of a toehold and made colonisation impossible.  The Rebel government has been in a scramble, knowing that if They hadn’t been there, this thing would probably not have gone down for ten years yet.  As it is, all the Colonists needed was enough of the ‘necessary materials’...and a nice break in the weather.”  His look was flatly grim.  “Looks like They found a source.  The Process could take years to root out the rural populations...but They’d have the cities under control, and it would give Them plenty of time to work out the hybridization Project using the old samples...of which They have several...” he grinned again at Scully, “of the both of you in your more...recent adaptations, through Agent Scully’s friendly sojourn with Dr. Parenti’s lab, as well as the DNA of several other promising subjects.”

Scully felt herself shudder as if from somewhere far away.  Every time she heard of Dr. Parenti’s duplicity, she felt as if she’d been in some peculiar way raped.  What an awful way to use people’s hopes and fears against them; she had trusted him.  She could feel Mulder looking at her as if waiting to see how she would take this news.  She couldn’t deal with that right now.  “I’m fine, Mulder.”

He knew she was lying, but now was not the time.  He nodded and turned back to Krycek.  “You still haven’t answered my question.  If They already have everything They need, then why did They abduct my son?  They seem to have regained the upper hand without him.”  He glanced at Gibson again, but the boy only nodded softly as if to say, ‘Listen, the guy knows what he’s talking about.’

The clone was shaking his head, looking down at the floor as if amused.  “You still don’t get these guys, do you Mulder.  Everything They’re doing now has been planned out for millennia.  They’ll do anything They can to return to Their original plan, and even though They’ve begun, the Rebels still have enough leverage to shut Them down in the long run.  Enough people have chips now, people that work to keep the machinery of the government moving so the Rebels can do their job.  This thing needs to be decided quickly for the Colonists, or They’ll lose in the long run, and having your son is easier than starting from scratch.  But even if They didn’t want him for his DNA...”  His eyes glittered.  “Remember what we told you.  He’s the one thing that can bring the Bureaucrats from Their own Home System here to decide against Them.  He’s the one rallying point for all three factions.”

Mulder stared at the lookalike, his gaze suddenly as icy as his voice.  “And They can use him as a bargaining chip in the same way you guys planned to do...only in this case it would be to keep these Bureaucrats away.”

“Right.  They would have the one hostage that the Senate needs to keep their own popularity at home.  The Colonists will take all the genetic information they need from him and then They’ll trade him up in exchange for this entire planet.  The Bureaucrats would adopt a hands-off policy for this entire solar system, and They’d have free rein to do with us as They pleased.”  The clone nodded genially at Mulder as if commending him for his quickness of mind.  “They won’t take your son up in any ship to clone him; not yet.  Not right away, when they have the Replacement Procedure to which we are all nothing but dross, now.  They’ll take him somewhere where They can hold him until the ‘Elders’ are alerted to the emergency here, and are persuaded by the Rebels to take direct action.  Then They’ll make Their bargain.  He’ll go back with the Elders to the Home System...and they’ll write off this planet as a lost cause like all the other planets and systems that this faction has taken over since this thing began.”  There was a cynical glint in his eye.  “They’ll wait to fight another day, like they always do, and the only way to stop the Colonists from gaining this foothold, this upper hand, is to get that bargaining chip back before it’s too late.

“And you let him slip through your fingers.”
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Scully had heard enough.  All this talk only confirmed that they would never be able to find her son.  It had taken nearly four months to find Mulder when he had been taken by the same faction, and in the end it had been pure chance that had helped them to recover the man that now stood beside her.  By the time they found out where They were keeping her baby he would have been taken off to some other planet or...  Despair filled her.  She grabbed hold of that emotion before it could take over, and turned it back around to a much more useful rage.  “But how?” she demanded.  “If what you say is true, They wouldn't have taken him off to hide at some Colonial bunker somewhere.  They could be anywhere, off this planet or on.  They don’t seem to have a problem hiding people in ships anymore.”  She avoided glancing at Mulder as she said it, aware that the suggestion that their son could be in the same place he had spent so many nightmarish months would cause him an inordinate amount of pain.

The look that Krycek’s duplicate directed at her might almost have been one of compassion.  Almost.  He opened his mouth...but it was Mulder who broke in.  “No.  They won’t risk taking him to a ship, Scully.  He’s too valuable to be waved around where the Elders or the Rebels might re-take him.  If they found out where he was being kept, either group could simply lock on and take him off Their hands with the same antigravity technology that the Syndicate used to pull abductees from their homes at night.  A ship is far too accessible to that kind of manipulation.”  He glanced at their informant quietly.  “Am I right?”

The clone glanced at Mulder, then away, before he spat out a response.  “As if I wanted to deny it,” he affirmed after a moment.  “They’ll go to ground.  Its just a question of which areas are left to Them.  The ones They used to use but weren’t important enough to the Project for the Rebels to reclaim.  The more forgettable, the better.”  The man turned his familiar, black eyes up to set them glittering on the two former agents while the Gunmen and Marita stood breathless and forgotten in the background.  “It won’t be a government facility; those are all held by the Rebels now.  It’ll be somewhere out of the way.”  He smirked sardonically.  “Your ‘board of trustees’ over there will have a hard time finding files on this kind of place.  Hey, its about time those bastards have to hide in the bushes like the rest of us.” The smirk widened to a grin of insufferable vengefulness, though it did not reach his eyes.

Scully turned to Mulder, trying to thrust down the small tendril of hope that had begun to creep up around her heart.  She glanced around the room, taking in Gibson’s expression, Marita’s, the confused looks painting the Gunmen’s faces.  Nothing she saw there indicated a hole in that logic...and Gibson had said that the clone would have no reason to lie.  “What do you think?”

Mulder shook his head.  “It’s a long shot, but I guess we have to count our blessings.”  His voice softened.  “Think of it this way.  If what he says is true, the Rebels will never get anywhere near enough to Them to hurt William, so he’s relatively safe.  Like he said to us back in Alabama; a tool is too useful to risk damaging it.”  His face showed no sign of the anger she knew rumbled around in his system at that drily cynical assessment as he raised his eyes to look out across some unseen vista, mind working the problem so quickly that Scully could almost hear the clicking of each idea as it slotted into place.  “He’s an unknown quantity, and a valuable one,” he continued absently, still thinking.  “He’ll be treated well, if not the way you or I would do.  Not ‘raised to follow in his father’s paths’...”

“No,” Scully broke sharply into his ruminations.  “I don’t care if he’s safe for now or not.  I’m not going to let those emotionless alien bastards raise my son, or some distant group of 'Elders'!  He’s our son, Mulder, and we have to stop it!”

Mulder opened his mouth to rebut her accusation, but the clone’s insidious voice broke in again before he could speak.  “How?”  His eyes were glittering again.  “Just how are you going to do that?  You’re fugitives-you don’t have the resources.  The best thing the two of you and your posse,” he sneered visibly at the Gunmen, who bristled in response, “can do right now is go to ground yourselves, and wait this thing out.”  His voice became harsh with disillusionment.  “It's over.  I should have known better than to throw in with these dreamers anyway.”  He gave them a mocking look.  “Unless of course you think you can convince the Rebel government that it’s the better option to regain him for their own bargaining...without killing him as soon as you have him back.  They’ll be trying to find him, that’s for sure.  He’s in between that hammer and anvil now.  Their help is the only way you’re going to get your son back in one piece...in time to stop this thing.  It's already gone to far to go back...and they believe he’s more of a liability than he is a godsend.  They can hope for more miracle babies later, when the Elders come...but he came along a little too early.  Face it; he’s either going to stay with the Colonists, or he’ll stay with the Elders.  Either option doesn’t hold much for your further involvement with his life.”  The lookalike’s voice seemed to take on the dreamy, singsong quality of a recitation.

“What has already come to pass, my friends?  The pestilence, from which the few that survive will most likely still not repent until the final judgment of the species.  The woman robed in sun and all that, the new virgin mother, about to bear a child...with the ‘dragon’ standing before her devour the infant when he is born.  A male child, destined to rule all nations with a rod of iron.  I always thought that that was fairly significant.”  He glanced over at the silent Marita, who stared back at him with that strange yearning fear as he stole her lines.  After a moment he went back to his recitation.  “But They didn’t take him then, did They?  Soon, though.  We’re coming to the second seal, where the machine, monster, whatever you want to call it, takes the child.  A red dragon with seven heads, ten horns, winking lights like ‘diadems’ on its head, with a tail that sweeps down one third of stars and hurls them to earth.  Sounds like a ship to me.  The child is snatched up to 'God and His throne', while the woman flees into the wilderness, pursued by the dragon...”

Scully felt like she was going to be sick.  This was ridiculous.  But the words came out as if of their own accord; a recitation from memories she had long thought worthless except as parable.  “’But she was given the wings of a mighty eagle, so that she could fly to her place in the wilderness where she was to be looked after for three and a half years, out of reach of the serpent in a place prepared for her by God.  From his mouth the serpent spewed a flood of water after the woman to sweep her away with its spate.  But the earth came to her rescue...and the dragon went off to wage war on the rest of her offspring.’  Seven seals, the first and second have already come to pass.  The pale horse.”  She felt the horror close in on her.  “Pestilence, and death.”

“And all the while the woman and the child are spirited away by the Gods,” Krycek agreed sardonically.  “Safe from all the chaos.  You’ll be gone, but...tell me that doesn’t make you feel better.”  

Something seemed to snap inside of Mulder, and he moved like a striking serpent, bringing all his frustration and fear to bear.  He caught the other man by the lapels of his black leather jacket and shoved him up against the wall.  His knuckles banged against the wallpaper, leaving bloody smears where skin broken in their tussle with the clones at the hospital reopened.  Mulder ignored the small wounds, instead jerking his head toward his former crony, voice boiling with a sudden irrational anger.  “You stay out of this till we ask you a question, Krycek!  They’re not taking Scully or our son anywhere, you hear me?  They’re never going to get off the ground!”

Krycek pushed Mulder away angrily and clutched at his injured rib.  “You don’t understand, Brother,” he groaned impatiently.  “You never did.  Some of it has already happened.  Scully was spirited away to a safe place.  They came to take the child to prepare the way and then failed to do so...and now They rectify that mistake when it counts.  They had Their moves all planned out thousands of years ago!  All you have to do to find them is look to the source!”  He shook his head in surly anger.  “I don’t even know why I’m helping you.  Look.  The documents may have been filtered, but they still retain kernels of the original plan, and no matter how much that plan has been challenged, They will change it as little as possible.  They’re too set in Their ways; they can’t adapt.  Creatures of habit don’t alter anything beyond the necessary.”  He turned his glare over to Marita.  “I’d have thought you would have already told them where to look.”

Scully threw Krycek a gimlet glare.  “Thanks for the information, but it’s not exactly helpful right now.”  She turned toward her partner with barely contained irritation.  “Come here, Mulder,” she muttered, and seized his hands to glance appraisingly at his grazed and bleeding knuckles, face clinical.  “You need to clean these.”

Mulder pulled away just as impatiently.  “I’ll live.”  He glared at the clone and the blond woman where they stood regarding each other in a kind of unwilling locked gaze.  “Like the lady said, that isn’t a lot of help,” he grunted.  “Not any more than your ‘Bureaucrats’.  We need something now!”

The clone was watching them with an unreadable expression in his eyes.  “I’d hate to think after all my careful work that I’ve ended up supporting the wrong side, brother,” he said sarcastically.  “Don’t let me down now.  You’ve never been one to dismiss folklore out of hand as a source for modern solutions.  Why should the Bible be any different than any other ancient text?  All it is is an oral tradition that somebody took the time to write down, and you’ve both learned who first started spreading these stories around.  The derelict Scully found in Africa proves it.  It was all to prepare a slave race for a return to servitude; a doctrine of humble acceptance in the will of the Gods.  Sure, it’s a little adulterated, but you can still get useful kernels from the text.”  At Mulder’s sour look, his smile flashed up again, making him look almost gaunt with a kind of hunger.  “Poetic justice, if the documents and the stories They planted to control our thinking ended in contributing to Their downfall.  Especially now, when you wouldn’t let it go until we got to this.  The point of no return.”

Mulder turned away from the Gunmen and Scully to stare fully at his former nemesis.  “Why are you living on the leftovers of someone else’s life?  To get your own back at the guys that made you?”  His tone was almost quizzical.

The hungry look on the clone’s face seemed to deepen with a kind of helpless anger.  “I told you!” he insisted stridently.  “We don’t have lives of our own!”  Then his sharp, rodenty face took on a defeated cast.  “Alex’s life is all I have.  It’s the only history I can build on, to do him one better.”  He looked up then, and his eyes were almost pleading, all defiance and false bravado gone.  “You did have a little help, back when you were still useful, but I still don’t know how you two manage to escape detection for so long, to buck the tides when everything was against you and almost everyone in power in the world wanted you dead…”  The dark eyes were almost jealous with a kind of angry admiration.  “But you did, and now you’ve got us where we are.”  He smiled, a secretive, vengeful kind of smile.  “In the end, events have put us on the same side.  Neither of us would ever have believed it before now.  I’ll help you find your son, brother.”  He grinned hollowly.  “Don’t look at me like that Mulder.  I haven’t sprouted an altruistic side or anything.  I’m helping you for my own reasons.”  The angry walls were back up full force, and once again his expression never met his eyes.  “That ought to reassure you.”

Mulder glanced at Scully for a moment, then shook his head.  “Not really.  It was a pretty quick turnaround.  Forgive me if I don’t trust that your motivations will stay the same over the course of the next few hours.  I think we’re going to need a little more than your word before you can join our little party.”  

The clone shrugged.  “You’ve got me, and you’ve got my people.  What more can I give you?”

“The way into the inner sanctum.  I need to see these Rebel leaders face to face.”  He turned his gaze back to Gibson.  “Can we trust him?”

Gibson allowed his eyes to rest on the clone’s face almost reluctantly.  “He doesn’t have anything left to lose, Mulder,” he murmured.

Scully’s eyes arrowed to catch Mulder’s, startled and suddenly afraid.  “Dammit, Mulder; lets not go flying off in all directions.  You go in there and we might never get you back.”  She grabbed his sleeve to catch his attention.  “If They did have it all written out, then we have all the clues right here.  We’ve been looking at it for months.  Between the two of us we have the Book of Revelation covered; if we can figure out which parts have already happened, we can look for the next clue...and that’s only one of dozens of religious text that might hold some kind of key.  You know half of them by heart just from your work with the x-files.”

From the other side of the room where they had remained quiet until now, Langly groaned and rolled his eyes.  “Do you guys have any idea how long that kind of sifting would take?”

“Well,” Mulder grimaced, eyes still on his partner’s, “can’t you guys slap together some kind of program that will search for certain terms, key phrases, things like that?  We can set parameters...”

Frohike was looking a little green around the gills, but he rallied quickly at Byers’ speculative look.  “I suppose, if we rerouted the troubleshooting banks...”  He glanced over at his blond hacker confederate.  “How long would it take to put together something like that?”

Langly grimaced like a baby with gas.  “Uh...I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

“No matter how long it takes, it’ll be too long,” Mulder broke in.  He had never taken his eyes off of Scully, and she could see the truth in them now.  She knew he was right, and the hope turned to despair once again as the reality of the situation hit her.  “We don’t have that much time.  We have to do something now, before the trail gets cold.”  He smiled suddenly at her.  “I’ve got to go in there.  It’s what I do.  Rattle ‘em all till they get nervous and give us something to work with.”  He glanced at the Gunmen.  “Okay, here’s the deal guys.  We’ve got pretty much everything the ‘rat-bastard’ knows; now we go for the source.  And that means heading back to the FBI mainframe.”

“Mulder!” Scully began, horrified, but before she could continue he waved his hand sharply.

“We have to go somewhere to get the information we need, Scully, and the FBI has it.  It's always been the hub.”

Scully stared at him, a sudden surge of panic rising to fill her very being, and she reacted without thinking.  She couldn’t live if she lost both of them.  She grabbed his arm as if to impress upon him the very deep reservations she held.  “No!  Don’t go there Mulder.  They’re just waiting for you to come back so they can flush you out and have you...”


To her everlasting shock, Mulder shook her arm off of his like a fly.  She stared at him, stunned, as he rounded on her, eyes intense.  He grabbed her own arm and pulled her to face him, eyes grim and countenance set in flat lines of determination.  “Look Scully; that’s our son out there.  Not just yours; ours.  And I am not going to let Them get away with this.  If that means I have to go back in there and make Them give me answers, then everyone had better keep the hell out of my way...and that includes you too.”  


Stunned, she stared helplessly into his hazel eyes, seeing the thrumming energy there, the desperate need to do, to act...now that he was there to do so...and felt the deep fear in her soul race out to engulf her. She had saved him before, and it had nearly destroyed him. He could do something this time if she did not stop him...and he would not let her save him this time. His eyes looked so cold... 

As he looked into her, though, that ice melted, and he was back.  “I won’t get hurt, Scully; I promise.  I can’t; I have to raise him to ‘follow in my paths’, remember?  I’m not planning on going anywhere.”

God, she wanted to just crawl into his arms and forget this world existed.  This was too much to ask of anyone.  With an effort that seemed to tear something inside of her, though, she thrust down her pain and her fear before it could get the better of her.  “That’s one option, Mulder.  I’ve just thought of another.”

He turned his gaze back to hers, eyes questioning.

Scully took a deep breath, knowing what she was about to suggest...and unable, despite what her rational mind told her, to simply release him to go off and get himself killed for the planet’s sake.  She knew that he would not balk at throwing his life down if it meant he could stop this thing; he’d had that fatalistic streak built in for years now, had shown it very strongly in the last couple of years after he’d come back from his abduction.  ‘You tell the kid I went down swinging.’  The words seemed to echo in her heart like a rock thudding to the bottom of an abyss.  She knew with equal certainty that she could not live through that again.  “We do have to find him; I know that as well as you.  For Their reasons, and for ours.  But I can’t let you go into danger like that, to just give yourself up and walk into Their hands.”

“What other choice do we have?”  His eyes were uncompromising.

“There’s a way to find him that has nothing to do with the FBI, or the Rebels.  They’re the last ones that would know where to look...but the Smoking Man would.  He...”

“Who?  Spender?”  Krycek’s duplicate was looking at them both derisively.  “He’s dead.  Alex killed him.  Threw him down a stairwell.”

Mulder glanced back over his shoulder at the clone.  “You can’t kill the Devil,” he said dismissively, then turned back to Scully.  “What about him?  He’s a ghost now.”

“Maybe, Mulder, but he knows where all the old holdovers would be.  If I can find out from him where They might be keeping our son I could...”

Mulder grabbed her arms, suddenly angry with fear.  “No, Scully, you can’t do that.”

“You did it yourself, Mulder,” she interrupted calmly.  “You did it with Duane Berry; allowed yourself to be taken hostage, to get in.”  She rode over his shaken-headed denials, picking up momentum as she forced the idea in past his stubborn refusals.  “If even one of us can get close enough to our son to stay with him, then we may have a chance of making sure he knows who he is, and what he has to do...and of getting him there when the time comes.”  She could feel a sense of calm resignation taking over her mind, smoothing her terrified emotions.  This was something that she could do; and so she could ignore the implications.  She thrust down the sense of inexorable sadness that crept up as she looked into his eyes, and went on implacably, laying it out for him.  --God, Mulder, just listen--

“They’ll suspect you, Mulder.  But I can get in there.  Just like it says in the Book.  They’ve let me nurture him for Them for a year without interference.  They’ll let me do it again now, if only to avoid having to do it themselves.”

xxx
Mulder was staring at her with undisguised horror made all the more vivid for the fact that they both knew her rationale had merit.  “No, Scully.  You’ve got to go back with these Renegades.  They can keep you safe.  I’ve got to go in and take care of this.  I can trade myself.  They’ve wanted me for years.  Let Them have me, and you can keep Will safe...probably a lot easier without me around to cloud the issue.  I won’t let Them hurt you or him again when I can stop it.  Nothing else is important anymore.”

--Wasn’t it just like him to try to shunt her off to safety like she was packed in lamb’s wool so he could go out and...and he never questioned the assumption that he was at the centre of it all--  Scully was having none of it.  Feeling ready to explode at his stubborn macho...maleness, she pulled Mulder fiercely aside and tugged him into alcove off of the kitchen.  

“Look, Mulder.  When are you ever going to get it into your head that it isn’t all about you anymore?”  At his startled look she rushed on, three or four years of pent-up frustration--and yes, annoyance--bursting out.  There were some things between them that had needed to be said for a long time, and now it was time to say them and take the risk of wounding each other...or losing each other.  “They’re after us now, Mulder; all of us.  And it’s not because of your Quest, and it’s not because you’re a bad person.  It’s simply who we are, and has been for more than a decade now.  Maybe it’s who we were always meant to be.”  He looked away, resisting.  This could break him; it could break them both.  It was a gamble that she was taking, pushing Mulder into a corner like this, but he would take it or leave it.  They needed to have nothing weak between them now as they went into danger one last time.  

Reaching up, she grabbed his heated face with her cool hand, jerking his slightly stubbled chin over to meet her eyes.  “Mulder, I followed you all these years because I chose to; and I went on without you of my own free will.   For you to assume that responsibility for me, Mulder...I never asked you for that.  It’s patronising and it’s wrong.  We’re a team, remember?”  At his stubborn look she grabbed his hand, trying to make him see that what he was doing was making them less equals than they had been in the early days, just as he had done with the desk...oh, ages ago now.  “Mulder,” she said softly, and tried to bore her gaze into him as if she could make him believe her by sheer force of will.  “I am a big girl, and responsible for the consequences of the decisions that I make.  And I tell you now--even now--I wouldn’t give back a single day of it.  Any of it.”

He met her eyes then, and his were lucent with unshed tears, gray as the sea.  She knew she was ripping his heart out, and she felt her own heart creak, but went on doggedly, knowing that it was necessary.  “I’d do it all again, to have this.”  She smiled, trying to win the battle with her own tears lurking near the surface now, but she rode over anything he might have been ready to say; demurral, response...she had to make him see what he was doing to her, to them.  “You’re stuck with me, Mulder.  You’ve had an awful long time to get used to it.  I’d say your time is about up.”

His eyes, still gray with pain, went wide at this.  She waited a moment while he contemplated it.  “What about William?” he asked finally, a little defiantly though his voice remained low, intense.  “He didn’t choose this life, any more than your sister did, or my mother...”  It was all coming up.  Now, of all times...and they had to do this, or they would never make it through.

“No, you’re right, Mulder, he didn’t, but you can leave my sister out of this and stop taking responsibility for people who made their decisions long before you were born.  This is about us.  And you’re right.  William didn’t get to choose, but you do not get to take all full responsibility for that either, certainly not all on your own.  I chose this life for our son as much as you did, and long ago.  All our choices together have led us to this moment.”  She reached out then to grasp his hand where it hung insensate before her.  “But do you think, seriously, that were we not with him, that They would simply stop?  That They would leave him be?  You heard Krycek, you’ve heard Gibson; you’ve seen it with your own eyes.  The answers are in him; answers that others besides we have been searching for for more decades than I care to count now.  He is the x-file now, the big enchilada, the key we looked for for ten years.  And no one but us who have been the guardians of the many pieces of that answer for most of our adult lives should be the ones to guard him, now.”

She looked down at her own feet for a moment to collect her thoughts.  They were standing toe-to-toe.  When she raised her head again he was staring at her, fire in his eyes.  “I’m serious, Mulder,” she said softly, finally.  “I’m putting my foot down, because you’re being a fool and it doesn’t suit you.  No more martyred looks, no more guilt-tripping...”  And here her voice turned hard like steel.  “And if you ever try to push me away or send me away again to keep me safe, I’ll put my gun to your head and shoot you myself.”


His face went flat.  “You got to send me away to keep me safe, Scully,” he pointed out softly.  He did not sound sullen; he sounded if anything reasonable.  She felt a pang at that selfish choice...but it was in the past, and the changes they made now were for the future.  


“Yes, Mulder, I persuaded you, and you agreed to go.  For me and for William.  I didn’t go around trying to chase you away behind your back.”


“I wasn’t finished, Scully,” he interrupted grimly.  “You sent me away and stayed in danger yourself...every day for a year while I hid like a coward.”  She had never realized until now what that had cost him.  The pain and self-denigration in his eyes tore at her heart.  Did he really feel like a coward?  “And now you want me to do it again.  You’re trying to do the exact same thing as me.  If you think about it, it’s laughable in the face of what’s going down.  Neither of our lives mean anything in the face of something this important, and yet we’re trying to cling to each other when it could destroy us all.  Gambling means just that.  Russian Roulette.  I’ve been ready to lay my life down for years, but I didn’t have anything to lose then.”

“Exactly, Mulder.  You’re ready to gamble your own life, but not mine and not Will’s.  Why should I be any different?”

Mulder shook his head stubbornly once again.  “You didn’t sign up for this, Scully; you were drafted.  And so was Will.”

"But I re-enlisted Mulder.  Of my own free will."  Scully didn’t want to pursue this, all of a sudden.  There was a point here that both of them refused to see.  But her natural honesty wouldn’t allow that kind of omission.  She felt that sadness leap up again to drown her, but this time there was a certainty that could not be denied.  “And if what you’re saying is to be taken all the way to its natural conclusion, we both have to be ready to let go.”  She shook her head.  “Whether either of us likes it or not, we have to be able to gamble each other as well as ourselves.  For him, for the Truth.  For the world.  All or nothing; and it might just work because it's the only thing we could never bring ourselves to try.”  At his panicked look, she caught his hand again, squeezing it as she had done when she had refused to let him chase her away all those years ago, after the debacle in Antartica.  “I don’t like it any more than you do, Mulder, but if I have to let you go, you have to let me go too.  That’s the only way this is going to work.  You’ve told the Renegades that they have to let go of the safety net and jump, told me that we have to be ready to risk it all.  Maybe now we need to follow our own advice.  Go at it from both sides the way we used to.  That’s the way it’s ever worked.”

Mulder stared at her for a moment, wanting to deny the one thing that neither of them had ever wanted to concede, but unable to fault her reasoning.  But she had backed him into a corner by facing her own fear on the subject; he could not but do the same.  She could see the way it tore at him, and took a kind of satisfaction from that moment.  She felt the same way; it was nice to know she wasn’t alone.  She watched as he finally put his hands up in a small gesture of surrender, though his eyes still carried something that she could not read.  “Okay.  I...I’ll have to concede that one.”

“Good, because this is your final warning.  You can’t hide me from the Game, Mulder.  I’m just as much a part of it as you are, and so is our son.”  

Mulder stared at her as if measuring the sincerity of her proposition, her determination to see this through despite the cost.  His beloved green gaze was liquid with a deep concern, and an even deeper worry and sorrow.  “I don’t want us to have to split up.  I just got you back, and we have no idea how long this could take.  I mean it, Scully, this could take years.  The last date on that countdown was...”

“Twenty-twelve, I know.  The final day of the Mayan calendar, right?”  She smiled sadly at him, wondering how long he had suspected that date as significant in his unending faith in folklore.  “But if this is the only way we can save our son--to save the World, Mulder--then we’ve got to take it.”  Her eyes were filled with the same pain as his, but she would not let them fill.  “We’ve had this long, and we’ve had a lot of second chances.  That’s maybe more than most people get in a lifetime.  Now we have to take the gamble and hope that our hand is strong enough to bring us back to each other when this is all over.”

Mulder looked down at the space between them.  “I don’t think this will ever be over, Scully,” he murmured, then seemed to sag with defeat.  “But I hope that you’re right, because I can’t think of any other way than the one you’ve just outlined,” he admitted.  “God help us.”  

  She scanned his face as if to be sure that he was alright.  His expression was unreadable...but his face seemed somehow clearer than it had been in months, maybe years, and his grip was solid on her arm before it slid with possessive firmness to the small of her back as she led them back into the other room.  If they had only a few more minutes...he wasn’t going to let her get away until the time came.

xxx
When they got back out, Mulder nodded to the Lone Gunmen once, then his glance fell to Scully once again.  “Well, this is it.”  The sad, knowing look in his gaze made tears want to rise into her own eyes.  As if unable to look at her anymore when they both knew where this final parting might lead, he turned decisively away to glance at the rest of the room.  “Marita,” he started, sounding like a general giving orders.  “You’re going with Scully to your enclave.  You too, Gibson.  Keep her safe.  I’m depending on you.”  He turned his gaze to Krycek.  “You.  You’re going with me.  I want to keep an eye on you.”  He nodded to the Gunmen.  “You guys are coming along.  We’re bringing Krycek.  We've got to force those idiots Downtown to see things our way, and I need to get a hold of Skinner and anyone else that can help us bully our way in.”  He smiled at Scully.  “That has a familiar ring to it, doesn’t it.”  The look in his eyes was for her alone.  

They might not live through it...but despite all that his eyes were boiling with readiness.  She felt her breath quicken as she was galvanised as usual by his energy; by the sudden rise from the lethargy of fear and the familiar rush of adrenaline at the idea of a new challenge.  They could do this.  They could do anything.  “That’s your gift, Mulder.  Getting people to see things your way.  To get them to Believe when the chips are down.”  She smiled at him, willing him to hold put aside the panic she knew was rising in him as it was in her.  Now, after all these months working as one, after everything that had happened to them both together and apart, it was an almost physical agony to be separated in this dooming fashion.  After all that time they'd spent separated, to choose to be bisected yet again, this time perhaps indefinitely...  They had faced it once before, and nearly lost each other forever.  

Scully shoved down the hollow feeling rising in her own belly.  They had to do what needed to be done.  That didn’t stop her from feeling it, though.  She was almost angry at herself as she felt her eyes begin to sting.  Mulder’s own gaze was liquid as he moved to her...and without a word she stepped into his waiting embrace.  She held him to her for what might be the final time; clung to him with the same feeling of dread that she had felt as she’d embraced him in the hallway before she had lost him to those Colonial bastards in Bellefleur.  She felt like they were doing it all again; as if they were caught in some hideous loop in the reel of their lives.  The Lone Gunmen and Gibson looked away nervously as she buried her face in his chest.  

Mulder bent slightly to hold her in return, laying his cheek against hers in a quiet, strength-sharing embrace.  She turned her lips to his cheek and held his head against hers a little desperately.  --Oh God, I love you--  “Be careful Mulder,” she whispered instead into the fringe of his hair.  “I can’t lose you again.”

“I know,” he murmured into her own thick mane, then pulled back to finger her cheek with one tender, urgent hand.  “Same goes.  You be careful too, Scully.”  His cheek creased against hers.  “Don’t make me come in there to save your ass again.”

She choked on the laugh that bubbled up in spite of her pain.  “As long I don’t have to come in there to save yours, Mulder.  It’s becoming too much of a tradition.”

“Deal.”  He looked into her eyes for a moment longer, then suddenly put her away from himself and turned without a word to stalk off toward the Gunmen and his waiting hostage.  Krycek looked up from his chair where he lounged with a nonchalant air.

“Touching,” he commented sourly.  “Glad you got that all cleared up.”

Mulder didn’t waste the words, simply grabbed the clone by the rough cloth at his shoulder and heaved him to his feet.  He thrust the clone over to the Gunmen, wishing he had a pair of handy handcuffs.  Krycek might be with them for now, but when the wind changed...  “Frog-march him, guys.  We’ve got about twenty-four hours to get to where we’re going and do what we need to do before the whole goddamned world falls apart and we’re on our own.”

X   X   X

(Amor Fati, pt.56: “And Let Slip The Dogs Of War”)

9:00pm

Hour two

After watching Mulder’s party in the VW bus disappear outside her mother’s house, Scully went straight back to where Marita and Gibson stood in the other room, tucking her cell phone onto the waistband of her slacks.  It balanced out the gun she had hidden at the small of her back under her light jacket.  She ignored the way Gibson continued to stare at her even after Mulder had left, pain in his eyes for their pain.  She couldn't afford to break.  Not yet.

“Okay.  Take me to them.”  All business.  Good.

“More than likely your cell won’t work where we’re going; all the equipment the aliens drag around tends to dampen the signal like a wet cat on a rainy night.”  Marita’s eyes were on Scully’s, coolly assessing.  “I know that’s how you two keep in touch; it’s just a warning.”

“Thanks, I’ll take that under advisement.  I hope you don’t mind if I keep it on me just in case.”  Without waiting for a reply, Scully adjusted her gun for maximum efficiency and moved out of the house, trusting Marita to follow.  What else could the woman do?

They took the second car.  A few of Krycek’s clones came along as material witnessess...and of course there was Gibson, still pale and sitting like a silent judge in the back.  Luckily he was accustomed to close contact with clones.  She hoped he would recover from his brush with the alien virus.  He was a good kid.

Marita drove, Scully riding shotgun and trying not to let her growing anguish and fear show as they left the I-95 for the familiar New Jersey turnpike and paid their tolls.  The night wore on as they slipped almost unnoticeably onto the I-80 express, and then the Garden State Parkway.  As they dropped over into New York all the cars that had passed them by, whizzing along as if possessed as they had left the DC area seemed to trickle off into nothing as those who had not managed to escape martial law in the cities remained  trapped behind their invisible fences.  Without the distraction of outer chaos to keep her mind from dwelling on the unthinkable, the drive became interminable.  Endless roads seemed to reel out from under their tyres like ribbons, stretching blackly up into the night as they climbed upward from the New York Seventeen to the Forty-Two, passing through Kiamesha like a dream.  They started into the resort areas on the Fifty-Five after nearly six hours of driving.  It was nearly three AM as they geared up for the final stretch, and the tyres swished quietly in the silent mountain air like ghosts.  The traffic had now evaporated as the people that had gotten out before the cordon disappeared into their various hiding places.  Very few of them would escape detection for long.  Scully was half-amazed that their own little party had gotten out so easily.  If they had started from DC they would never have made it, but luckily her mother lived right off of Fayette and had a straight shot out of Baltimore.  She wondered how Mulder was faring, heading directly into the lion’s den.  

That thought seemed to bring all the impatience, frustration, anger and fear piling onto her until she felt she could not draw another heavy breath without screaming.  Back in populated areas, each passing vehicle had seemed to emphasize to Scully the fact that while Mulder was going into the fray, she was moving further and further away from danger.  Into danger of another sort, certainly, but...  Now that the silence of the empty road gripped her, she felt even more desolate, more helpless...and more foolish.  Now she had to force herself not to second guess every motivation and rationalization she had had in coming out here on this fool’s errand.  But still her mind continued to chant at her that she had hung her entire course of action on a vague chance, and meanwhile the decisive actions of the day were being carried out far way, and getting further every minute as she headed deeper and deeper into the hermitage of the contientious objectors.

What it came down to was that she felt responsible.  She kept playing that last awful, heart-rending scene over and over in her mind until the silence threatened to drown her.  William’s small face, his tiny, determined voice...more worried for her peace of mind than for his own welfare.  ‘Mama, I love you.’  So brave...  Her silent self-flagellation went on as she replayed that moment a thousand ways, knowing that she could have, should have come up with some way to save her son.  It didn’t help that she couldn’t think of such a way.  His rescue would be as harrowing for him as his capture had been, if not more...and it could take months.  What could happen to her little boy after months of captivity by emotionless beings who viewed him only as a tool?  What if she were too late?  What if...

The unfinished whirl of thoughts, of course, brought her back to the other child she had been unable to protect or save.  Emily.  The old guilt resurfaced, fresh as the day she had first buried it.  She had pushed everyone away; Mulder, coworkers, friends, after she had lost her daughter, in the same way that Mulder had tried to push her away before she or another person that she had cared about could die.  She had told Mulder that she could protect Emily from Them, and his response had been, ‘And who’s going to protect you?’  He had asked her the same question when she had sent him away when William was just a baby, and now she knew why.  She suddenly understood her partner in a whole new way, knew why he had closed the world, and her, out for so long...understood how it was for him much better now after they had changed places.  You pushed them away so they wouldn’t get hurt...and so you would not.  Now she understood and credited both the exile and the worry.

She and Mulder were, in many ways, such similar creatures.  As Mulder had with his sister, with Emily Scully had opened up, and had lost.  She had wanted, had yearned for the closeness and intimacy that he had offered in friendship in the same way that she had yearned for the closeness that she might have had with her daughter...and she had feared it at the same time, because to open up was to lose, and knowingly suffer the wounds to heart and soul.  And yet she had done it, with both.  The pain had been almost more than she could bear, and at Emily’s death she had pushed Mulder away again, slamming shut the small door that had opened a tiny crack when she realized that she did not fear death.  It had closed with an almost audible booming sound when she had refused to allow Mulder to comfort her while her daughter had slipped slowly and inexorably away; taking, she had thought at the time, her heart with her.  She had not thought she would ever open it again.


But she had.  With consistent and unrelenting caring Mulder had nudged away at her amour, chiseled a crack large enough to that he might slip within.  He had forced her to open up just that tiny bit...and then William had snuggled into the aperature and pushed it wider until all her carefully constructed shielding had lain in tatters around her, and she had recognised it for what it was.  A mask.  A prop.  A support.  Anyone could build armour, keep others out, and defend it with the Western tools of stoic independence and false self-assurance.  But in the end, the real source of might and the real lesson was interdependence.  It took far more strength to let people in, to live without armour and risk the hurt, suffer the wound in order to learn...and to heal.


Now she had to pull those old defenses back up as only she knew how to do, and no matter how much it might hurt, no matter how much it might set her and Mulder back--to use it in the coming action--and for who knew how long.  She knew there was the danger that there might be little left of the new side of herself by the time this disaster was over.  She had just been beginning to get used to their new spirit of frankness.  She wondered how much would be left when she saw Mulder again, how much of her inner self would survive this new calamity.  The one comforting note was the realization that Mulder was probably taking the same road at that moment...and that in understanding each other as they now did, if they ever had the chance, they would find the way back together.
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AM.  Very, very AM.

They reached the cabin at the Ashokan Reservoir as the deepest part of the night shivered along in its springlike course.  False dawn would be along in an hour.  Scully’s eyes burned.  They had all taken turns at the wheel, but Marita was at the helm again as they pulled into that tiny clearing and the motor choked off to leave behind a sudden, deafening silence.  The blonde woman dropped her hand wearily from the parking brake.  “We’re here.  Now what?”  

“Now we go talk to your Leader,” Scully informed her crisply, and thrust the car door open before she could vomit from the long-term exposure to that enclosed trap of a sedan.  With all the traveling around she and Mulder had done in similar vehicles, she seldom became car-sick--but as with her trip to Michigan last year when she had gone to meet Mulder, she was sure that if she didn’t get out and breathe some unshared air soon she would go insane.  More to do with her state of mind and her stress levels than anything, she knew; an overabundance of adrenaline with nowhere to go...but she was ready to tear off the top of this entire mountain if only to show the world that she was serious.  She drew in a deep breath of the cold, crisp, thin air of the mountain, unbreathed by anyone but her; feeling the welcome shock of it like cold water as it washed over her and burned into her lungs.  As the other three car doors slammed she started out, stalking directly into the woods.  There was no time to waste hanging around in this turnabout.

“Wait, you haven’t been identified yet,” Marita called after her, alarmed, and jogged up to catch her.  She grabbed Scully’s arm, then dropped it at the burning look directed at her.  “This isn’t a known vehicle, and our companions aren’t of this enclave.  You could get yourself shot.”

Scully didn’t care to be halted at this particular moment...but it didn’t pay to be imprudent.  Forcing herself to remain calm, she disciplined herself into some semblance of control and pulled that tight, rationally, controlled persona back over herself like a suit of clothes.  She was in command, though she came here as a supplicant.  Her weapon was that she was in the right, and she knew the only course of action that they could take...and she had a plan to implement it.  That was her leverage.  She would make it work, and be damned to anyone who stood in her way.  “Then we go and let them know who we are.  I go with you.  No offense, but I don’t have time to straighten out any inconvenient misunderstandings.”

The other woman gave her a startled look before nodding and moving quickly into the screening underbrush.  Marita Covarrubias had changed a lot.  She used to have more of a poker face.  But then, they had all changed a lot in the past few years; becoming both more uncertain...and more sure.

The first clone to accost their small party, faceless in the dark, seemed to recognise the blond woman immediately.  “Why do you bring these people here, now?” he asked in a tone of quiet challenge.

“We have news.  We need to see the Leader immediately,” she informed him in the same hushed tone that people the world over seemed to adopt in the wee hours as night turned slowly over into day.  “You’ve heard about the boy.”  She gestured to the silent Gibson, edging up from behind.  “These others have come to offer testimony from the site of Seeding.”

The guard grunted and made a vague gesture with one hand.  The remaining members of their small party caught up in time to be surrounded by a silent escort that materialized from the shadows under the trees to encircle them and herd them toward the tiny clearing and the cabin that marked this particular Renegade enclave.  There was an air of expectation and recklessness about the place and everyone in it, as if it were on the verge of open rebellion.

As they breached the last row of trees and broke through to the rough log wall of the cabin, they were met by another detachment of Renegades.  There was a quick whispered conversation, and they fell in behind the new set of guides.  The entire area seemed to seethe with a quiet anxiety and readiness quite unlike the fearful watchfulness that had existed here before.  This time, the clones at least were finished with waiting.  Like her, they had nothing more to lose.  They had a death sentence hanging over their heads, and her visit seemed to serve only to heighten the already tense air of expectation in the tiny encampment.  Action was the only option...if only those in charge would realize it.  It settled her nerves a bit to realize that the clone contingent at least would be right behind her, if only for something to do to feel like they were affecting their own manifest destiny as a species, to attempt to avert their own doom.  She had allies.  She would use them in whatever way would best assist her son and her Fight.

They approached a large tent to one side of the cabin on the far end of the clearing just as the tall figure of the alien leader of this enclave stooped to moved out of the faintly glowing shelter.  It seemed to take in the scene with impassive interest as Its eyes flicked first to Marita, passed over the three strange clones, and stopped briefly on Gibson.  Assessing.  Calculating.  Making the necessary provisions.  Then Its head turned directly to Scully.  “They have taken the child.”  It was not a question.

Scully fought down the quick rise of panic in her throat.  “In a well-staged ambush,” she detailed calmly, though her mind continued to flutter and her heart to clench painfully at that unwelcome admission.  She could not afford to let her mind run screaming from reality.  Not now.  “Some disaffected clones from the Dixie Enclave and their contingent tricked us into walking right into a Bounty Hunter’s hands.”

All around them, the Grahamsville renegades exchanged startled, shocked glances.  The Leader, however, simply nodded.  “Then it is over,” It said softly, and turned as if to stoop back into Its minimalist shelter.  Scully felt her heart sink to her toes...but she rallied quickly.  She had to halt this damned stodgy alien bastard and make It see reason.  She opened her mouth, but she never had the chance to say whatever it was she might have said.

“Not quite yet, honoured Priest of One.”  It was a familiar voice, quiet but authoritative.  The Driving Man stepped out of the shadows at one side of the tent and nodded briefly at Scully, Gibson, Marita, and the clones that had accompanied them before turning his attention back onto the alien, ignoring the surprised expression on Scully’s face.  A contingent of clones and aliens seemed to surround him in the dark as if clustering around a rallying point.  All of them looked more confident and more expectant than the demoralized Renegades that had first filled this clearing, and Scully suddenly knew that this was what this strange being had been up to in his frequent travels from enclave to enclave.  He had been raising a dissenting voice; a crop of leaders to wrest control from the shapeshifters should they prove to be too unchangeable for necessity.  As he spoke, the Driving Man’s voice rang with a kind of quiet surety that seemed to reflect a relationship of rank and convention to which none of the humans and clones were privy.  “You were warned, but you refused to comply.  Now you are forced to take action or be destroyed.”  He flicked his eyes back to the visiting party.  “I’m assuming you’ve brought Master Praise and these clones to offer a full accounting of the situation at hand, Ms. Scully?”

Pushing aside for a moment the burning question of the cadre leader’s actual rank and authority within the alien society and its possible effects on their cause, Scully straightened.  She resisted the urge to clear her throat, feeling like she had when she’d stood in front of the senate subcommittee when she’d stalled for Mulder back when he’d gotten hung up in Russia.  She spoke half to the Ambassador, but she knew the alien Leader was listening intently despite his apparent lack of interest.

“Yes.  Mulder, our information specialists from the Magic Bullet newspaper, and a very well-informed clone from the Dixie enclave, Alex Krycek by name, have gone to the FBI to try to make the Rebels see reason.”  Marita twitched at Krycek’s name, but Scully bulldozed on without pause.  “I have come to enlist your assistance, and I need to speak to your prisoner again.  I’m sure you are aware,” and here she directed her words at the back of the Leader where It still stood as if preparing to re-enter his makeshift study, “that the Colonists won’t take my son anywhere when They could use him to strike a deal with your Elders.  Your hostage might know of an appropriately out of the way place that They might take him to secrete him until such an action becomes necessary.  As long as he’s still on this planet, he can be regained.”

There it was.  All out on the table.  Nothing left to do but make the best opening negotiation that she could make.  “I’ve come in good faith to offer myself as a hostage in the event that my negotiations do not bear fruit here.  If I cannot gain your assistance in the matter, I’ll locate the Colonial enclave myself and insert myself into Their cabal, volunteer my services to continue the work They have set out for me.  At least then I’ll be close to my child, and I may be able to make a move that They will not expect.”  She nodded sharply at the Ambassador that she had once called the Driving Man.  “I’ve been told that your race doesn’t react well to the unexpected, which is why both my family and your movement have survived this long.  This situation could be to our mutual advantage.”

The Renegade leader did not turn, but she could see his shoulders shift slightly in the muted glow from the nylon shelter.  “What you ask requires us to expose our entire movement for the sake of one human child,” It clarified flatly.  Scully opened her mouth to retort, but to her surprise it was the Ambassador who spoke, his voice sharp with a kind of scolding, almost scornful note.

“You simplify both the situation, its possible ramifications, and that child’s value, honoured Priest,” the Ambassador chided.  “We must hear this woman out.  It will be to our benefit to be aware of all possibilities.”  He seemed to be taking the role of mediator as he flicked his eyes back at Scully, encouraging her to continue.  In response to that unspoken instruction, Scully cleared her throat and went on as if she had not heard that little side-discussion.

“That is the assurance we were given when we chose to align ourselves with your cause,” Scully rebutted just as flatly as the two aliens had spoken in their verbal sparring.  “You told us that when the time came you would act in our son’s behalf if we were to put ourselves in your hands.  Mulder and I have held up our end of the bargain.  It’s about time you people did the same.  Well past time, actually, and this world is losing patience with you.  The whole universe, if what I’ve been told is true.  So are your allies.”  She gestured at the clones from both cadres gathered around their position.  There was a surprised rustling in the undergrowth, and then an expectant hush as they all awaited the alien’s response...but the creature still did not seem moved.

Casting around in desperation, Scully suddenly remembered Mulder’s jab at this being the last time they had visited this clearing; the way it had actually brought out something akin to emotion in this horribly staunch creature once, even if it were only impatience.  Anything, to get these people moving.  “You’ve already made yourselves pariahs,” she began.  Her voice was suddenly harsh, goading.  “Would you want to go down in the very long history of your race as laughingstocks after it all?  Or are you ready to actually prove that you believe in your own ideals enough to make the sacrifice for which you came to this planet in the first place?”

Caught up as if something else were speaking through her, Scully hardened her voice still further, spitting out her challenge in defiance of fate.  “You claim to be a Leader, and the Ambassador here calls you a Priest.  Surely you of all people are aware of the stakes of this game.  Now you have carried the fight here, and these people depend on you to see them through the decisive battle.  You’ve been waiting for this moment for millennia, you claim to realize that your race must evolve past its own mold...”  She forced her voice up to the mocking registers, “but you haven’t come far if you’re not willing to put aside your plans and move with the changing circumstances.  If  you want to survive, you have to be ready to alter your patterns.  You’re their Leader.  Show them how.”  Her challenge, begun on a low, intense tone, ended on a ringing note that brought an equally intense silence to the tiny clearing.  All around them in the sea of night there were rustles in the brush as the clones, healed abductees and aliens stirred and moved closer to the site of abortive conflict.  The fate of the world and of her son hung in the balance, and  this one being’s response to her not-so-subtle cajoling would be the deciding weight on the scale of the galaxy.

“The Bounty Hunters knew that the most dangerous foe is the one that no longer has anything to lose,” she told the Leader quietly.  “They fear you.  They have no idea how many your movement has attracted, but They know that you are many, and that you have nothing to lose anymore.  You, not the political resistance of the Rebellion, but the guerrilla activists of your movement, are what They fear the most, for you are unexpected, unpredicted, and you have caught them unprepared.  Do not waste this advantage!”  She nodded to the Ambassador.  “This expatriate, if you will, and other like-minded individuals have proven that you alone of your race have begun to think differently; to work outside the pattern.  The Colonists fear that you will rise up and become the dangerous foe that They have tried to put down for over twenty years, in every pocket of planet-born resistance.  The ‘Gregors’.  The Smiths.  The Russian side-project.  All put down.”  

Scully leaned forward, feeling Gibson nodding in agreement behind her, pushing support her way in his own fashion.  She did not want to think too much about how, but she could feel that subtle thread of strength feeding her now, when she needed it.  It was almost the same as the back-up she would feel if Mulder had grabbed onto her hand, and suddenly she felt as if his ghost was standing right beside her, lending fortitude.  She wondered if it was her own heart or Gibson projecting that image for her.

The Ambassador was staring at her as if he had never seen her before...as if his new microbe had come out a winner or a great gamble of an investment had won out in a surprising and unexpected fashion.  He may have taken on a human existence...but he still saw them as an inferior species and seemed surprised when they moved beyond established patterns of behaviour.  Ignoring that insight as well, Scully siezed onto the strength of her own values, her ideals...and her need...and ploughed on doggedly.  Unable to stop now, she was sure that she had only this chance to make them see.  “This time it is different than all the others.  A united front of many factions, many races, many planets.  What will you make of that, now that you have nothing to lose?  They know to fear what you stand to gain...and They know that with you to fight against Them They stand to lose it all.  A final, decisive count.”  She smiled recklessly.  For William.  For them all.  “That’s what you came here for in the first place, right?  To fix it?”

The silence that followed her speech was profound.  She watched in an agony of anticipation as the massive shoulders of the alien rippled suddenly in the dim light, as It struggled with the decision that she had now laid squarely at Its feet.  She felt drained, empty.  She had said all that she had to say, done what she had come here to do.  To be a firebrand.  To incite these stodgy, cosmopolitan, placid creatures to war.  She would never have thought herself to be that kind of person, for it was not reasoned and it was not sensible...but with the same almost audible clicking sensation that she had felt in the woods in Dixie, she knew that this had been another nexus, and she had done her part.  The fate of the entire thing lay now with this creature that she had no reason to trust...  But she too, like these assorted aliens and hybrids standing with her, had nothing left to lose.

The alien turned slowly to face her, mutilated features thankfully obscured by the shadows of the midnight clearing.  For the first time in her aquaintance with Its race, she saw struggle and pain in an alien’s faceless regard.  It was torn...but decided, for better or for worse.  “You are right, human,” It said.  “You are eloquent.  You shame me, and shame is difficult to uphold in our society.  I remember now why I have come, why I have risked this blasphemy in the name of The Law.”  It raised Its head to face the assemblage in the darkened clearing.  “What the Sons have attempted here is a worse blasphemy.  I have allowed myself to become blind, to forget my mission on this planet.  I must return myself to my duty...and so must we all.”  Its inhuman face shifted slightly, giving the effect of moving its gaze to take in the Ambassador.  “So you have tried to convince us for long, honoured Representative.  And now, at the end, I hear what must be.”  It nodded once, and the alien she had known as the Driving Man straightened slightly, his entire being radiating relief.  His eyes moved to Marita, and he nodded once in response.

“Not everything dies, honoured Priest of One and Leader,” he intoned softly, then inclined his head with a measure of deep respect.  Only he knew how difficult that moment had been for his countryman.  As humans, they would never know.  At this point Scully did not care, as long as it worked.  “Shall we escort our friends to seek the prisoner out?  I believe that he indeed may know of our destination this day.”

The alien inclined Its own scarred head in turn, and a sigh of relief seemed to ripple through the company of assorted clones standing guard around them.  The alien paid no mind to the changed atmosphere of the encampment, simply stepping away from Its tent to stride firmly toward the tiny cabin.  Scully glanced once at Gibson as they moved to follow.  Gibson nodded to her, admiration in his round homely face.  He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to.  Not only was he as fond of William as he would be of a little brother, but his entire future lay just as much wrapped up in this moment of choice.  His relief was as palpable as hers, and she felt a sudden surge of loving kinship with this strange, otherworldy teenage boy.  He could be her son.  This was what William might be, someday.  Or her son might be anything else, if she managed to get him back.  William, like any other person, deserved to make use of his Free Will; to make his own fate and not to have it written for him before he was even old enough to understand his options.  Gibson had not had that luxury.  He had been used from the start.  But by God, her own son would not be made to live that way.  She knew Gibson was in it for that same reason.

As they approached the door of the cabin, Marita moved up to murmur in her ear.  “The...clone that stands guard over the Smoking Man may be...familiar to you.  She came to us a few months ago, and she is the last.  You were led to believe that none remain, just as you were led to believe that no more healers avoided Colonial reprisals.”  Scully threw the former SRSG a questioning look, and the blonde woman lifted one shoulder and dropped it as if she were uncomfortable with the scrutiny.   “I didn’t want you to react badly.”

Forewarned, Scully managed to choke down her shock as she filed into the small room behind the Ambassador and the Leader and beheld the tableau in the chill air of the tiny space.  Lit by a single kerosene lamp and with its heavy fumes dancing almost visibly on the stuffy air of the suffocating chamber, she saw the heavily-lined face of her old nemesis on the chair, kept company by a single guard.  A guard bearing the strawberry ringlets and the pixyish face of Samantha Mulder.
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The first thing that came to her mind was chagrin.  “Oh, God; Mulder,” she murmured under her breath, stricken.  They had thought that there were no more.  They had thought that Samantha’s DNA existed now only in the locked files of some government lab, perhaps confiscated by the Colonists in the last moments of the Syndicate, but more likely destroyed by the Rebeles in their lightening bid for control.  And now here she stood again, alive through the grace of science made horror under the reign of a demanding set of gods; a cruel copy of a once beloved child now grown into a womanhood devoid of family memory or individual identity, living the life of another and raised as one of the children of the world’s most dangerous, soulless man.  

“Agent Scully; how delightful to see you again!”  The Smoking Man’s voice was so jovial, she almost expected him to lift one of his bound hands to his mouth and take a drag of the ever-present cigarettes that, though gone, always seemed to live between his graceful thumb and forefinger like a ghost of past glory.  “How wonderful of you to pay an old man a visit in his time of tribulation!”  His smile was wide, welcoming...and about as genuine as ersatz cream.  “I’m sure you’ve met, or at least seen, some of the copies of my dear daughter Samantha.  Fox met her once, but she was quickly unnerved by their little tete a tete and had to take her leave.  She simply could not live up to his expectations, poor dear.  Or mine, it seems.  She has been in hiding since the Resistance took over, and she has just now found her father; haven’t you dear.”  He turned to the pretty woman, beaming with false pride, and the clone returned his gaze with a kind of profound sadness in her eyes.

“I have no father,” she responded in a voice devoid of anything but a sort of pained regret.  A dead voice.  Scully’s heart wrenched further.  --Oh, God; Mulder.  Why didn’t you tell me about this?--

“Isn’t it a blessing to have a loyal and loving child to warm one’s fading years?” the old schemer commented to the party in the doorway.  His observation hung unanswered in the chill air warmed only by that lone, valiantly glowing lamp as the alien Leader and the Ambassador moved to station themselves on either side of the room facing him.  The broken man nodded to each one with the slight tilt of the head that bespoke equals, not captive to captor.  “Gentlemen.  Welcome to my humble abode.  Can I offer you anything?”   

“You can get us information,” Scully broke in without preamble.  “Information that I know you have buried somewhere in that rotten soul of yours.”

Cancerman seemed not to hear that particular remark, instead addressing his words at the two alien dignitaries.  “I see that you have gathered quite a following, Ambassador.”  He nodded to the purposeful group standing in the doorway.  “Good.  This lot was becoming quite a dispirited bunch.  There’s nothing I hate more than a sloppy camp of sour dissidents lying around like indigents.  The army frowned on that sort of thing when I was younger.”  His glance passed over Gibson then, and seemed to arrest in mid-flight.  They came back to rest on the teenager with a kind of aquisitive glitter.  “Ah, and you’ve brought me my dear grandson’s tutor into the bargain.  What a treat.  How have you been, Gibson?  Come to renew acquaintances, or are you a part of this little party of well-wishers the Ambassador has gathered up?”  The mocking in his voice waxed and waned, warring with the desperate air of a man fishing for news to which he would have at one time been privy.  The Ambassador broke in before Gibson could be entangled in a verbal battle with a superior adversary.  

“They are a few strategetic members of an action-oriented movement,” he agreed quietly, “gathered from several enclaves of note.  I have canvassed most of the North American continent by now, and parts of many other countries. These representatives have accompanied me on the strength of my word that we would see this thing to its proper conclusion.  Master Praise has come with these others,” he gestured toward Scully’s companions, “as witnesses both to your grandson’s unique place in these matters...and to his abduction by the opposing force.  They have all born testimony to his mental signature, and can assist us in any and all recovery attempts.”

The Smoking Man’s face seemed to tighten and harden as if carven from teakwood, and his countenance turned an ugly dark red that was almost plum.  He surged forward against his bonds, and for the first time in her long acquaintance with this inhuman monster, Scully saw him lose control, give in to his emotions.  “You let him be taken?  You allowed him to be simply accosted and carried off?  You fools!”  His tone was scathing.

“Calm yourself, human,” the Leader said as he stepped forward to halt the incipient riot.  “Measures are to be taken.”  It seemed to wax disapproving.  “One would think that you would find this to be a fortuitous happening, as it allows your work to evolve apace should we fail to recover the child.  All your ends may yet come to pass.”

“Well now.”  And the devil leaned back against his chair, sanguine confidence restored as if it had never departed him.  “That would of course be the assumption of the unenlightened--but I have been involved in protecting the well-being of that boy’s family for a very long time, and he is mine as much as he is this woman’s.”  His eyes were covetous on Scully's face before he turned back to the Renegades.  “In the past few months I have become very interested in his progress...and in the end perhaps just a bit invested in his success.  After all, that would be the mightiest vindication, would it not?  The Preparer as progenitor of the Prepared?”  That shrewd gaze darkened thoughtfully.  “That boy is mine.”  He smiled broadly, once again in his element.  “And it seems that, like his parents, I now hold his future in my hands.”

Scully’s heart sank.  This is what she had feared, but all too intelligent and too privy to this situation for far too many years, the old bastard had caught on and moved the negotiations up to the final stage before she could even broach the subject.  This would give the man the power that he obviously missed, and hungered for as other men hunger for water, food, and good loving in the dark.  By his own choice he had sacrificed these things to the altar of that power and counted himself fortunate.  Empty of all creature comforts he had nurtured that power, slept with it, fed upon it, wrapped it around himself like the trappings of a king for decades, and in the end had lost it all.  He would not be willing to give it up again; and certainly not to save a child whose very existence put paid to the entire body of his life’s work.

Luckily, the Ambassador broke in before she could lose it all to desperation and pull her gun on the man.  “I have been traveling this planet and others for several of your years now, trying to convince first the Senate and the citizens of the Home System that the time has come to join in this struggle rather than continue standing aside.  You are all aware of this.  My sponsor set me to influence the people here to reflect his own political leanings...and to bring back information which might do the same at Home.”  He nodded to the Leader, but his words were directed to the bound man in the chair.  “Should this grounwork bear fruit so that we might work in concert, we might be able to convince the Resistance leaders that now govern this principality to support the tack we have taken in this fight.”

He directed his gaze at the man that had once been the spine and the driving force behind the policies of an ageing but terrifyingly powerful shadow government.  “William, child of two worlds, is now the focus and the key of this movement; and now that the time has come to move, that key has been taken.”  His voice was uncompromising, striking clones, aliens, leaders and followers, supporters and dissenters alike.  “We must surely now rejoin the two paths of resistance into one, Renegades with the ‘official’ Resistance, or we shall fail.  We cannot afford to split our strength into many disparate groups simply to nurture small differences in ideology, in philosophy and approach.  That child is the one thing that can weld these scattered groups into one solid force...with the greater good in mind.  He is necessary, and he belongs to more than the few people that no populate this room.”  His eyes did not move toward Scully, but she stiffened at the implications of that remark.  Her son was NOT public property!

“A covert mission and an impossible one,” the Smoking Man grunted dismissively into the pause, and his cynical smile seemed to beg for a cigarette above the withered hole in his throat.  The freedom and the smugness of his ability to take a drag, in any circumstance, had been like a symbol of his power.  That he had that ability no longer seemed even more symbolic.  “It would be like trying to bring the Green Party back to the Democrats or the Libertarians to the Right Wing mainstream.  Such differences do not do well existing under the same aegis.”  

“All the same, it must be done,” the Ambassador countered quietly.  “The separate groups must be brought under the same auspices.  Both these ‘Renegades’ and the officially registered party of Resistance fighters that now hold this world’s political and military centres were once one party.  The Rebels became disparate when they were enslaved on their own worlds, and became embittered, cut off.  They must be made to remember the ideals of our race, and the two paths of resistance must be rejoined and recast as one.  To accomplish that, we must gain the information which only you hold; the location to which the Colonists most likely retreated with the child.  With that information, we may be able to force the Rebels into our way of thinking, and the rest of the Renegades into action.  Mr. Mulder has already gone into the city to try to accomplish this, but he has little with which to bargain without the key that you hold in your head.  The last thing that any of these groups would want is one small subset of one single geographical enclave in possession of the galaxy’s greatest bargaining force...and the governing body in Washington DC has been trying to retrieve the child from our control for a very long time now, under the dint of many casualties to his protectors.”  

Scully hadn’t realized until now what it had cost these Renegades to safeguard her small family all these months.  If They had been unable to penetrate that invisible cordon of kamikaze guardians and failed, it was no wonder that one group or the other had finally resorted to espionage to regain her son for Their own purposes.

Cancerman seemed to consider that for a moment, his creased, worn, unhealthily pasty face thoughtful under the mask of unmoving disdain.  “Then you have lost, I cannot help you.  They could be anywhere.”

Scully felt her soul shatter at those words; for whether they were delivered in stubborn aquisitive revenge or in real frustration, they spelt death or unending exile for her son...and for her heart.  But the Smoking Man went on as if unaware or uncaring of the impact of his words.  There was sweat upon his unhealthy skin, as if he were under a great deal of strain, or undergoing some sort of inner battle.  “They don’t have too many strongholds left to Them after your friends in the city took charge, but what They do have is scattered all over this globe.”  He turned to regard his son’s partner then, his weathered face unreadable.  Something there, however, seemed to lift Scully up out of the shocking terror she had felt as this conversation had progressed; the horror of a person feeling a desperate situation whirling swiftly out of control.  Something there, perhaps that sign of interior struggle made her feel that there was still hope, after all.  “But perhaps we can narrow down the possibilities...if I knew more of the facts of his abduction.  If I so choose,” he qualified, then straightened decisively.  “I will speak to Ms. Scully alone.”

All around her, Scully felt the assemblage melt back from her to cluster around the edges of the doorframe, leaving only herself, the Ambassador, and the Leader in the room with the dangerous old viper.  Samantha’s clone and Marita moved to stand beside Gibson in the doorway, looking in both hopefully and with a terrible beaten fear in their eyes.  Scully knew that if she let that fear spread to her that all would be lost.  It was up to her now.  She alone could convince their nemesis that his cooperation somehow benefited him...a Herculean task made all the more uncomfortable due to her programmed fear and despite for this breathing nightmare whose authority had made her quail in the one time that she had been alone with him.  Then, her own positive nature had led her to believe that he did indeed still have a soul and human motivation...and she had nearly doomed the human race with that hope.  She could not make that mistake this time.

As they turned to leave, both the Leader and the Ambassador stared into her face as if gauging her ability to withstand the old man’s hypnotically charming veneer.  His charisma was formidable; she alone had the true knowledge of that fact although she was not the first to have fallen to his persuasive and false reasoning.  To be alone with him for too long was dangerous.  He was very good at finding what a person wanted, needed more than anything else, a past master at exploiting those weaknesses...and he had no conscience dictating that he should not do so should it suit his purpose.  She had to do the same, and before he could break down her own resistance.  But the last time she had tried to discover this complex man’s motivations, she had ended in letting herself be taken in and bamboozled by his manipulations.  The experience of failure made one prone to fail again, especially when one had never had the opportunity to get back on the horse.

This time even more than the last, though, she could not afford to fail.

“I had thought that this duty was mine,” the Ambassador told her quietly as he watched the rest of their escort moving through the tiny doorway.  “It appears, however, that I have been mistaken.  Once again our fate falls to you and to your partner.”  He appeared to take on an almost bemused quality.  “I should very much like to meditate on the uniqueness of your particular part in the larger situation, and on the peculiar twists and vaguaries of destiny, should we survive this confrontation.”  He lifted one hand to lay it on her shoulder in the kind of voluntary contact that was almost painful for one of his race, and his curtain of gray hair swayed as he looked into her eyes.  His were kindly, almost human, and  had an unusual luminous, bizarrely unearthly quality to their gray depths that put her in mind of a very old, very wise Gibson Praise.  He was not trying to falsely reassure her, but simply to express a vote of confidence.

She realized suddenly, pinned like a bug to a card by that unnerving gaze, that those eyes, filled with reserved sadness and solemn, aged wisdom seemed to share a strange kinship with her lost son.  The realization of that kinship struck her to the bone; for if Gibson, like William, was moving toward becoming half alien, then this alien was by sheer exposure now more than half human.   His gaze was as compassionate as Jeremiah Smith's he continued to speak, and she fought to recover her equanimity.  “You are the representative of several billion hopes, Ms. Scully, and millennia of historical struggle.  You have already aquitted yourself well.  Take heart in that.” 

--Talk about piling on the pressure--  “Thanks.”  Scully wasn’t sure whether to laugh or to cry at that ludicrous idea, and her voice was wry and shaken as the alien nodded once in solemn support before breaking contact and treading silently out of the small dirt-floored room.

xxx
Scully was left alone in the cabin with the Cigarette-Smoking Man, a man whose very existence had represented everything that was wrong and evil with the world for so long.  The dying man eyed her with a kind of genially assessing hauteur as she resolutely squared herself around to face him, with the air of a person walking unwillingly to the final reckoning.

“Let’s get this over with, shall we?” she opened negotiations without preamble.  “They can debate politics and philosophy amongst themselves out there, but I need what’s in your head, and I’ll do anything to get it.”  That slipped out before she could stop it; a terrible way to begin negotiations, exposing weakness.  But then, this man already knew all of her weaknesses.  He had studied her for years.  It would probably save a lot of time to just cut to the chase.

“What, no polite discussion of the weather?  Why, Dana, I’m shocked.”  The creased countenance gave her nothing on which to base the required insight into his wants.  There was simply nowhere to start, no leverage to be gained.  All emotion, easily deflected by a snap of wit like a whip cracking.  Incredibly intelligent and clever, cynical to the point of being caustic, but with a touch of whimsical amusement from where he looked down from his height upon the misled herds of humanity.  

The habits, the mannerisms, the incisive intelligence seemed suddenly familiar to her, like a dark brooding copy of those much more beloved, existing elsewhere in a lighter form, and for the first time since this creature had resurfaced from the deep lake of their past, Scully suddenly wondered how much of what she loved in Mulder had been inherited from this man that they both hated with every fibre of their beings.  How much of him would be passed on to her son, to be held away only by the sheer strength of humanity that lay in the love that had saved both of his parents from just such a fate?

She pushed that thought away angrily, girding her loins for battle.  No one, be it genetics or aliens or this man’s damned stubborn silence, would take her son from her.

“The weather is beautifully and unseasonably warm,” she snapped.  “If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t be here right now.  What do you want from me to help me find my son?”  She eyed this carcass of a man formerly capable of moving nations and coercing presidents and prime ministers to his own ends.  He now seemed so withered, so faded...but behind that dying visage was a mind as strong and an intellect as dizzying as it had ever been.  In any other age she would have marveled at his adeptness and his intelligence, perhaps even respected him...had she not known him personally.  Any history book could easily make him out to look like the greatest leader the world had ever known--if he existed in any public record at all--but no history books ever knew the real people behind those leaders.  Hitler had been admired, had been charismatic.  So had Napoleon and Ghengis Khan, Czarina Katherine and Alexander the Great.  She did not doubt that they had been viewed with profound suspicion and terror by those more enlightened people that had known them in those times, just as to their soldiers they had been seen as ‘great men’, shrewd leaders.

“Tell me, Dana,” the old goat changed the subject smoothly.  “Satisfy an old friend’s curiousity.  What made you stay with Mulder all those years when he abused your constant fidelity so?  Now, of course, with your current understanding and a child to raise, I see why you remain at his side and espouse his beliefs; but I have always wondered in those early years what kept you in his tiny, manic little world.  Such devotion, such constancy, finally rewarded with the kind of regard so sorely lacking when you began.  Certainly your attachment to him was helpful to us.  It intrigues me.  The boy was always so flighty.”


Scully shook her head.  She would not let this man beguile her with appeals to her old sense of diminishment in Mulder’s presence.  That time had been short, and Mulder had shown her in more ways than one that he held her worth above everything else in the world that he held holy.  The time in which such emotional blandishments could sway her was now most definitely over.  The steadfast regard that she and Mulder shared seemed to wipe it clean.  Her lips flattened in staunch defense.  


“You wouldn’t understand,” she told the Smoking Man flatly, “because you have no concept of friendship, loyalty, love.  My allegiance is to Mulder; not because we have a child or because of the dangers that that child has inherited, not because of the dangers that our life entails, and not because of some need to have a person to turn to when the chips are down.”  She felt a surge of almost patriotic vindication as she spoke the words that Mulder had given to her once so long ago.  “The best things in life--the things that are surely our gifts from God or whatever exists out there--cannot be programmed, categorized, or easily referenced...and neither can people.”


It was true.  Her allegiance had been with Mulder, it seemed, from the very beginning, the moment that she had heard his strangely affecting story of Samantha’s disappearance.  Something in the small stutter with which he told of that central event had locked on to her heart, bringing all her not inconsiderable fidelity to that man’s all-too-human crusade...and to him.  Had made her delve deeper until she could finally fully understand the underlying complexity of the beautifully flawed and beautifully loving himan being that lay behind the brash exterior.  


He had given his own loyalty to her, she had realized, long ago, in the moment in which he had had to put her and what she meant to him ahead of his Quest.  He hadn’t told her until a few months ago what he had done when she had been abducted.  ‘That night I came to sit with you in the hospital, after you were returned from your abduction, They came to search my apartment.  I was supposed to be there to catch Them; to find out who was behind it.  For revenge; because we thought there was no way to save you.  I had already tried to find it, but there was nothing.  I told Skinner once that he could can have my job, that he could take x-files, whatever he wanted, as long as he told me where to find those bastards so that I could find you.  I would do it again.’  He had told her about it while they had lain in bed on those long hopeless nights while world whirled along beyond their motel room door.  Confessions, confidences.  The dark had always seemed the best time for them, and he had wanted her to know that he had never considered the possibility of relinquishing her from his side until the end.


She had been stunned then, but it had not been, she knew, the last time that he had put her ahead of his crusade, his very being.  So many times she had seen that loyalty, that ultimate tribute and his ultimate statement of the humanity that this man who was his biological father lacked.  When he had let it be her choice to stick with the search or to give up the digital tape so that she could see her sister.  When he had put her feelings ahead of the Truth, not telling her of what he had found in that hidden facility when she had been sick with the cancer and devastated by Penny Northern’s death.  She had been so upset about that omission later on, feeling betrayed that he hadn’t told her about her barrenness...but even then she had known why.  He had cared, too much, pushing aside her very earnest offer to take the rap for the murder after the hoax because, crusade or no, he would not let her name be besmirched.  And then there had been, of course, the moment when he had admitted to her face that having her at his side and making sure she was safe was more important to him than the x-files.  ‘I don't know if I want to do this alone. I don't even know if I can.’  Those words had reverberated in her head and her heart for years after he had spoken them; the ultimate tribute, the ultimate loyalty; the ultimate expression between them, of love.


After all of that, no one could ever tell her that Mulder did not feel the same as she.  She looked up into the old fraud’s face, knowing that though he shared Mulder’s genes, he would never be half the human being that her lover was, had always been.  Mulder had been born with and retained a soul that this man had sold a thousand times over without a single qualm.


“If this is what you want to help me find my son; if what you want is to prey upon my memories and my emotions to fill up your own empty spaces, then so be it.  The measure of a true human being,” she told the empty, hungry shell that sat before her in cold, cold tones, “is that he will choose the right road in the end, despite the fears and the weaknesses that we all share, fears and weaknesses that can make a person turn away from God, from what we know is right.  That we all have a higher self within us; the Child of God, the inner angel that we must not betray, or lose our souls to the demons that wait to devour us.  What kind of person are you that you think you can judge Mulder, or that God forbid I should give you my loyalty over his?”


Cancerman nodded at her, seeming almost intrigued by her sally.  “That is the puzzle in the end, isn’t it, Dana?” he said quietly.  “What can one do to salvage one’s soul in the face of such weaknesses?  I, as a student of human behaviour and a philosopher, would like to think, have long since determined that to struggle against humanity’s own true, selfish nature would be folly.”  His cultured voice filled with disdain.  “If I were to help you, it would not be out of some lofty altruistic goal to save those misguided, huddling, sheeplike masses.  It would be for one selfish moment, one moment of vindication that would substantiate to me in a final confirmation that I have been right all along in making the choices of my life.”


Scully felt a precognitive shiver run down the length of her spine.  “And what would deliver that moment to you?”


The Smoking Man leaned forward against the pressure of his bonds, breath wheezing painfully through the tortured aperture of his throat.  “I want to go with you of course, my dear.  I want to see my grandson, and let him know me.  I will not die without meeting him.  I want him to know who his grandfather is, and what I above all others have done to secure his place in this universe.”  Having delivered that stunningly simple and yet horribly final ultimatum, the hideous parody of a human being dropped back into is chair again, breath hissing in and out of the tube in laboured, gasping sobs.  “You...convince them to bring me along...and I will show you where They might have...taken him.  I will accompany you in your...deposition to the Rebel government, and lend my...not inconsiderable weight and influence to the deliberations, and I will...remain with you as surety, so that you will have access to me should... circumstances change.”  He stopped to catch his breath for a moment.  “But you must make every effort to keep me with you once we have...secured their cooperation, and promise not to turn me over to them...so that I may see my grandson before they...kill me.  You will know that I won’t lead you astray...” he paused, breathing painfully but with a look of triumph on his weathered face, “because you know that I want to find him as much...as you, though for wholly different reasons.  I will aid you...and then I will see him.  If you do not accede to even one of these demands...then I will tell you nothing.”


Deliverance...at the price of turning her son over to the devil at the end of the fight.  She managed to get her vocal cords working somehow, and forced out a single question.  “How long?”


The diseased face creased into another too-wide, delighted grin as he recovered his breath and his jollity.  “How long to find him, or how long will I require his presence?  I cannot assure you that he can be found, but surely with the resources...of the Rebels to back us, combined with the intuitions of young Gibson out there, we will succeed.  A matter of days, one can hope.”  His face was merciless as he laid out his position.  “Any longer and it will be...too late.  From what little news I have managed to glean from my jailors, it will be little more than that before the Elders make their appearance to...decide this little insurrection for themselves.  But if you’re asking me how long I will demand for my audience with my grandson...”  Here his evil features seemed to take on a look of profound amusement at her dismay.  “My dear Dana, even a man such as myself must admit that he is a dead man when the time has come--and as you told the Leader in that stirring speech I heard you give a little while ago, a man who has nothing left to lose is a formidable opponent...and a force to be reckoned with as an ally.”  He grinned like a death’s head.  “I know I cannot spirit the boy away any more than I have anything to gain anymore by selling him to the highest bidder as I would once have done.  I would have no way of caring for him or of retaining him until I could take such an action.  


“But I can know him before I die.”  His expression became cynical once again, as if hiding some vestige of emotion...some need for a redemption that would never come.  “Maybe he can restore that soul that you seem so sure I have sold to become what I am.”

Here it was again, then, under a slightly different coating.  He was not trying to convince her, as he once had, to believe some higher motivation of him.  He had tried that trick once, and he of all people knew that she would not be so easily fooled a second time.  But should she then sell her soul as she knew so many must have done in order to gain his cooperation?  Must she mortgage her son to see him safe again?  And what would be worse?  The aliens would raise him to be an emotionless being, a despot that could rule the earth as their functionary here, 'with a rod of iron', if she did not take this deal.  He would never know love, or the redemption that comes with knowing that one is loved.  The alternative; a meeting with this man who would tell her son new stories, stories in which he was the sole benefactor, and skew his small conception of the world...perhaps poison him against his parents and the love that they bore for him, so that he would not believe them ever again, never know his place as a part of this world.  Would that not in fact bring him to the same place that the aliens would?

And yet...would a few hours with this man, however curdling, be worse than what would surely be her child’s fate should she not agree?  It did not seem like so much to give...but she knew that nothing was ever so simple with the Smoking Man.  There was always a codicil like a barbed hook or a lawyer’s brief to catch at the unwary...and anything that he said, anything that he touched could be a trap.

Was it her responsibility, again, to give this traitorous soul another a chance to make up for it all, to save his grandson’s life?  To once again change the course of history?

The more burning question, though, was did she have any other choice; and the answer to that had always been no.  She had come here knowing that she would do anything that he had asked.  She had told him that she would; and in so saying, she had feared the worst.  His asking price seemed, in comparison to what she had feared, to be relatively slight.  That alone made her more wary...but there was nothing else that she could do.

“When we have found him,” she conceded after a moment, “I will let you see him.  And I will do whatever I may to keep you with us until that time; to the best of my abilities.  I can’t guarantee that I will succeed anymore than you can guarantee his recovery...but I think we both have suitable motivation.”  She felt like she was hovering outside of her body, watching this horribly inexorable scene from somewhere near the vapor-ridden rooftree of the tiny cabin.  She couldn’t believe what she was doing.  She was about to strike a deal with the devil.

For William.  It seemed too often lately that her choices had been between the lesser of two evils where her son was concerned.  Adoption, or life on the run.  Normal but haunted life, or abnormal and hunted.  And yet she couldn't see any other choice for either nexus.  “Do we have an agreement?”

The old man regarded her in silent amusement for a moment, that smug, hateful look on his face...but there was an undercurrent of something like relief there...something that might almost have been gratitude.  It was an impression that was buried quickly, and that ghost of a cigarette seemed once again to hover in the Smoking Man’s lips like a memory; as if he were feeling his power again, or the ghost of it.  If power had been his appendage for so long, now it was like the phantom limb of an amputee.  Having carried the things so long, they were now a part of his very being.  


“I believe we do.”  The unnerving smile was back, the one that made her regret ever coming here.  “Now, suppose we get down to business.  Tell me how he was taken.”  His voice was suddenly crisp; a general marshalling his troops.  On their side, what a leader he would have made.  “I need to know every detail if I am to assist you in this little endeavor of ours.”

xxx

They had finally gotten the Renegades in the saddle as false dawn began to light the sky.  Scully felt the tension headache of lost sleep and strain beginning at her temples and the top of her head; but she refused to give it any attention.  Every moment lost was a moment that took her further and further away from her baby.  She waited impatiently while they arranged transport; apparently there were several vehicles hidden in and around this small enclave, brought in over the last couple of years by stragglers looking for a place to hide.  There was a quick scuffle of conflicting ideals when their destination was discussed.  Some of the concerned individuals wanted to go directly to the Capitol to haggle with the Overgeneral of the Rebel cabal here on Earth, while others wanted to need head straight for the closest military installation.  Those presenting that side decried that DC was too far away, that the entire thing would be decided before they got anywhere if they were going to drive around the countryside for days like carrier ants.  They stated further that a base would provide them with the necessary back-up without having to attempt to get through to the incredibly well-guarded headquarters of the Rebel cabal in the city...as Mulder was doing.  The added bonus, of course, was that such a remote base might very well be cut off from chain of command and would consequently have to make their decision without consulting with the Resistance leaders in DC.  The other faction countered that without such authorisation, any small command leader would not dare make such a momentous political decision, that it would at the least be a wasted trip or at worst that that command would simply follow standing orders and destroy their entire delegation.

The Leader, who had apparently realized once and for all that the time had come to move without further excuse or risk becoming stymied once again, put a quick stop to such weighty deliberations with the simple expedient of an autocratic command.  “We will try the nearest base.  If we are not well-received, we can demand that the complement there take us to the city under Senate Law.  As a loosely allied delegation under flag of truce, we cannot be harmed under the Law of One; a law that the Rebels still follow.  We will have lost little time if we choose an installation that is along the way.  In fact we may gain time if they have in their possession a military vehicle with which to transport us to their governing body.  We must begin now.”

 'But she was given the wings of a mighty eagle, so that she could fly to her place in the wilderness...'   A ship.  They were talking about a ship.  Scully felt a rippleof unease creep up her spine at the suggestion.  Ships had always meant something bad to her, after all these years.  One such military UFO had taken her away to be experimented upon by Japanese scientists working for the Project.  An alien ship of similar technology had taken Mulder from her, had held him captive for months before releasing him on the knife edge of death.  And, there was the small fact that she was mentally indisposed toward riding in something in which her rational mind still could not credit existed.  She had never had a full explanation beyond the theoretic on how those ships were powered, how they moved, how they broke the Light barrier...and to use a machine whose physics she did not understand was anathema to her. 

But for William, she would do it, just as she would travel to some potty little base in the middle of New England somewhere despite the fact that her torn soul screamed that she should try to get to where Mulder was risking his life in that hotbed of bees, virus, and murderous Rebel factions, and rejoin forces with him before something else went wrong.  For William, she would risk all of this.  That was what they had both decided upon their parting.  To let each other do their jobs, take those risks, knowing fully what it meant to do so.  She had to push down the hollow ache that it left beneath her breastbone as that admission returned once again to settle into her soul.

Still, it would have been nice to do a progress check and compare notes...if only to let each other know they were okay.  It was very possible that this might be the last time in a very long time that they got to communicate with each other.  But Marita had been right; there was no reception out here, and even if there had been a nearby tower, the magnetite deposit at the edge of the encampment would most likely hamper any electronic communications.  She could definitely go for a satellite phone right about now.

Soon after the destination was decided, another discussion broke out regarding the disposition of their small delegation; who would  go and who would remain behind to make the journey in whatever way they could find transportation.  A few enclaves, she was informed quietly, had small ships at their disposal, brought to this planet by the aliens that now led this tenebrous network of resistance elements; but this particular group had no such vehicle nearby.  

The waiting and the squabbling made her want to tear the heads off of every single being within a five mile radius.  Did they not realize the urgency of the situation?  Did they not realize that that was her son out there waiting for them?  Realizing that she was losing it, she quickly excused herse0lf to walk away under the trees and take a few deep breaths, try the phone again.  No luck.  She hoped that Mulder wasn't trying to contact her.  It was a good idea to keep each other abreast of the situation as they had always done, and it had seemed that whenever they had been rendered incommunicado, things went badly.  She had to quell the shiver of unease over that one.  --Knock on wood--

When she returned, it had finally all been decided.  The Ambassador would go, of course, with a few of his hand-picked followers and Gibson Praise.  Marita and two clones from Krycek’s group would come along to bear their testimony before the base leader and the Rebel cabal leader if possible, and this cadre’s Leader would come along with two other aliens that acted as his seconds in command to lend weight to the deposition.  The clone of the Well-Manicured Man, who had finally chosen to reveal himself on the edge of the deliberations, would remain behind to lead the rest of the ragged clones and the Ambassador's followers out of their small encampment to seek a way down off of their mountain, as there were no other aliens left to lead them after the Leader and his companions joined the party.  The Smoking Man would accompany them under guard; for despite the already unweildy size of their delegation, the clone of Samantha Mulder refused to turn her watch over to anyone else.  She could, she informed them in the steely disillusioned tones of one who had been betrayed beyond all reckoning, bear witness to the Rebels of the true volume of information that lay hidden in the old man’s labyrinthine mind, and attest to his usefulness to the movement.  She might even remember something of worth from her own experiences.  She had, after all, been raised by the man, if only on occasion.  Apparently, C.G.B. Spender had been quite the absentee father.

As if to round out the party, one very familiar voice spoke out over Scully’s shoulder as she moved to rejoin the circle of the chosen, startling her into jumping.  “I will go, and so shall my brother.”

She threw one shocked look over her shoulder as the realization coursed through her.  “Jeremiah Smith!”

The kindly, inhumanly compassionate face of the alien saint looked down at her with a slight twitch at the corner of its mouth that might have been a smile.  “So you have chosen to call us, after that one set of hybrids that were made in the original image that our race had chosen here.  It is a useful form for our purposes.”  It looked up over her head, and following his movement, she realized with a start that there was an identical figure just behind him, both of them seemingly filled with that inner light that proclaimed them to be truly selfless, ascendant beings.  Shape changes or no, that light and compassion of which only very few humans were capable had shone out of Jeremiah Smith even when he had worn another form in Absalom’s camp in Montana.  It was the placid, unflustered, unassailable inner light of truly enlightened.  “Leader, Ambassador; you know of the gifts of our race. These humans need our assistance in the cities to stall the emergence of the new species, and even as we have always done, we must go to aid them in any way we may.”

The Leader had been busy canvassing the rapidly expanding entourage, as if mentally calculating how many vehicles it would take to return them all to the populated areas below.  “You elect to go in closer to the site of Seeding?”  It seemed surprised.  “I agree that there are many human hosts who have not been rendered immune in time, and the Colonists that they host will be problematic...but I am sure that you are aware that your former Masters may lie in wait for you there, and expect for you to come.  Your race is not a race of warriors.”

The kindly being nodded quietly, seeming somehow christlike in his contained, compassion-filled demeanor.  “The Sirians have a place in these unprecedented affairs, Priest of One, as I am sure you are well aware even as a secular deist---and the time has come for us to stop hiding and come out to do our work.  We have taken our religious orders, and we must fulfill them, be it under bondage or by Free Will.”

Behind him, his carbon copy nodded solemnly.  “'There is no prisoner when the worker is free in mind'.  Our work is set before us, and whatever way we may do it, it shall be done.”  Nirvana.  That was what their faces said.  Buddha.  Christ.  Sufi.  Guru.  Saint.  “We are autonomous, not under your directives or authority, and though we may in time be remanded to the custody of our former Masters, we will not remain here when there are those in need of our ministrations.  Even slavery can be seen sometimes to be a means to get to where one is supposed to be.  So it has been for our race since the Project began, and so have we come here, when we were needed.”

“The Pleiades have long respected the autonomy of the Sirians,” the Ambassador broke in swiftly as if to forestall the resumption of a very old schism.  “I am sure that the Leader will be quite willing to adjust his numbers to make room for the esteemed presence of the monastic orders.”

Scully felt like her head was spinning on its axis.  Though they all shared enough characteristics to be at least originally of the same species--such as the shapeshifting, the greyling form and the cervical weakness at the base of the skull--it seemed that there were several types of alien represented within this struggle.  The more militarily inclined, be it the mercenary mentality of the Colonists or the guerilla mentality of the Resistance, seemed to fall under one heading, and the Ambassador for all his cosmopolitan nature, and even this Leader that the aliens all addressed as Priest seemed to belong to that same secular society.  The aliens that she had always referred to as ‘the Smiths’, however, seemed to be from an entirely different society; one based on religious or spiritual ideals of some kind.  It was almost as if one group had internalized the morals of their social order without the spiritual ideals that accompanied them, leaving these ‘Sirians’ to retain the original intent of what was everywhere else a very secularized religion.

Not that it mattered at this particular moment.  The quick flush of curiousity faded immediately, to be replaced with urgency once again.  Unless it helped her to regain her son, she didn’t give a damn if there were fifty different subdivisions to the alien social structure.  All that mattered right now was getting two of the three divisions that she did know to join forces, and that meant getting this delegation on the road...to try to convince those damned Rebels to lend ‘supersoldier’ support to the rescue of the child upon which they had pinned all their hopes.  The Rebel government and its alien army of replicants had the resources and the contacts that they would need behind them if they were to stand any chance of getting her son back and holding off the Colonists’ incursions until these so-called Elders made their long-awaited appearance.  

And that meant calling this unruly meeting to order.  The chaos and lack of mental discipline was beginning to pall on her after years of serving with a quasi-military federal agency.  “This is all very interesting, but we’d better go.  We’re wasting time.”
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She would never admit it now, but as they settled into the oddly array of vehicles scattered around the edges of the small turnabout she was relieved to have the Smiths with them, whatever their true nature.  They had always held some kind of fascination for her, and she had felt an instantaneous kinship the moment she began to understand their penchant for healing.  The unseen brotherhood of healers crossed species lines, and knowing that their mission was to provide succor to those in need, the doctor and the humanist within her seemed to ring to that same chord.  They were the only set of aliens that she had ever come close to trusting; and they could help stop this plague if anyone could, hopefully before they had hundreds of infantile colonists running around the city killing off the unaffected.

“That was something I needed to ask you,” Scully murmured to the Ambassador as they settled in for the drive.  “We could run into another incursion of bees while we’re down there.  Do any of you have the technology to adjust the sending rate of my implant so that it runs at full capacity?  I’d like to know that I’m as safe as any of the rest of you before I am exposed any further.”

The diplomat regarded her thoughtfully for a moment before looking down a bit ruefully.  “Ah, yes, well; putting aside for a moment the fact that that implant is a nice direct tracking device due to the high-level vibration that it emits, we unfortunately do not possess the technology that could make that kind of fine adjustment.  We would if we could.  If it were adjusted, it would cease to emit the signature that makes your movements so easy to follow for anyone that has the equipment to do so.  It was difficult even during your time under enclave protection to keep that vibration blanketed so that you would not be so easily found.”

Scully opened her mouth to ask the next question, but stopped, taken aback.  She hadn’t realized that her chip could still be used for tracking and memory replication now that the Syndicate was no longer in a position to follow its former test subjects.  She wondered, though, if the Smoking Man had begun to suspect the true scope of its application even back when she had been first implanted with one, and had purposely had it turned down to the lowest possible wavelength so that Their tracking of her had occasionally gone amiss.  The Syndicate hadn’t always seemed to know what she and Mulder were up to until they had already been knocking around on a case for a few days, and it certainly hadn’t done its work tidying up after her broken down junk DNA when she had been returned from her abduction.  Cancerman had as much as stated in their last conversation with him that he had decided at the last minute to spare her life and had turned the thing up to operating level when she had lain in her coma; perhaps even then he had been experimenting with the chip’s unknown capabilities.  --Using me as a guinea pig--  She narrowly avoided clenching her fists.  It was rather lowering to realize that after all the sweeping of apartments and offices they had done weekly, the real leak had been in her, and they hadn't even known it.  And to save her life they had had to put it back.  It was no wonder that Mr. X, Mulder's informant, had not wanted to work with her or even to talk with her.  He had been afraid to meet with Scully because of her chip; because he knew it was recording the events of her life, and the Syndicate would have realized his involvement with Mulder had he spoken with her, revealed his sympathies--that he had been telling their patsy far more than he was meant to do simply to lead him around by the nose.  His only hope had been that They would not recover her chip to download the information...or that the Smoking Man had indeed somehow gotten her a dodgy one.  He had died for that assumption after his assistance later that year.

Whatever the original chip had accomplished, however, its removal had necessitated Mulder’s theft of a replacement from the Pentagon basement; and that chip had not been adjusted to those unique specifications by their Smoking nemesis.  It was no wonder that she had begun responding to the lighthouse calls soon after it had once again resided in the splenious musculature of her cervical column.

“Who does have such a tool?”

The Ambassador smiled a bit sadly.  “Those who have taken over the running of your government facilities would have had access to the technology that would replicate those implements you seek, Ms. Scully.  If we should be successful in convincing them to join in our cause, I do not dout that they will avail you of it.”

“Great."  Chalk  up another favour she would need to ask of the Rebels.  A lot depended on their being able to persuade the new government to their way of thinking.  "I don’t suppose those two...Sirians could do something about it?  They’re supposed to be the best at manipulating body fields and all that, right?”

“Their talents lie along paths that are more, ah, more organic in nature than mechanical,” the Ambassador qualified solemnly.  “They could easily heal you on a cellular or even an atomic level with the simple touch of a hand...of any insidious poison or infection or even cellular breakdown.  So could we all, but they are the undisputed masters of that discipline, for they have spent the entire lifespan of their species developing their skills in that arena under the auspices of a spiritual movement and a discipline to which my subset are but a bunch of paltry, prideful, and unenthusiastic students.  We simply do not have the same make-up or motivations.  Their instinctiveness in these matters leads me to believe, in fact, that they were almost certainly the ones that first apprised the Rebels with whom some of them arrived of the molecular activity of the chip, so that they could make use of it in any way possible.  But in the end, the device itself is electronic in nature; a biomachine...and that sort of manipulation is not their forte.”

Scully nodded, somehow unsurprised.  "I will admit, that isn't what I'd hoped to hear."  So not only her son’s survival but her own depended on their making the Rebels see things their way.  Great.  She’d faced death and no longer feared it; but she could not afford to die until she had rescued her son...and she would very much like to get to raise him, too.  She certainly did not want to leave Mulder alone to do it.  Not now, when they had so much left to accomplish...and so many new possibilities to live.  She had to push aside an almost wistful yearning.  She could not afford to think about the future now.  This moment was the irreplacable one.

They went through Danbury, Connecticut on their way to the small Airbase north of Hartford, using the I-84 for the most part.  They left the highway for back roads to skirt the cities, which still seemed to be in turmoil.  The two healers remained with them for a time, as they passed none of the major affected urban sites in their travels.  According to her guides, the Colonists had not had the resources to pull Their coup off all at once as They once would have done.  New York, DC, Atlanta, LA, Chicago, Moscow, London, Paris, Tehran, Bombay, Shanghai, Tokyo.  The rest would take time, and some evidence of success.  A moving wave.  The quicker they were able to revitalize the Resistance, the quicker they would stave off further incursions of that wave.

They reached Windsor Locks just after 10am on April 19, and stopped their tiny flotilla of cars before the gates of the small military installation, which looked deserted in the wake of the invasion.  Two very unsettled-looking young soldiers came out to meet them...or at least that's what Scully assumed they were.  It wasn't possible that every servicemember in the US and other worldwide armed forces would have been replaced...and more than likely the military's best guys wouldn't be sitting out here guarding the gate.

"State your business."

Moment of truth.  The Leader leaned out of the head car, and Scully gave a start of surprise as she saw that the creature had shapeshifted in the interim.  He now looked like a plain-faced man of middle years, and his facial scarring was not evident.  So perhaps he was not shapeshifting after all, but simply clouding the minds of all the humans nearby.  No matter, as long as the soldiers at the gate did not see his true nature.  She hoped his compatriots had done the same.  "I have come to speak to your base commandant.  I have certain prisoners accompanying me that he might find to be of particular interest."

Their challenger looked nervous, not that she blamed him.  The world was falling apart outside their doors in what they had surely been told was some kind of biological terror attack.  "You can't all come on base,” he stammered in surprise, then realizing how he sounded he toughened up his barely baritone voice with a dose of bravado.  “We're on alert,” he said self-importantly, “and awaiting orders to mobilize.”  He cleared his throat, looking like a baby under his helmet.  “Each visitor will need to state their reason for wanting to come on base, be able to show two forms of ID, and you'll need a pass for every vehicle.  License, registration, proof of insurance."  Despite being at an obvious loss in the current crisis, he knew his job, and his training had taken over.  The young man's voice was unequivocal in tone.  Time to do some bluffing.  

Scully leaned out of her window and held out the ID she hadn't used since she had left DC a year ago to rejoin her partner on the run.  She had snapped it up from its hiding place in the lining of her suitcase as they had left the motel to go to Bethesda...oh, days ago now it seemed.  She had thought it might come in handy.  She had not thought she would use it in quite this fashion; to force the military they had been fleeing for a year to take her into protective custody now.  "He'll want to see me.  I believe your superiors have had people looking for me and my family for several months now."

The young guard left the shelter of his companions to look at her ID and badge, now most likely out of date though still worthwhile for their purposes.  He was about nineteen years old, and she was reminded suddenly of the mere boy that had guarded the morgue at Bethesda when she and Mulder had bluffed their way in to see the corpse of the infected fireman five years before.  The average serviceperson, age 18 to 22...these kids were all so young, and they had no idea of the greater workings of the government to which they were contracted.  Had no idea that they were hiding aliens in their midst, or what sort of operations and injustices they guarded behind these gates.  They knew, though, that they were mere fodder for a giant war machine; and they were adult enough to shoulder that enormous burden, and to do it well.  She felt a sudden surge of empathy...and hoped her own son would never be forced to live that kind of uncertainty.

After a quick glance at her face to compare, the guard took her ID back to his post and stepped inside for a swift conference with his fellows, while another remained in front of the armada with his weapon held protectively across his chest.  After a hurried discussion, the kid with her ID picked up the nondescript khaki phone inside the guardpost and made a call inside the base, face unsettled.  There was a flurry of conversation with the party on the other end, and then the kid's eyes raised to take them in with a look of consternation.  He nodded to his fellow, who swiftly left the small post to march up to the Leader's car.  "You party will be allowed inside the base," he said uncertainly, "but you must leave your vehicles behind.  A truck will be dispached to take you to the Colonel."

Not the best state of affairs, but it would have to do.  One way or the other, they were going in under guard.  Gamble and hope to win.

Proof of insurance and all that sort of thing was moot now.  Prisoners didn't need parking permits.  The entire party was disarmed and crammed into the green, canvas-covered truck that had come to transport them.  They sat on the hard benches that lined the sides of the bed, awaiting their fate like Jews on their way to the cattle cars.  Despite that, Scully felt almost as if she were floating above her own head.  The sudden absence of fear was like novacaine; unreal and almost unwelcome.  She needed that edge of fear to drive her.  She felt like destiny was just whisking them along.  Whatever they were doing, it must be right.  Were it not for the naked feeling of her missing weapon, Scully would have felt like a grunt being delivered to the site of conflict as the truck ground along the macadam toward the central buildings of the complex, separated from them by a small airstrip and a few empty-seeming hangars.  Whether she wanted it or no, she had become a soldier.  She had always been a fighter.

To pass the anxious time it took to cross the base, she surveyed her motley crew of companions, wondering if they felt the same surreal quality of this moment.  From all outward appearances, she would say no.  The clones and Marita had begun to look distinctly nervous as they progressed--their lives were in the most immediate danger.  The aliens remained outwardly impassive, but the look of superlicious disdain on the Smoking Man's face as he sat under Samantha's guard unnerved her even more than the unknown reception they would get at the end of this short trip.  Could it all be a ploy for revenge?  Surely he would be taken too, but more than likely he would not be killed; his information would be far too useful to the Resistance when they went to put the last hidden Colonial pockets under siege.  The rest of the party, on the other hand, would have been handsomely repaid both for ruining his work and for holding him captive.  She began to get very anxious, and the floating sensation disappeared abruptly.

Just in time too.  She took a deep breath to set herself as they crunched to a stop in front of an understated-looking single-storey administrative building, and their ubiquitous guards ordered them out.  The entire group, fifteen in all, were frog-marched inside and through an impressive array of very sanitary halls and bureaucratic cubicles to a small office behind a row of thin pressboard paneling.  After a quick discussion they were ushered in past the startled-looking functionary in the outer office, and through a door into the inner sanctum.

The bird colonel on the other side placed his hands on his desk and stood as they entered the room.  He was decorated, and his khaki uniform was rumpled, as if he had spend more than a few sleepless nights working to ready himself for this crisis.  His eyes were untired, however, as he scanned each face with interest but no emotion.  "That will be all, Sergeant," he told the head of the detachment that escorted them in a quiet voice, and the small troupe saluted, turned on its heels with precision, and moved to take up their guard outside the doors.  The last private closed the portal behind him, and then they were alone with the head of the installation.

"So, Agent Scully," the Colonel said after a short silence.  "You've become popular in the last few months.  Funny, we just can't seem to get our messengers through to you."  His voice sounded almost bemused.  He ignored her companions for the moment.

"We've had a little help getting past the cordon," she allowed quietly.  The aliens in her party all seemed to take it for granted that this man was a replicant.  Time to test that theory.  "But your reason for seeking my family is no longer under my care."

At that, the Colonel straightened up sharply, and his eyes went to pinpoints.  "Where is the child?"  --I guess that answered that--

The Ambassador stepped into the breach, the enclave Leader a step behind him.  "Ms. Scully and Mr. Mulder were led into a trap by a group of dissidents.  A Bounty Hunter has taken the prototype to an undisclosed location.  We wish to intercept before he can be used in negotiations, but we do not have the might to regain him from the Sons, and come to appeal you for assistance."  He nodded to Scully and the Leader.  "These two come to you bearing a proposition."

The Colonel's eyes narrowed angrily, and he dropped all pretense of human innocence.  "You come to us for help now?  Now when the Invasion has begun?"  His voice was enraged all of a sudden...an interesting effect issuing from a face that didn't change expression appreciably.  "You have kept the child from us, taking upon yourselves a risk that none of us were willing to countenance, and for this exact reason!  What made you think that you could maintain the situation for the required length of time?  And now you have delivered to the Colonists exactly the thing They need to proceed with impunity!"

It was the Leader that stepped forward this time.  "I will take responsibility, though it was not my enclave that initiated this situation.  I have brought you several members of that enclave so that they might bear witness that the child is more than a simple hybrid.  We have also brought you a hostage that you might find useful for the information that he holds as to the possible whereabouts of both the Colonists and the prototype."

The prototype.  Her son!  She wanted to slap them all.  Didn't they realize the situation got worse with each minute they spent wrangling over political differences?  "My child is more than a simple hybrid, yes," she broke in firmly.  "You have heard of Gibson Praise?"

The Colonel's eyes darted to take in the composition of their entire party, finally, and his eyes narrowed again.  "I have heard of him."

Gibson, shy, unassuming Gibson, stepped forward from the safety of the group of clones and stood between Scully and the Ambassador.  His eyes had taken on that peculiar translucent look that Scully had begun to associate with his 'reaching out', for it was a look that she often saw in her own son's eyes of late.  The sudden memory of William's eyes glowing above the Bounty Hunter's arm almost made her knees buckle, and Gibson glanced up at her with sympathy in his gaze.  "He is one," the young empath informed her quietly, then turned to face the Colonel.  "I have spent several hours a month with William Mulder,” he averred in his quiet, solemn voice.  “He is far in advance of my own documented adaptation.  I would feel safe in saying," and here he looked up at the Ambassador as if seeking reassurance, "that he is exactly what the Elders posited when your race first began manipulating our DNA in the beginning of our contact."

The Colonel stared at the teenager for a moment without saying anything.  He raised his eyes then, scanning the group.  "How many beside this boy would care to corroborate that statement?"

At that challenge, the clones from Krycek's bunch glanced nervously at each other before moving forward to join the Leader and the Ambassador at the fore.  One clone from the Ambassador's small group of followers stepped forward as well, and Scully recognised her as having been at one of their motel stops in West Virginia.  The Colonel nodded once at the assemblage and then turned his face back to the two dignitaries.  "Clones."  It was said flatly, and a bit scornfully.  "We do not trust the perceptions of abominations."

"They do have the skill to perceive, however," the Ambassador filled in smoothly.  "They are willing to back up our claims.  Surely you would not dispute the word of a Priest of One, not to mention my own?"

The Colonel continued to look doubtful, and Scully felt suddenly sure that this entire deal would hinge on him experiencing William's gifts for himself.  "Can't one of you show him?  If the replicants have the same abilities that my son does, then why don’t they use them?"  She wasn't exactly sure how to express her idea...but Gibson seemed to understand what she was saying immediately.


"They can't, Agent Scully," he replied quietly.  "The balance is wrong.  They communicate like drones in a hive, but unlike hybrids, they cannot go beyond that level.  Hybrids have the ability to broadcast.  Replacements don’t; they only receive, and only amongst themselves, picking up their orders from the Rebels or the Colonists in charge.  The bodies they inabit damper broadcast vibratonal signals."


Scully turned her gaze back to the Colonel, who was looking at them both with an unreadable expression.  "But I thought that they were trying to make William a supersoldier.  How could they mistake him for one such if they knew about his talents?"


"We assumed, Ms. Scully, that the new, organic generation, would be able to avoid some of the problems that the earlier models had," the Colonel responded before Gibson could reply.  He seemed to be frustrated.  "The insulating factor of entrapment in a human body structure interferes with the open channel forged by the 12 DNA helix."


The pressure inside her head threatened to explode as she took that in.  That was clearly impossible.  It was ridiculous!  And even if it were possible, trying to convert that complicated a DNA strand into something that the human body could adapt to...  Test subjects must have died horrible, disfiguring deaths!


"So you see, I simply cannot accept the word of your companions," the Colonel went on without pause, "and there is no way that they could convince me, even if I were authourised to make such a momentous decision to call off the dogs, as it were.  I see no reason to cease operations as they now proceed.  But I will thank you," and here his face shifted into something that almost seemed wolfish, "for bringing me this particular hostage."  His eyes fastened on to the preternaturally silent C.G.B. Spender with an acquisitive interest.  "He will prove useful to our cause.  If you thought to use him as bait or to perform some sort of an exchange, however, you are sadly misguided."


"Wait!" Scully cried desperately.  "He's the only one that knows where they might have taken my son!  If you can't make the decision from here, take us to see your High Command!"


"Why would I need to do that, Ms. Scully, when I can simply dispach my remaining garrison to destroy the child?  As you say, this man is the only one who might know where he is being kept, and you have very helpfully brought him directly to my doorstep."  The Colonel smiled, a grim, horribly ironic smile.  "Congratulations," he said mockingly.  "You have done a service to your Country that might even mitigate your earlier treason."  He raised his eyes to the door in a kind of silent summons, and the complement that had brought them in stepped back through the door and moved to surround them.  "Take them to holding area three until I can dispach them to the Head of Operations."


"Sir!  But what about the one in the chair, Sir?  He looks like he might need medical observation."


The Colonel's face had hardened once again.  "No, you can leave him with me.  Him, and that one," and  he nodded to the Ambassador.  "We will keep the old man at least.  He has information that we may still be able to use, and the other has diplomatic immunity.  But the rest are traitors.  Lock them up."  


Scully could not countenance the horror that had suddenly taken over.  "No, you have to help us!  Don't you realize?  This could be your only chance to stop it when They come!"


"That chance is now gone, ma'am," the supersoldier told her grimly as the detachment strongarmed them out of the room.  "Your benefactors could have stopped it a year ago, by killing the child when they had the chance.  This was the event we were trying to avoid.  They are even worse traitors than you are."  His eyes snapped up to the enclave Leader.  "This is what comes of your boohooing to the Council!  And now They have him, and it is over before it can begin!  Take them and lock 'em up where I don't have to see 'em!"
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Washington DC was a mess.  Breaking in past the military cordon at the edge of the city had been easy; it had been meant to hold people in, not to keep them out.  But once inside, in this madhouse of looting now gone silent and deserted under the full moon, the effects of martial law were everywhere...as was the evidence that those in charge were long past caring what the public got up to.  There were more important matters for the military to deal with than the hijinks of a panicked citizenry...as long as no one broke the quarantine.

There were piles of dead bees everywhere on the looted streets, eerily empty except for the occasional furtive, pale-faced and recovering denizen sneaking down an alley or the crudely-armed crowds of unnervingly healthy citizens moving around in mobs to skirmish with overwhelmed cops who had all but given up on restoring civil order.  The blue wall seemed to be down to about one-third strength, and they too marched around in groups with weapons out or in full riot gear, looking around fearfully, occasionally marked out with the pale faces of recovering victims.  The National Guard were conspicuously absent, a detail which truly unnerved their small party...but it was good for their continued free movement.

Watching the surprising numbers of mobile, unaffected citizens scuttling or marching around in the streets, Mulder wondered how many people had been administered a chip as part of a ‘routine medical exam’ in the intervening months...and how many had not.  Soon, if something weren’t done about it, there would be growing, hungry young alien Colonists crouching behind every furnace and every electric company substation in the city...but out here, it was like stepping into a ghost town.  Mulder felt like he had been transported suddenly into one of the early scenes from 'Independance Day'...or into a wasps nest when the sun had gone down and the insects had returned to the hive to await the coming of a new, warm day.  He offered up a short prayer of thanksgiving that temperatures had dropped back down to about the high fifties since twilight.  It gave them some margin of delay.

Byers was looking out of the tiny side window of the VW bus, eyes sad.  “Behold the pale horse, and he that sat upon it was Death...and Hell followed with him."  He shook his head, looking up.  "It’s incredible.  Just in a few hours; it’s like a bad dream.  We’re actually living in Biblical times.”  His voice carried a kind of morbid wonder, and his compatriots stared at him incredulously.
Krycek, sitting shotgun, took in the chaos with a kind of superlicious sneer as he grinned back at the gentle man.  “They’re doing a great job of following instructions, aren’t they?  And I saw, and beheld a white horse; and he that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given unto him, and he went forth conquering, and to conquer.  And there went out another horse, that was red, and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, that they should kill one another; and there was given unto him a great sword.  And I beheld a black horse, and he that sat upon him had a pair of balances in his hand.” He grinned.  “And all the merchants that had once supported Her will turn their faces away and mourn the Fall of Babylon.  Looks like we’ve been found lacking.”

“Shut up, Krycek.”  Mulder didn’t have time for that apocalyptic garbage right now.  “Don’t talk unless you have something to tell me about the location of our illustrious Rebel leaders.”  Behind them, the Lone Gunmen looked nervously through the windows of their slightly beat-up vehicle, seemingly unsure whether to be more unnerved by the destruction in the city they had just left or by the absolute death in their patron’s voice and eyes.


“Well,” the clone grinned, eyes flashing darkly.  “You treat me like crap and then you expect me to be forthcoming.  That figures.”  He for one was uncowed.


“You love it when we treat you like crap, Krycek.  It’s your big thrill in life,” Mulder answered in clipped tones, and glanced across the street at the deserted Labour Department buildings.  It was incredible that the looting could extend here to the heart of the city--the heart of the country.  More than likely, half the greater cities of the world looked like this right now.


Krycek regarded him for a moment, all traces of cynical amusement gone for, to be replaced once again with that frustrated, angry, wondering look.  “You know, Mulder--Alex always hated you, and yet he loved you at the same time.  I think in the end he turned against the Smoking Man because he wouldn’t accept him as an heir.  The old bastard just wouldn’t give up on having you, the almighty Fox Mulder, the Golden Son, to follow in his footsteps.  They both despised Jeffrey Spender because that little weasel couldn’t live up to being chosen in your stead...but despite all his attempts to prove himself, Alex was never chosen himself.  You had that chance, the chance to serve a great man, and you gave it up to be a maverick.  And yet Alex could never hate you for that, because he too looked up to you.  He knew you were better.”  The clone shook his head, looking down at his feet.  “I think he was jealous of you in more ways than you know.  You had it all, Mulder.”


He raised his eyes to find Mulder staring at him impatiently.  “I knew the exact moment that Alex decided to give up on that dream; when the Smoking Man decided to use the younger Spender to do his work rather than to ask his protege.  Alex took Jeffrey to a house in the suburbs outside of Silver Spring, to the house of the Syndicate elder in charge of the DC area.  He’d been killed, and a Rebel had taken his place in our deliberations.  In the end, I had to kill the alien because Jeffrey was too weak to do it.  That house became the Rebel Cabal Leader’s headquarters after the Resistance took over, for a while at least.”  His lips tightened.  “I don’t know if they’re still there now or if he mentioned it in his report, but its worth a shot.”  


Mulder digested that incredible chunk of information for a minute before answering.  “I'd forgotten about that.  It was a while ago, and Spender's account was kind of garbled.  You know where it is?”


“I could take you there.  But I doubt you’ll find anything.”


“Its a good enough place to start,” Langly piped up from behind.


“Well, gentlemen,” Byers said quietly.  “The FBI, or this house?  He gives us the address, we can see what we find out.”  


Behind him and festooned with black nylon bags full of electronic equipment, Frohike regarded them with a stolid expression.  He was aware that it had been Krycek that had betrayed his Scully to the Japanese scientists and that Mulder had held him responsible for the murder of his father.  The little man was a bit unfinished, but he was nothing if not loyal.  Somebody had to pay.  It probably bothered him as much as it did Mulder that he could not hold the clone directly responsible for the felonious acts of his predecessor.  “I don’t supose there’s a closer one, slimeball?  Y’know, a location that wouldn’t require us to run through the blockade?”


Krycek looked over the little man with disgust.  “Try knocking on the doors of the Naval Airbase at Anacostia.  They’d love to have you down there.”


“Alright,” Mulder told them with a grunt of annoyance.  “We got this far, and there’s enough of us in here to save the car if we get ambushed by looters.  The cordon is way out by the Beltway, so we should be alright even if we have to pass a few checkpoints.  You have a gun, Krycek?”


Krycek nodded grimly, already staring out of his window at the strangely empty landscape outside.  “Yeah.  I can handle my end.”


“Okay guys, lets rock and roll.”  He put the car in drive and took off up Ellipse.  It was only about seven miles to Silver Spring, but he was glad they had this vehicle.  There weren’t exactly a ton of cabs around, and a seven mile walk with all that equipment would have taken them all night.  


They needed resources.  And that meant the Bureau, but if they went to the Bureau only to be captured or to have their movements curtailed, that would be the end of that.  They would try this first.  If it fell through...  They would alter their plans then.  


They reached Silver Spring with only minor incident.  A small group of looters attacked them once, banging on the sides of the VW like apes with clubs...but they seemed more intent on the small coven of police on the far side of the street, and the two forces ran toward each other like mercury bleeding together in a maze as the car punched through.  They left that hideous scene behind as they pulled onto the Twenty-Nine, heading north.  They passed several more scenes of chaos as they wove slowly through stalled and smashed cars; bodies of people that had been knocked over the head and stripped, survivors on foot patting at the windows of the vehicle and begging to be let in.  Everybody wanted to get out of this horrid alternate dimension in which the centre of the country had suddenly disintegrated like Kosovo or Basra.  It all hit too close to home.


The house, a beautiful example of the old, mellow mansion architecture of this part of the city, seemed eerily empty like the rest of the DC area as they marched up to the door.  From the moment he had stepped into the car in Baltimore, Mulder had barely noticed the Gunmen and Krycek straggling behind him, and now even more than ever, his mind was like a black hole.  Everything that he observed seemed fall into that black hole to be consumed without a ripple, leaving behind no emotional imprint whatsoever.  This was business.  If they found anybody in this house that represented the Rebel Cabal, he would give them one chance to tell him where he might look for his son, to offer their support...and then he would quietly and dispassionately blow their head off.  He didn’t care if it was a supersoldier or the President himself.  The supersoldiers might not have the cervical weakness of the other alien facsimiles...but losing a head might slow them down a bit.


Every emotion had been burnt out of him, buried as the distractions that they were, replaced with a horrible rage that left him blank and implacable.  No one had better get in his way.  There would be Justice, and he would be the instrument of that Justice, as he had always been...but this time he would not be frustrated in the dealing of it.


Krycek moved up to the door first, moved to peer in through the ornate etched and beveled glass that accented the hardwood.  He tested the handle, then shook his head at Mulder and pulled out his own firearm.  Mulder nodded, and working in concert as if they were still agents in the Bureau, the two men lifted their legs and kicked the door in unison.  It took three strikes to break the molding, and the deadbolt ripped out.  The street remained deserted as the door swung open, and the alarm that graced this kind of residence as a matter of course went off like the screech of a dying fire-engine. 


“Well, if that doesn’t bring ‘em running, nothing will,” Frohike commented grimly.  “Hey, whaddya need us here for anyway, Mulder?  A reality check?  Cos we could be holed up somewhere hacking into that database pretty easily if you gave us a minute to stop...and if there’re supersoldiers or whatever those things are running around here, we’re dead meat.  That doesn’t get us any closer to information, and I don’t know about you, but I’m a lover, not a fighter.”


“Shut up for a minute, Melvin,” Mulder grunted, waving his gun vaguely near his ear.  He was listening intently, but he heard nothing coming from the interior.  “Langly, can you knock out that alarm?  I can’t hear anything and it’s pissing me off.”


“Yeah, uh--sure Mulder.”  The hacker slid past his patron to crack open the casing of the alarm keypad and began to attach small wires to it.  “Frohike, bring me the DS-18.”  


Byers had already grabbed one of the laptops that dangled from around Frohike’s neck, and between the two of them, they got it hooked up to Langly’s wires.  While the three hackers worked at the alarm, Mulder and Krycek stepped further into the foyer and glanced up at the deserted stairways and the mezzanine that surrounded the central receiving area of the mansion. The annoying beeping of the alarm faded from their conciousness and then finally cut off as the Boys accomplished their work in what probably amounted to less than a minute of code-searching.  It was strange to depend on Krycek as a partner, now, but they were probably more in accord in this moment than they had ever been.  “What do you think?”


“I don’t know.  They might not have left anybody here when they cleared out.”


Mulder absorbed that information, still looking around at the various entrances to the large, echoing room.  “You think they went to ground when the invasion started?”


“Probably.  They can’t afford to hang around in nice pads when everything is being centralised.”  At Mulder’s calculating look, he shrugged defensively.  “Hey, you wanted to come here.  They might’ve left guards, someone who can tell us where to look next.”


Mulder shook his head grimly.  “Well, there isn’t anybody here now.  We can find supersoldiers to interrogate at the FBI; the place is crawling with replicants.”


“Yeah, we can look up your buddy Agent Crane.  He might still be around.”


Mulder threw him a startled look.  “Why?  Is he...”  At Krycek’s affirmative nod he flattened his lips.  It was time to book.  This place was giving them nothing.  “If anybody knows, its Skinner.  Let’s get out of here.”


“It was worth a shot,” the duplicate grunted again as they turned to leave.  It was exactly at that moment that the supersoldier that Mulder had known as Gene Crane stepped in front of them to bar the way.


“Speak of the devil.”

xxx


“Mulder.  Long time no see.  Glad you made it through.”


Mulder recovered quickly.  Nothing surprised him anymore.  “Really.  What would make you glad in that, exactly?”


The replicant they had known as Special Agent Crane ignored that question to give a neutral nod.  “I’m even more surprised that this thing flushed you out.  You’d think that the current situation would warrant your staying underground as much as possible.”


“Yeah, well; plans change.”  Krycek muttered in an aside.


The supersoldier’s eyes flashed to take in the haunted visage of the clone, and he nodded once as if familiar with Krycek’s appearance.  “I thought you were dead.  Skinner was supposed to have shot you; I was the guy that ordered the clean-up.”


“You’ll notice that I’m full of surprises,” The lookalike sneered.  “If you would’ve got your hands dirty doing the cover-up yourself, you’d see that I have a few pieces of my anatomy intact that weren’t so lucky on the guy you buried.”


The supersoldier’s eyes narrowed as he made the connection.  “Which enclave do you represent, then?”


“That’s not exactly a topic of real urgency right now, Crane,” Mulder butted in impatiently.  “We came here because we have a message for your superiors, but we aren’t exactly sure how to get in contact with them at this particular moment.”


“A message.”  The replicant glanced back over his shoulder at the Gunmen who had left the doorway to converge at the entrance to the foyer.  “We’re kinda busy right now.  I’m only here to pick up some necessary equipment.”


“This pertains to your struggle.  I’m pretty sure they’ll want to hear it.”


Crane looked around the moolit room again, as if searching for inspiration.  “Tell you what. You tell me first, and I’ll take it to Kersh.  If Kersh thinks it’s worth taking to the highers-up, we’ll go for it, and more power to you.”


Mulder did a double take.  “Skinner told us Kersh was MIA.”


“He was detained.  He has fallen back in line.”  It was a chilling statement that made Mulder realize suddenly, just exactly how untenable the Deputy Director’s situation really was.  The man must have to toe a very thin line; they still weren’t sure if he had told Mulder to leave to protect him or to expose William.  Mulder knew he would have to find out pretty soon; he would be dealing with the Deputy Director, it seemed, to get to the Rebel High Command.  


While Mulder was doing his reassessing, the supersoldier looked around the room as if scanning it for something.  “Where’s Scully?”


Krycek glanced over at the former head of the x-files.  “Tell him, Mulder.  The quicker we get in, the quicker you see Scully and your kid again.  If ever.”


Agent Crane’s face went wooden.  “What happened?  What did you Renegade idiots do?”


Mulder tried to summon up the words without letting the emotions be dredged up as well.  Scully.  Scully and the baby.  William.  He struggled with it...but it was Krycek who saved him the effort, actually--by being his normal brash self.  “The Sons took him.  It was a well-planned ambush.  They posed as members of the kid’s bodyguard and led Mulder and Scully into a trap at Bethesda.”


“When was this?”  The replicant’s face was suddenly urgent with suppressed concern.


“About five or six hours ago.  Scully’s gone to find out possible locations from the Senior Spender.  He’s still alive and in the care of the Grahamsville enclave.  She intends to locate the Colonists' closest base of operations and offer herself up as a hostage to get close to the boy.  We’re here to convince your leaders to support us so that we may regain them both, but especially the kid, before it’s too late.”


Neither of them were looking at Mulder at the moment, and he struggled to get himself under control.  The hopeless, helpless feeling of loss that surged up in him at the mention of Scully’s desperate plan made him want to howl.  He rapidly seized the raw energy of that fear and throttled it down into some constructive rage.  When the supersoldier and the clone looked back at him, he was all cold implacability once more.  “We need your people to get in past the Bounty Hunters so we can retake him.  He’s worth more to all of us alive than dead.”


“You say that now, Mulder,” Crane said flatly, “but I think you’re deluding yourself.  The only ones that boy is useful to is the Colonists.”


“If they can use him to make their bargain with the Elders, then so can you,” Krycek opposed grimly.  “Think about it.  It’s a risk, but no one throws away a tool that still has some possible application.  He’s insurance.”


The supersoldier stared at Krycek for a moment as if incredulous, before returning his gaze to Mulder.  His eyes were almost sympathetic...but there was nothing soft in them.  “Sounds like a plan.  But there's something missing."  His eyes went hard.  "They haven’t told you why they waited so long to play your son as a card, did they Mulder?  Your Renegade friends here.  It must have driven you crazy, waiting for them to take action--and they never did.  Why?”  He paused, watching while Mulder’s eyes darted to the clone and back again.  “Think about it.  He’s a useful tool not just to the Colonists, but to them as well.  Think what would happen if the Sons won back control of this planet, if my movement failed.  What would your child be to your allies then?”


Mulder stared at the replicant for a moment, mind darting through the myriad of possibilities.  When he thought of the most plausible, though, he knew instinctively that it was right, and a slow burn of rage filled him like a pot of coffee on the boil.  “As long as they hung onto him, they could use him as a trade to secure their own survival if the Colonists won.  If they tried too early to convince your guys to support them and you didn’t agree, you’d kill him and then they would have lost their bargaining tool.”  He turned to glare at Krycek, wanting to strangle the man.  “And you and your damned clones went along with it.”


Krycek shook his head, not looking even the slightest bit nervous.  “Mulder, the clones never had a chance of convincing the leaders of anything they didn’t want to hear.  They consider us one step above dogs, and our opinions don’t have any weight.  But they were our protection.  The only thing we could do was go along with it, and make our own plans to get the kid to a safe place if the thing went to pot.”  His eyes glittered, and his breath stepped up a little.  “The Ambassador knew what was up all along; that’s why he was collecting like-minded Renegades to follow him.  He would have been our credential if the leaders needed to be overthrown.  A plan B.  It will probably come to that, if Scully doesn’t do her job up there.  The clones have been on the edge of open insurrection for months now, but we didn’t want to splinter the  movement even more.”


“It’s all politics,” Crane said quietly.  “To you, it’s about family; your only family.  To the hybrids, it’s about life or death, and to us, it’s about ideology.  But to our leaders, it’s all politics.”


“You guys are a real piece of work, aren’t you?”  It was Frohike’s rasping voice that broke in as he moved up from the shadowy doorway to glare at the alien replacement.  “You just do what you’re told, never mind who it hurts.”  His loyalty to Scully seemed to vie with his own outrage at the pain these conspirators caused in general, and the little man vibrared with righteous fury.


“And meanwhile you suppress the Truth so that no one is prepared.  Look what happened out there because you let no one know the danger.”  Byers’ condemnation was as harsh.


Langly piped in, nodding decisively.  “We’ve got your number, guy.  Mulder, you need us to take this dude out?”


The supersoldier didn’t change expression as he glanced at the three conspiracy theorists.  He ignored Langly’s ridiculous proposition, eyes still on Mulder and the clone.  “We are not just following orders," he said quietly.  "We do this at great risk to ourselves, because we believe that it is right.  You think we do not fear the Process, for in this generation a supersoldier is indestructible to physical trauma.  What you do not know is that unlike the organic members of our subdivision that are being engineered to replace us, our altered DNA is separated from our human.  The same buffer that keeps us from flying apart like a badly-balanced hybrid is also our weakness.”


At their confused looks, he went on emotionlessly.  “We are not subsceptible to normal human diseases, for our cellular reproduction rate far exceeds your own...but we can still be hosts if weakened.”  Mulder stared at the replicant in surprise, then turned his gaze to Krycek for confirmation.  The clone nodded imperceptibly, still watching the supersoldier like a hawk.  If Crane noticed the byplay, he made no sign.  


“We are fighters, engineered to withstand the Invasion--and unlike the Colonist replacements, we retain enough of our former memories to think on our feet.  We are loyal because we believe in what we are doing; we volunteered, if many of our former human counterparts did not.  But our cousins amongst the Colonists are simply killing machines awaiting a further use, and because they were prepared from the genetically altered abductees, there are hundreds of them.  They cannot be disloyal; for they have no passions, and obey only their biological imperative, their programmed use.   But they too can be rebuilt from the smallest remains.  They are as indestructible as us.  Because of this, they could incubate endless numbers of Colonists without dying; a much more capable host species than the frail, disposable, one-time use human race.  A necessary conversion, if you will.”


Mulder drew in a sharp breath, feeling like he’d just heard the last piece of a puzzle.  --Damn.  The last thing they would want to do, then, is expose themselves to such a use.  They could multiply the number of Colonists produced by a factor of ten--


“Yes, Mulder.  I see you realize the implications now.  Our immunity to these incursions is being investigated with an eye to eradicating the weakness in the later generation to which your son was supposed to be an early prototype.  We await confirmation that the trials have been successful; that the newer generation will be integrated enough to throw off the Colony virus.  That was the reason behind the Chloramine project in the first place; to replace us, and make up for our obvious deficit--we're too human."  The merciless look in the replacement's eye belied that there was any humanity left in him...but there was a sort of desperation there too.  "In comparison to this subsequent generation, we would be but a failed earlier model.  But until that process proves effective, the Colonists have access to hundreds if not thousands of former abductees out there that can hatch out a colonist a week and be as fresh as daisies afterward.  Reusable yolks, rechargable batteries--and with no individual personalities to make them protest such usage.  They could certainly stand to use a few more of us; the more the merrier.”  His expression became grim.  “To go into the lion’s den as you have so blithely suggested is to offer ourselves up as sacrifices.  It wouldn’t take much to remove our self-awareness and make us drones.  The Sons would take us and alter our immunities so that we could be made to be hosts, and further, we would know that we were being taken to further our enemies’ aims.  It is a risk that we take each day that we fight.”


Mulder digested that startling confession slowly.  It didn’t matter; it was simply a new wrinkle in the plan.  The situation stood; they needed these guys on their side...and that meant convincing them that the gamble was worth it.  The new information changed nothing.  “If as you say, you’re willing to make that sacrifice, then now is the time.”  He smiled at the man that was no more a man, throwing down the gauntlet.  “A few extra hosts wouldn’t mean all that much to the Colonists right now; but my son means everything.  We have to get him back.”


The government-funded replicant seemed to consider that for a moment.  It nodded once, not in agreement, but in acknowledgment of a point well-made.  “We shall see.”

xxx


The trip back into the heart of the lost city was taut, to say the least.  Mulder examined his feelings from a safe distance as he sat beside the replicant in the dark green sedan of the former Agent Crane, while the Gunmen brought up the rear in the bus.  In the sedan's back seat, Krycek remained silent, existing as formal back-up in case Crane decided to try anything; they had known better than to let Mulder go off alone with the supersoldier.  


He knew he had come close to losing it back there, when Krycek had apprised the supersoldier of the situation with Scully and the baby, and he knew that neither he nor Scully could go there till their son was recovered and back safe where he belonged.  They simply could not afford to break down until this was over.  He feared, though, that if it went on for more than a couple of weeks the coming breakdown would be unavoidable.  He just hoped that when it came, they would have reason to rejoice as well, and that they would be together when the moment came.  His mind deliberately scurried away from the thought that it could take months to resolve this, or...


“Hey, Agent Crane...whoever you are.”  He needed to think of something else.  Now.


The replicant glanced at him briefly before returning his eyes to the cluttered road with it’s occasional night owl looter.  “Yeah?”


“Just how bad are the numbers, anyway?  How many people did your guys get to with the chips before this all went down?”


The supersoldiers stared at the road, eyes mining the space between the headlights.  “We had our doctors in every major hospital and all the larger clinics.  We called people in for med exams on a daily basis, and of course all agents, servicepeople and government employees and their dependents got one.  I’m personally not aware of the numbers, but in the entire DC area I’m pretty sure we got about three quarters, with comparable progress in the other major cities.”


“And power was given unto them over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger and with death, and with the beasts of the earth.  And when he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for the testimony that they held,” Krycek intoned grimly.  “The fourth part of the earth shall perish in the pestilence of the fourth seal.”


“Don’t mind him,” Mulder told the replicant in a manner that he hoped was blase.  The last thing they needed was for the Rebels to know what they were planning next; especially if their faction had helped to adulterate those passages.  Better if they thought that Mulder took none of the instructions in the book seriously.  “He has a quote for every occasion.  I would have never pinned him as a religious type before this.”  He didn’t dare glare back at the clone, but Krycek seemed to be done for now, and subsided back against his seat to glance back out the window, as patient and as cynical as ever.


The replicant was nodding quietly.  “Humans seem to have that urge when mortality comes upon them.  I remember that I was a religious man myself before the conversion.  Strange.”  He shook his head and went on, as if putting aside the trivia of a life that no longer meant anything.  Mulder suddenly wondered if Gene Crane had been married or had children.  He couldn’t remember, but he hoped not.  This man wasn’t that man anymore.


“Three quarters, hopefully, in the cities.  At least a half,” the supersoldier continued his narrative as if he had never been interrupted.  “The rural populations should account for a better average, since they won’t be exposed until later, and not at all if we manage to stop it.”


“Unless they all got infected corn oil,” Mulder reminded him grimly.


“That is the second stage.  It has not yet been initiated, but will be part of a so-called relief effort in the post-invasion food rationing after the Process has taken hold in the major cities.  FEMA’s supposed to handle it.”


“If we don’t stop it.”


“Right.  If we don’t stop it.”  The supersoldier directed a quick glance of something that might have been curiousity at his former co-worker.  “Why’d you throw it all away, Mulder?  The child is doomed.  We could have used you on our side.”


“I still am on your side, Crane; it’s you people that aren’t on mine.”


“Your side is madness.”


“That’s a matter of opinion.  My interpretation is a little more ecumenical.”


The supersoldier seemed to be almost amused.  “It always was.”

xxx


Mulder thought he was doing well at keeping his reactions tied up in the face of the recent setback at the second elder’s house, but the officious martinet guarding the doors of the FBI turned out to be the last straw.  The guy stood in full riot gear, obviously enamoured of himself and just as obviously incompetent, and he demanded their Bureau ID’s in an insufferable, effete tone that made Mulder want to take him down with the butt of his pistol.  Agent Crane moved around in front of him and showed his badge, and engaged in a quick discussion with the pompous ass, then nodded to Mulder and the guys and cirled around a pile of debris on the once-immaculate steps to pass the checkpoint.  The ridiculous guard, however, obviously a very new rookie, barred Mulder again as he started up the last few steps after the replicant, smiling deliberately and looking self-important.  “He showed me ID.  I want to see yours before I let you get by here.”  


This kind of idiotic roadblock only exacerbated Mulder’s feeling of urgent annoyance and frustration, and he shoved past the guy anyway, brushing his filthy little hand off like brushing off a fly.  In response, the guy grabbed his shoulder again, harder this time, and stared into his face.  “Hey, I know you.  You’re not supposed to be here; you have no authorisation!  What do you think you’re doing, trying to sneak in here during a National Emergency, you...”   


Mulder had had enough.  To be reprimanded by this officious toad on top of everything else...the camel’s back had long since snapped.  He grabbed the guy’s throat in a move so sudden that he never even had the chance to bring his gun to bear.  “I don’t know who appointed you watchdog, buddy, but I suggest you get out of my way before I kill you,” he growled through clenched teeth.


“Hey...man,” the chastened man choked, turning purple.  “You can’t...just...”


“Time’s up.”  Mulder dropped him with one good right cross to the jaw, and left him to slump to the surface of the concrete steps.  He turned and started the rest of the way up toward the metal detectors in the lobby just as Crane rejoined him, having retraced his steps too late to halt the incipient riot.  


“That was abrupt,” he commented blandly.  “The guy was only doing his job.  There’re looters all over the place.”


“Get me in there, Crane, and let me get to AD Skinner, or I’ll shoot every guard you have on this floor.”  Mulder’s voice was implacable, and Crane must have heard something in there that worried him, for he nodded and turned without a word to open the glass doors and begin his discussion with the cadets standing guard at the metal detectors.

The Gunmen, prudently remaining silent, followed him through the doors to the echoing cavern of a room with Krycek bringing up the rear a little unwillingly.  The lobby of the Bureau headquarters was a mess like anything else, even at 12:30 in the morning.  There were people camped out on the floor, leaning against the walls, crouched beside the concrete butresses of the massive room, sleepless and half-catatonic.  Querulous citizens milled about aimlessly on the glossy floors of the FBI’s outer sanctum; all hiding from the lawlessness outside on the streets.  There were HazMat guys walking through the crowds like silent astronauts, still wearing Level Two or better contamination suits as if afraid that a new contagion would break out at any moment, but they ignored the newcomers to continue their rounds.  After making the necessary mental adjustment to this madness, Mulder walked past it all like a man possessed, looking neither to the left or to the right as he bore down on Agent Crane and the checkpoints ahead of him.  Krycek jogged up to catch him as he approached the metal detectors, his voice low and urgent.  

“Hey, I didn’t know we were going to just knock on the front door!  What happened to using the garage?”

“What does it matter, Krycek?” Mulder responded shortly.  “We’re in.  I need back-up and that’s where it is.”  He pointed upward with his chin. 

“I can’t go in there!” the clone hissed sharply.  His eyes were anxious as they settled on the waiting guards.  “In case you’ve forgotten, I wear the face of a wanted man.  They’ll arrest my ass, and then I won’t be able to help you.  I'll be melting somewhere with a stiletto in my neck.”

Mulder looked at the clone suspiciously.  “These guys don’t know what Alex Krycek looks like anymore than they know my cousin Angie.  They’re all kids; rookies--and that was a long time ago.  A different life.”  At the clone’s pained look, his eyes went hard.  “But if you’re worried about being nabbed for some double-cross that you did a year or two ago, or one that Alex did, I’d say it’s time for a reckoning.”  He looked away and started for the checkpoint again.  “But don’t worry.  I need you, so you’re coming with me.  Crane’ll arrange it.”

“Easy for you to say,” the clone muttered harshly, but he fell in behind the other man as they closed the distance to the metal detectors.

“Nice try, punk-ass,” Frohike told him as they reached the closest arch.  “Looks like you’re stuck with us.”

Mulder ignored the byplay as he strode up to the former Agent Crane.  “All set?”  He didn’t wait for an answer as he stalked through the detector; nor did he remove his gun.  The machine went off with an electronic wail as he crossed the demarcation, but he kept walking as if he would walk through a brick wall, and the Gunmen and Krycek followed with only the tiniest margin of hesitation.  The thing went off with another high-pitched screeching as the clone passed through with his weapon, and the guards twitched; but Crane waved them off and spoke sharply before following the party of exiles into the interior of the building that at least one of them had once called home.

“When we get in there, Boys, I’m going to need you to rig up something that will record any incoming calls that I get on my phone in case we need ‘em later.”  Mulder didn’t bother to look back to see if the Gunmen were behind him.  He knew they were there.  “If Scully calls and we need to get some instructions down first time, I’m going to want a clear record.  Cell phones don’t come in too well around sites of alien ‘disturbance’, anymore than clock radios do.”

Byers’ expression was sympathetic and determined as he took in the crisp, unemotional tone of his patron.  “You got it, Mulder.  I can rig us up to home in on your cell signal.”

Mulder was in no mood for sympathy.  The only thing he wanted was results, and he wanted them now.  “Great.  You do that.  Langly can help you analyse it if need be.”  Langly looked up in acknowledgement, but Mulder was already striding away toward the elevators like grim death itself.

“I sure hope he can take this,” Frohike commented as they struggled to keep up.

“Oh, he will,” Byers responded softly.  “When a man has nothing to lose, he is dangerous; but when he has something to save, he is unstoppable.  Mulder’s the kind of guy that will save the world without giving a damn about it...because it means something to someone else.”  His gaze was thoughtful...and understanding.  “It’s admirable, in it’s own strange way.”

“Remind me not to get in his way,” Langly told his buddies as he jogged behind them.  “I don’t like being stepped on.”

“Welcome to my life,” Krycek chimed in from behind.  His eyes had an almost avid glitter as they darted around the kicked anthill that was the FBI.

“Who asked ya?”  Frohike’s short legs churned as he caught up to Mulder in time to catch the closing door.  He glanced up at the supersoldier that had gotten them in thus far.  “After you.”


“Here we go,” Byers breathed, and they dodged into the tiny cubicle behind the supersoldier as the doors snapped shut.
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They were pulled rather unceremoniously out of their solitary holding cells about three hours later by the same detachment that had escorted them here, and marched back across the compound to the admin building, blinking in the sudden light.  Scully had spent the first hour seething, the second in despair, but she had time to reflect as the third hour had gone by.  She felt almost passionless as they were manhandled over the tarmac; like a heavenly body hurtling slowly and with deadly grace through the vast emptiness that existed in the world without her child.  Nothing, she had realized, would deter her.  She would get to her son, take any opportunity that presented itself.  If she needed to leave her allies here and go on alone, she would do so.  If she was taken to the Rebel leaders in the city, she would perform her role there...but one way or the other, she would reach that place where her son was being held, and she would find him.  Nothing would or could stop her.  Nothing on Earth had the power to stand between a mother and child.


She came out of her shell long enough to realize that Gibson, walking tiredly beside her, was very pale.  “Are you all right Gibson?”


“I’m okay, Agent Scully.  They’ve been trying to break me down, but...”


“No talking!” the sargeant that led their escort snapped sharply.  Scully exchanged glances with the teenaged boy, worried for him.  He shook his head slightly in response to her concern.  He might not actually be fine, but he didn’t want her to spend her energy worrying about him.  He had always been far too mature for his age.  Like her son.  Like William.


And the crippling pain in her belly was back, crashing down like a fallen meteor.  Would They be bombarding his little mind with demands, trying to break him as these Rebels were doing to Gibson?  Would he be able to withstand what they were doing to him?  Would he be her son anymore when she found him, or would she be too late?


When they were let in to the Colonel’s inner sanctum once again, there were four persons in the room beside the supersolder.  Two other replicants, each wearing decorated uniforms...and two scar-faced men in black jumpsuits.  Though they could not see and their faces did not change expression, the two alien Rebels seemed to stare at their cadre leader and his two alien companions in disgust.


“You may dispense with the disguises now,” the Colonel told them quietly.  “You have been identified.”  As Scully watched in awe, the faces of the three aliens from Grahamsville seemed to melt and shift as they morphed back into the scar-faced visages that she had slowly become familiar with in the past few months.  The Colonel nodded once at them, then turned his gaze to take in the Ambassador.  “We have not seen you in some time, actually.  Its been almost four months since you came to us peddling your patron’s views.  Have you given up?”


“I have...changed tactics,” the gray-haired alien qualified.  He seemed unruffled by their disdain, simply nodding to the two visiting dignitaries in a solemn manner.  “I will tell you what I have told these ones.”  He gestured to the Leader and his cronies.  “What have you to lose by assisting us, by changing your own tactics just slightly?  My patron, as you say, has been campaigning widely for our cause, and public opinion has shifted in our direction at Home.  All that we would need to cement the deal would be to show them the boy; and for that, he must be alive so that they can view his potential.”


“That is a strange question for you to ask, Representative,” the Colonel countered quietly.  “You know what we would be risking in storming a Colonial enclave.”


The Ambassador’s face went stony.  “So you shirk your duty out of fear?  Fear?  You were made to fight Them, to stop Their incursions; but now faced with the possibility that you might destroy one of their strongholds and turn their one advantage to our own, you hide away!” 


The Colonel eyed him in disgust, an opinion that seemed to ripple out from the other denizens of the room as well.  “You assume much, sir, when you assume that we will refuse to do our duty in this.  We will seek out this enclave, and we will destroy it; and the child.  We must go in with sheer force, for we cannot use subtlty.  To attempt to locate and save one single child in that nest would be to open ourselves up to capture.  They must be destroyed before they can take us to use in their... ‘Process’.”


Scully glanced questioningly at the clone nearest her.  The hybrid shook her head, afraid to speak; but the supersoldier Colonel noticed the exchange and raised his head to eye the diminutive woman that was responsible for this delegation in his office.  “You don’t know what you were asking when you requested us to regain your child, Ms. Scully,” he told her coldly.  “Replicants, be they supersoldiers or what you call ‘alien replacements’ all share one characteristic; we can take a great deal of damage that would otherwise be fatal and keep coming.  The more indestructible, reusable hosts we give to the Colonists, the easier Their job will be.”


Scully stared at the alien in horror.  She had never thought of that.  “I thought that you were supposed to be immune!”


“Our...unique biology means in effect that we are two separate entities in one body,” a lieutenant flanking the Colonel informed her in a flat voice.  “The immunity in this generation can be overridden, Ms. Scully...a fact that we tried to rectify in your son and his fellows.  Back when we thought he might be useful.”


“Before you realized that he was not, in fact, a product of your New Project.”  Her voice became steely with a sudden anger.  “If you want my son dead so badly, why didn’t you kill Cassandra Spender when you had the chance?” she demanded.  “You people change the rules every day!”


“Because then, Ms. Scully,” the Ambassador broke in softly, “we had nothing to lose, no way to stop the Process; but we could expose the duplicity of the Syndicate to their masters and slow the Project.  Cassandra Spender was evidence to the Council in the Home System that our suspicions were correct.  But then we found the communication frequency and lured those old schemers in to be destroyed.  We took over.  We began to recieve some backing from the Senate, and we began to realize that we might perhaps be able to actually stop it.  And so we began a concerted effort to destroy every remaining attempt toward hybridization; to slow Them.”  


Scully glared at the alien Ambassador that she considered an ally.  “You were there?”


“I was...observing.  It was under my advice that the Rebels sent Mr. Haskell to figure out if the child you bore would be the next generation that we had hoped for; to verify that our work had been fruitful.  I suggested the supersoldier project to the Cabal Leader; to build upon one of the side-projects of the Syndicate's earlier anti-germ experimentation.  If they could not develop a vaccine, they would at the least have indestructible, immune soldiers.  This project was easily expanded-upon using the hybridization technology, but unfortunately, the subjects remained subsceptible to the Colony virus.  Thus the Chloramine fertility project; the attempt for an organic generation.  You were a perfect subject for such a test.  We planted Ms. Elizabeth Gill in your home to insure the child was brought to term.  But once we discovered that your son was not what we had thought, my associates here decided to destroy him.  That is when I departed from their particular philosophy.”  


Scully’s head was whirling with a sort of betrayed disbelief as his casual statements deconstructed her beliefs about that terrifying time.  The Ambassador seemed not to notice her disaffection as he turned back to the supersoldiers, voice suddenly crisp.  “Circumstances had changed.  The boy had many uses, and we would be safer protecting him from the Colonists than allowing Them to take him.  And that is the tack that I still maintain.”


“And that is where we must part company, sir,” the Colonel said, shaking his head with disgust.  “We will find the Colonist enclave, and you will be delivered to the Leader for judgment.
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Scully opened her mouth in a sudden agony of fear, ready to fight for her son.  She knew that this was her last chance to convince them.  She felt woefully inadequate to the task, all of a sudden, but she forced herself to rally at the thought of what would happen if she did not.  The horror of that conception gave her the impetus to speak.


“But we can regain him!  We...”


“It is too late, human,” the Colonel broke in.  “They will have already begun.  It must be stopped, and the installation cleansed.”


The horror threatened to drown her.  “What are They doing to my son?”


The supersoldier seemed not to notice her, turning his attention back to the Ambassador.  “Now it is all about selling our lives as dearly as we may.  And you will give us the information that we require to do our duty.”


Scully opened her mouth in a vain attempt to change his mind, but shockingly, it was the leader of the Grahamsville enclave that put a hand to her shoulder, hovering just short of actual contact and then removing it immediately as if it had been burned.  It was enough though.  The Leader had the floor.  He stepped forward, mutilated head tilted as if curious.  “Then you have not yet attained that location from the hostage?”  The voice was incongruous, since it could not really be coming from the creature’s scarred mouth.  Scully wondered briefly exactly how these aliens talked; telepathy, or projection, or...and then quickly dismissed the question.  It wasn’t something she really wanted to think about.


The Colonel’s face twisted with something akin to annoyance, the first real emotion she had seen on him except for disgust.  “The hostage is refusing to release that information to us.  We have called our allies in to assist us in attaining it, but the creature has become adept at blocking his thoughts, apparently after an encounter with a Sirian some years ago.  It is strong.  It has demanded that we allow it to speak to you before it will release the required information.”  He nodded briefly to the Sergeant, who snapped to attention and quickly left the room.  He returned a moment later pushing the Smoking Man, handcuffed to his folding wheelchair.


“Ah, the party is back I see,” the old man said jovially, still as always entertained by the vaguaries of fate.  “How were your accomodations, gentlemen?  I hope they were more suitable than mine; I have had a difficult time of it, I fear.”  His eyes seemed to burn into Scully’s as if to send her a message.


“You have requested their presence, human,” the Colonel intoned harshly.  “I now require you to fulfil your part of the bargain.”


“But I didn’t say that I would tell you if you brought them, Colonel,” the insufferable old man said quietly.  If he were his old self, he would have lifted a cigarette to his lips at that moment.  “Perhaps I simply wanted them present to bear witness to the moment at which I joined with you.”


The Colonel’s face went flat with annoyance.  “You had your chance to join us, human, and instead you condemned your race by turning over one of our own to our enemies.  You had a second chance when our operative infiltrated your group, and you threw that one away as well.  The third came when you were ordered to bring us the technology behind the implant in order to buy your ransom; and even in that, you failed.”


“And so I doomed myself,” the Smoking Man answered grimly.  He seemed unflappable.  “Such patterns a man must complete, when he finds out that all the choices that he thought he had have already been made.”  He shook his head, charm returning like a light being flicked on.  “You would have destroyed me the minute I was no longer useful.  The Colonists offered me power.  You offered me slavery.  I am the kind of man that will always choose the former.”  The statement seemed to crack in the tense air of the tiny office.  "I do not fawn."


The Colonel and the aliens and supersoldiers around him seemed to lean forward with interest.  “We have admired you for your ruthlessness, sir, and your resourcefulness.  You may yet be an asset.  You demand power?  We may be able to make such an arrangement.”


Scully held her breath.  This was an option she hadn’t considered; and one that the Smoking Man might take in an instant.  It would cost the Rebels little to instate this man in one of their post-war positions of power, especially if he were not to be alive for very much longer.  But then, he might demand an implant as part of his asking price in order to save himself.  Power.  His lifeblood.


And the only thing that weighed in against that ante was William.  How badly did he want his legacy to survive into the next generations?  How badly did he want to see his grandson, and know him?  He had sold his own soul so many times in this way, for power.  He had auctioned off his wife, killed his legitimate son and used the other before selling him to the Colonists in a chance to save the Project that held his power, a chance to regain his ‘in’ status and oust the Rebels from control.  He had destroyed his best friend’s family and his former lover’s life, and cast aside every person that had been loyal to his cause and to his person.  He had sacrificed a girl that might have been his own daughter.  He had betrayed friends and co-conspirators and had been complicit in murder.  He had sold out the entire human race for that power.  What was one little boy in the face of all that but another link in the pattern; another stepping stone to that thing he had always sought?


Every crease on the old man’s dying face seemed to deepen as he took in that incredible offer; weighed it, balanced it, measured its usefulness and its sincerity.  Scully watched him with baited breath, feeling like every cell in her body and every fibre of her being wer hanging off of this one question...but she feared that she already knew the answer that the old schemer would give.  He was a realist and a self-serving man.  He would take the offer...and doom his grandson into the bargain. 


When she saw that hated visage settle into a decision, she knew that it was over.  She felt the horror and the pain surge up in her, a wave of hopelessness and mourning that stood ready to engulf her soul.  Shattered.  It was over.  They would go in there and destroy the Colonist enclave...and her son would be a simple casualty of war.  She could already see flashing, horrible pictures of his lifeless baby body lying bleeding on some concrete floor somewhere, bullets riddling his small frame...or burnt by one of those horrible wands.  She didn’t even have the strength to push the awful images away.  She felt as she would have if she had heard someone pronounce a death sentence on Mulder or William in a court.  Their lives had been weighed against the heavy motivations of a remote and ancient W

ar; and in the end, a simple selfish question had answered it all.  The human race did not deserve to live if one of their own could sell them out in such a ruthless way.


“That is a very interesting offer, Colonel.”  She heard the old man’s voice as if from far away.  “Have you any assurance that your Leaders would uphold the terms?”


“You have my assurance, old man,” the Colonel responded immediately, face hungry.  He had forgotten the rest of them as he stared at the former Consortium enforcer with a kind of deadly intent.  “You have talents and information that we may use.”


“Ah.”  The old man sat back in his wheelchair, seemingly blase and unaffected.  “You’ll forgive me if I am not heartened.  I will die soon, and be out of your hair, is that it?”


A struggle seemed to take place in the Colonel’s face.  He turned his head to glance at the scar-face aliens flanking him as if taking in a communication, then returned his gaze to the old man.  “We will avail you of the technology that you tried to destroy.”


“And Mulder?  And Ms. Scully here?  Surely you cannot allow them to produce further such menaces?”


“They will be dealt with.  Do we have a deal?”


The Smoking Man was enjoying his moment, enjoying the return of negotiating power that it brought him.  She could see him tasting the return of that power as he played his game of cat and mouse with the supersolder.  But something in his face said that he had yet to spread the final picture before their eyes.  She felt a leap of hope...and tried to rein it in, knowing it to be a false one.  She should have known better than to make a deal with the devil.  He obviously would not to support them any more than he would once have taken the Rebels’ part to stop the Colonisation.  Every decision that this man made existed but to save his own ass and to maintain his place in the hierarchy.  Always personal interest was the key.  She knew what he would say.   
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When he spoke, his words were so unexpected that she felt sure her legs would give out beneath her.  “Would that it were so easy.  You were always such fools!”  The Smoking Man’s voice was suddenly scathing.   “And you really are desperate, aren’t you; to kill the child and continue to fight this losing battle as if he had never existed.  Never do you consider that this is but a battle in the greater War.  This struggle will never stop until the combined might of your entire civilisation is brought to bear on Them.  You know it as well as the Ambassador does; and yet you fool yourselves into believing that you can set up your own little outpost here.  Stop the War.  Everything will be right again."  He was almost sneering.  "Your government would be little more than that of a temporary despot, a military governer over a colony too remote to be of any interest to your people.  And as soon as this planet has dropped away from public interest there, the true Colonists will be back, with renewed strength.  In such an unstable and short-lived government, I would be but a drone, and quickly cast off by the new order when it returned to reclaim the planet.  Yet you think I would delude myself into supporting such a pipe dream?”


“If you do not, then you are a dead man, Mr. Spender,” the Colonel told him in a flat voice that said he had lost patience.  He did not like being made a fool of, apparently.  “This is your final opportunity for collusion.”


“I have been a dead man for nearly four years, Colonel.  That tends to change one’s perspectives a bit.  I believe,” and here he turned his head to glance at the Ambassador where he stood tensely observing the changing currents of the negotiation, “that this is actually your final opportunity, to set things right.”  His voice went hard and demanding.  “I want to see my grandson’s full potential assessed by your Elders; and for that I will have to trust that the Ambassador here is representing his patron’s political efforts truthfully.  This moment is the fulcrum point of public awareness on this matter in your Home System, gentlemen.  If you do not press the issue now, the momentum will be lost.”  


He smiled.  “I have already made a deal that contravenes the one you wish me to make with you, and the situation with the Colonists now, I believe, leaves you little option but to agree to my demands.  I will not divulge the location in which my grandson is most likely being held until you agree to retain him for negotiation with your Galactic Senate...and I will be kept alive to see him safely returned to his mother's care before I am killed for my complicity."  His fatherly smile was cynical.  "Forgive me if I do not trust you to keep your end of the bargain when I am no longer here. ”


Scully felt her knees buckle.  She could not believe it. She simply could not have heard the Smoking Man say what he had just said.  It was like some kind of strange dream.  All the stress, the lack of sleep, the fear and the horror hit her all at once, and she was sure she was going to drop as she had done in the woods of Bellefleur that day.  She barely noticed as Gibson sidled quickly under her arm and lent his silent support.  He too, though his face remained as impassive as ever, seemed surprised by this shocking turn of events.  She barely noticed the same shock blooming on Marita's pale face, over to her right.  She had been expecting the wrong answer too.


“Human attachment to concepts such as family and loyalty are the weakness of your race,” the supersoldier grated in frustration.  His face was suddenly twisted with disappointment.  “We had thought that you were one such who had managed to purge yourself of this weakness that you might see the situation clearly.  You must see it so now!  Every moment that you refuse to give us that location is a moment in which the Sons solidify their hold on this planet and on the deliberations of that Senate.  Do not withold it!”


 “This has nothing to do with blood,” the old man snapped angrily.  “That child represents everything that I have worked for for fifty years.  If you say he will be destroyed, then his location will never be revealed.”  The anger subsided instantly, replaced by that small, smug smile that had so often graced the old patriarch’s face; the secretive smile that said he did this for his own reasons, as everything.  “It is time to ask yourselves what is most important to you at this particular moment; the future danger that he poses, or that which he poses right now, in Colonist hands.  Practicality, my friends, is the one concern; survival...and change is the only constant.  The situation has been altered.  You must alter with it, as I do.”


The Colonel turned sharply away from this disappointing human and gestured sharply to the two Smiths where they stood silently at the back of the crowd, observing the entire tableau with a kind of bemused benevolence.  “You.  Come forward, both of you.”


The two aliens stepped forward through the tiny crowd and stood to the fore, gazing on the Colonel and his flankers with unassailable calm.  “Tell me now.  Will he reveal the location?”


The first Smith turned slightly to glance at the Smoking Man, who gazed up at the alien calmly.  The healer turned back to the supersoldier.  “He will not.”


“And you cannot get it from his mind?”  There was a strain in the replicant’s voice, now.


“He knows many pieces.  He does not put them together in his mind until he has your assurance.  So even he has not followed his own suppositions to their conclusions.  The information remains locked within his mind and will not be wrested from him until he chooses to give it.”  He smiled, and quietly dropped a bombshell that no one had expected.  “But we would not delve him for that information even should you ask it.  The child must be saved.”


The supersolder straightened from his position leaning forward over his desk, and glared at the two healers.  “You uphold the Law of One.  We fight for it.  You should not betray such political bias.”  His voice was searing.


The second Smith looked at the supersoldier with a strangely human expression of what could almost be amusement.  “What will be will be.  The child, however, is a necessary next step in our evolution and theirs.  We would have it succeed.”  At the supersoldier’s look of suspicion, the alien tilted his head slightly.  “Surely you do not doubt the word of a Sirian?”


If the Colonel was able, he would be agape.  Before he could reply, the two scar-faced aliens at his sides who had remained silent throughout this entire debacle now stepped forward as one to confront the Smiths.  “You would swear on this?”


“We have tested the child’s vibration.  We will testify before your Senate that he is required.”  The two aliens spoke as one.  “We would have the child succeed,” they repeated.


The two Rebels glanced at each other through sealed eyes, then one stepped back while the other turned to the Colonel.  “The Sirians’ truthfulness is legendary.  They would have nothing to gain from lying.  You will cooperate with the humans.”


“But...their race has been priming this species for millennia!  The Lyran Nommo have even bred with them!  Their testimony cannot be trusted to be impartial.  If my troops go in there to regain the child, all the replicants on this base stand to be reassimilated.”  The supersolder’s face betrayed his rage at being gainsaid by his alien masters.  He was used to being the sole commandant of this installation, and having to revise his assumptions was not a pleasant experience for him.


“They see the greater whole.  None are impartial, but they are the originators and the Guardians of the Law of One.  In this, they outrank us.  We will proceed as they have outlined.”  The alien paused as if assessing the Colonal.  “Do you refuse this order?”


The supersolder seemed to shrink, and Scully in the tiny blooming of triumphant hope, wanted to cheer.  For three years these horrible creatures had lorded themselves over her life, with seemingly endless resources and authority within a government structure in which the Rebels that had made them seemed to put no official strictures on their activities.  For three years they had piled upon her life an unending fear and an oppressive feeling of being watched.  They had observed her every move, spied on her in her home, tried to kill her child, and forced her family to go on the run.  For the first time, she had seen one cowed by a higher authority.  It was sweet.  


“I will obey the directives of the Commandant,” the supersoldier capitulated after what looked to be a moment’s tense interior rebellion.  “The child will be preserved at the risk of our movement.”


The alien nodded and, having now firmly taken charge, it turned back to the Ambassador.  It inclined Its head respectfully.  “Representative. The Renegade enclaves are willing to join us in this fight?”


The Ambassador nodded, glancing back at Marita and the clones.  “We have an army of partial hybrids, some three hundred from various enclaves willing to join us here, and each enclave is led by approximately three to five of our race.  Some are too far away and must be dispached to do what must be done in the other infected cities.  The Priest who leads the Grahamsville enclave will attest to this.”


The Leader stepped forward to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Sirians and the Ambassador, seemingly heartened by the unexpected ratification of their position.  “My enclave is already moving to place themselves outside Washington.  My confederates in the Dixie and Smoky Mountain enclaves will be joining us shortly.  Others will proceed as soon as they are able.”


The Rebel nodded quietly.  “It seems that we must make provisions for these hybrids when the struggle has concluded,” It said softly.  "We will no longer need to destroy them, abomination or no, if the War is won--and they will have earned their place in the future organisation of the planet."  It sounded emotionless as usual, but there was a bit of reluctance behind the statement.  The aliens did not like the hybrids, symbols as they were of an immoral experimentation by unprincipled members of their own race and a threat to the purity of their species.  Even the Colonists wanted them for no more than slaves.  Having them as allies would be a thorn in the side...but then, they were being asked to revise many long-held positions in the face of the greater necessity in this War.


It then turned to the Smoking Man where he sat grinning in his wheelchair.  “You have played your card most effectively, human.  We were surprised by your position in this affair, but we will take your part on the strength of the Sirians’ testimony.  You have our assurances that the child will be protected if at all possible--but action must be taken now.”


The Smoking Man smiled.  “So it seems.  I suppose I must reveal what I know...for my own reasons.”  He did not look at Scully, but she knew he was directing a message to her when he spoke.  This was not a redemption.  He wanted what he had demanded from this situation.  The death of her son simply did not support his own agenda in this matter.  The byzantine details of that agenda were something to which they were none of them privy.  “As you know, They will not have taken the boy to the staging site.  That site has certainly become too hot for them since you fellows began to take direct action; and no doubt it has already been thorougly searched.”  His amused glance took in the alien’s scarred visage.  The alien gave no sign of assent, but something in his stance seemed to confirm the Smoking Man’s suspicions.  “No,” he sighed softly, “I shouldn’t wonder if They haven’t holed up at that old enclave your religious converts had set up here so long ago; the Exiles; remember?  Safe there; the vibrations would preclude your intercepting or tracking their transmissions, and there is a decent landing area nearby once it is judged safe for Them to take the child aboard a Colony Ship and evade your patrols.  When it is over, that is where They will begin to make use of their samples.”


“This is supposition, then?”  The Rebel’s eyes passed from Cancerman to the two Sirians and the Ambassador, then back.  “I do not know if a recovery attempt would not be a wasted effort,” It mused.  It turned to the Renegade Leader.  “Should we trust this human, traitor?  You have had it in your care for several months.  You would know if it might lead us astray.”  


It was the Ambassador that responded before the Leader could.  “Certainly you should not trust him,” the alien politician averred softly, “but he has little to gain at this moment by giving us misleading information.”  He glanced at the first Smith, who flicked his eyes to the old man and back.


“He believes what he says,” the healer murmured.


Satisfied, the Ambassador looked to Scully where she stood trembling all over with a sort of delayed reaction to the terror and the relief of the last few moments.   She still could not believe, had not allowed herself to believe that she would be successful in convincing them, that the Smoking Man would stick to their agreement.  But then, another set of testimony had been the deciding factor.  Once again she was deeply in the debt of these aliens that she had once called the Smiths.


As if sensing her caroming emotions, the Ambassador smiled slightly.  “You actually know the location that we are discussing, Ms. Scully,” he said quietly.  “I believe you and your partner investigated that enclave several years ago, before it was deserted.  I had forgotten about it; they had been pacifistic Lyrans: Sirians who had escaped a sort of slave gulag on a nearby colony, and came here seeking a quiet place of asylum on this planet, far from all the political and philosophical strife of the Home System.”  He smiled at the Smiths almost as if he were teasing them.  “Terrible pacifists, these Sirians; though the ones that had been enslaved sometimes became a bit more political by necessity than their progenitors.  Terrible disappointment to the government, absolutely won’t be used for political gain.”  His expression became something that could only be described as a grin of delight, and Scully realized with a start that this alien was as relieved, had been as anxious about the outcome of this negotiation than she had been, if for different reasons.


“They’re also terribly holier than thou, and universally loved by our people even while they are universally looked down upon for being the intergalactic equivalent to conscientious objectors.  Like these two here,” he gestured to the two healers that had testified on her son’s behalf, “as are all clerical religious orders, they were positively monastic; the medeival pastoralists of the intergalactic empire, though some would say they are simply religious to the hilt and not hardhearted enough to take a stand.  They held themselves apart  here, and tried to create a sort of religious retreat for monasticists.  Rather like the ‘alien’ equivalent of Mennonites.”  He glanced up at the supersoldier Colonel who stood silently against the wall behind his desk, a look of profound distaste on his face.  “The more militaristic types would call them ‘traitors’ for turning their backs on the political struggles of the Home System, but they contribute to the fight in their own unique manner.  The ones you and Agent Mulder encountered in 1994 had completely removed themselves, however.  You caught them just as they had finally made up their minds to depart this planet and rejoin the struggle.  They received their transport and returned to Nommo, the pastoral third planet of Lyra.  You knew them as the Kindred.”


Scully felt the memory click into place in her head.  That had been in her second year working with Mulder.  But then that meant...


“Steveston Massachusetts--do you remember it Dana?” the Smoking Man needled her cheerfully from his chair.  “As I recall you were a bit at a loss when you tried to account for the scientific anomalies of that case.”


Scully turned to regard the two Sirians and the Ambassador in a kind of unwilling disbelief.  “That doesn’t sound much like your race.  I didn’t think you went out of your way to...”


The Ambassador smiled as he glanced up at the disapproving Rebel leaders again.  “Traffic with humanity.  Soil the breed.”  He shook his head.  “Most of us aren’t able to; Purity has changed our race.  We were once different, before that species melded with our own.  The Sirians are an older breed, and capable of such traffic, though they look down upon it as ‘interfering with the natural progress of a species’.  They knew once one of their number had broken that Directive that it was time for them to leave.”


He glanced over at the Rebel leader.  “It is plausible.  We should at least check,” he enticed softly.  “Before the struggle in the cities is decided and the Bounty Hunters manage to arrange for pickup.”


“And my brother and I would request transport to the affected cities to assist in the healing of the infected hosts,” the second Smith broke in softly.”


The two aliens seemed to lock gazes for a moment despite the lack of ocular equipment on the Rebel spokeman.  Then the Rebel turned away to signal once, sharply, to Its compatriot.  “Bring this one,” It ordered, and gestured to the Smoking Man.  “I do not think that this will happen, but we do not know its motivations.  It may attempt to warn the Sons should it escape, and if this location should prove incorrect, it may have further information for us regarding other possibilities.”  The alien turned to the Colonel, Its tone taking on the accent of an order.  “You will arrange for the transport of your troops and these humans to the site in question, and you will order a detachment to escort the Sirians to New York and Washington respectively.  They will be turned over to the Command there, to be directed to where their talents will be most useful.”  It glanced back at the gathering of clones, humans, and aliens.  Its voice went harsh.  “Each one of you will aid us.  Should any of you turn out to have played us false, he will be made to pay.  This is a War, and we have come to the most critical moment moment in the most important battle.”


The Ambassador’s face once again took on that merciless cast of a death’s head.  “It is indeed.  Should any of my party indeed betray us, I will destroy him myself.”

xxx

As they moved out of the building, no longer under guard but escorted rather briskly, Scully leaned over to catch the Ambassador’s attention.  “Would this base have the intrument you spoke of; the one that can activate my chip?”

“Ah, yes, the tracking chip.  Or so it once was.  Colonel!” he called.  The supersoldier turned his head unwillingly toward the Ambassador.  “Could you by any chance dispach one of your men to retrieve a tuning wand for Ms. Scully here?  It would not do to allow an ally to become a host as we move into possibly infected areas.”

The chastened Colonel glared at the alien once with sharp despite before he turned and snapped an order to one of the privates in their escort.  The young man gave his CO a startled look and then immediately peeled off to enter one of the side-buildings across from the hangar that they were approaching.  Ahead of them, the hangar door began to rise up.  The interior was too dim to make out from here, but as they stepped under its echoing shell, Scully stopped and gasped in dismay.  Floating eerily in the half-light were a covey of three hovering triangular ships.

“Chance of a lifetime, Dana,” Cancerman murmured to her in the silence.  He ignored the young serviceman pushing his chair.  “Have you ever ridden in one?”  He grinned that hateful grin.  “Consciously I mean?  It’s quite an experience.”

“You’ll have to be cocooned, Mister,” the young private pushing the chair chimed in.  “My Sarge says you have to check out for extreme gees to handle it, and no offense, but you don’t look too healthy.”

“I’m well aware of this craft’s capabilities, Private,” the former conspirator told the boy flatly.  His mouth then turned up into a smile of proprietary joy.  “She’s a beautiful design, isn’t she?  It took us fifteen years to figure out how to adapt it to our uses.”

“Sir?”

Scully was distracted from the rest of this fascinating conversation as the young man that had been dispached to fetch the ‘tuning wand’ returned and held the object out to his CO.  “That will be all, Jefferson,” the Colonel said dismissively, and turned away from the young soldier to hold the object out to the Ambassador with a challenge in his voice.  “I suppose you already know how it works?”

The Ambassador took the implement from the supersoldier and held it quizzically.  It was long and rod-like and reminded Scully of the incendiary rods she had described in her regression tape as having been capable of inciting abductees to combust on contact.  This one, however, tapered to a thin flexible cylinder at one end, about a quarter inch thick, with a teardrop-shaped flat tip like an oversized guitar pick.  “I haven’t  had the pleasure yet,” the alien murmured as he handled the device.  “One wouldn’t want to use it incorrectly.  One wouldn’t want to ask you to perform the service either, Colonel, as you seem to bear us some ill-regard.”  He turned to the Grahamsville enclave leader.  “Honoured Priest, are you aware of the capabilities and usages of this tool?”

“I have used the tuning wand on occasion when we were first investigating its ramifications during the takeover,” the alien replied.  He approached Scully and nodded to the Ambassador as he took the rod from him.  “Bend your neck and lift your hair, Ms. Scully.  The device is capable of tuning the implant from a distance, but it takes much less time with direct contact.”

Scully bent her head a little nervously.  She had put her life and the lives of her family in these peoples’ hands for months now.  If they had wanted to harm her they would have done so long since...but the wand’s superficial resemblance to that other, more deadly piece of Rebel technology made her jittery.  She felt the stress of the last twenty-four hours keenly as she lifted the heavy dyed curtain of her hair off of her neck.  Her hand was shaking.  She sternly told herself to relax.  --We’ve been hoping to get this done for months, Dana.  Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth--

“Let’s turn this up so we can keep you, Ms. Scully.  You’ve been and may yet be quite useful.”  With that not-so-inspiring phrase, the Leader steadily depressed an unseen button on the shiny black surface of the wand and passed it slowly over the small scar on the back of her neck.  Scully felt a queer sensation, almost as if she could feel the vibration passing over and through the skin of her neck and the long cells of her cervical musculature.  Then there was a sort of shimmer that seemed to hum briefly over her entire body.  It passed over her quickly, touching every organ like a wave, and then was gone.  She couldn't say if she had ever felt such a sensation before, as she had been ill or comatose throughout all of its other adjustments, but the feeling was definitely peculiar.

“Readings say you have taken the adjustment,” the Leader said, and turned away as he clicked the device off.  “The setting had to be recalibrated to take into account your multiple exposures to DNA alteration and the Chloramine byproduct, but the wand was able to compensate.  Congratulations.  In a few hours you’ll have adapted and your DNA will have realigned.  Welcome to our world.”  He turned away and held the wand out to the replicant.  “Colonel.”  The supersoldier inclined his head stiffly, but did not bother to comment as he reclaimed the implement.  Scully was left standing there as the alien continued walking.  She wondered briefly if Marita had a chip, and glanced over at the woman, who stared back at her with a kind of angry rebellion.  If she wanted one, she would have to request it herself, apparently.

A bit ahead of her, the Ambassador turned back and smiled.  “Now that we have that settled, shall we go on, Ms. Scully?”  His grin was once again unnervingly sardonic as he glanced at the trio of ships.  “We must keep our rendezvous with your son.”   

Her curiousity about the blond woman's immune status faded to the back of her consciousness.  --We must keep our rendezvous--  Which meant she had to voluntarily step onto one of those monstrous things and allow it to whisk her off to God knew where, at the mercy of some hotshot pilot and hoping that the experience would not kill her or deliver her to the wrong location.  She must have had a strange look in face, because the Smoking Man began to laugh dryly.  The laugh turned to an agonized cough, and the man she had known as Cancerman began to hack like a thing already half-dead.  “It is an edifying experience, Dana,” he said softly when he could speak again.  “I’ve once heard a pilot characterize the unique feeling of flying a UFO by saying that afterward, sex seems trite.  I don’t know if I would describe it in quite that fashion...but it is definitely worth trying.”

Scully did not trust herself to respond as she moved to catch up with the crowd gathering beneath the shadow of the strange floating machines.  She had to stifle the feeling that events were sweeping her along with no concern for her emotions or mental well-being.  It was a state of mind and a sensation that she was well used to after almost a decade on the x-files being whisked along with Mulder on his crusade.  If there was one thing she knew well, it was the feeling of being caught up in the tornado.  In her younger years she had found being caught up in Mulder's particular tornado to be exhilarating.  Now that it was her own tornado as well she found it almost commonplace; and that alone was almost as frightening as the situation.  One thing she was sure of.  If she ever saw Mulder again, he would be caught between a smile of delight and an agony of sheer jealousy at her audacious stroke of good luck.  He better damn well be smiling right now.

Rather than cheering her, the thought made her miss him more.  

Now wasn’t the time for that, though.  Mercilessly, Scully shoved that emotion away into that box labeled ‘later’, piling it on top of all the grief and pain she felt for her son...and the terrific fear that seemed to throttle her as she gazed on the unearthly airbourne vehicles.  Later.

Without another moment’s hesitation, Dana Scully siezed her courage in both hands and strode directly toward the underside of the closest ship, and the impossible ramifications that such a ride would mean to her entire reality.

For William. 

X   X   X

(Amor Fati, pt.57: “The Sign Of The Beast”)

J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building

Washington, DC

Saturday

12:52am (Hour Five)

Mulder did not smile as he stalked the half-deserted halls of the Hoover Building like an inexorable ghost or the pitiless Angel of Death, gun in one white-knuckled grip and filled with deadly purpose.  His determined, implacable strides echoed hollowly in the low vaults of nondescript passages he’d once haunted as a matter of course, a suited functionary like hundreds of others now missing; halls that seemed deserted of all but the occasional coal-clad flunky that backed up against the walls like daunted rabbits as he passed.  Behind him came the faint scurry that said that the Lone Gunmen were still in the train bearing the renegade Krycek while the supersoldier they knew as Agent Crane took up the rear--but he did not slow his headlong pace to wait for them.

He strode unnoticing past the flurries of startled glances that followed from those few agents that remained within this imposing edifice during the crisis and the indescribable chaos that heralded the end of the world.  He was being ogled with varying levels of disdain, shock, horror, and calculating surmise, and he could feel the eyes following him, stunned or knowing, with avidity.  Some had presumed, some had hoped, some had even feared that he was dead; colleagues, enemies and their cronies, rookies who knew him only by reputation, superiors that had once hounded him for his maddening intransigence.  


--Why act so surprised?-- he thought grimly.  --This was the man who had lived and died and lived again--  He had gotten the same kind of incredulous stares then as now...hard and suspicious glares and looks of fear and wonder.  He ignored them all, now as he had then.  They were as unimportant as flies.  Then, he could put his apparent immortality down to his newly hybrid DNA.  Those clones and hybrids they'd run into over the years that had been able to suspend function to avoid drowning, to survive in incubation tanks...  And Scully would tell him not to go flying off the handle; there were clear precedents in nature without resorting to aliens.  Blowfish poison rendering men into zombies in Haitian Voudoun ritual, the ability of certain insects to go into a sort of suspended animation.  She would of course inform him that the insect example was far different than the complex nervous system of a human being, but...  He pushed his mind away from Scully.  He could not bear thinking about her at this moment in time.  The Eyes did not bear thinking about, either.

Eyes.  All now looking at him as if he were a more or less unexpected ghost, haunting corridors where his presence had once been taken for granted, a joke always ready to be made, and was no longer even a token.  There were sneers; there were even hesitant smiles.  There were shocked glances.  He could read them all.  He had not been expected to survive; some had even bet against it, bet against him...and against Scully.  Scully and the baby.

The return of an old mantra that had sustained him during their last separation did not comfort him in this one.  The thought now made him clench his teeth and ball up his fists in a rage so sudden and complete that it left him breathless.  Everyone, even their ‘friends’, acquaintances with whom they had collaborated on cases, people that they’d helped or at least had amiable relations...everyone had been betting against them.  And now Scully was gone...and William taken.  It seemed to highlight his failure to bear their looks, their judgment, and he was filled with an impotent rage.

If even one of them had approached him or spoken to him in that moment he would more than likely have ripped his or her head off.  Luckily for their own health most onlookers and passers-by seemed to feel the danger beating off of him in waves, and no one impeded his progress to Skinner’s office.  He would have walked right over them if they had.  He wanted to strangle every last one of them all of a sudden; vultures all.  Opportunists who had just stood by all these years, unwilling to believe, to stretch out their necks and take the risk...just stood by and let this happen, too concerned about their own careers, their own concerns, their own little lives to see that this wasn’t just some fantasy; it was everyone’s fight!  Hadn’t he been telling them?  For ten damned years, he’d been telling them.

Suddenly the chaos all around him seemed fitting; deserved and deserving of a race that had so blithely stood by and courted its own extinction.

Seeing nothing but the chaos in his own mind, Mulder strode into Skinner’s lounge like death, stalking past the startled and exhausted-looking secretary without even a glance at the familiar woman, and barged through the connecting door as if it wasn’t there.  Skinner’d better be there, one in the morning or no.  This was the crisis to end all crises; the place had never had less right to be asleep.

He didn’t bother to note the unchanged features of the room; the black leather couch, the mellow glow of the polished wood in yellow lamplight, the tasteful pictures of the President and the Director as he plunged past the three agents standing in a gaggle between him and the Assistant Director.  Rookies.  Mulder no longer felt the need to stand on ceremony.  His mood had never been blacker.  “Cut it short, Walter.  It’s time.”

Skinner’s startled look faded quickly to that shrewd regard that Mulder depended on now, when he needed them all.  Everyone he could get his hands on.  The time had come for Skinner to show that he’d really meant what he’d said back in Philly; to put it all on the line for the final Fight.

The Assistant Director seemed to realize that, rallying quickly to glance from the rookies to Mulder and back again...but his eyes never faltered from the choice that he had made.  “Agents, I’ll have to pick this up with you another time; will you excuse me?  I’m sure you can all find something useful to do; the world needs us to keep our heads and set an example in this crisis.”  Chastened, the wet-behind-the-ears agents began to file out through the double doors, giving Mulder curious looks as they went.  Mulder had already turned to leave the way he had come, obviously expecting his former superior to follow.  Skinner crossed the room swiftly in his white wrinkled shirt, leaving his suit jacket on the back of his chair.  His eyes had dark circles under them, and his gaze was wary but alert and intent.  He looked like he’d been sleeping in his clothes; he must have been in that chair for hours without a break.  When he spoke, half under his breath, there was no faltering in his tone.

“They’ve started just when you said They would.  It's worse than 9-11; this place has been a zoo.”  He seemed to catch something in Mulder’s eyes that indicated that more was going on than the plague, and his eyes darted out to take in the Lone Gunmen standing en masse outside the lounge, narrowed when they landed on Krycek’s clone.  He had every reason to demand explanations, but when he returned his gaze to Mulder he simply looked grim.  “What happened?  Where’s Scully?”

“Scully’s gone,” Mulder said shortly...and the sheer desolation of those two words seemed to echo in the sudden emptiness of the room.  His briefing was blunt; he didn’t have time to wait out Skinner’s shock.  “She went to try to get our son back.”  At Skinner’s startled look he glanced up finally to meet the older man’s eyes.  “They took him.”  There was something so implacable in Mulder’s gaze that Skinner felt himself shudder back from it.  This side of Mulder he had seen only a few times...each of them when Scully was in danger.  But the look in his eyes had never before been so bleak as now, when William was at stake.  He had to think that he had failed in some way.

“Hey, Mulder.  I’m sorry.”  That sounded pitifully inadequate.  “What do you need me to do?”

Mulder obviously didn’t want sympathy or commiseration.  He was ready to go off like a neutron bomb.  “I need you to comandeer Doggett, Reyes, anyone you can get your hands on; even that kid Harrison.  You think of who I can use.  Danny Cummings in cryptology if I can get him.  Even Chuck Berks could help with research; he's a trained observer, and the Gunmen remember how to get a hold of him if Doggett doesn’t.  And you.  I need to get some information.  Privileged information.  And then I need to set up a meeting with the head of the Rebel Cabal here on Earth.”

xxx

As they re-entered the strangely populated halls of a Bureau in crisis, Crane stood waiting.  He nodded once to Mulder and Skinner, flicking his eyes first at the two men and then the clone and the Gunmen.  “I’ll go tell Kersh you’re here and what you’ve come to offer,” the supersoldier told them quietly, then turned on his heel--in a precice maneuver that seemed oddly machine-like--and stalked away without another word.  Skinner watched him go for a moment before he turned back to his former underling.

“What is he going to tell Kersh?”

“My proposition.  They agree not to harm our son, and we give them enough information to help us get him back.  We might even let them join in.”  Mulder’s voice was as flat as a stock report.  He started walking again, not waiting to see if the rest of his coterie would follow.  Right now he would walk over Rebels, supersoldiers, fellow agents; everyone, with single purpose.  They simply did not exist now except as possible pawns in the Game.  He might be able to use a few of the other guys’ men.  Until then, he would have to evade all stall tactics, wait for it to go right to the top.  Scully was in danger.  And Will.  His voice went hard at the thought.  “Where’s Doggett?”  Crisp and cold.  “Not downstairs I’m guessing.”

“No, ah.”  Skinner looked startled.  “Everyone’s been helping out.  Its 9-11 all over again; no one did any x-files for six months after that debacle, and this is no exception.  Doggett and Reyes have been redirected to other areas during the crisis; they’re up in the bullpen.  No one’s getting any sleep tonight.”  He stopped to regard his former underling with a kind of proprietary sympathy.  “Knowing what we know about the situation, he and I discussed the possibility that you might come back out of hiding to rub everyone’s noses in it.”

“Not that I wouldn’t love to do that,” Mulder grunted as he strode toward the elevator bank, “but I’ve got more important things to think about right now.  Call Doggett and anyone else you can think of to come down to the Basement.  I’m taking the Gunmen and Krycek down there now, to start rooting through the mainframe in relative peace.  Make up an excuse; any excuse.  This is the real battle here.  The FBI isn’t the CDC.  We've already tried a house on the edge of the city that Krycek thought they might be using, but I guess they've moved.”

Skinner nodded and didn't bother to ask questions.  "I’d like to help too."

His voice was very quiet, and Mulder had to look away from the understanding in the other man's face.  "I know that Sir, but you’re compromised.  We need you in here where you can help us filter things down from the top.  So we can find these guys."

He didn't have to like it, but as a soldier he accepted his role and made his contribution.  His voice was a bit grim, though.  "I can at least do that.  Where do you want me to start?"

Mulder let out a short bark of laughter.  "Kersh should know how to get ahold of their Leader.  Send me some back-up, and then you can find our illustrious Deputy Director and try to get us in to see the Rebel High Command."

Skinner stared at him.  "Tall order."  There was a long pause.  "Well, I said I’d do it.  I'll get down there with them as soon as I can and then I’ll get to work on my end.  And Mulder?”

Mulder stopped in front of the doors as the Gunmen scurried into the cubicle quietly.  “Yeah?”

“You were right, all these years.  I didn’t help you two enough then.  I hope I can contribute something now."  His eyes were full of a kind of deep, determined empathy.  "We’ll find him.  We’ll find them both.”

Mulder nodded and looked down at the spot where stainless steel doors met hardwood.  “I know.  Did you get Scully's mom out all right?”

As he turned around in the elevator, he watched Skinner struggle with it, but he couldn’t let the other man realize how important the question was.  If Maggie had been stung...then he had failed.  He barely avoided letting his breath out in a gust of relief as his former supervisor nodded finally.  “She’s at my apartment in Crystal City.  It’s a little out of town; I thought it would be safer.”  Even in this particular situation, the older man wasn’t above looking a little embarassed.  “I couldn’t leave myself to get her there, but she’s a tough woman, and she...she had a key, so...”

At any other time, Mulder would have grinned at his mentor’s discomfiture, but all that mattered now was Scully’s mother was unaffected.  “Good.  She’ll stay there?”  Skinner’s affirmative nod was lost in the closing of the doors.

In the heightened security, they couldn’t be expected to get by even with an escort or visitors’ badges, of which they had neither.  Now that they were no longer in the presence of either Crane or Skinner, Mulder had to get his party down to the basement quickly before they could be put through any tedious questioning.  He had to put up with the stares as the elevator stopped on every goddamned floor in the joint; agents who had presumed him dead looking at him as if he were some kind of ghost though they all seemed to hold him in too much awe to ask him his business or bar his way.  He barely noticed their speculative regard.  He was too busy formulating, discarding, and feverishly reworking plans.  He was having a terrible time keeping his mind on track, though.  One thought seemed to pop in and throw him off every time.  Scully was in danger, and Will...and there was nothing he could do about it but search through some damned top-secret database hoping for a lead on whoever was in charge here, and plant seeds that might later pay off with an audience with the powers that be.  Basically, waiting on someone else’s bureaucratic say-so...some alien whim.  

The look on his face must have been pure death, for everybody that approached the elevator either changed their minds abruptly or stood well out of his way as he rode the damned gerbil-on-a-wheel contraption ever further down toward the bowels of the veritable fortress that was FBI headquarters.  The damned thing stopped at every floor, it seemed; and Skinner’s office was a long way above the basement.  The cherry on the top was when Agent Bruscetti, one of Kersh’s flunkies that had followed up on the Galpex Orpheus fiasco, stepped onto the lift and stopped to stare at him in what could only be described as unwelcome shock.  “Mulder!  What are you doing here?”

Great.  Just what he needed.  “Taking the VIP tour, Bruscetti; what are you doing here?  Shouldn’t you be upstairs shining Kersh’s wing-tips or something?”  He didn’t have time for this.  Maybe he could piss the guy off enough or brush him off enough to make him go running to his boss.  Save everyone else the trouble, including him.

Bruscetti was sneering at him.  “I’m actually going down to gather some files for the Deputy Director.  In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of a crisis situation.  We don’t have time for little green man conspiracies right now; but if you came back to offer your singular talents, we could sure put you and your monkey boys here to work carrying boxes.”

Mulder could feel Frohike and Langly bristling behind him at the insult, and willed them to level off.  “Sorry.  Got other things going on right now.  You’ll have to recruit some well-meaning and ignorant toadie to do the grunt work for you.”  The elevator dinged to indicate another floor, and the doors opened to reveal the last level before the basement.  No one joined them; evidently the button-pusher on this level had given up on the wait and found another ride.  “You’re welcome to look at the real files that pertain to this rather Fortean event if you’re down, though.  I’ve got ‘em all in my office.  You seem to be heading in the right direction already.”

“It’s not your office anymore, Mulder," Bruscetti sneered with vindictive satisfaction, "but you’ve managed to take a very good man off of real police work to play with your Bigfoot footage.  You corrupt everything you touch, and the Bureau is much better off without you.  I don’t think we need you here anymore, and I don’t think you have authorisation to be here either.  So I’m afraid I’m going to have to take you into custody for trespassing, make a little visit to the Deputy Director’s office.”  He smiled a hollow, greedy smile.  “No, I’m not put out about it, actually.  I think I’m going to enjoy it.  A lot.  You can even carry a few boxes for me on the way up.”  He reached out to grab Mulder’s arm in a standard put-down move that would have the uninitiated on the floor in a nanosecond.  That was his undoing.  Too many people confused Mulder’s inability to toe the line with a lack of training, thought that because he wasn’t exactly the ideal agent, that he was somehow faulty at perpetrator-enforcer relations.  Mulder caught the move and had Bruscetti against the wall in half the time it would have taken him to drop his former co-worker.  

“DON’T...touch me right now, Bruscetti, or I’ll take you down.  I don’t have time for this.”

“I’m...gonna have you before a court for assaulting...an officer of the Federal...Government, Mulder, you just...”  The offensive man had somehow gotten his gun out, too quickly for Mulder to catch it.

It was Krycek who saved the day, surprisingly.  He had kept pretty silent since they entered the guts of the building, but he apparently had just now decided it was time to play along.  He reached out from his place in the corner of the cubicle and plucked the sidearm from the hapless agent’s hand before he could bring it to bear.  He stood bouncing it on his palm while Bruscetti stared and sweated with his cheek plastered to the paneling.  “Tsk, tsk, Agent Bruscetti," the clone said in his clipped tones.  "Very unprofessional.  I don’t think we want gunfire within the walls of this building right now; it attracts too much attention.”  He raised his brooding black eyes to meet Mulder’s.  “Let him go, Mulder.  He’ll run upstairs to spill his guts to that guy Kersh.  It'll confirm Crane’s message.”

Funny to have Krycek be the voice of reason.  Mulder grabbed a hold of his rage and crushed it down like an empty beer can, shoving his impulses aside where he could lock them up.  He had been ready to do some serious damage to this man...and that alone convinced him that he was more on the edge than he had thought.  He took a deep breath.  “When I let you go, Bruscetti, you’re going to stay on the elevator and head back up.  And I better not see your face on the arrest party that comes down here to nab me, or you’ll be the sorry one.”

Thoroughly cowed, Bruscetti didn’t try to respond.  By the time they got down to the echoing lower levels that he had once called home, Mulder had rechannelled his frustrated rage back into that single-minded purpose and drive that had sustained him throughout his search for his sister, throughout his search for Scully’s cure...and he was ready to walk over anyone and everyone that dared to get in his way.


When the elevator door opened, Doggett was right in front of it.  He looked the same as he always did; wholesome, a bit tired, and very honest.  He somehow made Mulder feel ragged, and he had to swallow his annoyance.  Doggett was an ally, and a good one.  


Doggett was at that moment taking in with a kind of passing concern the state of the cowed Agent Bruscetti.  He obviously deemed it safer not to ask, simply nodding once to the Gunmen and staring hard at Krycek’s lookalike before putting all the questions aside to address his former mentor directly.  “I came down the stairway for the last bit.  All the elevators were bein’ used up and I wanted to be heah when you got down.  You wanna tell me what’s up?  Skinnah only said that you were heah without Scully an’ you needed back-up before he went to find your otha reinforcements.”


Mulder nodded and jerked his head toward the open door.  The Gunmen gathered up their equipment and filed out fairly silently, though there were a few grumbles from the overburdened Frohike as he tried to squeeze past his patron.  Krycek followed, and stood with his back to Doggett, holding Bruscetti’s gun on him as Mulder thrust the defeated man against the wall and stepped back.  He jammed his finger on the one of the upper floor buttons.  He didn’t bother to notice which one. 


“Don’t look back, Bruscetti.  Run upstairs and make your report to the Deputy Director.”


Bruscetti gave Mulder what could only be described as the evil eye as the former agent stepped out of the cubicle a second behind Kryeck and let the doors slide shut.  He turned back to his party as the elevator started up, and nodded to the clone.  “Thanks.”  God, who would have thought.


“Oooh.  Bet that hurt to say.”  The sardonic, amused glare that came out was like that of a spirit gazing out at him.  Krycek all over.


“You have no idea.”


Doggett was taking this all in in silence.  The Gunmen had already started down the corridor and turned the switchback, trailing wires as Mulder started to follow, and the Special Agent had to jog to keep up with the angry strides of the founder of his unit.  “So what the hell was that all about, Muldah?”


‘Muldah’ was not in the mood to be questioned, or to try to catch up on the last year or so in ten minutes.  “Necessary business, Agent Doggett.  For some reason I seem to inspire enmity in my former peers.  I never could understand it myself.  You got your keys on you?”


“Yeah, hang on.  You wanna give me the lowdown?  I was kinda surprised that you stayed away once this thing started.  Skinnah said you guys were close.  I’d hate to tell ya, but they’ve tried to shut us down three times this week.  If you wanted to save your unit, you shoulda been back in here a long time ago, Muldah; this crisis has finally done it.  They got us by the balls with the perfect solution.  Why waste the taxpaya money on something like this when there’s people dyin’ out there?”


Mulder shook his head impatiently as he stalked up to where the Gunmen and Krycek waited, to the the door that had once bourne his name, knowing with a sudden, rankling emotion that it would never bear that name again.  He thought he’d put that away a while ago, but Doggett’s run-down of the current situation grabbed at his balls.  Again.  Now, of all times, They were wasting time trying to close him down.  When there were so many more important things to worry about!  


With another concerted effort, he shoved it away like a fly.  Not important now.  Scully was in danger.  And Will.  “I’m not here for the x-files, Agent Doggett, I’m here to find my son.”


“Find...”  That news seemed to percolate quickly, and Doggett stared at him in a kind of dread.  “If...if they got Will, then...where’s Agent Scully?”


“She went to find him.  We both have to try to convince the Rebels here in our government that he’s more of an asset than a liability.  It’s the end of the world; you’d think they’d be willing to try just about anything.”  Mulder let the open sarcasm of that statement cover up the surge of pain that threatened to drown him every time he apprised another person of the situation.  Skinner could have briefed the man for him...  But Skinner didn’t know any of the details.  Like it or not, he was the guy with the case notes on this one.


Doggett’s eyes were filled with a kind of horrified shock.  “An’ you let her go?”  Before Mulder could blow, though, the good man softened.  “Sorry Muldah; that was below the belt.  No one evah stopped Dana from doin’ anything she’d set her mind to; and if I know her, this was her idea.”  There was admiration for the woman as well as commisseration for the man in his gaze now, and he nodded once at the his former associate.  “Takes a hell of a man to let her go.  What do you need me to do?”


Just like that.  Mulder knew it was more loyalty to Scully than anything that brought Doggett to his side, but that was good enough.  He didn’t need loyalty as long as he had the help he needed...but he did need to be sure Doggett knew what he was getting into.  They couldn’t afford to have anybody pull out halfway through.  Everyone would be made to understand exactly what they were signing up for before they enlisted.  “You sure you want to risk censure, Doggett?  This is the big one.  No pulling punches.  Skinner’s upstairs putting his job on the line as we speak.”


Doggett regarded the other man for a moment without speaking, then moved past the silent Gunmen to unlock the door to the office.  He kept his eyes on his hands as he fiddled with the permanently stubborn lock.  Mulder watched the particular upward-and-to-the-left jiggle with a kind of deja-vu.  He had spent the first two years of his tenure down here in the basement dousing that lock with WD-40 and graphite, had the maintenence guys look at it on their off-hours on the promise of a case of Miller Light...nothing had budged it but that peculiar jiggle-and-tug.  It had become second nature to both him and Scully after all those years, so much so that they had never thought twice about it as they entered each day already deep into conversation on the latest case.  It was strange to see another man so familiar with that lock now that he didn’t give it any thought as he caught the exact spot right on the money.  



When Doggett spoke, his voice was unequivocal.  He didn’t raise his eyes from the doorknob as he prepared his response, and he kept his back to Mulder.  “I know you and I didn’t get off to the greatest start, Muldah, but that was still a hell of a thing for you to say to me.  I know what’s at stake heah, and I don’t back off when I’m needed.”  His voice was neutral, but Mulder knew he’d put the other man’s back up.  The last thing he wanted to do was drive the guy away, but he had to be sure.


“Just so we’re clear.  Helping us now means your job will be imperiled.  Being in this office for a couple of years might have impaired your reputation for levelheaded, old-fashioned cop work, but that kind of thing can be repaired.  This requires you to throw it all out the window.”


Doggett turned the stubborn knob and pushed the door open.  “Go ahead in, guys, and hook up.  Do whatevah you need to do.  We’ll be right in.”  He ignored Krycek’s cynical look as the four men filed past him, then turned his gaze back to Mulder, blue eyes frank in the dim light from that one flickering fluorescent bulb.  “Is that really important anymore, Muldah?” he demanded.  “You may not believe me, but you’ve made this my mandate, hunting this shadow government of yours.  It started out with me just respectin’ Agent Scully, respectin’ her dedication and her belief; but once I got to see the kinda corruption we were dealin’ with...” his eyes turned inward.  “Well, I can’t say it made me sleep any betta, but it probably made me a betta man, and a betta public servant than I evah was as a gung-ho marine or a cop with a pension.”  He raised his eyes to meet his mentor’s.  “I’ve been chasing your ghost for three yeahs now.  Tryin’ to get it right.”


Trying to get it right.  In a way, this man was a lot like Scully.  He wondered that he’d never seen it before.  Scully had believed in Justice; and in bringing that corrupt government to face that Justice.  She’d believed, as Doggett had obviously come to do, that there was indeed a conspiracy, and a covering-up of horrible deeds within the body they had sworn to uphold...and that had been her fateful first step into the land of no return.  Her methods had never been his, but he still had respected her dedication.  Maybe he ought to cut Doggett a break.  As Scully had taught him, thorough belief in the paranormal was not a requisite to good results.  


“Alright.  Just as long as you’re sure.  Let’s get in there.  The Boys are probably already setting up their search, and I’d like to keep an eye on Krycek.  Reinforcements are on the way, right?”


“When I came down, Skinnah was goin’ to look for Monica.”  Doggett followed Mulder into the office, shoving the door shut behind him.  “I thought Alex Krycek was dead,” he muttered under his breath.


“He was.  This is one of those things you don’t want to believe in.”  Mulder was already starting toward the desk where the Gunmen hand their gizmos spread out like an electronics barn in the back of a high-tech pawn shop.  


“What, transmigration of the soul?  An alien shapesiftah?”


“Getting warmer.  Introduce yourself to Krycek’s last surviving clone.”


Doggett eyed the doppelganger from his position near the coat stand.  “That’s BS.”


“Hey, I can hear you, you know,” Krycek interrupted sarcastically.  “Didn’t your mother ever tell you it was impolite to talk about people to their faces?”


Mulder didn’t bother to let the clone bait him.  “Krycek, John Dogget.  Doggett, Alex Krycek the second.  Krycek, can you give them anything to look for?  You played with this side long enough to have picked up a few passwords.”


The clone threw him a caustic look before he moved to stand behind the three hackers, one hand on the edge of the desk to bend over the screen.  “It was a while ago.  They might have changed the firewalls.”


“You’ve gotten closer than any of us.  Langly, show him the DARPA database where you got that countdown.  Maybe he can take you somewhere from that point.”


“You got it Mulder.”


"And guys?"


The Stooges looked up from their conglomoration of wires and motherboards to behold a very solemn face.  "You all know this means a lot to me.  Remember gentlemen; this is the ultimate hack.  You guys tell me you're elite.  Now's your chance to show me.  Scully's counting on us.  And my son."  


The three communications specialists stared at him for a moment as if the sheer seriousness of the situation had impressed itself finally, then got started on their B&E with the determination of men whose professional reputations were on the line.


While they waited for a hit, listening to the murmurs of conversation between the guys and the clone, the occasional curse as the hackers were stopped at some critical juncture, the small pats on the back that came with breaking through or sneaking around a barrier, Mulder forced himself to lean back against the low counter under the bulletin board, arms folded in his habitual position.  It was the only thing that was keeping him from pacing...or putting a fist through the drywall.   

He had known in the instant that he’d held William in his arms and looked down into the face of that new fate that to choose to be his son’s father was to choose between life, evolution...or to remain as he was and be left behind, a shell of a man seeking his own death in that truth that he had thought was the holy grail.  A choice between comfortable habits, old patterns, and new ones; ones that would require him to embrace life with all its mysteries and leave the past behind.  Only one way was with the other half of his soul...and that meant going wherever Scully went, following where she led.  She had begun a new life while he had been gone pursuing his truth...and upon his return it was join that new path or be left behind.  And as of now Will is a part of that package...for better or for worse.  

He had once, during Scully’s pregnancy, regretted and even perhaps resented that little being...until he had seen how happy it had made Scully when he had touched her belly in the hospital and felt the child they had made between them move slowly in the womb that fed him; the miracle that they had sought and found too late.  He could not resent the child after that moment, any more than he could have resented his mother; for he had been the answer to Scully’s prayers.  But regret?  Regretting the pain and the fear that the pregnancy had brought to her, the strain that it had placed between them...the kind of life that such a child would most assuredly have...yes, he had regretted.  For exactly a minute and a half.  For the moment he had looked into the blue, knowing eyes of his wise-faced and thoughtful son, everything had changed.  Had been shifted by that tiny speck of humanity that was the sum of two such connected persons and the expression of a bond so precious that he couldn’t deny it any more than he could deny breath.

What it had come down to was that no matter how hard he had once in the early days tried to convince himself otherwise, Mulder couldn’t live without Scully.  That moment at her bedside as she had lain in her coma had taught him that, beyond a shadow of a doubt.  He had known that depite all indications to the contrary in that last year, she would find it difficult to live without him as well.  He had had to fall in with the new programme, no matter how difficult the change from death to life had been for him.  And he had already come back from the dead.  For her.

And then he had had to return to that exile like death after their son had come into the world, and had returned to that cliff-edge, toe-curlingly self-destructive world that he had inhabited in the times when she had been taken away from him.  The minute he was without her subtle balance, the minute they were closed off to each other--whether from a difference in opinions as in their early years together after the run-in with the Japanese doctors, or when he had thought he would lose her to her cancer, when he thought she would leave him after Dallas--or when he had been cut off from her after his return from the abduction...  In those times, he had not had her to save him from himself, and he had stopped caring.  He had never felt more unutterably alone as in that day when she had tried to keep him from invesigating his own abduction in order to keep him safe in the days after his return to work...until he had been forced to leave her.  The ten months he had spent alone in New Mexico, in Connecticut, in Georgia, in Wyoming...in motels alone with his head in his hands, searching for signs to make it possible for him to return to the person that had become the very axis of his being.  So many times, it had been only the thought of her that had drawn him back from the brink, saved his life as she had done for years and in so many more ways than simply medical expediency, though he was grateful for those as well.  Scully had saved his soul.  She had become his conscience.  She had given him a reason to live a life that he had been ready to trade for that truth that he had thought to be the centre of it all.  And she had shown him a new Truth that encompassed the old and surpassed it.  

The thought struck him that he had pushed away for hours now.  She might succeed in saving their son's life...at the expense of her own.  He was quite willing to sacrifice himself in this way, but for Scully to do so was unthinkable, even as it was her right to choose.  He would lose everything if he lost her, maybe more than he would if he lost their son.  Either way, it would be another death on his plate.  He would never be able to deal with it.  If...if it came to that, he would try...for William's sake--but he would see Scully in their son with each passing day, and he knew that it would break him every time.  

Which only reinforced to him that he had to somehow pull out the stops to save them both.  Make these damned willfully ignorant Rebels realize that they were needed and necessary.  He knew that if he were to be lost in the struggle, Scully would be the one to see him in Will's face each day as he would  have done...but she would be the the better one to raise him should the worst occur.

And that meant that no matter what, he had to make this happen.  Pulling no punches.  His life for theirs, if necessary...and damn any God that stood in his way. 

The door was shoved aside sharply enough to jolt Doggett out of place where he stood against it, and Reyes' dark head popped around the frame.  She took in the room with her strangely placid absorption, then sidled through, nodding to her partner.  She looked exhausted, and she held a cigarette as if holding onto a lifeline.  Mulder remembered that sensation.  If anyone were to start smoking again, this was the time.  He wondered if that made the x-files his anti-drug.

A very bedraggled and overrun-looking Leyla Harrison peeked in the door behind her as Reyes moved further into the room and strode up to her best friend's man.  "Mulder, what are you doing in here?  You could get killed or abducted and no one would ever know; the place is in chaos."

It was Doggett who took pity on him, pulling his partner and the rookie aside to whisper the greater details to them in a low and intense whisper.  Mulder saw Reyes raise her head, eyes stricken, and he turned away to march over to where the hackers were working at the database.  He tried to absorb himself in figuring out exactly what they were doing, but the run of HTML was incomprehensible to him in his present state of mental and emotional disarray.  "Where’s Dana then?" he heard her ask, and  he decided that now was the time to give them all the details.  

"She's up in the mountains in New York with our ‘friends’, running her end of the Game.  I’m here running mine.  William was taken at Bethesda at about six last night by a Bounty Hunter.  Scully went up to the nearest enclave of our allies to convince them to back us up.  We need them to help us convince these Rebel bastards to help us regain our son without killling him.  She's going to find his location from the Smoking Man."

"The Smoking Man?  No one's heard from him for two and a half yeahs.  I thought Scully said he was dyin' then!"

"He's a tough old guy.  Don't count him out."  Mulder went on inexorably, ignoring further interruptions.  "As soon as she gets the location from him, she's going to start the Renegades moving.  My job is to find out where the Rebel Cabal Leader is hiding here in the city and convince him that our perception of the situation is correct; Will isn't just a hybrid anymore.  He's the one thing that can convince their Elders to back us when they come to put a stop to the squabbles here.  That's where I need you guys.  Anything we can find in the x-files that might indicate where the Rebels or the Colonists might have set up shop would help, so we'll have to concentrate on the last five years.  Any base, hiding place, cupboard or closet they've ever used.  The Gunmen will take care of searching the database, and Skinner's going to try to recruit Kersh.  Anything else anyone can suggest, I'm open to it."  

There was a moment of silence.  "Agent Harrison here knows those files almost as well as you do, Muldah; she filed every one of your requisitions from the second yeah you and Scully worked togetha."  

Mulder nodded once at the timid blonde woman.  "I'll appreciate anything you can do to help, Agent Harrison."  He gestured to the bank of black cabinets to his left, watch glinting despondently in the fluorescents.  "Looks like you're going to get to work on the x-files after all."

"Last five years.  Got it.  I'll...let you know if I find anything, Agent Mulder."  Harrison moved quickly over to the cabinets that she must have desperately wished to touch and peruse for years, only now her eyes were full of worry and sympathy as well as that kind of subterranean excitement that seemed to live underneath her skin.  As Mulder turned back to the computer screen and Doggett and Reyes moved to help her, she opened the first drawer and began searching out dates.

Mulder wished fervently that the creaking of those cabinets opening didn't sound so damned much like the door of a prison cell closing.  He had the sudden horrible feeling, as sure as any one of his hunches had ever been, that he would be spending an interminable number of frustrating days stuck down here in an office that had once been his refuge, searching for the clues that might bring him no closer to the Truth--or the saving of his son--all for the possiblility that the Search might be in vain. 

xxx


Harrison and Doggett and Reyes were turning up nothing that he didn't already know from his rather complete photographic memory of the x-files.  The Gunmen were getting frustrated by the security around the DARPA database, and Mulder was starting to get very edgy.


"We got a mention of a Rebel agent hiding out with the Syndicate in one of their houses in Silver Spring," Leyla piped up nervously from where she sat on the floor with files from 1998 and '99 piled around her, and Doggett and Reyes paused in their own searches to look up expectantly.  "Agent Spender filed it.  A big mansion at..."


"We tried that one already, Agent Harrison," Mulder interrupted briskly, "but good work.  Keep looking in that year; there might be something my dear unlamented half-brother saw that I missed while my efforts were being...redirected."  Leyla nodded and glanced back at her pile, looking a bit cowed.  She was a really jumpy kid; needed to be a bit more sure of herself.  He didn't really know her, but he had depended on her to help them out with the financial reports in the past, and as advertised, she seemed to know the files.  It wouldn't do to freak her out so bad she would be afraid to speak up again.  He opened his mouth to say something encouraging, but couldn't think of anything to say.  He ended up shaking his head and going back to watching the frustratingly slow progress of the world's most essential hack, restraining his impulse to dive in there and shove the guys aside, do it himself.  God knew he wouldn't get any further than they.


Having apparently overcome her own retiring nature in the face of working with people that she considered to be legends, however, Harrison was watching him with a kind of quiet absorption.  "So...it's really happening, isn't it Agent Mulder.  The Colonization?"  At Mulder's sudden startled attention she looked down at the pile again, a bit overwhelmed but still determined to get the right of it.  "They tell us it's a biological attack from the Middle East, but it sounded an awful lot to me like the alien virus you and Agent Scully encountered in Russia and in Antarctica."


Mulder nodded shortly and quickly recalibrated his estimation of the blonde accountant.  No doubt about it, this Harrison kid was useful as more than a foil with the auditors.  She had covered up a lot of over-expenditure for them back when their search had exceeded the usual budget for a two-man unit...but her real forte was her passion for the cases themselves.  Doggett was right; she knew them all as well as anyone in this room.  "You just earned that keychain, Agent Harrison.  Scully thought that it represented teamwork.  You're part of the A-team now." At her sudden look of gratification, he just barely resisted shaking his head.  "You're right.  This is it; all these rumblings in the Middle East are just a nice distraction.  This is the real War to be fought; right here.  And you seem to know these files, so keep on it.  You get in there and try to find anything you can on who Kersh is actually working for, and where our new supervisors spend their nights."  Harrison stared at him with a kind of willing hero-worship, and dove back into the files with a re-dedication of will.


"What exactly are we looking for, Mulder?" Reyes chimed in from behind her own desk where she sat behind a similar pile of files.  "We usually stumbled into these conspiracy cases by accident while looking into the more esoteric phenomena."


"That's the way it usually happens, Agent Reyes."  He glanced over at Doggett, nodded.  "You read them all, I'll grant you.  We need information.  Locations.  Anything that can help us to find a base of operations for these guys...or for the ones that have my son.  If you know of any official documents that have crossed your desks since we left that might indicate that kind of information, get on a terminal and call it up.  Skinner's got Kersh covered...but he's only one side of the equation.  If the Renegades don't know where the Colonists are holed up, then neither do the Rebels here."


Doggett nodded and abandoned his pile to Reyes, standing to move over to his partner's whale-decorated computer.  He sat in front of the monitor and clicked the watery screensaver off, then began searching through files.  "I'm not sure if we have that kinda thing offhand, but it won't hurt to check."  


After a moment Mulder gave up watching the endless streams of encryption slide by the Gunmen's screen and moved restlessly over to watch Doggett work.  Not only could he do very little to help either the protege or the hackers, but the entire operation seemed ridiculous when it came right down to it, and the interminable waiting made Mulder want to climb out of his skin.  He had to stand around and keep his  head enough to direct them...and all they could do was just sit here working on the paper trail while Scully was off risking her life!


Doggett glanced up once briefly at his mentor's approach before returning his gaze to the screen.  Due to his own history he must have a great deal of sympathy for Mulder's situation, but to his credit he stayed silent and simply ran surprisingly deft fingers over the keys.  But his eyes in that brief glance had taken something in that Mulder had nearly forgotten in the last few months, and he jerked his chin toward the other man's left hand while his eyes never left the monitor.


"So ya finally married her, huh?" he asked quietly.  Across the room the sharp-eared Reyes glanced up at them both with the silence of a person who doesn't want to be involved in a conversation but is yet suddenly keenly interested in the response.  She exchanged glances with a very quiet Leyla Harrison, while across the way the Gunmen stared at each other a bit nervously and then tried to pretend they weren't looking at Mulder.  Obviously they had noticed the rings as well, but had been too embarassed to say a word about it.


Mulder ignored them all.  "That's not important now, Agent Doggett," he said shortly, and tried not to hunch his shoulders defensively.  --Why did everybody think that was so goddamned earthshaking?--  "Just find me the info I need to help us get our son back."  


Doggett stared at him for a moment in silence before he turned back to the glowing screen.  "Yeah."  Silence descended on the small room again, broken only by the sharp 'tac tac tac' of the keys.


"Got it!"


Every head in the room jerked up as if they were on marionette strings at that triumphant exclamation from Byers.  Mulder was already halfway back to his old desk, swinging by the edge with his left hand on the corner as if he were ready to pole-vault over the faux-wood surface.  He knew they had only passed the first hurdle, but he had to thrust down the sudden surge of almost painful hope that had leapt up.  "You got in?  What was that encryption?"


"That's my girl!  Sweet, sweet victory, you military-industrial bastards!"  Langly was practically crowing.  Frohike looked up with a sour expression.


"There'll be no living with him from now on," he commented wryly.


"Grab me the fortifier, Frohike, and stop complaining," Langly grunted, still riding high.  Frohike grumbled a little, but moved quickly to fiddle with one of the contraptions the Boys had wired to the ports in the back of the computer tower.  


"Make sure to cut off all trace access," Byers warned.


"Do you want to do this?"


"Alright, alright.  Stop squabbling," Mulder called the meeting to order.  "You can all piss in the corners after you tell me what we've got."


The three men glanced up from the screen a bit shamefacedly and sort of scrunched to the side to make way for the tall former agent.  The clone that had helped them break in found himself squashed against the wall, and made a pained face as Mulder crammed in next to them.


"This is the same DARPA site we had in Philly," Langly told Mulder, exultation still roaming around under his voice.  He sounded like a teenage kid who'd just scored for the first time.  Mulder had rarely heard the normally quiet guy sound so exhilarated.  Any other time it would have amused him, but at this particular moment he had to restrain his annoyance.  He curtly nodded his understanding to the blond man, who tapped a few keys and brought up the next page.


Byers leaned in and pointed at the screen where the small boxes still ticked by like a bunch of old analog clocks.  The number of recycling dates had been significantly reduced...and there were no more ETAs.  "The countdown has dropped to May and the dates have been revised in accordance with recent developments," the neatly-bearded man elaborated.


"Maybe we can see what they plan to do about it."  Mulder glanced over at Frohike.  "You might get to put on something sexy before morning."  


The little man threw him a testy look.  "How little do you know.  Sexiness does not dwell in clothing, grasshopper; it comes from within."


Mulder shook his head and turned back to the screen, committing to memory the adjusted timetable contained therein, in the mental file marked 'urgent'.  

INTERCEPTED INTELLIGENCE.  PRIORITY ALERT.

(DATES ADJUSTED DUE TO NEW INFORMATION)

April 2003
Civilian operation nears completion.  Seeding most likely to begin Easter weekend, barring weather.  

Negotiations will cease upon Process introduction.  Acquire priority merhandise and destroy.

All other proceeds have been eliminated.

April 18, 2003
Eviction notice served at 1100 hours.  Seeding commenced at second priority scale.

Emergency status to be kept from FEMA control until all relief efforts have been cleared.

May 01, 2003

All data will be forwarded to Home System by date indicated.

Emergency units to remain on stand-by until crisis is past.

End of transmission.


--All other proceeds have been eliminated.  Acquire priority merhandise and destroy--  Mulder didn't waste time getting angry this go-round; that energy was better used in the growing tornado of pent up rage that he held within...to release when the right moment presented itself.  He made sure his voice was steady as he directed his next query at the Boys.  "Can you find anything on subsequent pages that might indicate a base of operations?  Any addresses or originating tags for the commands?  Something a little more specific than 'DOD'."


"I dunno, man," Frohike said with quiet sympathy.  "Everything originates here in DARPA.  If they've let anything slip on this database..."


No time for sympathy.  Not now.  "If they did, you guys will find it.  I have every confidence in you."  Clipped, but it would have to do.  He glanced at Langly.  "Your hand is up her skirt, Ringo.  Go for the brass ring."


"You got it Mulder." The hacker's voice sang with confident bluster beneath the worry.  None of them wanted to let him down when the stakes were so high.

"Ringo?”  Reyes piped up incredulously from her spot on the floor.


“Yeah, what of it?” Langly responded with absent defensiveness, but his fingers whizzed over the keys without pause.  Byers and Frohike stood over him, occasionally pointing at the screen and murmuring suggestions.  Unable to understand most of their conversation, Mulder looked away and tried to compose himself.  --Just a little more luck.  If there is a God--  He shook his head then.  He had started believing in that Something again when Scully had come back to him.  Scully would tell him not to let that new fragile hope be destroyed by this setback.  But now, in the face of this new pain...  If there was a God, he would have gone into his bedroom one of those nights and opened his eyes to find his sister sitting there as if she had never left.  No.  


No, if he and Scully were to find their son, it would be by dint of dedication and the kind of Belief he had invested in his search for Samantha all those years ago, and not by waiting around for the helpful attention of some distant Being that didn't seem to give a damn what happened here on Earth.  He was a self-made man, and in this at least, he was no puppet.  He would find his son.  And God...God better stay out of his way too.  And anyone else.  Kersh, the aliens...  Anyone.

xxx

J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building

Saturday (Hour Twelve)


Progress was slower after that first rush of success, and it was nearly seven in the morning when Skinner unexpectedly popped his head in the door.  "Kersh wants to see you, Mulder, and as far as I can tell, it's not a trap," he said in his usual clipped tones.  His eyes roved over the room and settled on the clone standing behind the Gunmen.  "Just in case, though, you'd better bring Doggett and...Krycek with you.  I'm coming too, as back-up."  No one could blame him for not trusting the guy that bore Krycek's face; the man had tortured him for years.  But  he was willing to ignore it for the sake of the Fight, for which Mulder was grateful.  


Skinner's eyes raised to take in the rest of the team, his voice crisp despite the dark circles under his eyes and the concern in his worn visage.  The former marine, snapping orders with quiet command.  "I suggest you all find a spot to camp out in here; we're going to be going for a few days.  Get some rest while you can."


Mulder detached himself from his perch on the counter behind the desk and moved over to where the AD stood.  Skinner pointed with his chin at the hackers as his former underling approached.  "They find anything yet?"


"They're working on it.  If Kersh doesn't give us anything quicker, I have faith the Boys will find us something.  All they need is time."  It rankled an incredible amount that all this had to take so much damned time.  And every moment spent searching was a moment in which his son lay in the hands of an alien force that had treated his entire family like guinea pigs since before he had been born...and in which the woman he loved and the partner he depended on came closer and closer to making a descision that none of them wanted to contemplate.


With a last nod at the Gunmen and the two agents, Mulder followed Skinner out the door, Doggett and Krycek trotting behind.  "So what did Kersh say?" Doggett queried as they caught up with the Assistant Director.


Skinner looked pained and a bit unsure.  Obviously, he didn't like the circumstances any better than Mulder did.  "Just that he'd grant Mulder an audience."  His eyes flickered to meet those of the younger man he had saved so many times.  "After you get there, it's up to you."


"No problem."  Kersh would be a stain on his sneakers when he got done up there, and he would leave the room with what he needed.  A deal.  He no longer needed to kowtow to the man; the Deputy Director no longer had any authority over him.  More importantly,  he no longer had anything with which to threaten his former underling.  The x-files didn't matter anymore, and there was nothing left that anyone, even Kersh, could take away from him.  


The elevator ride, once again, was interminable, but it gave Mulder time to set himself...and at least at that particular moment, no one stepped in to hitch a ride and slow things down.  He didn't think he could handle the curious and assessing stares at this particular moment.


There was one thing Mulder did want to know, however.  He needed to know the lay of the land, have all the players and chesspieces mapped out in his head if he was going to do this right, cover all his bases.  "By the way, where’s that guy Follmer you told me about?  According to Scully," he steeled himself against the almost accustomed surge of painful worry that came with the mention of her name, "Kersh didn't used to dirty his hands with the x-files anymore."  If Kersh turned out to be no help, maybe they could twist this Follmer's arm...


"Ah...Brad Follmah is no longer an employee of the Federal Government," Doggett volunteered quietly from the back of the elevator cubicle.  "He's in jail pending an appeal.  Convicted of shooting the guy that kidnapped my son."


Mulder turned to stare at Doggett.  What could he say?  Mazel tov?  "So you found the guy."


Doggett didn't break eye contact, but Mulder could see the kindred spirit there; the man who had needed, desperately needed to resolve the loss of someone close.  Doggett's drive was to help protect others who were helpless, to stop this kind of thing from happening again.  As good a basis as Scully's...and nothing really to do with the paranormal.  Mulder could accept that.  And sympathize.  "Yeah.  We found him."


"Good.  One less scum on the streets."  Mulder hadn't been the world's most politic FBI agent, but he did believe in the work that the Bureau did to clean up the place.  He had worked in VC, after all.


"Yeah.  Two less according to Monica.  She'd taken to calling Follmah 'the dread pirate Brad' because he swaggered around like he owned the place.  I gatha she never liked him much back when he was her ASAC in New Awlins, and his behaviah toward the x-files in the last yeah didn't endear him to anybody.  I dunno, though.  The guy helped me close the case on my son's murdah, so I can't exactly curse him."


Mulder silently admired the other man's ability to keep his emotions under control during what was obviously a very painful recitation.  "Yeah, well I guess that makes him one less door...or one less obstruction, depending on who you talk to."


Skinner, who had remained silent throughout this exchange, looked back then.  The wrinkles in the back of his once starched white shirt stood out in violent relief in the fluorescent lights of the metal cubicle.  "Follmer wouldn't have been much help.  He was as compromised as Kersh, and a lot lower on the totem pole.  He just did what he was told."  He turned back forward again, eyes piercing as they awaited the opening of the doors.  The trip from the bottommost halls of the FBI to its highest echelons seemed in some way a strange transposition.  In this building, Truth and Hope lay in the shadows of the lowest floors...ruled with an iron fist by the ascending levels of villainy higher up.  A labyrinthine and political tower of Babel, and just as much an affront in the sight of Truth.  "Kersh might not be much help either.  I think he's afraid to cross Them again.  I'm pretty sure that last time he barely lived through it."


Mulder stared at the creased spot between his former superior's shoulder blades, wondering on what the other man based such an interesting observation.  But Skinner didn't elaborate, and they were nearing the end of their journey.  Mulder's mind filed that titbit away with all the others and snapped back to the task at hand.  Right now only one thing was important.  Information.  And Kersh was the locus.  All of Mulder's not inconsiderable mental energy would be focused on that single goal.


They reached the fifth floor of the J. Edgar building and exited to a sort of anxious, underpopulated hush.  These richly wainscoted halls were almost completely deserted.  All the working agents were down in the bullpen for the most part, scurrying around like caffeinated ants.  This level of the building as everything above it was reserved for the top brass, and as such enjoyed a kind of quiet expectancy--the expectancy of those that never doubted that all results would come to them in their proper time as a matter of course.  Crisis or no.


Mulder stalked straight to Kersh's office with his reinforcements trotting behind.  His long lanky legs ate up the familiar hallway like Pac-Man, and the side corridors flew by unnoticed.  When he reached the dimly-lit anteroom he never even stopped long enough for the exhausted-looking functionary at the receptionist's desk to identify his party, simply treading past the cubicle as if it did not exist.  Fox Mulder didn't need to stand on ceremony anymore.  He had already been announced.


Didn't mean the door didn't have a self-important guard dog.  Agent Bruscetti stood guard at the doorway like a mastiff with a complex.  His eyes darted to take in Skinner and Doggett, passed over Krycek without recognition, and settled into a sneer for them all, from the Assistant Director on down.  "Hey.  Welcome to the end of the road Mulder."


"Glad you found your way back to your kennel, Bruscetti."  Mulder didn't waste the time, moving to brush past the offensive toadie.  Bruscetti moved to grab his arm as before, but hesitated at one burning look from this gargoyle that was once Fox Mulder.  His beady eyes dropped to take in the other man, though, as if searching for something to grill him about.  His eyes lit on Mulder's ruby ring, and his sneer lit up as if he'd plugged it into a glee socket.  


"Who'd marry you?" he smirked.  "I can only think of one person misguided enough to do that, and you've had her brainwashed for years.  Where is she, Mulder?  The other very good agent you ruined?"

Mulder didn't bother to hold back this time.  The pent-up rage needed a target, and this kindly idiot had just volunteered himself.  His arm was moving before he could stop it even had he had such an inclination, and he made contact with a satifyingly jarring grate of knuckle on bone.  As the offensive man hit the ground, Mulder stepped over him and started to move inside the door...and stopped as Skinner's hand closed on his shoulder.  

"Take a minute, Mulder.  The last thing you need is to go in there hot and blow up at Kersh before you get what you need from him."

Mulder knew his shoulder was like a rock.  His knuckles smarted satisfactorily, reminding him that he was still alive.  He was not the agent of Death...but God, he would like to be.  Scully wasn't dead yet--Please--  Neither was he, and this moment could be the one that would save them all.  His scraped hand throbbed with life.  Thanks to his altered DNA the skin was already healing from his scuffle a few hours ago with Krycek.  Reopened, the abrasions burned like the fire under his skin, his eyes, the flames that engulfed his mind.  He took a few deep breaths and raised those eyes to take in his former boss's understanding gaze.  "There’s a plague, and people are dropping like flies; everything about them that was human dying.  Don't they have something more important to think about than the latest gossip?"

Doggett glanced down at the semiconscious man on the floor.  "You have a certain notoriety, Muldah.  It translates as a kinda jealousy with guys that only function as middlemen."

Krycek's eyes were flickering from one man to the next.  "Hey, are we gonna go in there and do this, or not?  Mulder, you're famous.  We all know that.  Let's get in there and use it."

Mulder knew he wasn't ready yet.  Would never be ready to go in there cold.  The flames engulfed his very being, set that boiling pot on high...and he needed to find the lid.  He needed to tamp it down.  He needed to be in control.  He needed...

He needed her.  He needed his son.  He needed to do this right.  Mulder didn't want to say a whole lot to the clone right now.  Not especially when he was right, so he simply took another breath and nudged the door open to step into Kersh's inner sanctum.  

The room hadn't changed much.  There Kersh sat, framed against the rain-beaded bank of windows with his strangely flat-looking reading glasses gleaming fitfully in the stern, almost harsh lamplight.  Agent Crane and two others that Mulder assumed to be replacements stood a few paces in front of the austere desk, and a rather chastened-looking Agent Bruscetti slunk in behind them to limp to one side and hover invisibly.  He didn't meet Mulder's eyes as he and his party swept in to face down the demon that had once tried so hard to destroy everything that was precious to him.

"Ah, the pensive and ubiquitous Agent Mulder...or so you once were."  The enigmatic man made that pained face as if his glasses were pinching him, and folded his hands patronisingly.  "Always showing up when least expected...or wanted.  How did I know you’d show up back here as soon as things started to get anxious?  It must be your distracting talent to pop up whenever we have real work to do."

"I doon't know, Kersh, how did you know?  You been keeping tabs on us too?"  Mulder surely didn't have time for Kersh's cryptic bullshit; not now.  And the sudden worry assailed him...Kersh had been gone for weeks.  This might not even be the man he once knew sitting here.  For all he knew, this was a replicant.  Could have been for years, for that matter.  His mind shuddered away from that thought.  --One thing at a damned time!--  Like it or not, he would have to simply deal with Kersh as if he were still the man he had once been, and hope he gave a damn either as a human being or as an alien with a stake in the Game.  If he still had human emotions to appeal to.  If he ever had.  So far, Mulder had seen very little sign of human emotion in all the years he had known the Deputy Director.

"We have certainly tried, Mr. Mulder.  You absconded with one of our best agents, and you are considered somewhat of a National Security risk.  That, and you're an embarassment on the loose.  But unfortunately, your movements have been effectively...masked by the company you keep."  He smiled; an unnervingly dead smile.  "Now what can I do for you?  As you can see, we have a crisis on our hands.  I don't really have time for theory-making or wild claims...not right now."  He replaced his glasses and nodded once at Doggett and Skinner where they stood behind him.  "And Agent Doggett and AD Skinner are both aware of how irritable it makes me to be stuck here after midnight.  This time I've been stuck here a full twenty-four hours.  I have more important things to do."

"Yeah, King George and alla that," Doggett grunted flatly.  "Hate to inconvenience you again, Sir, but something important happened this time, and its the sort of thing that has to be dealt with, not pushed aside."

"I don't want to break up our little reunion," Mulder interrupted harshly, bringing the meeting back to order, "but things being the way they are, you'll forgive me for not beating around the bush.  As I'm sure Agent Crane has informed you, the Colonists have taken my son.  We need your access to contact your new superiors and enlist their assistance in regaining him."  He felt Skinner wince a little at his unadorned ultimatum.  He ignored the other man's discomfort.  He could feel the three supersoldiers eyeing him and Krycek from across the room, and Bruscetti's hatred seemed almost to beat off of the man to make up for the emotionlessness of those cold stares.  And then there was Kersh.  Somewhere in between.

"Mulder," the hateful man began in a paternal, world-weary voice, "I'm very sorry, but what do you expect me to do about it?"  His voice betrayed not a hint of the sympathy he professed as he shook his head.  "As I have said, we are in a crisis.  We're searching for the perpetrators of biological terrorism on a never-before seen scale.  Our Country has been attacked; an open act of War.  I don't have time for this.  Not this tired old schtick again."  He grimaced.  "Your loss is terrible, and I can see how it could unhinge a man, but to blame it on aliens?  Is that your pattern for every loss in your family?  You've been going on about this alien colonisation plot for years now."  His beady eyes turned up and took in Mulder's incredulous stare with a kind of self-satisfied disdain.  "I bet you don't have any more proof now than you had when your sister disappeared."

Mulder started forward involuntarily.  He wanted nothing more at that moment than to plant a roundhouse in the middle of this asshole's face.  "You want to find your biological terrorists, Kersh, look to your own governmnent's policies over the last fifty years!"  --Even now, at the end...how DARE he pretend he doesn't know the Truth?  NOW?  When he takes orders DIRECTLY from Them!--  

He was caught in mid-lunge by Skinner's hand on his upper arm...a mild grip that threatened to turn to iron.  "You need to make a case, here, Mulder," the good man muttered under his breath, "not beat him up, no matter how offensive he's being."  Beside him, Doggett had moved up level with him as well, ready to help restrain the incensed man should it be necessary.  After a moment, Mulder drew a deep breath and nodded once, sharply.  Skinner let go, seeming almost reluctant.  

"Thank you, Assistant Director," Kersh said expansively from behind his desk.  He steepled his fingers.  "We can discuss your own breach of etiquette later."  His voice was like rock.  He glanced up to the replicant that had once been Bob Crane.  "Agent Crane has indeed informed me of your demands, Mr. Mulder, and I have considered them with an open mind.  Absolutely, the kidnapping of a child is a Bureau matter, and falls under our jurisdiction.  As the child of a respected agent such as Dr. Scully..." Kersh paused.  "Assuming of course that the child you speak of as your son is Agent Scully's child..."  His voice was filled with that supercilious undertone that made Mulder want to double his fists in returning rage.  "We would of course like to offer any and all resources to help you regain this child, even as we have in the past when he was kidnapped as an infant.  I'm sure you've been informed of this incident?"  Those bored eyes pierced into Mulder's, and he felt the rage bubble over.  The insinuation that he didn't give a damn about William's last abduction by the splinter group in Alberta, the insinuation that Scully would not have told him...  He felt Doggett's hand on his arm this time and managed to put the lid back on the boiling pot one more time.  

"But you simply don't have the manpower here in the Capitol right now, is that it Kersh?  We should go to a field office and requisition a few underused rookies to help us out?  What, do you want us to head up the team ourselves?"  He resisted the urge to slap his hand down on the hardwood desk in front of him.  "Why do you think Agent Scully's son has been 'kidnapped' so many times already in his young life?  Doesn't that even make you curious?  It seems a little bit much to be a coincidence, doesn't it?"

Kersh regarded him solemnly.  "I don't know, Mulder.  Perhaps there is some kind of plot against Dr. Scully's child, though that does seem a bit farfetched.  But seeing as how he had already come into some danger before, I had assumed that the two of you would keep a better eye on him.  You both seemed awfully confident of your abilities to do so when you left the security of DC and all the comforts of home here to carry him off to wherever you were hiding."

--Alright, that tore it!  So we're just rotten parents, is that it?  Inattentive babysitters?-- 

Before Mulder could completely lose it, Doggett stepped between them.  He nodded once to the former head of his unit, and then to Skinner before he turned to Kersh.  "You yourself once informed me, Sir, that Muldah had gone into hiding on your advice.  That indicates to me that you were aware of the dangers that followed him and Agent Scully and their boy.  You're not gonna deny that now, are you?  You always seemed like a practical man to me."

Kersh regarded his fellow marine for a moment, eyes bland and incurious.  "Oh I am, John.  Very practical.  I will admit that Mulder here has made a lot of enemies among the higher reaches of government.  I counseled him to make himself scarce before, to give that considerable enmity time to cool down.  I was not aware at the time nor am I currently aware of similar enmity directed at the child that Ms. Scully filed as hers alone; certainly not originating from the same sources.  Therefore I really don't see what help I can be to contact people that I don't believe exist to assist in the finding of a child whose alleged kidnapping I really doubt was in the least bit politically motivated."

"Now wait just a damned minute," Skinner growled suddenly, and pushed forward through the crowd, roughly shouldering both Doggett and Mulder out of the way.  "It's one thing to pretend this is all a fantasy in the last few years, when you've had your own agenda; but this is the end of the road, Kersh, and we all know it.  You know that those men standing there aren't what they appear to be, just as surely as you're aware that the main reason the government wanted Mulder out of the picture last year was so that they could have easy access to a child that they never wanted to exist."  Skinner's eyes were suddenly ablaze.  "Obviously your attempt to get him out of the way failed miserably, and opened the child up to attacks from yet another group...a group that wants him to serve their own ends."  Skinner's face was red with a sort of contained rage that had everyone in the room staring at him.  He had finally reached the flashpoint of a personal sense of justice that had taken far too many insults over the years.  His loyalties were out in the open now, and could not be put away.

The former marine's voice had settled into a sort of deadly ultimatum.  "One group...your group, wants to kill that baby, and the other wants him alive.  They've taken him once, in Alberta.  They've got him again; and if you have any loyalty to the movement that has you in this office as their representative, then it's high time you started to prove your usefulness.  One way or another, that baby needs to be retrieved, and the only people with the authority to order the strike are the ones that have you in their pockets."  Skinner glared at the man that had made his own life as miserable as he had Mulder and Scully's.  "Stop being a coward, Kersh, and pick a side that has some chance of making a difference."

Mulder wanted to cheer.  Now, at the last minute and despite all the proprieties against it, despite pensions and retirement and bureaucracy, Skinner had laid it all on the line for them, and for their son.  He was, finally and completely, on their side...and from the look on his face, the change of loyalties truly burned Kersh's ass.

"Okay, Mr. Skinner; you want to play it that way?"  Kersh's face was disgusted, but he suddenly looked as weary as the Assistant Director.  "You could get yourself eighty-sixed for this kind of behaviour...and this close to mandatory retirement, I would have thought you'd have more sense than to throw your lot in with our blacksheep Mulder's wild contentions."  He removed his glasses and frowned sententiously at the man that worked just beneath him in the chain of command.  "I'm very disappointed in you.  I had thought you were a team player.  I had thought you had a firmer grasp of reality."  He looked up at Mulder, face set.  "There's nothing I can do for any of you.  The anti-kidnapping department is downstairs and to the right.  I'm sure you remember where it is.  Good day, gentlemen.  As far as Mr. Mulder's presence here, I'd advise you to get out of this building before you are arrested.  We have little time for lunatics right now; we are very busy.  Agent Crane, Agent Wernicke, will you please escort these gentlemen to the door?"  He put his glasses back on and glanced back down at his desk in dismissal.  


The two supersoldiers moved briskly toward the small group, arms still static for the nonce but looking ready for deadly action despite.  Besided them, the bootlicking Agent Bruscetti stepped up, obviously intending on rubbing it in by 'escorting' Mulder himself, but he shrank back at a flat look from 'Wernicke'.  Mulder tried to brush past the two replicants, to make Kersh see reason...but Crane grabbed his arm in a steel-like grip.  "Don't bother, Mulder," the supersoldier murmured to him.  "Kersh is a low-level functionary, scared out of his wits to step out of line again.  He won't do anything without express permission."

With no choice but to accede to that iron grip, Mulder allowed himself to be escorted into the hall.  He was seeing a thin patina of red over everything as his eyes filmed over with an impotent rage, and he barely heard what Crane was saying to him as they reached the outer office.  But finally the words seemed to percolate, and the former agent looked up to meet the supersoldier's intense gaze.

The inhumanly placid eyes seemed to gleam.  "I don't buy your reasons any more than anyone else, and I certainly don't think you're right that the kid needs to be saved...but I do think you've earned the right to speak up."  A hint of something that might have been amusement crossed the replicant's borrowed features.  "I'm in the minority on that one; most of us think you're more trouble than you're worth."  He raised his eyes and took in the AD, Doggett, and Krycek.  "Stay downstairs.  All of you.  I'll see what I can do here."  His face folded up into a hideous parody of a grin; an effort from a being impersonating a human.  "For old times' sake."

xxx

En route to Steveson MA

Saturday (Hour Nineteen)

Between 1400 and 1409 hours

Strapped into one of the nine or ten swiveling, crash-webbed, strangely retro-fitted passenger chairs in their semicircle just behind the pilots' seats, Scully took several deep, unobtrusive breaths, hoping to steel herself for this ridiculous flight on a ship whose alien mechanism she didn't want to admit existed.

While she waited, she took in the details of the interior of the military vehicle that had been responsible for so much hysteria, terror and awe for so many years...and had become, like an unwelcome blot, a part of her own slightly paranoid reality.  It was on a ship like this that she had been transported to the ghost trains that had been fitted out for abductions like hers--a ship like this that had taken Duane Berry, her tortured kidnapper, and driven him slowly insane over a decade with repeated experimental implantation.  It had been a ship like this, though perhaps with a far different interior, that she had unearthed in Africa and seen again in Alberta, blasting off and somehow leaving her amazing teflon baby unscathed.  Her mind shuddered away from that horrifying image; an image that was, and had been for a very long time now, seared into her brain.

It was a ship like this that had crash-landed in Roswell to provide the technology and genetic material that made it possible for a cadre of unscrupulous men to perpetrate a nationwide hoax over people like Fox Mulder, and to destroy the health of test subjects like herself all over the world.  The same technology that had kept her in a frozen stasis on an icy continent while the Black Oil had ripped its way through her body cell by cell.  The same technology that had taken Mulder away from her and tortured him to near-death...funded by the same beings that now held her son hostage to a Future that she had no interest in perpetuating.

And yet she now had to trust such technology to get her to where that son was being held, rely on its speed and unique capabilities to contribute in his rescue before he could be made into a parody of his own innocent personality.  

Fate, she decided not for the first time, was not without a sense of irony.

She had to continually remind herself that a tool was simply that; a tool.  Like a gun or a scalpel or a computer programme, a tool was only as good as the hand that wielded it.  It was the brain behind the hand that decided a tool's use.  By analogy, it was not the technology that had so damaged her family...but the people who had misused it for their own gains.  

Luckily, Dana Scully was well-versed and quite used to divorcing her emotional reactions from the situation at hand.  Such training had come in equally handy over the years in her residency in foresnic pathology, in her many autopsies on the x-files...and in both her personal and her professional relationship with Fox Mulder.  Clearing her mind of all past preconceptions and prejudices so that she could view and catalogue both the technology and the situation with the precision of a trained observer, she took in the cockpit and cargo area of the small ship with emotionless professionality.

The interior of the strange military aircraft was replete with objects and instruments for which she had no explanation.  The control area in front of her was very similar to photos she had seen of stealth fighters; sleek, dark, and streamlined...but the controls themselves were strangely sinuous in arrangement and all the banks of lights, buttons, and readouts within those not-quite sinuous lines seemed far too rigid to fit with in with the overall theme...as if they had been superimposed by another, more literal designer.  The one unique portion that she could see was that each workstation, pilot and copilot, had a handprint moulded in the dark metal on the left hand side...a human handprint, but somehow strangely reminiscent of the handprint-controls in that alien autopsy video Mulder had shown her back in the early days of their working partnership.

Behind the two control chairs lay the rough semicircle of webbed seats among which she now sat.  The entire spread was quickly filling as her compatriots joined her on board.  There would not be enough for all, but with her eagle eye she noticed several reinforced rivet-bound settings in the floor that looked like they could handle the addition of a few more banks of seating should the situation call for it.  She did not doubt that the ship could be fitted with seating for twenty or more in short order if necessary, and that extra seating would be stored in the cargo area.

Obviously this was a newer version of the UFO scare ship; more like a stealth than the kind of craft that had terrorized so many for so long.  It had never been fit out for the abduction scenario as far as she could tell, not that there was any evidence she could remember that any of the so-called abductions had ever taken place on board one of the ships themselves.  But she saw no place in the really quite impressive cargo space that could double as a 'holding unit', no operating table of the likes of which abductees such as Duane Berry and Cassandra Spender had described.  More than likely those tables existed only in train cars.  This ship didn't even seem to have incorporated a facility for binding a potentially unconscious abductee in place while the craft made the horrible instantaneous leap from hover to sound-barrier-busting mach drive.  Scully the doctor wondered idly how the pilots of these ships had compensated for their passengers' varying levels of fitness over the years.  Pilots of such experimental and even conventional craft, she knew, had to undergo years of training and deliberate exposure to hard gees before they could be considered flightworthy; and that took special breathing exercises and a fantastic level of muscle tone, proof of sound circulation, no history of heart trouble...the list was endless, and many very promising young pilots who had aced their avionics courses washed out when it came to practical application.

Very few abductees that she and Mulder had investigated or read about, however, had ever shown evidence that they had had the kind of cellular or brain damage that might accompany exposure to high speeds and inertia without proper precautions.  The military must have either stuck to more conventional speeds when using these craft for the abductions, or even, as she had posited to Mulder, used the ubiquitous 'black helicopters' whenever possible.  Which brought her to one other concern, as she watched the flight crew begin to load the wheelchair bound and obviously unhealthy Smoking Man into the craft.  If they had no experience keeping the gees down, how would they keep the old man alive to assist them in the search?  One had only to look at him to realize that any pressure on that failing heart and respiratory system would spell instant death to the man whose fabulous mind held the secret to her child's recovery.

Unable to think about that subject for long, Scully dismissed the concern with her own pragmatic filing away.  The men who were escorting them to the supposed Colony Base in Steveston would not have ignored something so obvious.  Either the ship had some sort of technology inherent in it that could combat the effects of inertia and gravity, or they planned to keep the vehicle at their equivalent of the turning-lane speeds while they carried this important hostage and the rest of their party to Massachusetts, and avoid their usual heart-stopping, epi-pumping fastlane.  Boring, but practical.  The Rebels would not want to lose access to the former Syndicate enforcer and subtle mastermind of its downfall.  He was too valuable now that he was finally in their keeping.

In any case, there was little she could do about it one way or the other.  She had just irrevocably put her well-being and her son's into the hands of these beings from which she had spent the last year and a half running.  Hopefully their change of heart back there was genuine, for now the pursuers would become the saviors.  Putting aside both the fears and the possibilities inherent in that question, Scully returned to her cataloguing of the craft's interior.  In keeping with her observations of the strangely alien sinuousness of the cockpit design, the walls of the vehicle seemed lined with an artery-like branching of tubules in various sizes that were beginning to blink to life as the flight crew outside in the hangar started the ship's systems; a sort of flowing movement of white light rather like the graceful springing to life of those small green trick-or-treating lights one used as a child after they were cracked open and shaken.  What that almost fluid substance was in those chambers...  She didn't really want to speculate on the source of power that would permit the kind of matter and energy manipulation of which she knew the aliens were cabable, but her physics-trained mind would not let it go.

She and Mulder had known from the beginning that though the speed and maneuverability of these craft was unprecedented, and, she would later admit, alien-inspired, it had been obvious from their earlier encounters with the technology that the government had still been working out the bugs even in the nineties.  The Colonists more than likely had not deemed it necessary to permit their slaves on Earth to develop that technology to its full potential when it came to practical application; one did not supply one's hungry proletariat with the means to rebel and overthrow.  While the Syndicate had busied themselves with working out a formula for the vaccine and stalling the bounty-hunting representatives of their Colonial masters while the hybridization project limped along, the military had been left to its own devices with the technology of the Roswell crash.  The aliens had obviously not openly assisted with the ferretting out of that technology, and as Scully and her partner had seen time and time again, the military UFO's had seemed to lack the ability to bend space-time as effectively or as reliably as the aliens themselves had done in cases like Max Fenig's abduction, the genetic culling at the Fairfield zoo...and all the other cases where the aliens, be they Colonist or otherwise, had intervened directly with the Project.  The Gunmen's sources said that the experimental craft at Dreamland aka Area 51 were constantly experiencing 'technical difficulties' as the military tried to catch up with the full potential of their exciting new craft.  

Whatever this source of power was that enabled the alien ships to sit in that bubble between one end and the other of the nine-minute disruption had enabled them to unerringly manipulate not only space-time but matter and energy as well; the same explosive contained radiation that allowed them to shapeshift bodily when necessary, reduce themselves to the constituent Black Oil...and to irradiate those who threatened them in controlled bursts of fission.  Their bodies could obviously handle the strain far better than the poor humans that had tried to replicate their facility with this technology.  Colonel Budahas in Idaho had shown them the effects of long-term use of that technology even when it was only used to about one-quarter of its full potential.  The human body was simply not adapted to living at those speeds, withstanding those stresses...even before one added in things like wormholes and tachyon flux.

This same energy source, dangerous and potentially deadly as any tool when used according to its many possible applications, seemed strangely organic and almost...beautiful as it flowed around the interior of the ship and wound its way up to a sort of bright node or cluster at the ceiling where all the many lines of power seemed to converge to provide a heatless, pulsing beam.  Scully could almost feel the strange energy blasting downward from above, showering her body with its coldly radiant light as the system slowly kicked up and hummed to quiet life all around and the roots, the branches and capillaries in the inner hull drew on that hidden source and slowly flowed to full capacity.  The glowing  node at the ceiling gradually became too bright to look at comfortably.  The central portion of the ship seemed to take on the character of an ethereal, radiationless noon, while the cockpit and rear cargo areas remained mercifully dim.  Focusing her eyes there, Scully could now see the different types of technology in sharp relief, and it came to her suddenly with a flash of insight that here she was seeing the effect of two very different mindsets, two very different types of power...and two very different technlologies being forced together in an uneasy partnership.  

She wondered if that indeed had been the difficulty of  those military minds in making this energy source and technology work to its full potential.  The human mind came from different roots, had learned different rules, and so the machinery that the human race used would not mesh well with that of another world.  Not only were scientists like herself mentally unprepared to deal with the new possibilities, but the military's insistence on making things work according to its own rules might have interfered with the ships' running at full capacity.  The interface between two forms of technology; human controls imposed on an alien power source and mechanism only half understood by its users, might readily have contributed to the spotty success rate of what the Gunmen had called, in their usual fanboy geek manner, 'the Groom Lake warp drive reliability clause'.

Now that she had identified it, the juxtaposition of alien and human handiwork was everywhere.  Ugly metal lockers stood riveted to the gleaming bulkheads in the shadows at the extremes of the echoing cargo area...bolted to floors marked with the same kind of smooth curving, spiralling lines and detached, laser-precise markings that she had seen on the roof (hatch?) of the ship in Africa.  The long glowing lines of energy, with sunlike intensity and yet the low-impact feeling of bioluminescence in its bulbous stalks, interspersed with plaques bearing ugly military lettering indicating the use and source of each line bolted to the hull.  Stark banks of plastic buttons in sullen reds and enthusiastic greens lay imposed with little seeming regard for line or form on top of, next to, and in between the flowing material of the bulkheads with their glowing lines as if in mute angry testament to the men who had taken one look at the almost stylistic interior and had insisted that it conform to their strict conception of the way things should behave in a mechanical, military vehicle.  

Like the strange dichotomy she had noticed on the console in the cockpit ahead of her, it was as if the form of the vehicle could not be altered and retain its unique capabilities, and, in frustrated rage at their necessity, the minds responsible for the unwilling synthesis of technologies had placed their own controls wherever the ship's properties permitted, in the kind of utilitarian precision that she had seen on many a naval vessel in her time under her father's care.  If it worked, it worked...but better it worked our way.  Human controls on alien hardware that...  Alien hardware that, she realized suddenly, bore little or no resemblance to the ugly, bulky, sweating metal of the ship she had encountered in Antartica, the ship she had seen in her mind's eye as she had recounted her visions of his abduction back to Mulder; the same clunky, industrial look that he had seen during his unspeakable torture in that freezing and uncompromising bay.  And that begged the question; if these aliens were so homogenous in origin, why such different formations in their equipment?

The ship in Antarctica had been millennia old, that much was certain, for it had been buried in polar ice for at least long enough to have formed a glacial cap a half-mile thick.  The ship that Mulder had been taken aboard, however, had not been buried under ice.  It was in use even now...and according to his descriptions and her own conceptions, coloured though they might have been by her experiences and emotional committment to the recounting and the teller, were almost identical in form and function to that Antarctic behemoth.

Mulder, as a Jungian, would probably say it had something to do with the quality of the minds that had built it.  The Colonists had shown themselves to have almost a hive-insect mentality when it came to Their approaches, and it was conceivable that that mentality would translate into the building of utilitarian ships unconcerned with things like beauty or comfort in the face of usefuleness.  Playing the devil's advocate in her own head and hearing Mulder's voice as she found it so easy to do in his absence, she went on with the analogy.  If that were the case, what would the form and construction of this type of ship reflect of its original designers?  The triangular vehicle was organic-looking, and had a kind of natural asymmetry that her artistic side found appealing even while her scientific side dismissed it as excessive.  From what she knew of the alien society thus far, pieced together over the years during their desperate crusade and more recently gleaned from comments made by their Renegade hosts, the entire society of these 'Pleiadeans' was for the most part as processional, as linear and unemotional as the military that had taken over the use of such craft as this.  She had grown up around the military mind and its bureaucratic mentality.  There was seldom anything of purposefully overt beauty in a world designed to be strictly functional.  

But she had found out something that Mulder had perhaps been on the verge of discovering with his exposition about alien factions and colonies.  He had not had the dubious advantage of hearing the exchanges between the Ambassador and the renegade Leader back at the clearing, nor of both aliens to the two Rebel representatives in the Colonel's office.  Those exchanges rebounded back to the forefront of her consciousness, and with them, her discussion with the Ambassador during their drive to this base.  "They are the undisputed masters of that discipline, for they have spent the entire lifespan of their species developing their skills in that arena under the auspices of a spiritual movement and a discipline to which my subset are but a bunch of paltry, prideful, and unenthusiastic students.  We simply do not have the same make-up or motivations."

So there were many different subdivisions in the alien society; that much was certain; and not all of them had the bureaucratic make-up of the 'Pleiadeans' and their Elders or the mercenary mentality of the Colonist subset.  She had no idea which subdivision of this apparently amalgamated society was the oldest, but she was suddenly willing to lay money on these 'Sirians' that she had encountered for years as healers and spiritualists.  They would be just the type to have developed a technology that was nonpolluting and organic in design and to have used it only when necesary...and just the type to have had it shoehorned by an upstart branch of the family because they were too peacable to defend its absorption to new ends.  Without the space-time capabilities of this kind of ship, would these 'Pleiadeans', either Colonist or Bureaucratic, have ever reached this planet?  She had no way of knowing, but the old argument against the 'ancient astronaut' theory seemed to reverberate against the inside of her skull.  

Melissa had once asked her sister about the nature of her work, and Scully had turned to her elder sister to ask a question to which she had thought she knew the answer.  Missy, she knew, believed in energy fields, in vibrations...in many of the phenomena in which her own scientific cynicism had had to be reconsidered due to recent information.  At the time, of course, she had thought it all the symptom of human minds still searching for that 'something more'.  Science had provided it for her.  Aliens had provided it for Mulder.  Spirit provided it for her sister, but she had thought that she knew where Melissa would fall on the question of the existence of alien life.  Missy's answer had surprised her, however.

"Abduction theory aside, Dana, no being is ever completely altruistic."  She had spoken in that sad tone she had often taken upon looking out at the world and all its ills; the tone that Scully had privately termed Missy's 'world-weary compassionate pity tone'.  "Giving credit to some alien beings for the accomplishments of our ancestors seems to indicate to me a continued trend toward low self-esteem for our species.  But if we were to encounter beings from another world," and here her sister's heart-shaped face had become almost fierce, eyes sparkling with that wonderful gray light that she had so loved, "I would think that they would be more advanced than us not only technologically but spiritually--and I would hope that they would have more important things to think about than vivisections and terrorizing the small minds here struggling to live up to their potential in this universe."

That had been Missy for you.  She had managed to surprise her younger sister many times.  God, Scully missed her.  

Looking around now at the fascinating lines of the alien technology that existed beneath and beside the ugly structures imposed by the Air Force, Scully wondered for the first time if these craft, unlike the lumbering, industrial-toned structure that she and Mulder had escaped in Antarctica, had actually been designed by a far more ancient race.  These 'Sirians'?  Something about the almost lyrical sweep of lines and subtle curves in those veins of pulsing white light definitely put her in mind of those quiet, saintlike beings.  The remote, forgiving Smiths were certainly the kind of beings that her sister would have envisioned when she had talked about other life in this universe.  

Strange how these subdivisions of alien society seemed to mimic the many sides of human thought.  One group straining toward the mystical, the spiritual, looking sadly down on the greed of the angry outsider...and permanently just barely out of the control of the artificially imposed system.  To the superstitious mind of the biblical prophet they were represented as good angels, bad angels, and the church and state; the ingredients of Armageddon.  To modern psychology they would be classified as Ego, Superego, and Id.  Even five years ago she would have said that each of these different ideologies were simply reflections of different parts of human nature superimposed onto different cultural strata.  To which, she reminded herself in a tone that was almost amused, Mulder would have replied with the question, 'But they all reflect certain inborn structures of behaviour and belief that follow a similar pattern irrespective of culture, social structure, or belief system.'  She could almost hear him inside her head.  'Did we evolve a 'god module' in the temporal lobe of the brain, Scully, because without a sense of oneness the human race would destroy itself...or do we have it because God put it there to save us?  Did the brain create God, or did God create the brain?'

She and Mulder had both faced the possibility that they could not always trust their own subjective reality; their sensations, their own memories and perceptions.  All had been manipulated before.  If it weren't all so urgent and so dangerous, Scully would have long since begun to doubt the objective reality of this experience.  This segment on the ship would certainly be the stuff of dream...or nightmare.  She almost wished it was.  That she would wake up in some motel somewhere with Mulder to find this all a dream, a product of her own fears reflected onto the years of theory and terror, spinning up out of the uneasy sleep they had found themselves in for so many months.  The opressive waiting and the unsure and tenuous existence they had led for so long had been better, in many ways, than this open horror that she now faced.  But Dana Scully was never one to back away from reality because she could not deal with it.  She would face it head on, as she always had.  God, she wished she had her gun.  She would feel a lot more secure and tough if she could rack the slide decisively and feel ready for anything.  Right now she just felt vulnerable and alone, unsteady in the face of the many recent challenges to her world view.  But she had been in such situations before.  She would never go into battle naked.  She was armed with her own courage and determination; and those were half the battle.

The two cockpit workstations were now empty as the two experimental airmen bustled around assisting the Smoking Man into one of the passenger seats near Scully and belted him in.  The folding wheelchair, looking as if it had been stolen from the nearest general hospital with its blue vinyl back support and non-adjustable chrome footpedals, was collapsed and stowed into one of those ugly lockers in the cargo area with military precision.  As the rest of the passengers filed into the semicircle of seats behind the pilots' chairs, Scully looked up at the Ambassador, wondering why the two jumpsuit-clad Rebel representatives that were obviously joining them did not take the controls since this was their technology in use.  They were now the undisputed masters of both the militaries and the governments of the world; one would think they would take such an important matter into their own hands.  God knew they would know how to run the ship.

"Why don't they drive?"  She jerked her chin toward the two faceless beings standing grimly near the entrance.  

"This...model of craft has been keyed to human specifications," the Ambassador replied with something akin to amusement in his voice beneath the the impatience.  Sitting to her right, he was just as anxious as she to be off before it was too late, just as frustrated by the delays.  It was nice to know that she wasn't alone in that.  "You've noticed the human handprints in the console?"

Scully glanced back at the controls in front.  "I gather that's a significant part of the process."  

"It's rather like an ignition that recognizes its driver.  One must keep one's hand on the panel in order to...engage the flight mechanism if you will.  The controls will not respond to any person whose...vibrational level does not match the key tone in the memory banks."

"And even when in a human form..."  What the hell.  Better to think of anything else that would fend off the terrors that assailed her when she thought of her son.

"Yes, Ms. Scully.  The vibrational signatures of our two species are markedly different.  Our hands would fit the shape on that console in this form, but the ship would not respond at all."  The alien seemed to smile slightly as he adjusted the webbing he was belting across his torso.  "It took your government, I fear, nearly fifteen years to figure that out, and it is difficult to study the mechanism of a machine that you cannot engage.  Very frustrating for them, I'm sure."

"Hence the use of helicopters and trains."

"And lots of sightings of military aircraft that shared this ship's aerodynamic form but not its powering system.  You'd better buckle up, Ms. Scully.  I'm sure Mr. Mulder could give you statistics that would make a medical doctor cringe, and we wouldn't want you to be harmed on the way to regaining your son."  He leaned back in his webbing.  "They cannot exceed the usual speeds with civilians on board.  It will take a bit longer than nine minutes, doctor...but the trip will be very fast despite."

Scully busied herself getting strapped in, ignoring the implications of that.  She assumed that the crash webbing would be very important in this sort of vehicle no matter what the speeds they would be travelling.  "Are the Smiths being taken to the affected cities?"

The Ambassador nodded.  "One to New York and one to Washington.  This base is mobilizing to move into those areas as we speak; they'll go along.  In another couple of hours this installation will have become a ghost town.  We got here just in time."

As the pilot and his rio took their seats in the front and started to run through their final checklists, Scully took a deep breath and tried to settle in deeper into the reinforced seating.  Moment of truth.  God, she hated this.  To distract herself from the coming trial, she decided to grill her old nemesis for more information.  The Smoking bastard was directly to her left.  "You’d better be telling the truth, old man," she told him in a deadly quiet tone.  "If this is a trap to get us to where They want us I will personally snap your neck before we're turned over to Them."

The old devil turned to her with a smile of supreme unconcern and turned on the charm.  "What do I have to gain by lying, Dana?  And conversely, what have I to lose by telling the truth?"  His voice sounded like a dried stick in his ruin of a throat.  "This seeming change of heart is not an attempt to repay a debt to humankind this time, my dear.  I sold humanity out long ago, and my own soul with it."  He grinned jovially at the mother of his grandson, but his eyes were reflective.  "You were right about that.  A man can sell his soul without remorse if he convinces himself that he does not believe in God.  Or that he is not accountable because God does not exist.  And knowing what I do now, there is yet little I would have done differently.  But," and here he smiled that too-wide smile, face overstretching like a gassy corpse, "I would really like to see my grandson before I die.  He grinned at her.  "My only remaining.  Culmination of all my efforts."    His eyes flickered to Samantha's clone, who glared stonily ahead and did not grace his words with her attention.  He looked sublimely confident despite his status as a prisoner...and once again Scully could almost see the phantom hand rising like that of an amputee to bring a cigarette to that self-satisfied mouth.  The mind's eye replaying a scene recorded a dozen times in the past, she knew, but she did not dare trust herself to voice a reply until she felt that strange humming punch up a notch, vibrating smoothely and with no jolting or engine-like chugging, seeming to fill the smoothely swooping walls of the structure with boundless energy waiting to be tapped.  --Oh God--

The Smoking Man, she realized, had never stopped talking, and was ruminating quietly with his usual aplomb.  There wasn't even a hint of apprehension in his face as this...thing they were riding in slowly built up the power for takeoff.  He didn't seem the slightest bit worried about the possibility of cardiac arrest, so he must know something that she didn't about the workings of the craft.  She tried to put the question out of her mind, to concentrate on his words.  "My associates thought that I was but their enforcer.  They did not realize that it was I that stood at the Project's very heart, maintaining it even while they waffled."

Scully glanced over at the clone sitting on the other side of the old schemer as if on perpetual guard-duty.  If she was going to be stuck on this horrible device hurtling off to God-knew-where, she would at least use the time she had to steer the devil away from his self-congratulatory speaches and try to get some information that she knew would help Mulder later.  He had worried over this for more nights than she could count.  Maybe she could use this opportunity, this lull at the eye of the storm, to get him some closure.   "Mulder's father.  Did he choose Samantha because he wasn't sure if Mulder was his child or not, but he knew that she wasn't?  Because he wanted to save the son?  Or did he choose her because he knew Mulder wasn't his and wanted to save the child that might be?"  

Samantha's clone arrowed a look of pure venom her way, but the Smoking Man just smiled that awful smile.  "Bill Mulder was tested, as were we all, my dear; for genetic adaptability and for...breeding potential."  He raised his eyes to the clone he had raised as a daughter, who turned away again, resolutely facing forward.  "No such potenial was found."

At Scully's startled look, the old man's smile widened with delight.  "But then didn't you know?  Bill Mulder did.  He could not sire children.  Surely you could sympathize with his conundrum, Dana, having had a brush with infertility yourself.  He suspected it when Teena first became pregnant, but it was only when he saw the boy growing up that he felt sure.  He nearly gave Fox up...but he must have seen something in the boy.  Perhaps it was the same thing that I saw; the thing that made me want to mold him...and to bend him to see if he would break.  Ah, my dear boy Fox.  What a challenge you have been."  His grin was so self-satisfied that Scully wanted, for the first time in a very long time, to purposely damage a living human being.  As if he could read her mind, the old man leaned his head back, suddenly weary-seeming.  "He wanted to save Samantha as well...so it was I that had to choose.  To save Mulder...and to give him a reason to weld himself to his adoptive father's cause rather than to mine.  A difficult choice, Dana.  We needed him to be unbending when the time came.  So that he could be the tool that I wanted him to be, and so that I could have the challenge of bringing him over to my side.  I had thought that when the time came for him to join me that he would surrrender; but unfortunately my dear departed friend had more of an impact on my son's morality than I had given him credit for."


"If we had both been raised by that good man, my own children would still be alive," the clone broke in angrily from her seat across the way.  Her strawberry ringlets seemed to bristle and her pixyish features had gone pink with hatred.  "Instead,  the man I thought was my father allowed me to think that I could have a normal life.  This man let me get married to one of his...employees, have children...just so that he could take them away and test them."  Her voice went bitter as hoarfrost.  "To see if they were the necessary next step in the hybridization project to which I was an unwitting participant."


"I could see that the Project was not meeting with the expected success," the evil man countered, unruffled.  "I realized long before my colleagues, I think, that the organic method might bear fruit in a way that they hadn't the imagination to contemplate."  He nodded at the clone he had raised.  "You should count yourself lucky.  You were the only one allowed to have such a normal life.  They thought that I was doting, keeping a pet.  They had no idea I was creating my own experiment.  You were my very special secret, my dear.  The rest were treated as things.  You were happy, were you not, with your life?"


"Until you took me to see...her brother!  Until he told me that you weren't my father and that the woman I thought was my mother wasn't dead.  That you had known where he was for a very long time.  That you had kept me from the truth of my existence!"  Scully stared at them both, mind calculating, wondering when this meeting had taken place, heart wilting at the thought of what such a meeting must have done to her partner.  --Oh, Mulder...why didn't you tell me about this?--


Focused on the debate, the Smoking Man's voice was suddenly the hard tone of the man used to commanding troops.  "If you had not chosen to dig deeper, Samantha, you might have continued to live in blissful ignorance.  You compromised the Project when you rebelled, and I had to take measures to insure your continued cooperation."  That cold summation seemed to echo in the room like ice.


"Rebelled.  From the slavery you kept me in.  Not knowing that I was simply a copy of another child that you'd already had tortured to death.  That I had no real life of my own.  That I had no right to this name, no right to this life...  That I was an experiment, born from a series of experiments.  That my...my husband worked at the development center that produced the technology that had...incubated me."  The woman who could have been Samantha wiped hot, angry tears from her cheek.  "That he knew what I didn't; that you and the others had threatened his life if he told me anything that he knew.  You USED me!"  She looked ready to rip apart the restraints of her crash webbing and leap on the man that she had called father.  "And then you stole my children and dissected them like frogs in a science classroom when I refused to play along anymore as the others did."


Scully closed her eyes in sympathetic pain, suddenly and fiercely glad that Mulder wasn't hear to hear this.  Real Samantha or no, it would have torn him apart.  These clones were real people, not things; but even she had a tendency to treat them as such.  Her voice was soft with understanding when she spoke.  "What others?"


The clone turned to her in a quietly contained rage.  "The other clones of Samantha Mulder.  They were all helping to keep the machine ticking without realizing it.  Tools, like the rest of us.  Like my children.  Pawns who believed the lie, bringing about the Colonization with their efforts to remain 'useful'...without knowing that it's completion would deliver them into an even more profound slavery."  She mimicked the lie that she had been told, the lie that Scully had seen in Mulder's x-file on his first encounter with the clones of his sister.  "'It is Their belief that our stewardship of the planet is being forsaken, and the by default They'll someday become the natural heirs.'  That They will inherit the Earth by natural selection...as the master race."  She shook her head bitterly.  "And that this was right and proper.  Those of us who learned the Truth escaped, along with the Gregors when they went AWOL, began to unofficially copy themselves to escape detection."  She sighed.  "But then of course the Syndicate sent the Bounty Hunters after them to insure 'Purity Control' remained intact.  The 'unsanction dilution' of Purity could not be allowed outside Syndicate control."  Her pretty mouth twisted bitterly.  "Uncontrolled side projects like that of the Gregors and the original survivors of the Roswell crash...marooned here after an escape attempt.  They were slaves like the rest of us, trying to join the Rebels and ending in helping the Project along by providing the necessary DNA...because the stolen ship they were flying was not keyed to their control.  Slaves that ended up in hiding on a planet soon to be taken over as their own had been, cloning themselves in an attempt to remain unseen.  Two Sirians and one Pleiadean slave."


"And even though that first crash was a Rebel mission, the original conspirators didn't know that there was a Rebellion because the Colonists kept it from them."  Scully felt it all come to her like a flash of light.  "The alien political landscape was too complex for them to understand from the information they had.  All they knew was that the DNA was the same." 


The clone nodded.  "And the Colonists let them keep that DNA and the technology from the crashed ship on the assurance that they would complete their work for them.  The men who predated the Syndicate didn't know they had potential allies out there, and by keeping that information from them the aliens ensured that the governments had no choice but that of willing collusion.  The recovery team couldn't understand anything the survivors of the wreck were trying to tell them.  That the Colonists didn't want those Rebels back anyway--but in the hands of the government here, they could turn out to be useful.  On too many other worlds, there had been no surviving slave race for them to use but the placid Smiths, and the ones you called the Gregors.  This time they would rectify the mistake, and work on an adjusted timetable."


Scully turned back to the Smoking Man.  "And when the Syndicate found out about the Rebels, began to see how truly intricate the situation was, the collaboration had gone on apace and you had been trapped by your own deal."


"Certainly they were.  But I knew much earlier," the old man qualified grimly.  "They only knew what the Colonists told them, and considered themselves informed.  They lorded themselves over all others for having the privileged information...and never tried to dig deeper."  His face creased in deep lines of annoyance.  "They were fools...and they died a foolish death while I laughed, and went on to make my own arrangement with the victors."


Near the back of the ship, the hatch suddenly irised closed with a whooshing sound.  Scully very nearly avoided jumping as the copilot's voice rang out in the cockpit.  "Preflight checklist complete.  Are we cleared for launch?"


"That's affirm, Ghost, you are cleared to proceed.  Fire when ready."  The radio didn't even sound tinny.


"Thanks, Space Needle.  We'll see you when we bring the bird in."


"Don't forget you'll be flying in convoy and with civilians.  Take it easy; good luck go flight."


"Acknowledged, Needle.  Ghost out."  The craft suddenly whined to life, and the latent energy in the walls seemed to crackle to attention like static electricity bursting out of a high tension wire at a careless touch.  With a feeling of impending doom, Scully pulled herself deeper into the webbing of her seat.  In convoy.  She glanced around the small seating area and saw almost all the principle members of her party as well as the two black jumpsuited aliens now strapped in to one side of the pilot and watching the proceedings with identical inscrutable expressions.  Hopefully in convoy meant that their effort would entail that at least one other ship would accompany them...with a few supersoldiers in tow.  One could hope they weren't sending just this woefully unprepared and very unwarlike group to wrest her son from the Colonists.  Looking over her shoulder, she realized that Gibson was sitting right behind her.  His face was as tense as she knew hers to be in the face of this unknown flight...and the worry of what lay at the end.  If they did not have enough back-up...  


Beside her, the Ambassador once again seemed to sense her anxiety.  "There is a full complement; two teams of eight in the second craft.  These vehicles always fly with a 'wingman' as you call them...in case of unforeseen difficulties."  He seemed to muse.  "Its a good policy when one is employing a technology not yet fully understood."


Ahead, the pilot and his rio seemed to settle into a sort of hunched intensity over the naked console.  Each man had a hand pressed palm down on those oddly molded panels.  The prints had lit up around their hands with that same peculiarly alive white light.  Their free hands seemed to fly over the controls before them.  "Engage gravity inhibitor."


A startling, glowing bubble seemed to flow from the node above, forming like a teardrop of light, expanding...and descending.  Scully tried not to shudder as the luminescent orb settled slowly over her body with a palpable buzz that lifted the hair on her arms and made her nape crawl...settling into the cockpit like a second skin of pure, low-impact organic light.  An anti-inertia field?  Her rational, physics-trained mind tried to deny the very existence of the light that pulsated around her body like a giant will-o-the-wisp gone mad.  "Engaged."


"Launch in three two one, mark!"


The jolt she had been expecting never came as the ship seemed to float out of the hangar...but in staring out of the window display through the veil of that strange, surreal lightshow, Scully could see the metal doors of the hangar fly by in a blur that was instantaneous.  As the triangular ship skimmed along the ground at about twenty feet, the blood sang in her ears despite the lack of pressure.  This was insane.  There was no inertia at all!  They had gone from a complete standstill to whatever this ridiculous high speed and had felt no gravitational effects at all!  Einstein would be rolling in his grave!


All around her she could see tense wonder in the faces of the other passengers seated in the semicircle.  Marita and the clones were all sitting back like she was, pasted to the back of the seat and clinging to the lap webbing with both hands.  The people that had already ridden in such a contraption; the Smoking Man, the aliens...bore expressions of almost lazy unconcern.  She wanted to work up some annoyance at their blase disregard for the peace of mind of their companions.  Anger helped to feed her reserve of energy.  But she was forestalled by shock as the ship shot upward in a sickeningly sudden change of direction, thrusting off of the ground as if it were mounted with a pogo stick...while remaining parallel to the asphault like a helicopter.  She still felt nothing but a strange weightlessness and the pressure of that uneartly humming behind her ears as they zipped straight upward into the endless sky.


If the earlier models from the Aurora Project they had encountered in Idaho had not had this 'gravity inhibitor' capability as the Ambassador had implied, the stresses on the human body would be...  She watched the blur outside the display with eyes that simply could not record the information they received, a brain unable to cope with the ramifications.  She could already imagine the bright-eyed reaction of the pilots chosen to fly such craft...the maneuverability, the hot-shot mentality...adrenaline addictions and the craving for more.  These men would rather die in the air, crippled from massive cell damage and raving from cerebral hemmorhage like those kids in the speed case in Pittsfield than give up the rush.  As Colonel Budahas had done.  As the pilot whose testimony Mulder had recounted to Jose Chung had done.  --And who knew how many more had died or been destroyed by our hunger for information that we had not yet the discipline to appreciate?--  She had once told Mulder that she thought the government had a right and a responsibility to protect its secrets if they were pursuant to National Security, and Mulder's reply had been, "But at what cost?  When does the human cost become too high for the building of a better machine?"


The thought seemed to haunt her as the ship came to another incredible midair stop, oriented to the northeast, and blasted away from its standstill as if shot from a cannon...all still horribly unaccompanied by any inertia whatsoever.  The impossibility in the situation made the questions ring in her head all the worse.  What cost had the Smoking Man and his associates paid for their lust for power, and to ensure their own survival?  What cost would she be willing to pay for the life of her son?  Would she pay the World?  Would Mulder?


Would they even have the chance?


xxx

J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building

Saturday

8:05pm (Hour Twenty-Five)

Back in the Basement Office, Mulder and his crew had been going for thirty-six hours now.  He blinked away the sleep that threatened to overtake him, growled it away impatiently.  He hadn't slept the entire time Scully had been gone during her abduction.  This case was no exception.  His son had been taken, and Mulder had no time for rest, no time for weakness.  Judging by the way things had gone with Kersh, the slow pace of Crane's supposed negotiations on his behalf, it could be many more days; he could almost see them marching before him in a kind of horrible, endless parade.  He simply had no way of knowing, as he had no way of knowing if Crane was even doing what he said he would...or whether Scully was making any progress from her end.  Whether she was even okay.  He had not heard from her since they had separated at Maggie's house yesterday night, and all of his calls had met with a stubborn silence.  --The cellular customer you have reached is out of service area.  Or hanging around a magnetite outcropping full of Renegade aliens that would as soon knock you off as look at you--  

He caught himself twisting the useless piece of plastic between his hands and forced himself to relax.  He wanted to beat the phone against the edge of the desk until it snapped for being so damned uncooperative.  What good did it do him, now?  They had gone off on their own separate errands in this fight...but always before they had had this, at least; to compare notes, to make sure.  Whenever they had lost contact...that had usually been a bad omen.  He had no idea if Scully was alive, if she had found their son yet.  If William was still...himself--their small, miraculous child--but he would find out, and god help anyone that stood in his way.  That was all that mattered to him anymore.  The whole rest of the world could go to hell, and the aliens with it, as long as they were safe.  Scully and the baby.  It went round and round in his head like some sort of grim, parrot-like mantra, mocking his puerile efforts--his failure, as with Samantha, to stop it; to pick up the gun.  Round and round in his head, laughing; spurring him on past fatigue and into someplace colder than anger.  Scully and the baby, Scully and the baby.  All those long nights when he’d been forced to stay away, something to be chanted in the night until exhausted sleep finally overtook him in the pale blue glow of the ever-present television...Scully and the baby, Scully and the baby.

It galled him like hell itself that they had never gotten to make sure of Scully’s chip.  That he was safe from the virus by an undeserved accident of timing, a lucky hand dealt him by fate...but of the two people in the world that he actually cared whether they lived or died, one could fall to a fate worse than death simply because of a mistake in programming.  He had not planned for this; to live without her.  He was not prepared to do so.  He had always thought he would go first; it had seemed to be logical given the nature of his life and his crusade.  Such were the perils of the life he had chosen...had chosen now for them all.  But were he to have to do what she had already done, and raise William alone?  He knew he wasn’t up to the job, knew that without Scully to keep him focused on the brass ring at the end of the merry-go-round, to keep him on an even keel, he would fail.  She had become too necessary to his being for that.  He was simply not the sort to be a fit parent, not on his own.  To save William would be to save Scully's sanity...even as it filled a need within himself that he had thought he had been born without.  To save William would be to save Scully, and to save Scully would be to save his own sanity; to save himself.  He simply could not feature his life anymore without them.  


One thing Mulder didn't do was beat around the bush.  He might climb the tree and drop hints occasionally, but he didn't beat around the bush about his opinions.  If he felt it and Believed it, it was Truth verbatim, and he was very succinct about his beliefs.  He was the subjectivist to Scully's objectivist, and he saw the world in terms of Them and himself.  You were either with him or you were against him...and everything that he stood for.  Scully had been the only one that had, unreservedly and without fail, stood with him no matter what the cost.  He had stood by her in the same way, after the baby...until he had learned for himself that the stars could be clean and bright and full of wonder once again; stars that had turned black for him the night the sky had betrayed him.  The lie to the people had always represented the major lie of his life; the nexus moment, his making and his destruction, his alpha and omega...until now, when he could begin to reconstruct himself in a new image and let that wounded inner child heal, release the betrayal.  That moment that had nearly destroyed his life, as certainly as it had destroyed his faith.


Up until now, Samantha's abduction had been the single most devastating force in his existence, and it had warped everything like a hurricane through palm trees, leaving nothing but hollow pain in its wake.  And upon whom could he lay the blame when everybody was equally impotent, but God?  Taught that God was a friend he could turn to when the chips were down, and that if a prayer was earnest it would be answered, he had believed in that truth with childlike fidelity...and then Fate, God, whatever, had kicked him in the balls not once, but every night of his life since.  Samantha had never come home, and every night that he had wished--prayed--for her return, he had opened his eyes to find her bed still empty, his life still broken beyond recognition.


Twice as betrayed and resentful, he had held no reverence for God any longer, did not believe He existed.  He had had an empty hole in that sky that in his sessions with Dr. Werber had been replaced with a saucer-shape rather than a God-Shape.  If you don't reverence a thing, its a lot easier to curse it without fear of repercussion.  Mulder had lost his faith in God, and in the godly side of humanity, the good of human nature.  To have that faith, one must believe there is good in the universe first; and Mulder knew that the universe and everything in it was out to betray him.  


Except Scully.  Scully and William were really the first people to show him that though he had thought that everything had stopped that day, turned around, twisted inward, and stabbed his guts out, that he had been the one to choose to live in that space for so long.  His life had become a hell for him because had chosen to live in it, and Scully had given him the strength to see his life for what it was.  But before their son, Scully's presence had served only to back him up and to give him the strength to continue.  He had seen the choice before him; to stay in that space or to move on and let it heal--but he had not chosen to make it yet.  It had been the mission that drove him on, that kept him alive.  He had been self-destructive from the age of twelve to the age of forty...until Scully had given him a reason to change his pattern, to stop beating himself against the old flame like a suicidal moth.  In giving him a new focus in their son she had saved his life in so many ways...and he knew it.  She had shown him the choice...and William had given him the reason to crawl out of the old patterns and to move on.  


He had stepped out of that wounded place for a moment, chosen to live another way.  That twelve-year-old boy who had lost his sister to something incomprehensible and terrifying; the child that had refused to leave the search up to his father, who had felt that it had been his responsibility because he could not pick up the gun...the young boy that had ridden his bike through the neighborhood pinning up missing child posters that he had made himself for all his summers until college, had worked for the money to make them throughout the long days when he had once played pick-up baseball with the kid sister in pigtails...  That child had been shattered, and he was in a very dark place his entire life until he found something else to live for.  Scully had begun breathing new life into him all those years ago by letting him know that he was still a decent human being and not a failure...and that he wasn't alone.  William had finished the healing, and suddenly it had been okay to have faith in humanity again.  To believe that there was some good in the universe still.  That Someone had given him this second chance; Someone had led Scully to him, had given them William when they had thought there would be no possibility of immortality, of a different focus.  That maybe God did exist, after all.  


But now...  In all the times he had spoken of his busted up family and his ruined childhood, he had never really alluded to his relationship with God or lack thereof, never informed Scully of that betrayal beyond his simple anger at what he considered trickery and false miracles...because he had known that it was important to her.  She had obviously thought that his own religion, his search for Samantha and his faith in the existence of the extraterrestrials that he had believed had taken her was a similiar kind of trickery...but she had respected his need to pursue the paranormal with such intense passion.  He knew that the strength of his belief would have put most crazed zealots to shame...but though he had placed his faith in another realm, he had not gone around knocking God to a major degree...because it just wasn't important enough to him to lose Scully.  It didn't mean anything to him anymore...but though it was empty, devoid of emotional comfort and fulfillment for him, religion had provided her with a dual base for faith and belief that had, along with her science, made his Scully what she was--and what was important to her was important to him.  In the wake of his loss he 

had turned to the crusade and the paranormal as something more tangible than God; something that he could hold in his hands and bring down to earth...but Scully had helped him to understand that the paranormal and God might in fact exist side by side.  


Now, though, after this second betrayal, he wasn't so sure anymore.  He found himself wanting to make that same pact with God that he had made when he had wished for Samantha's return all those years ago.  --If we get him back, I'll believe in You.  If we don't...I'll know for certain this time that You don't give a damn about us, or about anything here.  If You exist, show me my son!  Because if not...--


The thought simply did not bear thinking about, and with an angry throat-clearing Mulder jerked his wandering thoughts back sharply to the task at hand, dove back into his driven research thru the paperwork, forgotten in the drifting of his tired brain. He could not afford to get sloppy.  Not now.  God or no God, Scully and the baby were depending on him to hold up his end.  And here he was at his best; sifting, sorting, cataloguing...and then making those leaps that would, in the end, lead him closer to her...and to the key that might save them all.  He couldn't afford to fail again.  Not this time.  Not with the ante that was on the table.  Scully and the baby...and the world.  


--Damn--


He knew that Scully was probably holding it all together with that self-discipline that she had always had, no matter how lost they might both be feeling at the moment.  Her self-possession under fire had always outmatched his own.  It was one of the things he had always loved about her; her steady, uncompromising fire in the face of despair.  When he gave up, she had always been the one to convince him to keep on, to keep trying, not let Them win.  He had no idea how she did it, but he surely wished that he had that secret now.  Hell, he'd settle for having her there near him to keep him going.  


It helped to think of her.  She was depending on him to do his part, and he would do it so help him god...and never tell anyone that what he really wanted to do was curl up in a corner and bang on the wall and cry like a little child.  He'd lost his son again, and just when he was getting to know the kid.  The first time it had been the pain of a loss not yet realized; of the things that would never be.  The months that he could never regain, the injustice of it, having realized too late what was really important...having his past come back to haunt him now when he was ready to give it up and move on to a different existence.  This time, it was for the collossal unfairness of unfinished possibilities.  


He wanted to finish raising his son, dammit!  The thing he had thought he never wanted and now had, taken away before he could do more than taste what might have been.  He wanted to get out in a field somewhere and teach that small boy to love the smell of eu de ball, to play catch, to put him up on his shoulders and tag team Scully at basketball while she watched them in amused resignation.  To teach him the wonders of the night sky; of looking up at the stars and seeing the beauty there, and the unanswered unknown, calling.  He'd sat outside a motel somewhere in...West Virginia if he recalled aright, pointing up at the stars with Will in his lap, feeling the old wonder coming back as if he had somehow rediscovered a simple child's delight in those winking lights that he had lost in the years after Samantha, when they had become the angry place of questions gone unanswered rather than the simple beauty of youth.  He had had a telescope when he was a kid, and his father had shown him the moon and told him about the space program, about Apollo and the lunar landing, shown him Mars and Venus...  


He wanted to pull his gun and shoot something.  To point it at the heavens that had betrayed that promise of his childhood, and rage.  To punch a hole through the wall.  He wanted to rail; he wanted to cry.  If Scully were there, if they were alone, he would...and she would more than likely hold his head the way she had done after she'd found him in the house at Quonachataug, and solace him.  That was a release and a comfort he could only accept from her; for she alone in this world had never hurt him when he was vulnerable.  They would save their grief for when they were alone, when they could collapse into each other's arms, and mourn the fear and the anger and the lost days.  But not yet.  Not while there was a job to be done.  Not while those BASTARDS up there still had their child, their Miracle.  There was still too much to make up for, too many memories yet unmade for him to let THEM finish raising his son. 


And he knew that he had to impersonalise this, and fast.  Like his abduction and torture, like his sister's abduction, it was too painful, and the only way he had been able to keep his emotions under control in those situations had been to back off and make it into a case, an investigation...in the hopes that that would somehow aid him in keeping control of turbulent emotions too frightening to release.  Emotions that frightened him almost as much as the fear of what They might be doing to his son, what They might do if he were too late, again, to pick up the gun and stop Them as he had not been able to do with Samantha.  This time he could not freeze.  This time he could not let himself be afraid as he had before..


He could impersonalize it, as Scully must have done so many times; in his mother's autopsy, in that kid Gary's...if she could do it when she had thought him dead, then he could buck up too.  He could impersonalize it...but he could not run.  He would not, though a part of him wanted to.  He had to face it the way he had faced his own failure with Samantha, go at it head on with the same bull-headedness that he had shown in his years on the x-files...for William.  For his son.


He wondered if he would ever be free of his past.  He wondered if he deserved a future with them both.


His abraded knuckles were already healing, he realized as he leaned over the computer where the Gunmen were now taking watches, with Krycek still sitting on the counter behind the computer in case he was needed.  They had been going on this thing for over twenty hours straight by now, and they had ended up taking shifts; you couldn't stop in the middle of a hack.  Right now they had Byers on the machine.  Frokike and Langly were sitting with their eyes closed and their backs against the counter.  Reyes was taking her turn, laid out in the 'science room' taking a twenty minute nap.  Harrison had just finished one and was back at the cabinets, trying her best to live up to that keychain.  Skinner had come back down from his 'real' duties to check on progress, and was getting an update on the situation from a very worn-out looking Doggett, who hadn't bothered to take a nap.  He seemed to feel he owed it to Mulder to stay up on the case the way he would have expected his team to do when he was searching for his own son.  Mulder realized that Doggett's original antagonism for him was fading now that he was in the same situation that he had once experienced.  He should probably try to be a bit less prickly around the guy.  Believer or not, he was giving his all; and this time he didn't even think it was all for Scully's sake.  Like Mulder with abductees, missing girls, and victimized women, any case involving a kidnapped child got Doggett's full and undivided attention.  


"You should get some sleep too, Doggett," he told the man in a low voice.  "God knows when we'll get it next."


Doggett looked up from his whispered conversation with the boss.  "Nah, Muldah; I'm okay for a few hours yet."  He didn't bother to try to convince Mulder to rest.  He knew from experience that that would be an impossible and ridiculous request.  Not bothering to pursue it, Mulder returned his gaze to the screen, watching the encoding flow by under Byer's fingertips.  About three hours ago they had thought they were making significant progress.  Frohike had been on then and, almost as if to redeem his manhood before Langly and all other witnesses and after an hour and a half of heavy concentration, the firewalls for one end of the database had seemed to dissolve, revealing a page listing about fifty DOD-contracted industries in the DC area that might double as Rebel headquarters.  It had taken Melvin nearly four hours to search each site for clues as to function and purpose...and in the end, every one of the fifty had turned out to have been a false trail, a red herring.  Warehouses.  Sub-contractors.  They needed the central command, not more flunkies.  Flunkies they could get here, had already planted all the seeds they could through sub-contractors.


It had taken all of the stuffing out of the little man and Frohike had sagged, rubbing his stubbled face wearily and looking ready to throw the computer and all its trailing devices against the far wall.  Byers had taken over then, smoothly sliding into the seat between Krycek and Frohike and setting to work on another area of the site while his partner in crime had settled dispiritedly to the floor.  He obviously felt he'd betrayed Scully and let Mulder down, and though Langly had actually praised his kung-fu, he had brushed off his efforts as useless and closed his eyes in a kind of temporary defeat.


The problem was there were about five hundred pages on the DARPA database alone, not even mentioning the links to other sites, and every one needed to be unencrypted just to find out what it was.  A one in five hundred shot for every page.  A one in five-hundred chance that this might be the one they needed.  It was like climbing laboriously up the verticle and tangled limbs of a massive tree one by one, seeing a vista of hundreds of offshoots...only to find that the branch you wanted was most likely over there on the other side of the tree.  Unfortunately, though, you couldnt leave this branch behind till you'd checked all of those hundreds of offshoots in case one of them might be helpful.  The door would close behind you as you backed out of the main branch, and you would have to start the arduous climb all over again when you went back.


They needed a few more hackers.  They'd tried a triad approach on Saturday; three at once on different computers.  But not only did they not have enough safety equipment to keep the database from tracking them on more than one system, but the other two computers had had to start the hack all over again from the beginning.  Byers had picked up the tricks of the trade over his years of association with the other two, but he wasn't as good as Frohike, and none of them were as good as Langly.  The blond man would have had to start them all off to keep it running smoothly.  It was all or nothing right here at that one terminal.


Still watching Skinner and Doggett in the doorway, Mulder suddenly thought of something that hadn't occured to him before...likely because his mind had been distracted a bit by certain personal issues.  He knew the Gunmen wouldn't have gone for it; they didn't trust 'the Man' enough to allow someone to place a possible tracking implant in their bodies.  They had simply laid low during the initial attack.  He'd hate to lose them, but it was their choice.  "Hey, Doggett, Skinner.  Did you two ever get that chip?"


Skinner nodded slowly from the door, his low, hard voice quiet in the gloom and peppered by the unending tapping of the keyboard.  "Yeah, we both got it a little after Philly.  Pretty much everyone here has it."  He nodded at the girls.  Harrison's head jerked up and she glanced at all of them.


"What chip?"


Mulder opened his mouth, but Doggett beat him to it, his left hand fingering the back of his neck a bit self-consciously.  "You got it during a routine medical exam assigned by the Bureau a few months ago," he told the blond woman he had once chaperoned.  "Its the same as Agent Scully's, but a bit more modern.  Supposedly," and here he threw Mulder a dubious glance, "it jump-starts the human immune system to stop people from catchin' this plague that's goin' around out there."


"The chip that stopped Agent Scully's cancer, you mean."  She glanced back at Mulder.  "I thought They only used those to control radiation and to track people and guide abductees to the lighthouses."


"Yeah, well apparently it also turns on our alien DNA to varying degrees.  At its lowest level it stops human ailments like cancer and can be tracked and transmit data.  When fully activated, it makes you a sort of hybrid gene carrier."  He didn't bother to look at Doggett.  He already knew the skeptical expression that he would see there.  --If I'd said junk DNA instead of alien DNA he wouldn't have any problem--


"But if everybody that survives the invasion has a chip and they're all carriers, then that would mean that their children..."


"Would be like William.  A self-perpetuating next step in human evolution...if we have a chance to live that long.  If we stop it in time."  There was a profound silence as all those not yet privy to the full picture absorbed that rather shocking idea.

Just then, Mulder’s cell rang into the stillness, making everyone in the room jump.  “Damn.”  Mulder dropped his hand with alacrity to flip open the tiny contraption.  “Mulder.”

“Mulder, it’s me.”

The reception was really fuzzy and getting fuzzier, but to Mulder it was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard.  --She's alive, she's okay.  She's alive--  He felt his heart leap with a rush of relief so great it nearly knocked him down.  He lowered his phone briefly and nodded at Byers, who was already handing the keyboard over to Frohike to continue the hack while he opened up all the appropriate recieving and recording devices.  Langly was instantly awake as well and immediatly busy plugging things into walls.  “It’s Scully.  She’s alright,” he mouthed.  The entire room seemed to relax a notch.  “Yeah, I’m here Scully.  Talk to me.”

“Mulder, we’re at the Kind...”  She cut out briefly.  “...bson thinks William might be here.”

“What, Scully?  I can’t hear you.”

“I said...”  The rest of that line chopped out too.  “...red farm.  ...ber?  ...rs ago.”

“Scully, you’re...”

“...r, can  you hear me?”

--Shit!--  “No, Scully, can you speak up?”

“I don’t know if...hear me Mulder.  The Smoking Man thinks that...”  She cut out again, this time for so long that he feared that he’d lost her.  “...Gibson says he can feel...  ...bels are ready to at least...on the brink.  But Gibson also says there’re Bounty Hunters everywhere, and They don’t...more than a match for clones.  ...chip anymore, Mulder."  The connection went suddenly and completely dead, this time for good.

“GodDAMMIT!”  Mulder narrowly avoided hurling the useless piece of plastic to the floor, and looked up to behold seven worried faces and one supercilious one, all regarding him with some degree of fearful expectation.  Mulder struggled to get himself under control.  --Think of the positives, Mulder.  She’s alive, she's okay--  "She sounded okay," he said finally.  His voice, he knew, was that carefully emotionless blank that meant he was on the hair edge.  “That’s about all I can safely say at present.  Wherever they are, it seems to be cutting out her phone.”  He glanced at Byers.  “Did you get anything?”

Byers was leaning over Langly’s shoulder, and he looked up over the top of the other man’s blond stringy hair with deep commiseration in his eyes gentle eyes.  “We have some.  We can try to piece it together.”

“Do that.  We need as many leads as we can get.  Get it for me, Langly.  Let Byers do his mumbo-jumbo.”

Langly was typing commands like a man possessed.  Byers was practically on top of him, pointing at the screen and murmuring to the hacker in an intense tone while Melvin tried to watch their progress and continue the DOD hack at the same time.  Mulder looked away and resisted the urge to pace the three steps allotted to him in an office that, crammed with desks as it was, was barely meant to hold two people, much less close on a dozen.

“Mulder, we got it,” Byers told him tightly a few minutes later.

“That’s my baby,” Langly grinned toothily.

“Suck-up,” Frohike mumbled.  Langly ignored him.

As Mulder came over to the other side of the desk, the rest of the agents made room, cramming back against shelves and file cabinets.  He peered impatiently down at the screen with its running numbers and codes as Byers illuminated him.  “I’ve logged the two attempts to cross-reference her first few sentences, and Langly’s brought up the resolution of the recording and dropped off most of the snow so we can pick out a few more words.”  He glanced up at Mulder a little fearfully.  “It’s not great, but it’s better than it was.”

Mulder was in no mood for stalling.  “Play it.”

>>Mulder<<

>>Mulder, it’s me<<

>>Yeah, I’m here Scully.  Talk to me<<  Even to Mulder the voices sounded warped, tinny.  But they were clearer.  That’s all that mattered.

“She doesn’t sound to be in any particular distress...” Byers began, but Mulder waved impatiently at him to shut up.

>>Mulder, we’re at the Kin...red farm.  Gibson's pretty sure William's here<<  

“Sounds like she said ‘kindred farm’.  That mean anything to you?”  Doggett was leaning forward himself, straining to hear.  “It sounds familiah somehow.”

“Shhhh.”  Reyes was on her tip-toes and leaning in, nap forgotten.

>>What, Scully?  I can’t hear you<<

>>I said we’re at the Kindred farm.  Do you remember?  About ni... years ago<<

>>Scully, you’re...<<

>>Mulder, can you hear me?<<

>>No, Scully, can you speak up?<<

>>I don’t know ...f you can ...r me Mulder<<  

The fuzz was beginning to build up again despite the Gunmen’s machinations.  >>The Smoking Man thinks that William mi...here...and  Gibson says he can feel him.  The Rebels are ready to at least help get...on the brink.  But Gibson also says there’re Bounty Hunters everywhere, and They don’t seem too happy to see us, and replic...more than a match for clones.  But at least you don’t...chip anymore, Mulder<<  The recording switched suddenly to dead air.  It sounded intolerably loud in the deafening silence.

“That’s it, Mulder.  Best we could do.”

“Dammit, what was that last thing about the chip?  They could have done anything.  Taken it out of her, turned it on...”

“The Kindred Farm.”  Skinner had a thoughtful look on his face as he removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose in an aid to concentration.  “Mulder, wasn’t that one of those cases that Blevins actually semi-approved of, at least at the start?  Up in New England; something about guys who killed with sex?”  His bull-neck turned a bit red in embarassment, but his eyes were as incisive as ever.

“Ah, yeah, I rememba now,” Doggett said, snapping his fingers like a crackerjack.  “It was from like ’93; you guys went up there to someplace called...”

“Steveston Mass.”  Mulder was already halfway out the door.  Skinner made a desperate grab for him and struggled to hold him back, but it was like trying to hold a freight train.  Surprisingly, though, it was the eerily perfect voice of Alex Krycek that caught him at the door.

“Wait a minute, brother!"  Mulder never even slowed down until the clone grabbed his arm, stopping him in his tracks.  "Look, Mulder.  We all know you want Scully and your baby back.  You probably want to go straight there.  God knows we all want that kid somewhere we can keep an eye on him...and you.  But don’t be an idiot.  All They’d need is to have you all in the same place and out there somewhere where they could pick you up and do whatever they wanted to you, and They’d have it all.  They’ll have to keep her alive if they want to get you, and she’s a tough lady.  She can take care of herself.”  His eyes went suddenly narrow with dark sardonic humour.  “Besides, we still have some Rebels to catch, don’t we?  I thought  your self-appointed job was to set up a meeting, not to go haring off after Scully on some wild goosechase to stop what you two have already put in motion.”  His sneer was back in his voice full force.  "We all know that by the time you made it, it would be too late to stop whatever is happening up there anyway."

Mulder half-turned to behold the darkly grinning features of the rat for a moment, then started back for the door.  Skinner’s hands tightened in their grip.  “Mulder, I would never have thought I’d ever say this, but I agree with Krycek on this one.  You’re relieved of duty until you come to your senses.”  He thrust his arms through the back of Mulder’s elbows and kicked the door shut, placing himself between it and his former agent before he let the man go.  “Alright, people.  Let’s move like we’ve got a purpose.  Whether we like to admit it or not, the clone's right.  We have a job to do.”

xxx

Easter Sunday

7:50am (Hour Thirty-Six)

It was strange to see Crane's face at the door of the Basement Office.  It was almost a surety that he'd never come down there before.  Doggett looked up first, reserving judgment.  "Hey, Agent Crane.  What's up, you get lost?"

Crane spared his coworker a glance.  "I'm down here for Mulder."

Mulder stood up from the counter where he'd been leaning with Krycek and Skinner literally standing guard over him, though he was unlikely to have gone off at this point.  It had been hours since Scully's phone call.  Far too late to help or to stop whatever was happening up there.  Didn't mean it didn't rankle.  His worry and fear had gone up tenfold since that short message, and his feeling of helplessness had only compounded the restless rage that roamed freely inside his skin like a barely chained beast of sullen fire.  Or rather like the Fenris wulf of Norse lore, ready to destroy the world and swallow the sun while the fog of death descended over the Midgard serpent's last meal.  Revenge was a dish best served cold.  Was that a Star Trek thing or Shakespeare?  He couldn't remember, but it applied.  If he needed to revenge himself later, he would do so with dispassionate Justice; and every one of these bastards who had not helped, had diddled around while the world was coming to the end and Scully and his son were being taken...they would all see the keen edge of that sword.

"I don't think you would have come down here for anything else but some kind of success, Crane."  His voice was stony and devoid of courtesy; seemingly impervious to the devastating pain that ruled him from inside, burned his heart to a cinder. 

"I’ve arranged your meeting, Mulder."  The supersoldier held him in a stoic gaze, and his face was steely with a sort of inhuman determination.  "You’d better make it good.  It's the only chance you'll have to convince them."

Mulder felt a surge of almost exultation fill up that hole in his chest, lighting his skin on fire.  He started up beside his two guards while the Gunmen, Reyes and Harrison stared at the supersoldier in consternation and shock...but it was Doggett that spoke first.  His gaze was filled with a sort of surprised distrust.  Apparently he'd missed the exchange in Kersh's anteroom.

"You're a supersoldiah, Crane, right?"  The replicant returned his suspicious look with one of disdain for such a ridiculous question, and Doggett shook his head disbelievingly.  "Then why are you helping us?"

"Helping you."  Crane looked at him as if almost amused, then raised his head to take in all of the outcasts that filled the Basement Office.  "I’m helping you alright, Agent Doggett.  I’m helping Mulder and all of you fools to dig your own grave.  But it's no skin off of my teeth if you want to deliver yourselves up to the Cadre; you can give up your whole motley crew if you think it will further your goal."  He shook his head and turned his eyes on Mulder.  "Fight the Future."  His voice was dry and mocking.  

Mulder didn't bother to respond to that.  Whatever the replicant thought of their mission, the point was that a meeting had been arranged.  The moment he had been waiting for was here.  They would help him...or he would become the instrument of that cold revenge.  "Keep on it, Boys," he ordered.  "Just in case.  Reyes, Harrison, stay here and keep an eye on them.  I don't need to lose anyone else."  He turned to Doggett, knowing he sounded imperious and not caring one whit.  This was his show.  He would run it as he saw fit.  "You're the head of this office now, Doggett, for better or for worse.  Keep it safe."  The energy, the need for instantaneous action, had nearly engulfed him.  After all this time doing nothing but hoping, waiting...  His eyes flickered to settle on Skinner and the clone.  "Are you coming?"

Skinner nodded.  "We can take my car."  Once the time had come, the man was all action and no questions.  He was good back-up.  Mulder turned back to the supersoldier, feeling Doggett staring at his back as if he were drilling holes.  He ignored the sensation.  The guy would get over the slight.  He needed him back here.  "Lead on, Crane.  Because we’re all going to wish we were dead if we don’t find that child."

Crane had already started to move.  "I never thought I would say this, Mulder, but at least we agree on that."

They headed toward the back stairs that led to the lower level of the parking garage...in the same basement where his office lay.  Never had been a long trip.  The helplessness that he had felt in that tiny room, almost two full days spent breathing in the desperation of people that didn't want to say the words to him.  --We're not going to find anything, Mulder.  It's impossible--  The helplessness of knowing that that was the only thing he could do; wait and hope while his body screamed for action.  He had been in that place before, in that last year while she had been alone trying to protect their infant son.  No action to be taken.  No way to move the situation.  And another time; when Scully had been missing, then dying, and he hadn't made sure she realized the danger.  He hadn't protected her, hadn't gotten there fast enough; hadn't picked up the gun.  And she had been taken...just like Samantha.  And though he knew that Scully was a grown woman and not a victim or a child, that she knew the dangers and would not have quit on him anyway, he knew that he should still have made her go, protected her somehow.  He had failed...and the parallel had driven him nearly insane with that helpless rage.  And now William.  While he sat in here, and let Scully be the one to pick up the gun.

When Scully had been taken, he had offered Skinner his badge, his weapon, the x-files; whatever the other man had wanted as long as he told him where to find the Smoking Man.  Now he did not even have that bargaining chip to play.  Kersh had already taken his badge, his gun, and the x-files were no longer his to give.  He had had nothing to offer but himself.  So now he went up to see what they would ask of him to move this.  If they wanted him, he would gladly give himself up.  Would gladly offer his life on the altar of the struggle, for his woman and their child.   Scully would not be the one to pay; he should have made her go then...and now...  --Scully will not be the one to pay.  Or the baby--  It went round in a muleheaded loop.  She might have died then.  Now, she might...   Scully and the baby.  Double the pain.  They might be...  Scully and the baby.    --I would never see you again...but I’m here, and I'll stop it.  I can stop it now--  Scully's words leaped from memory into his conscious brain like sparks.  --Mulder, I had the strength of your Belief--

Her words seemed to echo through his head.  They seemed hollow this time around.  She Believed.  They were her Beliefs now, too.  And for what?  What did it all come down to?  Would it be her again, paying the price?  The baby?  

Or himself?

Scully and the baby.



Mulder didn't realize that Doggett was trotting after him until the other man caught up, footsteps echoing in the massive parking structure.  "Muldah, I don't know what you're thinkin', but I'm not stayin' down here twiddlin' my thumbs.  Monica has it covahed.  I wanna know what you want me to do.  I don't know if you care at this point, but Crane's not exactly the most trustworthy messenger.  If you're goin' for this meeting, you need as much back-up as you can get.  You can't just waltz out there alone."   


Jolted out of his angry, bleak reverie, Mulder stopped and stared at the other man with...well it wasn't really dislike.  Impatience perhaps.  He simply did not have the time.   "I've been waltzing out there alone for over a decade, Doggett.  I have my gun.  I'll be okay."


Doggett eyed him pragmatically.  "Yeah, I know you're the cowboy, Muldah; but you've had somebody at your back since you started the x-files.  Almost from the beginning anyway.  You may have been able to go it alone before that, but you've gotten used to havin' someone to covah you now, and I think you should take it."  His eyes were suddenly piercing, like glaciers.  "I know I ain't Agent Scully...but I'm told I'm pretty useful with a gun."

Mulder returned the other man glare for glare.  His impatience had suddenly turned to thinly veiled antagonism at the word 'cowboy'.  Conflicting styles aside, Mulder had lightened up on Doggett once he was assured by Scully, however obliquely, that the other man was no threat to his precious x-files, his raison d'etre...and further that there was no threat to his relationship with the one person that would not let him go alone; the one person that he would, without a moment's hesitation, allow to back him on every play.  No threat to his access to the one person that wouldn't bother to ask for permission, but was already there for him, every moment of every day.  But if he was going to get in the way now...  Mulder might not exactly want to beat the guy up anymore, but by all that was holy he sometimes wanted to rub his nose in the Truth.  "So I'm either a maverick or I've gone soft, is that it Doggett?"  


"Stop it, Mulder," Skinner intervened in a sharp tone of command.  "Let's not do this now.  You need everybody.  Doggett's just trying to give you a hand.  I don't see how he could harm our cause, and God knows we could use the help."


Mulder scowled at the boss.  He knew he was glowering, but he couldn't help it.  He had to keep that implacable wall up or he was out for the count.  He couldn't let Doggett's good old boy routine derail his momentum; all he was running on at this point was momentum and rage.  He didn't want to blow up at either man, but that was a byproduct of the rage he needed to keep going, and Doggett's insinuation that he was too much of a loner to accept assistance galled him, made him feel childish and insecure.  The guy didn't have a clue why Mulder was trying to save his ass.  He was a handicap in the negotiations...but more importantly, he was the head of the x-files now, damn his eyes...and that meant he needed to be saved to keep the unit open should Mulder die.

--To run MY unit--

Mulder had come back disoriented, face to face with this comparative rookie...with no way of knowing that Doggett hadn't been there to steal what little was left of his life; his precarious hold on his job, the tools that allowed him to fight the Fight; or to take away his woman, his partner...his family.  Not on purpose, anyway, though his more 'stable' and 'creditable' demeanor and methods did indirectly put Mulder's job in jeopardy by giving Kersh an alternate down in the Basement.  The Deputy Director had always had it in for Mulder...and he had been dying to pay back all the imagined slights and unpaid insolence.  He hadn't been able to neutralize Mulder and Scully before because to excise them from the Bureau would be to open the floodgates to hundreds of cases per year that the average agent could neither handle nor bring to book as they did.  It was a fact that had grated on the man for years, and Doggett, however innocently, had provided Kersh with a back-up plan.  The Bureau didn't need Mulder anymore.  They were free to cut him loose.  And Scully...  Scully had been on maternity leave.  

And though Mulder knew Doggett hadn't done it on purpose, that he was just as much a victim of the Game as the rest of them, had been manipulated just as unscrupulously, the fact of the matter was that all that Mulder held so dear, all that he had won without expecting it, everything that had became so necessary to his existence...all that had been put into jeopardy by Doggett's very existence near the x-files.  The tall southerner had encroached upon everything that made him, everything that defined his life, everything that he counted on to keep him whole and sane...and Kersh had known that he had not had the dedication that Mulder and Scully had had, the personal drive.  That lack of passion, that feeling of 'just doing my job' could derail the x-files far better than any official blockading.  Just put a man in there that didn't really care about the underlying drive for the Truth...and the x-files simply became weird cases to be resolved in a routine way.

Knowing that the man was a ringer and having no idea how well Doggett would rise to the challenge, how well he would do at detecting the manipulation and which way he would go, Mulder had thought the other man would react by simply toeing the line like a good little FBI agent and let Them close down the x-flies slowly, piece by piece.  And so his first reaction had been a knee-jerk occasioned by the sudden terror of that threat in the face of all that he had already lost.  Everything; the missing months, his health...all the changes...all the horrible memories to which he had been made victim by his abduction and torture...and the threat to the very thing that had kept him alive during the hell of the last several months.  Scully.

And though he had known that it was stupid and chauvinistic and...male, and that Scully had been more angry about that than anything else...in the beginning, that had been half the strain.  The threat to the x-files was one of ignorance and could be rectified or at least alleviated with a little training...but first Doggett had had to be given a reason to listen to his predecessor.  Mulder, once he had had time to get his bearings and come to his senses, had lightened up...for Scully's sake.  His continued enmity toward the man had been stressing her out badly, and she hadn't needed the pressure of constantly standing between them like a referee in a playground boxing match.  To have him blow up at his replacement like an adolescent schoolboy playing king of the mountain could actually have harmed her.  She'd been having a difficult pregnancy and after the torn placenta she had feared a miscarriage.  

And, by then he had realized that Doggett was too good a guy to go poaching in another man's territory...not especially when the woman in question was carrying that other man's child.  Though because of the dangers no one had ever openly admitted William's paternity until long after Mulder had gone and the child had become a target for his own sake, it had not been hard to get the hint.  Scully had not been able to hide the look in her eyes from anyone.  Skinner wasn't stupid, and neither was Doggett.  Mulder knew that the only reason that Doggett, like Skinner, disapproved of their allergy to marriage, safety precaution or no, was because he cared about the woman they both loved.  And so he had put that aside too.  

But despite his reservations about their relationship, Doggett had shown his understanding of their unspoken agreement, their intense if understated regard, and he wasn't the kind of guy to screw with such an understanding for his own gain.  He was too old fashioned a fella for that, and he had obviously seen and heard enough from Scully during and after Mulder's abduction to realize that their off-the-record partnership, though undefined, was something special.  He wasn't an idiot.  He could tell right off that Scully loved her partner a bit more than was strictly fashionable in the Bureau...and when Mulder had reappeared and made it clear in no uncertain terms that he would take it kindly if the man got up out of his territory...  The courtesy he could not do at work because of the bind they were in, he could extend at home.

He had gotten the signal loud and clear and backed off.  He had even begun to respect Mulder's crusade, at least the government cover-up aspect, and as such Mulder had made a conscious effort to find things that he liked in Doggett; for Scully's sake.  He had ended in regaining his professionality, working with the man, actually respecting him and even in the end liking him...but he still resented the guy for horning in on his life and life’s work.  Not that it was his fault.  Mulder knew that he had stayed down there in the Basement when he had been given his ticket out by Kersh; stayed and been sentenced to remain in the Basement Office when it did not suit him and he would have been much happier hard-working his way up the ladder and being a good cop.  He had remained, Mulder knew, because of his loyalty to Scully; because she did not want the x-files to be closed down.  And, because he had realized that there was something going on in the Federal Government that warranted investigation.  He had been to honest a soul to turn his back on that...and that was to be respected.  But he still occupied the office that belonged to Mulder, worked the cases that he should be working, controlled the fate of the x-files...and that would always make him a bit unwelcome and resented whatever his sacrifices and loyalties.  Mulder simply could not help it. The x-files had always been, would always be, his.  Before Scully had given him something to come home to, they had been his home.  And now that he had something else to live for...well, old habits like that didn't die easily.
The thing was, Doggett made it impossible to get angry with him about it, to blame the situation on the closest available person.  If anything, rather than rudely shoving Mulder away from the offices that he had once called home and the unit he had originated, Doggett had stopped the 'what are you doing here' attitude and had showed with a kind of quiet respect that he was aware of Mulder's need to see this thing through.  He did not defer...but he gave what he was given; restraint for restraint, tact for tact, and understanding for understanding.  He had come to respect the history of those cases and that office even when he didn't understand them.  He'd kept his nose out of the baby thing unless there was danger, and he was respectful of Mulder and Scully's relationship.  Despite every reason he had to hate the man for taking over his department, Mulder had found himself reluctantly liking the guy, liking his honest face and straightforward, no nonsense manner, his frank demeanor...and his loyalty to Scully.  That, in Mulder's book, was a great character recommendation for anyone.  Having assisted in keeping his son safe over that first year had been a big plus too.

He was still and would always be an interloper, though.  "Look, Doggett; I appreciate what you're trying to do, but you're really not cut out for this kind of meeting and we both know it.  You don't even want to admit these people exist, and that kind of cynicism could be foolish if not fatal at this stage of the game."  


Doggett apparently wasn’t buying it.  “I don’t appreciate being taken to task like an erring student, Muldah," he said seriously.  His blue eyes were hard, but there was a twitch of humour about his mouth.  "Technically, I’m not even your student anymore...but I know there’s more I have to learn from you, so I listen...out of respect."


With an effort, Mulder modulated his tone from impatient to quiet.  He knew he wouldn't be able to keep a lid on that ever-boiling rage, however.  He needed to get away before he blew up at this very useful ally.  That's what it came down to.  Doggett wasn't the source of the rage, but his damned intransingence could easily trigger the blow.  He just wanted the guy to get out of his way so he could take it out on the guilty parties; like those damned Rebels and their Colonist cousins playing keepaway with his son. 

"Okay, Doggett, look.  I know you're not anybody's errand-boy.  I really do appreciate what you're doing here.  I know you have your own reasons.  But this case is a little different..."  He cut himself off a bit too late on that one.  --A little different from your own son's kidnapping--  The last thing he wanted to do was burn the guy and start an actual fight right here in the halls.  Given his history with a case like this, he might understand why Mulder wanted to lash out, but...  --Real tactful, Mulder--

Doggett's eyes got a little harder, but he didn't blow.  "So it doesn't do us any good to search through the missing person’s reports, Muldah, I got it.  This isn't your average kidnapping, okay."  He stepped closer, not letting it go.  "So tell me what can I do to move this thing, and I'll do it.  I'm not goin' anywhere."

Mulder seethed inwardly at the delay.  He could feel that beast inside straining at the cage.  His skin felt thin and ready tear, and his entire body was thrumming with that destructive energy.  "I suggest that you stay here and try to keep your head down," he answered shortly.  "Keep up the good work here with the Guys and hope for the best where I'm going, 'cause it doesn't look pretty and the end is near."  He started to stalk off down the echoing concrete bunker again.  "If you're a praying man, Agent Doggett, that wouldn't hurt either."  

"Hey, don't walk away from me!  Do me the courtesy of lookin' me in the face.  What the hell is that supposed to mean?"  

Mulder couldn't help it when it happened.  The words seemed to pour out, and he rode them relentlessly forward without turning around.  "It means that you’ve done pretty good, Rookie, but this isn't your average wierd murder."  His voice was a just on the verge of explosion.  "You're good on those.  It's not even a regular x-file.  I don't think you're quite ready for this particular negotiation."  

"The hell I’m not!" Doggett burst out, face suddenly hot and eyes like blue fire in that honest face.  He grabbed Mulder's arm and tugged him around sharply.  Skinner caught up and looked ready to step between them as the other man continued his rebuttal.  "Look, Muldah; I’ve been down there in that basement Bustin’ my ass catching up to you, running aftah your ghost.  It's like a damned contest down there.  Agent Scully challenged me to do your office justice, try to see the mission for what it was.  And then you made it personal when you forced me to see that there’s a job to do down there that goes beyond the weird.  It's become my own personal challenge to live up to that charge.  I may not have chosen to be put in that office, but I figure what's the point of doin’ somethin’ if you cant do it all the way and right?"  His eyes calmed to an Atlantic glacier as he unknowingly repeated the line that Mulder had used on Scully only two evenings ago.  "You may have volunteered for this duty, Muldah, but I was drafted.  Doesn't mean I don't think its worth it.  Or that I won't do my part when it comes down to crunch time.  Which as far as I can tell is right now."

God, he wanted to be able to depend on this man, but...dammit, he needed to be kept safe.  For the x-files.  For the Future.  There needed to be somebody left behind to continue the work if he failed; and a half-trained rookie was better than none.  "What’s your point, Agent Doggett?"  It came out loud and rasping; a voice that said louder than words, --I don't have time for this--  His body was ready for action and humming with impatient need to be gone, doing something...ANYTHING.  Right now that something was up at Potomac Park, and he was here negotiating terms of service with a guy that didn't even believe in the extraterrestrials that would be landing right outside the window within the week.  "The thing is, no matter how much you want to help, you're unable to accept the facts of the situation, and you're wasting my time.  I don't blame you for establishing the terms of your subjective reality, but we don't have time for you to stop and stare when you see a shapeshifter switch over for the first time."

Doggett stared at him for a moment, then he bent his head as if conceding a point.  "You got me there.  But I've seen all the evidence you have, Muldah.  Will it sway you if I tell you that frankly I’d be a lot happier accepting aliens than transmigration of the soul, or a cult of modern-day vampires living in Texas and all that other bullshit you had me investigatin’ in the last coupla years?  At least there’s evidence I can hold in my hand on the aliens.  So what if I call 'em by a different name?  I know they exist.  I know that virus out there exists; I saw that guy start drippin' it out of his eyes on the Galpex Orpheus.  I've been chasing the same guys, if for different reasons.  You know I believe that these supersoldiers exist and that they can do things no man should be able to do.  I'd even be willing to take some things that your partner told me on faith; like that maybe there're even guys out there that can look like just about anybody."  He shook his head a bit over that, but bore on relentlessly to his punch line.  "Accepting the possibilities is more than half the battle, or so Agent Scully assured me."    

Mulder looked away.  --You've got a point there yourself, Rookie, but I still can't let you get yourself killed--  "Yeah," he said quietly.  "Well, Scully has her reasons for saying that."  --But she’s not here right now--  He tried to keep the exasperation out of a voice raw with stress and impatience.  --God I wish you were here--

Doggett nodded softly, almost as if he heard the unspoken plea.  "And one of those reasons is you took her along until she could accept more than that was because she was good back-up, and because she believed you were on to somethin'.  So do I.  You could afford me the same privilege."  He released Mulder's arm to grasp his shoulder the way Skinner would have done, while the older man looked on, still ready to step in if this became a riot.

Doggett's eyes were very sincere as they bored into Mulder's green ones.  "I promise you I won't screw it up for you if you get the chance to save your kid, Muldah.  The fact of the matta is, Scully isn't here to back you up, which is the reason you need to trust me.  You need all the help you can get, and Skinnah might hafto run interference for you with the big hats."  

He took in Mulder's stony face for a moment, then sighed and dropped his gun hand.  "Look, I know you're the boss, and that it's your fight.  I know that it's your life’s work, your partner and your kid out there, not mine.  I’m not even doin’ this 'cause I lost my own kid." At that Mulder looked up, surprised.  The feeling of helplessness had been familiar to him ever since he had lost his badge, and he had no doubt that Doggett understood that from his pre-FBI days when a cop's badge had only gotten him so far in the search for his son.  Without the clout of the FBI to find William...when he had had the FBI, Mulder had used it recklessly, unable to stop himself from squandering the benefits of his position.  He still had it, though; that need, like Doggett, to save the ones who had been victimized or kidnapped or tortured.  He saw them all as his sister, as Doggett saw them all as his son, reinforced by an hypnotic agenda or not.  He had really thought that Doggett's sympathy mainly came from the plight of his missing child. 

But Doggett wasn't finished.  His voice had dropped to a quiet certainty.  "This isn't about the past, Muldah.  I’m doin’ this because it's my duty, and it's the right thing to do.  I can help you."  He tood up, glanced at Skinner where he stood slightly behind the brown-haired man.  "I know when to follow orders, and when to shut up, and I know how to take care of business.  I may not like your methods or agree with alla your theories, but I can skip the details and concentrate on what’s important."  He regarded his predecessor solemnly with those earnest blue eyes.  "I’ll consider you my ASAC  for the time bein’, no problem.  You run the show; I'm not here to ring you outta your circus.  I'm just here to help you with what's important, and right now that’s gettin’ Agent Scully and little William back, and figgerin’ out exactly what we’re gonna do...and the fact of the matter is, you need someone on your side."  

Mulder stared at the man for a moment.  He was a smart bastard.  He was appealing to the main chance here, and that was a sure ticket.

Doggett was looking at him shrewdly.  "This isnt just your quest anymore, Muldah," he said quietly.  "If you and Agent Scully're right, the whole world’s involved now, and we’re all in this togetha."

Mulder considered it.  They didn't have much time.  He didn't have time to protect the guy, but he obviously knew how to take care of himself.  What could it hurt to let him tag along and provide an extra gun hand if things got dicey?  At this point there might not be a world left after tomorrow anyway; why try to save the ruins.  He'd told Doggett himself that it was time to put away other considerations; the real fight was now, not next week.

Doggett nodded once as if seeing the hesitation on Mulder's face.  He spoke as if soothing the fears of a spooked horse, but sincerity was all over his honest countenance.   "You can't keep everybody safe an' uninvolved anymore, Muldah.  You can't keep this thing from touchin' people."  He shook his head.  "You're doin the same thing Dana was, tellin' me you were just gone and not to try to help find out what was up with your kid, tellin' me I didn't need to know where you were or where she was goin'."  His mouth twitched with that hint of humour once again.  "Now I know where she gets it from."  His face went serious again, the sun-lines deepening with conviction and determination.  "You're both gonna hafto let somebody in sometime.  Let me help you Muldah.  You’re the big dog.  You call the shots.  I’m just here to make sure you have back-up."  Those glaciers were dependable...and filled with an immovable conviction"Everyone needs back-up in a big operation; it's the first thing we learned in those capers aftah 'Nam, the first thing we learned in Beirut and Kuwait, the first thing we learned on the Force...and you and I both know its the first thing we learned at the Academy.  Don't be an idiot and throw that lesson away when it matters most."  

Mulder regarded him evenly for a moment, as if sizing him up.  He couldn't keep this man safe for the x-files...not at the expense of Scully and William.  Even if it meant there was nobody left to run the unit after they did this thing...even if the doors to his office were closed forever after it was over.  The x-files had been burnt to the ground once, and they had been revived like the phoenix from the ashes.  Time to see what they could do after the end of the world.

He relented with a single nod of the head.  "Well I won't say I can't use you...if you’re sure you want to do this."  Doggett's cool blue gaze never faltered.  "Ok, Rookie; it's your call."  He looked up at Skinner.  "We gotta go."

xxx

Potomac Park

Easter Sunday

10:48am (Hour Thirty-Nine)

They stood just across the river from the Washington Monument, the large open space behind them filled with scattered trees budding out with the enthusiasm of a spring that might never see summer as a part of the human world.  Their drive through the city had become a trek after the car had gotten stuck behind one of the many pile-ups out on Constitution Avenue, and they had walked through the hollow wreckage of the Capitol alert for the appearance of hatchling Colonists that would surely have appeared by now.  Crane had shaken his head halfway through their nervous walk.  "Our special National Guard units have taken care of most of them, gentlemen.  The occasional one slips through our fingers, but we're hunting them down.  You should be fairly safe, so let's pick up the pace."

Now that they had reached his indeterminate meeting spot in the park, Crane stepped away from them across the bee-studded grass.  He walked out beyond the belt of trees that graced the riverside benches and the greenbelt where the joggers had used to run of a morning while Skinner, Krycek, Doggett and Mulder followed warily.  As they moved past the slim trunks of the maples and the gnarled skin of oaks flanking the jogging path, they beheld a deputation of four camo-clad supersoldiers…with Knowle Rohrer at the head.  

Doggett's intake of breath was auduble in the stillness as he beheld his covert source once again, this time in pressed khakis and look of flat disinterest.  As he came level with Crane they heard the supersoldier say, "We don't have time for this."  His tone was clipped.  "Our deadline is in a week!"

"Well, it seems our Renegade friends hedged their bets a bit," Crane responded as crisply.  "This is what comes of that kind of flubbing; they've lost the kid."

Rohrer's sleekly expressionless went suddenly hard, and he turned to take in the delegation from the FBI with a kind of clinical anger.  "Mulder.  I thought you went on the run to avoid this eventuality."

Mulder returned the supersoldier glare for glare.  He didn't know this guy, but the replicant obviously knew him, and that pissed him off.  What did he have, a frigging sign on his forehead?  "Avoid it.  By stepping aside so you could kill him once you found out what he was?  No, I don't think I liked that arrangement, gentlemen."  He moved away from Doggett et al and readied himself to do battle.  If he had to get past the watchdogs, he would do it by sheer force if necessary, but he'd rather they accepted his read of the situation.  He was right.  Sooner or later they would have to acknowledge that.  "The way I see it, you've been hedging your bets too.  You don't want to be used; that I can understand..."  --Play to their needs--  "But what good are you as soldiers if you're afraid to risk your asses until it’s too late to stop this?  You're immune to the Big Two: radiation and biological weapons.  You could go in there and pick him up and be out before the Bounty Hunters knew what hit 'em."

Crane shook his head and looked down, but Rohrer was staring at him with a kind of stunned disbelief at the suggestion.  "And why would we want to do that?  It serves our purposes more to destroy him and them.  I don't see any reason to change our orders now, and I think my superiors would agree with that assessment, so I also don't see any reason to burden them with your visit."

Doggett stepped forward as the supersoldier turned back to Crane.  His face revealed a sort of angry disappointment in a man he had once considered a brother in arms.  "Knowle.  You tell me you guys are still human an' not what Muldah thinks you are.  If that's so, you'd be human enough to want to save a kid who had fallen into enemy hands."  His blue eyes gleamed with the quiet light of a man willing to gamble on a shared history.  "Show me that you're still human," he challenged.  "Prove me right about you."

Rohrer turned back to the agent he had once fed disinformation like a man throwing change to a street musician.  "John, you have no idea what you're up against here," he said flatly.  "This is War.  One civilian casualty in war doesn't mean a damned thing when you put it up against what you stand to lose if you screw it up.  A hundred kids like Mulder's wouldn't matter in the face of what we're doing."  The replicant's eyes glittered.  "You can't save the village this time, John, and we can't save the kid.  Even if we wanted to."

As if he could feel Mulder's rage himself, Doggett put one hand on the other man's shoulder and then moved a bit further from his group.  "Not if the kid is the key to stoppin' the war, Knowle.  Then he becomes a map room.  Intellligence.  The thing They want; the thing They're fighting over."  He glanced back at the man whose child they were discussing so dispassionately.  "Now I don't claim to know why everybody's so damned interested in Muldah an' Scully's son, but I'll be willin' to concede that he's damned special.  You don't throw away a key when there might still be a door to use it in.  And if you're so damned unbreakable, Knowle, going in there to get him shouldn't be such a big damned deal."

The replicant that was once Knowle Rohrer seemed to suddenly crack with annoyance.  "Unbreakable," he sneered.  "Dammit, John, use your head.  They didn't just do these experiments on the poor idiots you call abductees.  They tried it first with the civvies and the lepers, yeah.  As a side project while they searched for a way to make humanity immune.  To this."  He raised one hand and waved it as if to encompass the eerie silence of the city, the ghost-town feel of a once bustling metropolis that had been the centre of the largest superpower in the world.  A city where every uninfected person now hid in fear while elite guardsmen exterminated the alien colonists that had come of the Invasion.  The dead bees littered the drying grass of the park as if in mute testimony to the truly fortean nature of the plague.  

"You're not telling me anything I don't already know, Rohrer," Doggett replied quietly.  "It still doesn't tell me why you want to kill Scully's baby."

The supersoldier grimaced at him, flickered his eyes up to Mulder and the rest of the group and back again as if trying to decide whether or not to give up the fiction he had once sold to the agent.  "Mulder's not crazy, John," he said finally.  "We've been playing a game with semantics.  You wanted labels you were comfortable with, and there really did used to be a supersoldier project around, running parallel with the vaccination scheme while the Syndicate waffled over the hybridisation process.  The Adams and Eves were a part of it.  So were the elite guys in Nam; the ones that never slept.”  His eyes flickered to Mulder, who was rapidly processing this new information, fitting it into his mental timeline.  “We were a side project that ended up working better than original plan…and when the Rebels came, only a few small adjustments needed to be made to the Project to institute the New Process.  To complete what was being done to us.  To take it in a new direction.  Our direction."

He seemed to enjoy Doggett's stunned look as he rubbed in his final admission.  That Mulder was right.  That the 'supersoldiers' weren't just a part of the human genome project--and aliens did exist.  "The Rebels built on what the Syndicate had left behind, and they had a willing pool of servicepeople ready to die...or to be altered, for their Country."  The replicant's face went a bit grim.  "We were told that we would be made into 'supersoldiers'; capable of withstanding radiation and trauma, with superhumanly fast healing ability and immunity to all known bioweapons.  We didn't bother to ask their motivation; we thought we already knew.  We weren't coerced into the DARPA end of the project, John; we volunteered.  We surely didn't know what we were signing up for...but now it doesn't matter. Our cause is theirs.  We are their creatures."  His eyes glinted darkly at the man with whom he had once fought in another life.  "What career soldier in the special forces wouldnt jump at the chance to be made invulnerable?  Invincible; no matter what the cost.  

"So they took those of us that had no families...and they made us into what we had asked to become.  And now we belong to them.  I couldn't go against my orders if I wanted to."

Doggett recovered quickly.  "So you're sayin' that you did this to be the perfect soldiah, and in return you'll kill that kid if they tell you to?  That's crap, Rohrer.  If they made you part of an experiment and they got what they wanted, then they've already been paid.  Following orders is one thing.  Following bad orders is entirely another."  His eyes seemed to bore into the supersoldier as if he could somehow revive the memories of the man that had lived beneath the replacement.  "We made that decision once before.  When we didn't smoke that village.  When we let the children go.  When we disobeyed a direct order.  We didn't get court-martialed, but we were ready to risk it."  His voice was quiet but intense.  "You can do it again now, man.  What kind of perfect soldiah would you be if you let a chance like this go?"

The supersoldier regarded him for a moment with an expression that might have been regret.  "I'm not that man anymore, John.  I've forsaken that life for a new mission...and I will do whatever I'm ordered to do to restore this planet to the control of those that have guided it.  War takes no prisoners...and it doesn't stop for possibilities.  We wouldn't have the time for second chances if we make a mistake, especially not in the face of something this big."  

"Then don't make one!" Mulder pushed forward with a growl of impatient anger.  "What will you do if these Elders of yours decide against you and you have no leverage to change their minds?  You kill that child and you've just killed your last chance to strike a bargain for us all!"

The replicant glanced over once, then dismissed Mulder's ultimatum like the ravings of an inconsequential madman.  "It's not my job to change the details of the mission."

"And what mission is that?"  Doggett glanced at Mulder once, his voice as flat as Rohrer's.

"Revolution, John.  The beginning of a New World."  

"With you as the commadants and the Rebels as the governers of this new little empire!"  Mulder was enraged, and his sally got Rohrer's attention.

"Not an empire, Mulder; a stewardship; until we see what you can make of yourselves, alone.  Apparently you can't do it alone quite yet; you keep mucking it up, and my 'superiors' are beginning to get impatient with you.  You needed help...and you needed to be made worthy."  At Mulder's suspicious look he nodded once.  "That's right, Mulder.  When this is over, if we win, a plan will be put into place.  Forced evolution of the mind as well as the body; of the human Consciousness.  That's what the Sirians wanted to do with you people from the moment my masters first began creating your race for our own selfish reasons.  Hopefully this plan will be approved by the Senate; because as of right now your race is a very old loose end that would otherwise have been trimmed long ago.  If not..."  The tilt of acknowledgement turned into a headshake of negation.  "No matter.  When the time comes, you, like us, will be ready...or this will all come to naught.  The War will be lost and it will take the Movement with it."

Mulder stared at the supersoldier for a moment and then turned back to Doggett.  "Missionaries with an altruistic cause.  Don't believe it Doggett.  Don't Believe the Lie.  They're not here to help us; they're here to save their own skins, one way or the other.  He doesn't even want to give us a chance to convince his superiors to alter the details of his 'mission'.  It would take too much change in the thought pattern."  

Doggett's face was a study in conflicting belief.  "Yeah, I can see that Muldah…but your abductee reports say that these 'Sirian' guys he's talkin' about are actually in it to save the world."  His eyes settled on his predecessor's face in a quiet challenge, as if he were curious to see how much Mulder was ready to Believe.  He might not be a good test for questions like this, but Doggett wasn't the kind of guy to follow a gullible leader.  

Mulder smiled a thin, bloodless smile.  "I'll take anything that sounds like it fits the description, even if it means shoehorning Biblical prophecy.  I'm willing to beileve Jesus Christ was a half alien son of an abductee and Elijah's was the first documented UFO party trip; but even I'm not quite ready to buy these guys as a line of spiritual leaders placed here to guide us."  He shook his head dismissively.  "The Sirians are supposed to be the Buddhas of the universe; and these guys are their empire-building converts.  It could even be true.  I for one don't trust a single branch of their little chain."  He turned back to Roher with a renewed sense of purpose.  "None of your pretty little predictions will come to pass if you don't get my son away from the Colonists before they can make their deal with your Senate.  If you kill him, that solves one problem, but wouldn't your superiors rather have something to bargain with yourselves?  Just to cover all the bases?"  It burned his blood to have to talk about his child like he was a tool...but if it saved William and Scully from these bastards and their self-serving politics, he'd say anything.

Rohrer was looking down at the bee-littered grass as Mulder threw down the challenge, and when he raised it his face was red with annoyance.  "If they decide to keep that kid and to hell with us, then it IS to hell with us, Mulder.  All of us, and your whole goddamned planet is history!"  

"Three days the child will be held above the earth, and the mother spirited away into the wilderness," Krycek told the replicant tautly.  Mulder broke his eyelock with Rohrer to glance back at his unwilling ally.  The clone had an avid glitter in his eyes.  "He may not be the prototype you were hoping for, but he is the one They've been waiting for.  He's also the thing your whole race needs without realizing you needed him.  The Sirians know it.  Your Elders suspect it.  The Resistance are the only ones who don't realize what he could be."  He grinned.  “You’ve been out of the loop too long.”

Rohrer glared at Krycek's lookalike without feeling.  "How the hell should you know what the Elders are up to?  You're a disposable mechanism; a cloned hybrid.  No one tells you guys anything."

"And you're a biomachine."  Krycek's grin was deadly with supressed violence at the supersoldier's unvarnished bigotry.  "Glad we got that all straightened out."  The replicant's face was enraged at that description, but Krycek wasn't done yet.  "My counterpart sold intelligence to your people for years...and he told me everything that he knew.  He was the best in the world at seeing a good bargaining opportunity.  I've inherited his ability to see the many avenues of play.  Your superiors were willing to resurrect a piece of the Project for the sake of another option.  How are we so different?  We were willing to salvage the child so that we all would have that extra option.  It's never good policy to remove a variable that might save your ass."  He smiled grimly.  "We're all rats in a sinking ship, Mr. Rohrer.  You can keep trying to scramble up the masts and wave for help...or you can try to plug the hull until someone comes to tow you.  Mulder's kid is the plug."


Rohrer made a disbelieving face.  "Great analogy.  What I want to know is how do you know the Elders want him?"


"Because our Sirians said so when they joined our enclave.  And those pacifistic bastards don't know how to lie."  That sardonic grin was back in Krycek's voice, but this time Mulder welcomed it.  If this guy helped him to turn this thing around...God, he would hate to be indebted to Krycek's clone for the rest of his life, but he would take it.  He would take it if it meant that Scully and the baby would be okay.


Rohrer and Crane were both a study in frustrated surprise as they took in the duplicate's testimmony.  They exchanged glances, and Crane nodded.


"Dammit!"  Rohrer turned on his heel and stalked away toward the other end of the small island, and the bridge that led to Fort McNair, his three companions at his heels like trained dobermans.  "Keep 'em here.  I'll make my report."


"You got it."  Crane turned to regard them all with a look of detached curiousity as his compatriots strode back across the park.  "Was that a lie, or did you actually hear that from the Smiths?"


"Oh, I heard it.  I have more information than you would believe."  Krycek glanced at Mulder.  "Am I making myself useful enough yet?"


Mulder was having a hard time with his conflicting emotions.  He had hated the man that wore this face...but the clone had done what none of them could have--he had gotten them past the guard dog.  "I'd say you've earned your keep," he managed finally.  The admission tasted bitter in his mouth.


"Great.  Maybe in about ten years you'll actually be able to separate me from my looks."


"Maybe.  It's not a face I've been conditioned to trust."


"Yeah."  The clone looked off into the distance where the marble monuments of an age stood against what might be the last noonday for humanity...or the beginning of a new life.  "I get that a lot."  There was something in the tone that almost made Mulder feel bad for the guy--punished for another man's sins--but he couldn't quite manage it.


--Dammit, he has the same genes as Alex Krycek!  Krycek was a damned traitor!--


Reining in his impulse to snarl, Mulder smashed the lid back down on the pot.  It was time to check in.  His hand went automatically to his hip where the useless cell phone rode, opposite of the hip where his gun would normally have been clipped, then he remembered.  The grunt of annoyance was rancid and the muttered oath was sincere. --Damn--

Twenty mintues later, a party of tall faceless people in black jumpsuits approached them from across the deserted lawns, a coterie of camo-clad supersoldiers in tow.  As they approached, the Rebels began to encircle their group without a word.

Surrounded, Mulder and the others spun slowly around.  This looked more like an arrest than a parlay.  He could see Doggett flinch as he took in the facial mutilations of the jumpsuit-clad rebels, his face screaming disbelief at the evidence of that horrible scarring.  If he wanted to believe that everyone around him was joining in a sort of group paranoia and these government officials were feeding it for their own reasons, that belief had just taken a serious knock.  People who were playing other people's delusions didn't scar themselves.  Zealots scarred themselves.  Believers.

Doggett wasn't quite ready to deal with the implications of that.  He visibly tore his eyes away from the black-clad Rebels and zeroed in on the replicant that wore the face of a friend.  Supersoldiers he understood.  Supersoldiers made sense to him.  "What the hell is this, Knowle?"

Rohrer's face seemed almost regretful.  "I made my report.  Hearsay isn't very convincing, though; and they really don't trust the word of clones."  He didn't bother to look at Krycek.  "I'm sorry, John.  It wasn't my decision, and it's already been made."  He nodded at Crane.  "It's time."  The replicant from the FBI glanced over their group, face equally regretful...and then moved across the grass to join his fellows.  

Mulder knew he was in deep shit when the aliens interspersed with the supersoldiers began to glow ominously.

X   X   X

(Amor Fati, pt.58: “Redemption”)

The Kindred Lodges

Outside Steveston, MA

Saturday (Hour Twenty)

1512 hours

The Kindred farm was a shambles.  It had taken remarkably little time for the combined efforts of the elements and the encroaching forest for nature to almost entirely reclaim the small compound.  Ten years of hard weather without the daily upkeep of those mysterious, hardworking people had brought it to naught, though she assumed that the summer tourists still flocked up here to look into the old ‘Kindred Lodges, home to a vanished New England cult of antiquarians’, as the sign off the road had proclaimed it.  Now she resurrected her mental picture from nine years ago with its quiet, orderly hum of hive-like, black suited activity.  Compared it to this dismal courtyard of rotting fences where the rank weeds had overtaken the formerly spotless compound, marching cleanly up toward the once scrubbed and swept doorsteps.  It was a ghost town in miniature.  The hamlet of Steveston had apparently lost a great deal of revenue from the loss of their star attraction, and now the water dripped forlornly off of the encircling trees and the eerie wind whistled mournfully from the eaves of houses long deserted in the home of those who had called themselves 'the Kindred'.  Scully shook off the haunting feeling, following her Renegade and Rebel allies up to the wooded verge of the abandoned complex with every evasive skill in her trained repertoire.

They had landed the triangular aircraft outside of town, far enough away to keep the citizens from being spooked, and all around her Scully had had to watch the faceless aliens melt their mutilated features into normal human ones...a lie made flesh.  It made her skin crawl to have to watch this thing that she had belived in for years but never wanted to see.  Necessary now as they moved through a village that was plainly struggling against becoming a ghost town itself.  The people here had most likely hid themselves away from the virulent and unstoppable plague that the news told them had taken over the world.  It had been an easy shot with no questions asked; down the main drag and up through the woods to the farm with not even a face poked out of a door to ask their business.  Scully strode like a woman possessed in the midst of these jumpsuit-clad aliens and combat-ready supersoldiers in their camo...and one wheelchair.  She saw none of them.  This was the moment of truth.  If the Smoking Man was right, she was only about a mile from her son.  Only about a mile from those bastards that had taken him away and would keep him for their experiments, their harsh unemotional view of him...as a thing, an object and a tool and not the person that she hoped he would have the chance to become.  

The waiting was almost intolerable.  She could feel her heart aching with the need to hold her baby to her breast as she had done when he was an infant...and to know; truly know, that he was safe.  Her mind's eye kept playing the imaginary scene over and over.  William, sweet William; dead.  Tortured.  Strapped to a table while the Bounty Hunters extracted blood samples, tested his reactions, checked his fluids...  Her baby crying as he was dragged onto a ship like the one that had abducted his father and left him for dead.  Her child on some distant rock being ignored except as an experiment or a useful sample.  --The way Samantha Mulder was--  Which begged the question again of what happened to Mulder's sister...and would that happen to her son if she could not get to him in time?  Would he be in pain?  Lost to her?  His tiny mind broken?  Taken beyond her sphere?  If she were too late...

And she could not get any closer.  Not at the moment.  Sun still bright above them in the mild spring air, she crouched beside aliens and replicants, clones and representatives...watching and waiting.  And seeing not one sign that there was anybody here at the Kindred Farm.

"He's there."

Scully jerked her head up at Gibson's haunted whisper and turned finally to take in the face of the unique teenager she had almost forgotten in the stress of this agonizing wait.  Gibson's face was pale, looking suddenly far too young in the half-light of the chill evening.  She realized suddenly how truly young this boy-man actually was.  "Are you okay, Gibson?"

"I'm alright, Agent Scully.  He's here."  He turned his gaze up to meet that of the Rebel that had taken command back at the base.  "I can feel him, but he's...muffled."

"What have They done to him?"  Scully felt the panic rise under her breastbone as if a small bird had gotten caught under her ribcage; the same empty-bellied terror she had felt every time her son had been in danger during that year exposed in DC without Mulder.  "Is he..."

"He's okay.  There must be an outcropping here.  Underground maybe.  There's interference.  A buzz.  And he's being shielded--but I'm sure it's him."  His young face was serious.  "I know him."

"There used to be a cave under the barn," Scully volunteered in a strained whisper.  "A catacomb.  It was sealed, but it might have a second entrance."  She was ready to go in there now, but the Renegade leader from Grahamsville simply nodded at Gibson's summary and turned to the first Rebel.

"The exiles would have chosen a spot that would shield them from locators."

The Rebel's inhuman face did not alter.  "Then we can do nothing this night.  We must observe."

"What?"  Scully resisted the urge to shout, to jump up.  --Leave my son with Them for another night when we're right HERE?--  "The longer we stay, the more likely we'll be located ourselves!"

The Rebel turned to her.  "If They are moderated by the interference, then it will mask our minds as well.  But as such we cannot hope to extract the location of their entrance until we observe it in use.  We must keep watch in hopes of such a chance.  If we do not obtain the information," and here It raised Its head to pin the Colonel with an emotionless look, "our operatives will need a full day to canvass the area and discover our quarry."

A worm of cold fear wriggled in Scully's belly.  "I'm not letting those damned replacements anywhere near my son without supervision.  They could kill him in a standoff and make it look like an accident."

The Ambassador's eyes were almost kind as he turned to her from his spot a bit further down the treeline.  "They will not, Ms. Scully.  They are under orders.  Sirian testimony is not doubted among us."

"We withdraw," the first Rebel stated flatly.  "Colonel.  One unit here for observation.  One unit on site, to perform the search."

The Colonel's face was still put out, but he obeyed orders without a moment's hesitation.  "Recon!" he hissed, and four helmeted heads poked up from the wet grass.  "Proceed as ordered."

"Yes Sir!"

And that was that.  It was taken out of her hands.

She felt like a moth trapped inside a lamp as she paced outside the first of the two triangular ships that they were to use as a base.  Sunrise.  She would be a part of that team at sunrise and no one would stop her.  No one had better get in her way.  --So help me God, no one had better get between me and my son!--

So close…and she could do nothing.  

As she paced, she could feel the eyes of the Ambassador following her from where he stood in conference with is fellow aliens.  The Renegade leader and the two Rebels had been discussing the possibilities of a skirmish between an uncounted number of Bounty Hunters and their supersoldiers.  The government replicants had been made for such a task, but they had not yet been tested.  The Colonel had been with them from the beginning, stoically touting his subspecies' capabilities...but the discussion had turned silent once the replicant had left them to oversee the movements of his two units in the woods and fields of the Kindred farm.  They no longer had to speak aloud, she knew, once he had departed.

While she paced, unable to stay still, she let her gaze fall over the sleepy clapboard town...more as a distraction than anything.  It kept her from straining her eyes toward the thick belt of woods as if she could somehow pierce through the veils of oncoming twilight and see her son held captive there.

"He's alright, Agent Scully."  Gibson.

Scully stopped in her tracks and looked over at the teenage empath's stumpy form.  He knew her turmoil, and it was probably driving him insane, but she didn't think she could tone it down.  She herself could feel the frustrated, anxious energy beating off of her body in waves.  "Thank you, Gibson."

The young man tilted his head once, those wise, sad gray eyes looking through her and then away over the town.  "You're not so bad.  You have a focus; I can drown you out.  This place is full of fear, though.  Its all...nonspecific and..."

"Amorphous?"

The teenager nodded.  "Undirected.  I can't get enough of a handle on it to block it out...and I need to stay open to hear William."  His voice dropped to an almost inaudible register.  "They don't even know what they're afraid of.  I can barely hear through them."

"Gibson."

He glanced up from his meditative eye-lock on the frame houses and small stores.  "What's it like?  For you.  For William.  What you hear."

The psychic looked down at the dark, wet spring soil, trying to articulate something that was not easily put into words.  "It's...like a babble.  Constant.  Regular people and clones are a jumble because they are used to being the only one listening to their thoughts, knowing how to sort them.  They're not used to using them to communicate with anyone but themselves, though, so it's...difficult to parse.  

"They," he jerked his head toward the aliens in their huddle, "sound sharp.  Distinct.  They...project, like the way they say vaudeville actors used to do before microphones."  She was startled at the analogy, but assumed he must have picked it out of someone's head.  It was not the kind of thing a teenager would think of...but then Gibson had never been the average kid.  He had never had the chance.  God help him...and her son.  "They're precise; like a kind of grammar and enunciation.  But they're more...polite about it.  They can direct commentary across a private band.  I can barely hear them now.  The replacements are like...a smudged picture.  You can get the gist, but it's not clear because they only recieve and only the leaders can send commands to filter down to the rest...like hive insects.  The individual soldiers speak amongst themselves with body language, but they can receive their orders without vocalization."

His eyes seemed to cast out across the road and past the houses with their peeling paint, taking a straight line to her son.  "Will...Will and I have a private band too.  A kinship.  When it comes to concepts and feelings he is a lot clearer than the aliens.  When he listens to you and to Agent Mulder, he hears you and understands because he is listening to the emotions, and you both have very strong emotional undercurrents.  But his enunciation isn't clean yet.  It's babytalk with the potential for great skill later on...and his range is already fantastic."  He raised his eyes to Scully once again.  "I wouldn't be able to hear even the Ambassador, somebody whose signature I know and who can project like they do, from here.  But I can hear your son."

Scully felt that cold fist close around her heart again.  He was even different than Them.  "He's...louder than the aliens?"

The young man's eyes were almost fervid with something between worry and solemn pride.  "They could hear him from orbit if They knew what to listen for.  It's almost as if he knows no distance, though that might change with a little training and direction.  Maybe it's because his baby mind has no concept of distance...but then it should have faded by now, since he is progressing rapidly toward that kind of thought process."  He smiled, a rare expression on that serious face.  "He yells everything at the top of his lungs.  He's very exuberant, and he hurts the aliens' ears, if you want to call it that.  They would see him as mannerless, badly reared--none of them would dare be so tactless--but they're used to communicating without needing to call out to find a mind, and their taught from the beginning in their society to follow certain strictures; guidelines for privacy and tact."  The young face went regretful again.  "William calls out because he wants an answer, and he doesn't get it very often.  He doesn't understand why you can't talk to him in that way, why his father can't.  He accepts it...but he expressed relief and wonder to me when we finally met.  Relief that someone could finally hear him and talk back; that he didn’t have to shout anymore.  That he wasn’t alone."

Breaking.  Scully's heart was breaking.  Her poor, lonely baby.  "Would..."  She had to force herself to say it.  "Gibson, tell me the truth.  Would it be better for him..."  She drew a deep, fortifying breath, "if he had those voices around him?  If he was...with Them instead of us?  The Elders, I mean.  They'll want to take him.  I want..."  --Goddammit, I won't cry!--  "I want what's best for him.  No matter what."

Gibson's round face was startled first, then his expression became thoughtful.  He took a moment before replying to truly consider her suggestion.  "Agent Scully, I can't say what difference that would make, because I never had the comparison myself...but there is a difference between William and I.  I never had the emotional support and understanding from my family that he has from you.  My parents feared me."  His face was bleak.  "I was an orphan before I was a ward.  I thought I would find my place on the Res, with the enclaves, but I was a stranger there too.  Maybe it was too late to change, I don't know."  He raised his eyes to meet hers then, and the quiet dignity of the pain there made her heart clench.  "But I do know that communication is not everything.  I had communication with the enclaves.  It didn't suffice.  Though with Them on the Home System or anywhere else, he would have that communication...his emotions would have as little support as I did growing up, and his humanity would raise as much suspicion and repression as my gifts had with my parents."  His features seemed to settle decisively, and his tone was frank.  "At least until he is old enough to choose, to want to explore...Agent Scully, I would keep him with you."

Scully felt relief cut the tight bands around her heart like the sudden release of a corset.  She let out a breath, not having realized until now how horribly afraid she had been of his answer.  "I thought so, but..."  

"I wish my parents had been as selfless as you.  They would have never asked.  They were only too happy to get rid of me."  His gray eyes were hard again as he turned and walked away a bit toward the edge of town.  "Promise me two things, Agent Scully?"  At her attentive look he nodded once, sensing he had her full concentration.  "If this turns out the way we hope it will, don’t give him up to someone else in the hopes that he might have a more 'normal life' with them.  Even without the start he's had, he'd never be able to silence his gift, and he would end up feeling the way I did, because his adoptive parents wouldn't even know where to begin to even understand what he will go through, what he is already going through.  They wouldn't have the slightest frame of reference.  You and Mulder can at least make a stab at it...and you won't turn him into a lab rat, the way people did to me when they didn't understand.  You know enough to maybe make it work.  He could be happy.  He would stay sane; and know he’s loved.  That’s the most important thing; for anybody."

Scully felt the sharp twist of guilt at the way Gibson could see into her thoughts.  She had wondered often if her son would be better off...  But if he said that it would be the worse for him...  "And the other thing?"

"I want to visit him."  The teenager's face was decisive as he stared off into the treeline.  "As much as possible, okay?  He'll need me to keep him open so he doesn't get hurt like I did."

Scully let her eyes wander off across the clearing to dwell on the same damned, obstructing trees.  "If we're going to do this right, Gibson, he'll need you to talk to him the way we can't.  I would have asked you to please come if you hadn't have said it."  Damn all forests.  Her whole being aching with the need to see her baby, to let him know she was near.  Then the thought occurred to her.  If his 'sending range' was so strong...  "Gibson, can he hear us too?  I mean, unlike the ones who're holding him, because he knows your...mental signature and mine?  Does he know we're coming?"

The young psychic looked contemplative.  "He might.  He's that strong.  If he knew what to listen for...he might.  The magnetite wouldn't interfere with him the way it does with Them."

Scully's thoughts turned inward.  If her baby could feel them near, would he wonder why they weren't already coming for him?  Why they were taking so long?"

Gibson had turned to glance up at her, sensing her worries, as usual.  "If he can hear us at all, Agent Scully, he'll be able to hear our thoughts well enough to know why we have to wait."  The young man moved away without another word, stocky frame bent by his heavy burden of loneliness, and Scully looked after him with a feeling of almost chagrin.  --Of course.  Of course he could--  On the heels of that thought, there was an inner condemnation.  --I'm just not prepared for a child like you. Oh God, William...I'm not like your father.  Do I even dare to think I can keep you safe and sane?--

She needed to get her mind off of her son's predicament before she lost control.  She let the state of the hamlet occupy it for a while, turned the problem over in her head in a logical, scientific manner.  "How long will these people in the outlying areas remain overlooked by the Colonisation?"  Her voice was light, but she knew it drifted to the pocket of aliens behind her.

Every one of them looked up from their powwow.  The Ambassador tilted his head to each of the committee members, and the Rebel in the black jumpsuit eyed her a bit grimly despite his expressionless face.  "If They are successful in neutralizing our Movement, The Sons will retake your government offices.  The original plan will be reinstated.  The process will include a shipment of relief supply trains carrying corn oil and other supplies to the hungry people who have become dependent on supermarkets and other...conveniences for sustenance.  These people will have been less well-prepared by our doctors; many have not yet had the implant that you bear.  It will be over before that week has ended."

Scully had a sudden vision, startling in its clarity, of endless trains, ghostlike in their terror, carrying corn oil to the FEMA relief depots across the country, of similar 'relief' efforts around the world...of thousands of unprotected people falling ill of the disease whose source they would never suspect came from the food the government gave them in their distress.  A week...  

Maybe she could get through to Mulder and make a progress report.  If she was anxious, he must be frantic by now; he had no idea that she was okay.  And…she needed to know that he was alive.  She had almost discounted her cell phone after all this time, but maybe they were far enough away from whatever was blocking the aliens over at the farm to get through.  Moving a couple hundred feet from the two incongruous ships floating lazily nearby, she unconsciously held her breath as she flipped open her phone and waited for a signal, watching the tiny digital clock flip over to 8:29.  She used the time to get her emotions under control.  The last thing either of them needed was for her to break down on the phone with him; they could neither of them afford that.  She would report her progress, and find out if he was okay in that hellhole that used to be DC.  

She had a signal.  Why had she never noticed how beautiful that dialing sound was before?  She raised the tiny electronic device to her hear in a practiced motion, flipping her once-red hair back with a twitch of her head.  One ring.  Two.  

"Mulder."

God.  It was fuzzy, but she could hear his voice.  She fought back the emotional reaction fiercely.  He sounded as tense and ragged as she felt.  He was alive.  --God--  "Mulder, it's me."  Under control.  Smooth and by the numbers.

"Yeah, I’m here Scully.  Talk to me."  Tense.  She could see him pacing like she was doing now, feel the stifled rage and impatience and worry.  It called out to her like a kindred soul.  --Alive--

"Mulder, we’re at the Kindred farm.  Gibson's pretty sure William's here."  

"What, Scully?  I can’t hear you."  Dammit, the connection was going fuzzy again.  She moved her head, took a step one way and then the other, vainly trying to improve the reception.  She didn't think she could stand it if she lost this call.  Maybe if she moved further away from the ships...

"I said we’re at the Kindred farm.  Do you remember?  About nine years ago."  --Don't lose him, dammit!--

"Scully, you’re..."  His voice sounded suddenly distant, tinny.  The fuzz shot up in a burst, drowning out the rest of his sentence.  

--No!--  "Mulder, can you hear me?"

She could barely hear his response this time.  "No, Scully, can you speak up?"  He sounded cool as she did on the surface, but knowing him as well as she did, she knew he was nearly as frantic about the fading connection as she was.  

If nothing else, she needed to make sure he knew that William was alright and that she would be.  She couldn't let him worry anymore than he had to about her progress.  "I don’t know if you can hear me, Mulder," --Please God, let him at least know we're okay--  The rest of the message came out in a rush as she tried to beat the growing static.  "The Smoking Man thinks that William might be here, and Gibson says he can feel him.  The Rebels are ready to at least help get him back without hurting him; they're on the brink.  But Gibson also says there’re Bounty Hunters everywhere, and They don’t seem too happy to see us…and replicants are more than a match for clones.  But at least you don’t need to worry about my chip anymore, Mulder.  It's turned on and they say I'm..."  The line suddenly went haywire with static.  --DAMMIT!-- She pulled the thing away from her ear and saw the unwelcome message float across the screen.  Connection lost.  No signal.  --Sonofa--  

Resisting the urge to throw the phone into the tall grass, Scully stood with her head down for a moment, letting the faint drizzle sprinkle her hot cheeks and settle in against her curtain of dyed hair.  

xxx

Outside Steveston, MA

Easter Sunday

Sunrise (Hour Thirty-Five)

The next morning dawned as damply as the last evening had been.  It had rained all night; the kind of slow, soft drizzle that seemed to settle like a melancholy omen around the ships of their small recovery party.  Standing in the hatchway of the foremost craft, a sleep-deprived and edgy Dana Scully waited in a silent frenzy of agonized impatience while the supersoldier units went out to reconnoiter and returned with their reports.  It had been decided in the long, sleepless night that the Smoking Man would wait with Samantha's clone, always hovering near him like a silent prison guard, while they went in to retrieve her son.  They had decided little else yet, and the sun was nearly all the way up as she stared out at the wet gray curtain obscuring the belt of trees that stood between her and her child...waiting for the recon team to come back with word that they could move.  Her eyes burned, her legs trembled slightly.  The only thing that was keeping her upright was the thought of her child out there--somewhere beyond the trees, underneath that barn, afraid and needing her.

She hadn't slept in forty-eight hours.  She didn't remember what the Air Force guys had given them to eat last night.  She didn't care.

"He's a good-looking boy, my grandson, isn't he Dana."  The dry voice of Cancerman spoke up from the other end of the strange cabin behind her, tearing her attention away from her surly examination of the treeline.  "I demanded they showed me copies of their surveillance footage while they were attempting to coerce me," he said in explanation.  "In case I was not permitted to join you in this little party, I wanted to know what he looks like.  In the oldest footage he resembles the late Captain Scully."  His voice was disinterested, lofty...but underneath there was a thread of something yearning.  A hunger to know more of the child for which the old man had forsaken his last stab at power?

Scully sharply throttled the lump of horror that leapt to her throat at his words, and spoke in what she hoped was a calm, flat tone.  "He looks more like Mulder now.  How do you know what my father looked like?"  She turned in time to see the expression of private amusement on the smug old man's face.

"Oh, I knew your father, Dana, when he was just a Lieutenant JG in the Cuban blockade.  I chose you specifically to rein in my son's overzealousness because of your by-the-book military upbringing, and your strength of character as the daughter of a very useful man."  The brittle, insufferable voice turned almost reflective, while Scully listened with a growing dread.  She felt the lump in her throat get harder.  The interfering old...  --He admits to something like this, knowing that I have to follow through with my promise to let him infect my son.  If he planned this thing that far back, God knows what he'll do!--   

"Interesting that you would become the mother of my grandson after a choice that seemed totally unrelated to that of genetic matching as we had overseen it with so many others."  The flypaper voice was quiet, thoughtful.  "I had chosen you simply because I liked your qualifications then, as a partner for my dear Fox....but as the mother of my only scion? Yes, quite unexpected...and quite wonderful a piece of serendipity."

"Shut up."  She turned away sharply, ready to step out of the tiny hatchway and escape that claustrophobic little cabin, rain or no rain.  She couldn't hear anymore of this.  Not now.  --Mulder, he knew my father--  

"Dana, where are your manners?"  He sounded amused!  And far too self-satisfied.  She wanted to grab that wheelchair and throw it out of the hatch.  It was a five-foot drop to the ground from where the craft hovered.  It wouldn't kill him...but it would be satisfying.  She didn't do him the courtesy of turning to face him, keeping her back to him as if to deny his right to exist.  "You think that we should be thankful, while you sit back and recount how you played God with our lives for so long.  Your partnership with the Colonists was a perfect marriage of intent."

"We all work from expediency."

Scully couldn't take anymore.  She stepped down out of the cabin and onto the saturated turf of the landing area outside of town with a soft squelch.  The Ambassador stood across the small clearing near the second ship, consulting quietly with his fellows.  She stalked through the faint drizzle to join them, her strides long and full of a thinly held rage.  The small gaggle of clones huddling near the hull of the craft seemed to melt out of her way as she reached the alien summit backlit against a gray sky.  "What's taking so long?" she demanded without preamble.  The second predawn morning meeting.  She didn't have time for this kind of endless gabble.  Action.  Now.  Her son was waiting for her a bare three miles away...in enemy hands.  Every moment they risked here was a moment in which the Bounty Hunters that held him could recognise their presence and decide to shove off before They could be apprehended.  Every second they wasted was a moment in which she stood to lose her son. 

The Ambassador and his companions turned to her as she approached, he with a kind of respectful deference, the rest with varying degrees of wariness or annoyance.  He looked as if he were about to speak, but the Colonel beat him to it.

"We haven't yet received all reports," the replicant grunted coldly in a voice that dismissed her outright.  "We'll move when we're sure all areas have been secured."

"You've had plenty of time to secure those buildings," she accused harshly.  "Every moment you put this off is a moment in which we could be discovered and They could remove to another location."

"Look, you're here on our sufferance alone..." he began, but fell silent at a single look from the Ambassador.  A silent command seemed to pass between them, and the Colonel turned on one heel and marched away toward a detachment of three of his camo-clad supersoldiers, back stiff with affront and the unused tubule of the alien stiletto gleaming damply in his belt like stainless steel. 

"Dr. Scully," the Ambassador said softly, "perhaps it will help if you understand the unique nature of the situation?"

Scully shook her head.  "No matter what the complications are, we have to do this."

The alien tilted his head at her.  "Granted.  But the warlike members of our party fear stepping head-first into an operation that carries so many liabilities in intelligence and detail.  Last night you described to us what your partner had observed beneath the surface of the encampment here, but he saw only the beginning of what might very possibly be a vast catacomb.  Their sonar and other such tracking devices will not function to give us a clear picture, and they dislike going into such an operation blind, with no way of knowing the size of the opposing army or how many approaches might exist below."  He smiled.  "They've managed to pick up some good news however.  Our operatives out there have been able to get close enough to sense whether or not that interference comes from magnetite.  It does not.  There is some other kind of...line of force out there, but that will not stop our replicants from joining us when we make our move."

--Which meant that there would probably be Colonist replacements down there waiting for them.  Great--  "Have they found an entrance yet?"

The alien's practised smile disappeared as if it had never been.  "There has been no movement on the surface."

Scully was not in the mood for niceties.  "Then we break the seal on that ceramic plug and force our way in the front door."

"Ah, yes, but that way lies the honeycomb Mr. Mulder spoke of.  We could break in only to come face to face with dozens of...recycled guards."

The alien seemed almost to be indulging her.  It was infuriating.  "What the hell are you talking about?"

The Ambassador nodded at his fellows, who turned away.  "Come, Ms. Scully.  I shall attempt to explain."

Scully had no choice but to follow and hope somebody would tell her something that would help her to understand why in the hell they weren't already in there trying to recover her son.

"You see, Ms. Scully..."  The alien paused for a moment.  He seemed to be having a hard time with the translation of some obscure extraplanetary phenomenon.  "It is difficult to find the correct terms to describe a biological process that is essentially unknown here on this planet."

"I'll try to keep up."  --Just tell me--  "What were those formations for that Mulder saw down there, and why do they preclude our immediate action?  The quicker you clue me in, the quicker I get my child back."

The alien let that one pass.  "You are aware that our...true bodies are not fit to handle the frequency of the light and the degree of gravity that you have here on earth, yes?

"You're adapted to a red light and minimal gravity.  We've been through this with Ms. Covarrubias."

"Yes, and so we must take bodies to remain here for any real length of time, to make our stay more comfortable and to withstand the higher frequency of your sun's yellow light."  He looked off into the trees.  "And, as Mr. Mulder has probably informed you from various abduction recountings, we have evolved past the need for reproduction in the manner in which humanity is accustomed.  We live long enough to discount such a drive to replenish our species, and as such we will often...regenerate our DNA when we choose to no longer inhabit these bodies.  It is a procedure not unlike cloning our own replacement, though without the same personality.  This is why, however," and here that small smile seemed to creep back onto his face unnoticed, "our Colonist cousins did not consider the possibility of breeding Their slave race from the human subjects, but rather insisted on the genetic splicing Project which you spent such a very long time fighting.  The possibility that such a hybrid might be bred simply never occurred to Them, which is why your child is such a very great surprise to us."

It made sense.  In a way, breeding recessive genes would have been a much easier tack for the Syndicate to take for their 'Project', and as humans the Syndicate scientists would have thought of it...and dismissed it because they did not want to succeed.  They had continued with the impossible, attempting to splice incompatible genes as they had with Cassandra Spender, hoping that they would never produce the hybrid that the aliens had so badly wanted.  --And then, surprise surprise, Mulder and I come along and make one without even realizing it--  "But the Kindred here were very concerned about sex.  They had complex rules to avoid it, and they were very put out with their member who had been 'led astray' by the outside world's preoccupation with the subject."

"Yes, Ms. Scully, and they would be very concerned.  They were Sirians, as I have told you, and therefore they have retained some rather...atavistic features to which our branch of the species no longer pays any heed.  One of these is a cultural retention of sex as a sacred act; not for reproduction but for social cohesion."  He smiled again, that strange, inhuman smile that seemed to look down on everything that preoccupied others as somehow less.  "But as higher beings their mandate strictly states that they may not...interfere with a developing species.  That is the main schism between our sect, the Children of the Law of One and the sect to which the Colonists belong, the Sons of Belial.  Rather like the principle of noninterference hinted at in your 'Star Trek'," his smile twitched the corner of that inhuman mouth, "we of the Children think it a moral and universal sin to breed with an indigenous species or to in any way circumvent steps in their evolution with our technology, though they have begun to allow teachings of a spiritual nature since your species began to approach a technological level that could lead to your own destruction.  

“Even clouding your minds is considered intrusive interference and frowned upon; Sirians seldom if do so, preferring the actual shapeshift.  True shapeshifting takes a great deal of energy, and so we who are fighting this war have loosened up on that particular rule during the struggle.  Especially when one has been scarred, it is far easier to fool a human mind than it is to alter our fleshy containers...and then it would avail an enemy nothing if he tore aside our masks.  The gateway to possession would still be sealed shut.   The Resistance fighters learned that lesson very early on in their contacts with the Syndicate.

"Our enemies, the Sons of Belial, however, believe that to be a very useless superstition.  They as you have seen are more than happy to interfere with your development for their own ends."

"And these Sirians are the progenitors of your secular religion."

"The Law of One, yes, Doctor; though it is not secular for them.  As such it is a crime among them to mix too much with your race save as a last resort, to counteract the mishandling of the Colonist faction.  There have been many Sirian settlements on this planet in the past.  Some, like these, are isolationists, some, humanitarians and activists, and some..."  He gestured toward the Kindred Farm lying dormant and unseen on the far side of the trees.  "This refugee settlement was marooned here; a party of escaped slaves from a Belial-controlled sector of space seeking political asylum on a neutral planet, though soon it would become the focus of the next colonisation attempt.  As Earth became more and more of a hotspot over the centuries, they held themselves aloof from your species for the simple reason that they had no idea how long they would remain trapped here.  It is very easy to make mistakes in such a situation...especially as the planet came more and more under the domain of their former masters.  Due to their isolation, some of their customs became insulated and a little strange."  He nodded to her.  "What you encountered was not normal Sirian culture by any means, but a kind of bastardisation by necessity."

Scully remembered with sudden clarity that belied the many years that had passed, the prayer that the Kindred had said at their dinner table on the night that she and Mulder had invaded their settlement.  'We who are separate, give thanks for our allotted time on this world.  We ask for strength, that we may bring forth the bounty that God has provided.  We pray for the day of the coming...the moment of our release.'  It now seemed to make a great deal of sense, as did Brother Andrew's anxious comments about their preferred isolation from 'your world'.  'It is garish.  Anger, as violence, is not tolerated.  Our brother must be admonished.'  In that moment she could definitely see the similarity of mindset between those words and the Sirian tenet she'd heard quoted so many times in the last few days, 'There is no prisoner when one is free in mind.'  Which begged the question; if these Sirians were so damned spiritual...

"What about the one that called himself Brother Martin?  He wasn't exactly following the rules."

The Ambassador's eyes did not falter in their perusal of the treeline.  "They had no idea how long they would remain," he repeated.  "And the bodies they inhabited not only degenerated much quicker than our own, but they were prone to certain chemical...addictions.  'Brother Martin' was curious in his latest incarnation, and after one exposure he became addicted to what these bodies are programmed to be capable of."

"Once he had tasted sex he couldn't stop?"  Scully was having a very hard time believing this.  It sounded too off the wall.  The alien must have heard or sensed her disbelief, for he turned to her and caught her gaze in his intense, inhuman one.  He may have picked up human facial expressions and vocal inflections...but his eyes were still wholly alien, and they shone now with a kind of coldly intense light that belied his human face.

"It is like smoking, perhaps," the Ambassador mused.  "He was curious, and he wanted new experiences.  He was tired of the discipline of this same round of existence, never-ending in its cycle of birth, death, rebirth.  And knowing that once one of their own had broken the Law that soon there would be no keeping apart, the settlement chose to abandon their exile here and signal for assistance.  To attempt the return to their home planet despite the danger of recapture...for the sake of your race, which is unready for exposure to the higher vibration of the bodies they encountered...and the physical reactions that ensued.  As unprepared, I should say, as you are for the ideas and technologies that we would bring."

At any other time she would be fascinated by this dissertation on different biologies, notwithstanding finally getting an explanation of a case that had baffled both agents when it had been under investigation...but her son was out there, dammit.  "I'm still waiting to hear why these honeycombs Mulder encountered would stop us from going to get my son."

The Ambassador returned his gaze to the woods.  "These exiles were unlike the slaves placed here by the Colonists to further Their own aims.  Those, like the ones you call 'Jeremiah Smith', and the ones who betrayed the movement to join you here...like the one your partner called 'Josh Exley'..."

"You're kidding, right?"  Mulder had finally told her about his 'baseball theory of alien rebellion' a couple of months ago while they had been in one town or another.  She had dismissed it as sheer bunkum before now.

The alien turned away from the vista to regard her solemnly.  "Most certainly not, Ms. Scully.  Josh Exley, the Smiths...they were all planted here to do the bidding of their Belial-driven overlords--those you call the Colonists--but some, like Smith and Exley rebelled, if each for different reasons.  Exley, a Reticulan slave, chose to disinvolve himself, to become friendly with humans he knew were doomed by the cumulative effect of the ongoing Project he had been brought here to support.  He, and those like him, fell in love with your planet and figured that they would enjoy it as long as they could, while the Healers, even while they were bred in captivity and not subject to the full designs of the Sirian branch of the family, fell in love with the people, and wished to assist you in reaching a higher understanding that might make you a less suitable slave race."  He smiled a bit ruefully.  "The longer such slaves wished to hide here amongst humans, the more noticeable they would become, for we are often stuck in the...blueprint of whatever body we first choose, and we do not age as you do.  The changing of sex was a part of the disguise, to be implemented at each renewal.  The host bodies do deteriorate, and they must be recycled."  

The alien's eyes hardened decisively.  "The honeycombs your partner saw are a sort of organic incubation chamber, designed to protect embryonic cell revival.  To take advantage of and focus the natural vibrational levels of whatever minerals and lines of force exist here in this place to cause the exiles' bodies to be renewed with each 'generation' of the Kindred."  He looked off into the trees again.  "This planet is missing much of the mineral vibration of our Home System, and lacking our own devices which reproduce that necessary level in our craft.  As such your bodies are imperfect and subject to wear and tear and radiation that we are not unless we are using them for transit; but in such bodies we can only rejuvenate to maintain the health of the organism by seeking out centers of higher vibrational activity here.  The kind of 'lines of force' that your psychics claim to sense with dowsing rods and mark with modern stonehenges."  He ignored Scully's skeptical look to continue inexorably.  "The change of sexes was an arbitrary decision made by the Kindred, who thought it would aid in keeping their unchanging features undetected by the local populace over the generations.  A slightly different tactic than that the Gregors used in their endless cloning."

"And you're worried that the Bounty Hunters are, what?  Using these incubation chambers to clone more guards around my son?"

The alien nodded.  "Or even to incubate replacements much quicker than could be done without.  It is warm and moist in such a honeycomb.  Even should They have a ship lying undetectable by our instruments somewhere, the incubation cells on their craft are retrofitted and unheated; not truly suited to the task.  It is very possible that we may encounter either eventuality.  The exiles sealed the cavern in the hopes that it would never be used by their former masters to further an ideal that was incompatible with their own; they wanted to avoid just such an operation.  Had the Project continued as it once had, the Colonists would likely have never had a reason to resort to the use of such 'primitive' facilities...but things have changed in the interim.  They no longer have access to the more 'civilized' government labs for their Process."

"So our force may very well be outnumbered."  Scully felt a cold hopeless rage building within her.  "Why didn't the Colonel and your two tame Rebels over there call for back-up when you first realized that might be the case?"

The alien once again gave up his perusal of the treeline to regard her patiently.  "Most of the troops we could call are busy mopping up the first wave of the Invasion, Doctor, and even could they be called away, they would be under orders to completely destroy such an installation and to take no chance of capture.  They would favour a blitzkrieg to avoid threatening their numbers and status, and your son would most likely perish in the attack."  He smiled again.  She was beginning to hate that smile.  "That is, were we even capable of convincing them that the situation had changed and the child was no longer marked out in the first place."  He glanced at her, eyes incisive.  "It would be almost impossible to coordinate an attack of that kind in a way that would save your son.  Espionage and ambush are our only option."

Scully was staring back at the alien in a kind of empty-bellied dread when a thought suddenly occurred to her.  Smiling.  The Ambassador was always smiling.  "Why don't you have any scarring?" she demanded.  "And for that matter, why didn't they," she jerked her chin toward the unseen farm, "if they were escaped 'slaves' as you put it?"

The alien's face seemed to settle into a kind of deep pain.  "For myself, I refuse to give in to fear, and I am blessed with a sort of diplomatic immunity.  They will not dare take me; not if They still wish to gain the support or at least the indulgence of the Senate to look the other way and ignore Their actions here.  I cannot be threatened."

"And these exiles?"

"Escaped a very long time ago, long before even the crash of the stolen slave ship at Roswell.  The strategy of facial mutilation had not come into vogue until much more recently."  He nodded toward the two Rebels standing to one side of the ship staring silently at the belt of trees as if controlling their replicant soldiers by will alone.  "Any Rebels you encounter here bearing those scars is a representative of a very recent movement.  A system-wide uprising from the very centre of Belial-controlled space.  You call the constellation 'Orion'.  The race that tutored our cousins to cast off the Law of One and to become their agents are known to your abductees as 'reptilians', and that is their base of operations.  The Sons serve them by colonising entire systems, and as such they have whole planets under their thumb.  The main Rebellion was sparked there, among slaves that had been under Belial rule for millennia.  They overthrew their colonial overseers and retook their planets, and are now beleaguered in space.  From that first spark of resistance, however, the Movement spread--as did the mutilations.  A desperate time calls for desperate measures.  Now, like zealots before a primitive war, even those who have joined the cause from the Home System willingly scar themselves before they join in the Fight.  Such is the power of belief.

"What you are seeing here, Ms. Scully, is the culmination of a millennia-long battle not just of ideals but of oppression.  It is the focal point of a general Resistance movement on every Belial-held planet and a political rallying point even in the centre of our own stronghold.  The issue has been revived in the Senate for the first time in six thousand years, and it is our last best chance at overturning a very old decision to ignore the outlying systems in favour of retaining what is already held.  A chance to end it.  To these former slaves," he nodded toward the two Rebels, "it is the only matter of importance.  They will not go back.  They would rather destroy this entire planet and everything that lives here than to let this Movement die now that it has gained such hard-earned momentum."

Scully felt suddenly dwarfed.  This thing was so much bigger than herself, than her family, than...  Was it bigger than her son?  Or... --Please God-- were the Renegades right that he was the key to winning this war not just for humanity but for the entire centuries-long conflict?  She suddenly realized how very ballsy those Renegades had been to take such a stand, and why their point of view was held as such a universal threat by their Rebel counterparts.  Their mindset would almost be seen as subversive, flying in the face of the common good.

"So now you see it.  I am as invested as they.  I, and a few others like me, joined the Rebellion here when the Elders wouldn't move quick enough to rescue the situation.  The clones and the Sirians who have joined us were slaves upon this planet, invested in the survival of a place they now call home." He smiled again, seemingly unaware of the expression.  "But unlike the Rebels who are largely from the slave planets, most of us Renegades are an idealistic lot who come directly from the Home System and are committed to seeing this War through to it's finality...and as such our ideals often run counter to the more aggressive tactics of the Rebels who see only one law: resist or serve, fight or die.  To us it is a question of principle.  To them it is survival.  That is why they look down upon our end of the Movement, even while they acknowledge that our support means political backing from the general populace at home.

"That is why I and others like me aren't scarred, for we are political representatives here, activists while the Rebels are the oppressed; an example of what you may become if the Colonists win the day.   Of course there are those like my friend there who led the Grahamsville enclave.  He mutilated himself before he came as a precautionary measure.  His entire family was enslaved save he, because he had been sent to the Home System to train with the priesthood of One.  Like him we all might someday be scarred, if this ends badly here; a last ditch effort to save ourselves from the worst kind of slavery.  To make sure our minds remain our own."

His face had become bleak, hard.  "If the Sons consolidate Their position on this planet it will avail them much strength and resource, and They will someday use it as a staging ground for a further War against the morality of the Home System.  That System now stands as a last bastion to their greed."  He shrugged, suddenly philosophical.  "Perhaps such a threat, as I have said, will get the general populace and those stodgy, terrified old Senators on the move, were they directly threatened.  They are just now realizing, I think, based on our reports, that the situation here is grave to them as well, that the Colonists will be coming after the Home System next should we not take advantage of current momentum.  Now we shall see if they will find the gumption to finally act, to commit their not inconsiderable resources to the task of finally weeding out the political minority even at home."

Scully looked up at the tall alien who had thrown in his lot with her planet for better or for worse.  "If the Colonists win, where will you go?"

"Me?"  The Ambassador's face was suddenly a spectre of ironic pride.  "I am already an exile.  All of us who chose your race over our own--like Exley, like the Smiths--are looked down on worse than the Sirians."  His voice was depreciating, mocking.  "For while we forge on with this unpopular, perhaps ill-considered and hasty political action despite said unpopularity, they cannot help their pacifistic nature."  His eyes seemed to seek out the unseen Kindred Farm as if drawn.  "Never have I seen a race more suited to following the letter and the spirit of the Law of One than they.  I almost admire them.  They are the real Children of God, those, and as such our people do not look down upon them for their choice.  Their ways are accepted among us, even depended upon to keep us on the straight and narrow, if you will."  

His eyes returned to capture hers, and their light was grim.  "I, though, and those like me, chose political death to come here, and foreswore all asylum, all quarter from either side."  He grinned mirthlessly of a sudden.  "My family, now, is here."  He gestured with one hand at the ragtag band of hopeless hopefuls standing huddled away from the drizzle under the edge of the craft.  "When this is all over, for better or for worse, it seems that you are stuck with my fellows and I.  We have no place else to go; we have thrown in our lot with you.  As such I have tried to fit in.  Easier to do without the scarring.  I've even picked up a few facial expressions, as you have seen."  His face was mocking, challenging.  "What do you think, Ms. Scully?  Will the human race accept, do you think, several thousand alien political refugees and surplus clones?  Your Country is famous as the refuge of the lost and found, is it not?"

Scully looked down, hit for the first time with the stunning realization that she had so long tried to avoid.  Win or lose, nothing would 'go back to normal' once they had finished this.  The world would never be the same, and the landscape not only of her own species but of this alien race would be forever intertwined...overtly now, not just beneath the surface of myth and legend.  --Their hope for the future, and ours--  "They’re usually human refugees," she said finally.  "I don't see how any of us have much choice at this point in proceedings but to maintain our course and hope we've chosen the right heading."

"Spoken like a captain's daughter," the Ambassador approved.  "Think of it this way; as photosensitives, we will have no need of electricity.  We'll be a help with the energy crisis."

She didn't feel like laughing.  "Numbers aside, how long before they give up looking for another entrance and decide to go in the front door anyway?"

"You are blunt, Doctor."

"I'm practical.  We could wait out here for another week while your people search for a back door that might not even exist.  I understand the need for circumspection, but at this point in time it's either do or die."

The alien regarded her for a long moment as if sizing her up.  "And what is one small detachment when the main battle is already being fought?"  His voice was shrewd.

"If that's what you want to tell them, you go right ahead.  You and I both know that the main battle is right here.  Every minute we waste is a minute we lose our hold on the situation."

The Ambassador nodded.  "That is true.  Once again as always, your species can teach us the difference between judicious waiting, foolish haste...and the true middle ground.  A need to act."  Without another word, he turned and moved toward the two Rebels with an air of command.  

They didn't seem too happy with what he had to say, but after a moment one raised his head to glare off at the treeline again, contacting his scouts through that invisible mental connection.  In only about ten minutes both eight-man units were back in the makeshift headquarters in their entirety.  The Colonel was at the lead and looking very put out at the recall.

"We were in the middle of a surveillance!  Why did you call us back in?"

"Your reconnaissance is done, Colonel.  We're moving on the site in question in twenty minutes, through the existing entrance.  Get your men into position."  The Rebel's order was clipped; he obviously was just as unhappy to give the order as the supersoldier was to receive it.

"With all due respect, Sir, there are only sixteen of us."  The replicant sounded on the verge of open rebellion.

"We are aware of that, Colonel.  These Renegades will provide back-up, as will we."

The Colonel glanced over at the damp grouping a few feet away.  "Clones."  His voice carried a depth of scorn that verged on disgust, and Scully was suddenly point blank exhausted with their petty prejudices in the face of a common threat.  She stalked up to the grouping and confronted the replicant with her eyes flashing in Agent Scully command mode.  

"Whatever your philosophical differences with their existence, they are allies and you should welcome their assistance," she interrupted him.  "Now I don't give a damn whether any of you like it or not, but we're going in there to to recover my son, and you're going to help me or I'll give you up to the Colonists myself."

Aliens, supersoldiers, clones; as one they stared at her as if they were seeing a talking dog.  The Ambassador was the first to recover, glancing over at the Leader of the Grahamsville enclave with a slightly amused expression.  "She does not mince words."

"No, she does not."  The renegade Leader turned back to the two Rebels and the supersoldier.  "The human is right.  Our differences divide us at a time when we must move as one.  The Ambassador and I will lead our own followers so you do not have to muddy your hands Colonel.  We will patch any hole that you need us to see to, but you will be in the lead, of course."  He glanced back at the Ambassador and Scully.  "Once again we must decide who will go and who will stay."
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Twenty minutes later their party of one-less-thirty crouched in the grass at the edge of the trees where they had lain the evening before, once again looking out over the muddy ruts and dilapidated buildings of the Kindred Lodges in their ruination while the drizzling rain sifted slowly down like a veil.  Marita had elected to remain behind with Samantha and the Smoking Man, but Gibson had contended quietly that with his ability to sense William's presence and therefore the centre of the Colonist threat he was an indispensable member of their party.  The Ambassador had spoken for him, and that had been the end of discussion.  

As the supersoldiers stood soundlessly and began to fan out along the treeline, Scully counted them off.  Seventeen replicants, counting the Colonel.  Herself, Gibson, and the four aliens.  Six clones; two of Krycek's cronies and four of the Ambassador's followers from various enclaves.  A knockout force.

The replicants, each with a gleaming alien stiletto at his belt, moved gradually into place around the outer perimeter, then eased with agonizing slowness over the mushy ground to the exterior of the barn.  They had made sure the houses and outbuildings were secured the night before and had guarded them until now.  If anyone was watching their approach, they were using a facility they had not yet discovered.  Still, Scully felt her belly cinch up inside her abdomen as the excruciating process went on; at any moment she expected an outcry.

The main force got into position without incident, and the Colonel signaled with a sharp hand movement.  As Scully started across the empty ground with its minimal cover of weeds, inching along the rail fence in the company of some shapeshifters, a few clones and a teenager, she felt as horribly exposed as she had all those long months trapped in her apartment in Georgetown with the unseen eyes watching her every move.  Observing every facet of her life and her baby's progress.  Now as then, the prickling sensation was almost unbearable, though she knew it could just as easily be her imagination, out here.  --Damn Them--  The surge of anger was calculated, and it shored up her failing nerve as they half-ran past horribly open and deserted fields where the Kindred had grown that strange ginseng-like plant that fed their race.  Anger kept the fear from overwhelming her...the fear of what They were doing to her son.  The fear that they were too late.  That they had been seen, and the Colonists were taking him away to a different location as his rescue moved in for the kill.  Anger and determination.  Quiet rage.  It was her weapon.  

They fetched up against the dry-rotting barn's wooden side, the red paint fading and the planks exfoliating like old potato peels in the damp weather.  Scully realized she'd barely breathed during the trip across the field, and forced her diaphragm to move up and down in the contractions of life, the cardiopulmonary system to return to autonomic function.  It was a good thing they were near the end of this wild ride, for better or for worse.  Constant stress could disable the immune system and cause chemical imbalances and hypertension.  God knew she and Mulder were prime candidates if they didn't get a break sometime in the near future.

Moving up with the clones and Gibson and flanked by the aliens, Scully watched the two replicant units move silently into the building to secure it.  She peered around the edge of the clapboard structure and watched the last two supersoldiers disappear inside the cart-sized doorway.  The renegade Leader, on point, nodded once to her, and she drew the gun that the Colonel had reluctantly handed to her as they had moved away from their makeshift headquarters outside of town.  It wasn't her familiar Smith and Wesson, but it would to.  The Sig Sauer felt cool and ready in her hand, its weight a welcome and familiar comfort as she slipped around the front of the rickity building and moved inside.  Scully was automatically moving the way she had been trained, and she paused in the doorway with her weapon at the ready to cover the Leader's movements before stepping in herself and jerking her head at the clone behind her.  

The interior of the old barn was eerily empty.  Overhead where the sullen light of the damp day came through in unenthusiastic bits and pieces, birds rustled on their makeshift perches at the invasion of their appropriated home.  The hay on the dirt floor was mouldy, and the place smelled of must and rust.  The cart she had seen in Steveston on the day she had met Brother Andrew now lay against the side of the far left wall, its wooden axles warped and bent in the dampness and its spoked wheels gray with dry rot, metal rims slowly melting with the red iron tears of decay.  There was nothing left of the once ripely fecund smell of livestock, and the place echoed with the sensation of hundreds of unseen yesteryears.  It looked and felt as if it had been deserted for half a century rather than only a decade, and Scully suddenly realized how much daily care such a place required to keep it functional.  You leave a place behind for a couple of years, and the wild reclaims it.  --Have respect for Nature, because It has no respect for you--  Her father's voice seemed to come to her from an impossible distance, and she clung to it as she stepped warily further into the building and made room for the latecomers to file in.  There was no apparent threat that she could see; the replicants had obviously done their job in making sure the buildings were secure.

The point man for the first supersoldier contingent moved up to the slanting cellar door as the last of the clones and aliens stepped into the barn.  Covered by all seven of his fellows and while the other contingent of eight watched grimly behind their automatic rifles, he reached out one-handed and tugged the flaking wooden door open with a startling jerk, shoving his gun into the opening with a trained, practised movement.  

The door clattered open against the barn wall with a resounding clunk.  Whole flocks of offended birds took flight in a sudden chaos of cooing, chirping, and a flurry of soft wings.  Barn owls and pigeons, doves and starlings burst out of cracks in the walls and shot out of the open door over their heads in a gut-trammeling flight...and there was silence again.  

The ceramic plug that had once existed behind that door was gone. The cavern below yawned dark and lightless at the bottom of a wooden stairway stained white with the marks of the clay that had once barred its use.
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The supersoldiers went first with their powerful little lights mounted on their guns giving off a dim sort of glare that was quickly eaten up by the encroaching darkness.  The clones followed, with Scully and the Renegade in the lead.  Two of the replicants from the second group remained behind with their Colonel to cover the rear and protect the Rebels and the Ambassador...and Gibson.  Scully held her breath as they slowly descended into the darkness of the Kindred catacombs, smelling an odor that was somehow familiar.  It took her a while to realize that it had been the same musty clay fragrance that had come from the clothes and the persons of Brother Andrew and his companions.  Even here at the entrance the place was full of it, and she felt almost as if she were stifling in the fusty darkness as she stepped down the ladder-like stair chased by the quiet echo of her footsteps.  

No, it wasn't exactly an echo; the air was too dense for that.  She reached the bottom and waited for Gibson's pale face to emerge from the dimness in the light of the rearguard's flashlights.  She wanted to know if he could hear her son any better now that they were down here.  Gibson's face was distracted as he reached the bottom of the steps.  He looked up, picking up the urgent question from Scully's mind.  "There's more interference down here," he whispered to her and the three aliens behind him.  "He's here, but further away in that direction."  He looked down the tunnel.  "That's all I can tell you."

It would have to do.  With a grateful nod, Scully turned and moved quickly back up to her position behind the second unit.  Beside her the Leader glanced at her and then swiftly set his eyes forward again, straining in the fading backwash of light from the replicants in the vanguard.  They moved down the manmade portion of the tunnel in a susurrus of hushed footsteps and the whispers of clothing against carven wall...and as they turned a corner and came into a natural-looking limestone tunnel pocked with tiny grottos, the dimness suddenly opened up into a strange kind of yellow light that seemed to turn the soft stone all around them to butter.  

Understanding finally Mulder's wonder at what he had seen down here while she had been up moonlighting with Brother Andrew, Scully moved cautiously along a limestone bubble left untended for years and filled with that strange candlelight glow.  Certainly Mulder would never have thought or suspected at the time that his meticulous notes on his underground experience here would have been used to guide his partner in a search for a child that he never thought he would have.  Nor, certainly, that they would be partnered in parenting that child.  Then they had been only work partners, friends.  Now...now she returned to save a family that neither of them had ever thought they would have.  Certainly not with each other.  The vagaries of fate were astounding in retrospect.

The pervasive smell of damp, that odd inorganic scent of decaying stone and clay was all around her, but what caught her eyes as that mysterious and out-of-place-seeming glow bloomed brighter all around her were the strange formations, the smooth arcs of the limestone, the profusion of odd leprous nodules protruding from the walls in the strange globular growth of a mineral garden.  No matter how fascinating the formations along that twisting corridor seemed to her, she was not at all prepared for a sight that she had seen described in a case file, but had not been able to picture until it was before her eyes.    

The chamber that opened up before them in that odd yellow glow was a fantasy.  The light from above seemed to drip down along the trail of the giant stalactite that furnished the platform Mulder had recounted.  It was almost as if the light were trapped inside the cold sweat of the chamber, dripping down like honey, like liquid sun.  All around, in the walls opposite the strange pooling of stone that was the regeneration platform with its slick layer of ooze there were round slots in the wall, natural-looking as Swiss cheese...except that each opening was sealed like the honeycomb that she and the Ambassador had used as a metaphor for the insect-like reproductive system of the alien race.  Inside each slot, behind that strange, sweating membrane with its goopy coating, Scully could see shadows of incubating replacements.

There was nothing else inside the chamber, and it lay undisturbed and eerily silent in that unnatural light.  As the supersoldiers moved past the wall where their Colonial counterparts lay like generating drones, Scully could almost feel the quiet hum of energy in the room.  It made her skin prickle and her hair stand on end.  This then, was the 'vibration' of which the aliens spoke; that which allowed them to regenerate, which allowed them to move at an atomic speed that bent the light before the human eye so that they could be rendered invisible.  That allowed them to hide ships in perfect openness in wooded clearings...and allowed them to manipulate space and time for their shapeshifting and radiant adaptations.  And it really existed.  She didn't doubt, suddenly, that if she had the appropriate devices she could even take scientific measurements of the phenomenon.

She didn't care what Mulder or Reyes or even her sister would say, though.  There was no way she was going to call this a ley-line, crop circles or no.

Ahead, the supersoldier vanguard seemed to be having some kind of trouble getting through what looked to be a perfectly normal tunnel opening in the far wall.  The renegade Leader stepped forward and moved his hand over the demarcation, then nodded to the soldiers and stepped aside.

"They're going to feel this," Gibson murmured from behind Scully.

"What?"

Gibson nodded at the gathering around the tunnel mouth.  "William and his captors are on the other side of that network.  The Colonists have the entryway sealed with a sort of forcefield.  You probably encountered something like it before, when Mulder got abducted.  A force that throws you back if you're not of the...correct vibrational frequency."

So that's what had happened.  The realization hit her with a retrospective horror.  "I was pregnant.  Could it have affected William's development when I encountered that field?"

The psychic teenager made a face.  "Maybe that's why it didn't take you.  Because you were an unacceptable replacement host with the chemical changes that took place during pregnancy.  Those changes would be there for a while even if you miscarried, and you wouldn't likely survive the process in that condition.  A wasted trial is a bad bet."

Scully shuddered at the thought of what They might have done to rid her of the child she bore had she been taken pregnant.  Not a pleasant consideration, even after the danger was no longer present.  She thrust it away.  It didn't help her now.  "And Mulder wasn't thrown back because of his changed brain activity?"

The teenager nodded.  "An illness that worked for Their New Process rather than against it as any other would have, for it made him into a latent hybrid carrier.  An earlier version of myself, or of William.  Like a piece of software; he was version two, I'm three and William is five point five.  So I could go through.  You could, now, with the chip adjusted to full capacity.  The Ambassador and the Rebels could.  The clones..." he shook his head.  "If the soldiers aren't getting through then neither will they.  So the aliens will have to adjust it.  And those who are maintaining it will feel the change."

"So basically we're ringing the doorbell if we haven't already?"  --Lovely.  So much for surprise--  

"They already know we're here anyway."

--Great--

Ahead, the Leader had finished whatever adjustments he was making to the invisible wall ahead, and the first soldier stepped through the doorway...and disappeared with an odd ripple of light.  "Jesus."

Gibson nodded.  "It takes some getting used to.  They had one around their ship at my first enclave in New Mexico, to hide it.  It bothered me for a while to watch them moving in and out doing maintenance, but the open desert makes it hard to hide a craft like that.  Woods are easier."  The teenager straightened his shoulders resolutely.  "He obviously just took it down a notch or two so we could slip through.  He didn't disable it completely.  It'll feel a little strange."

She had had plenty of strange experiences in the last few days.  Being inside a no-inertia antigravity bubble on an impossible spaceship was one of them.  Feeling that 'tuning wand' move over her body as it reset her chip was another.  She supposed she could march through a forcefield.  If her baby was on the other side, she would march through a brick wall.  She squared her own shoulders and followed the Leader into the hole behind the supersoldier contingent.

The sensation was in fact quite similar to that strangely violent buzz she had felt moments before she had been thrown back from the ship in Bellefleur, though she only now realized what had happened there.  As she crossed through that strangely artificial terminator, she felt a tug of resistance that caught her and then slowly let her through, as if she were traveling through a soap bubble made of nylon.  The shimmer that flowed over her body as she passed through that invisible barrier was like that of the 'tuning wand' back at the base, only about fifteen times stronger.  It made every tiny hair on her body stand on end; arms, legs, the back of her neck.  She couldn't help an involuntary shiver as she stepped out of that oddly attenuated moment and stood on the other side, brushing ineffectually at her arms as if to get the overexcited hairs to lay back down again.  Her crazed skin simply would not relax.  Mulder would have positively fed on the experience.

Stepping through behind her with the rest of the clones and the rearguard, Gibson nodded once at her in an absent sort of way, face already distant as he cast out his senses, homed in on her son.  "That helps.  The interference is gone now.  He’s here," the wunderkind murmured.  "I can hear the signature of his mind, right beyond this passage.  He's shielded, but you can tell it’s him."

He tilted his head noncommittally at the assorted alien representatives bringing up the rear.  "Do you hear it now?" he asked the nonbelievers.  "He's pretty unique."  As one the aliens' faces, scarred and not, took on that odd 'listening' look...and Scully watched in surprised shock as every one of them, the Ambassador included, suddenly shook their heads and put their hands to their temples.  Gibson turned to her with a half-smile on his round face.  "Even shielded, he is very strong.  He's calling out for his mother right now.  He doesn't care to be quiet about it."  At that quiet admission, Scully felt her heart turn to bleeding dust.  Her baby had been calling for her for days...and she had been unable to get close.  He had sensed her nearness from the moment she had come to this town, and she had not been able to reach him.  It was like a knife in her chest, twisting, breaking.  She wanted to go raging down that tunnel like a vengeful lioness...and she could do nothing but seethe in quiet agony as she followed their supersoldier escort further and further down the passage, past the sealed catacombs and into this unknown space.

The tunnel they were in, still lit by that odd glow fading behind them, wound further past that odd chamber--past the place where Mulder had been stopped by the Kindred's return from their unknown rites--and slowly sank deeper in a long curve.  They were in the unknown now.  The place where those rites had culminated was a place Mulder had never seen.  She would see it now as the underground base of the last remainders of the Conspiracy they had chased for a decade of their lives.  As she strode impatiently behind her escorts she began to calculate mentally and realized that they were now far under the fields outside the barn.  She felt suddenly sure that wherever this endless tunnel terminated, they would fetch up directly beneath the spot where that crop circle had been and probably still was.  The thought gave her a minor chill, quickly thrust away.

They turned a final soft corner...and she felt Gibson's hand on her arm.  She came to a stop and looked back over her shoulder to see the young man nodding once at the aliens behind him.  As one the two Rebels pulled a couple of long dark rods out of some secreted pocket of their dark jumpsuits.  Her heart went cold as she recognised the flame-catalysing wands that she had recounted during her hypnotic session with Dr. Werber...and then lost, secreted with her memory of Cassandra Spender's last abduction in the forgotten corners of her brain.  The memory was back now as she watched the aliens holding the flame-wands out before them like swords.  She turned resolutely forward in time to see the supersoldiers pulling the silvery stilettos out of their utility belts in readiness for a fight.  The troupe passed the last curve...and walked directly into three nondescript-looking men guarding the entrance to whatever lay at the end of their journey.
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The supersoldiers wasted no words.  The fight was a ballet of violent movement almost like a wrestling match set to music.  The entire thing was so evenly matched it was frightening in its silent fury; and there was not a grunt, not a gasp as the Colonist replacements and the government replicants vied for supremacy in the narrow space.  It was a struggle that she had hoped never to see, and the fracas went on without weariness or any sign of tiring until the supersoldiers outmatched their Colonial counterparts by sheer force of numbers, knocking them down to the floor of the tunnel.  They then stepped dispassionately over the bodies of what had once been abductees, and Scully followed the Renegade Leader knowing that it was only a matter of time before the defeated replacements would be on their feet again.

The two Rebels obviously had different ideas.  As they passed, they dipped and touched their wands to the bodies of the fallen.  Scully watched in horror as the three former abductees burst into a sudden unholy blaze...and began to writhe soundlessly as the awful chemical reaction of the burning tore its way into their inhuman vitals.  The unnatural flames lit up the last stretch of tunnel and gilded the entryway into whatever lay beneath the centre of the Kindred fields...and melded with a glow from that doorway that resembled the light of the regeneration room they had left behind.  Scully tried to ignore the soundless thrashing of the replacements as she moved into that unknown space behind her escort.  She had to keep telling herself they weren't human anymore, and that there was nothing she could do to save them even were they not burning.  She doubted even the burning would incapacitate them for long--but it would certainly take them longer to heal from that than from simple blunt force trauma.

As she followed the supersoldiers through the tunnel's exit, she stepped into a vast cavern seemingly carved out of the limestone by an unseen hand to behold a nightmare in play.

The cavern beyond the tunnel's end was large and vaulted with long, fluted, fully joined columns of stalactite and stalagmite dotting the floor with almost frightening regularity.  The floor was ceramic, white and polished to a dull shine by hundreds of years of foot traffic; flickering in the strange glow that came down from the node on the ceiling where all the limestone columns along the wall and floor converged.  The place where they merged was a pool of light not unlike, she realized with a start of recognition, the one inside the ship that had brought her here.  And like the strange light inside those craft, the node above her cast a strange glow that seemed without heat or radiation; dim but energetic--a sort of organic lumincense that filtered out the kind of painful rays that sunlight cast.  This light would, she knew, be acceptable to the aliens' adaptation.  The red light that the Syndicate had used in its dealings with these beings was only a poor artificial substitute.  

She also knew with a strange feeling of surety that should They have no other choice, the Colonists would call for help from their orbiting brethren.  They would land one of their massive ships, 800 metres across and cloaked in one of those light-bending energy fields, right above them in the fields where the crop circle had lain, and take her son away.  If she did not stop them now, there would be nothing she could do to bring him back once he had been taken.

All around her in the open, echoing space with its drip-drip of moist stone, the walls were sculpted with small alcoves that looked as if they had been carved out of the softer matter between the mineral columns.  Repositories of clay.  The entire room might at one time have been a simple bubble in the limestone, but centuries of excavation in the clay by the Kindred had formed a vast chamber out of the white alluvial subsoil.  That chamber had been silent and full of the echoes of strange unearthly rites of its former inhabitants.  Now it was full of the sounds of battle.  

Scully stood in the doorway and watched in horror as the tableau unfolded before her like a bad dream.  Finally the template had been laid out before them, and this small cross-section of the greater War could finally show them the outcome of a spectacular fight that had been waiting in the wings since the first Rebel ship had landed in force on this planet.  The fight between Rebel supersoldiers and Colony replacements, alien Rebels and Bounty Hunters, with the clones weighing in for good measure.  A free-for all as evenly matched as a battle of wills, and silent as the grave.

The entire cavern was alive with struggle.  There were knots of replicants in camouflage wrestling with eerily identical Bounty Hunters and with Colony replacements in ragged clothing in that strange ballet.  The room seemed awash with them, and they overwhelmed the supersoldier contingent by at least three to one.  The six clones poured in behind her with expressions of people doomed to die in a hopeless battle as they threw themselves into the fray and tried to tip the scales.  Behind her the rearguard of supersoldiers and aliens shoved past to join in the battle as the tide began to turn against her small force of allies.  Each time a Colony replacement was put down or a Bounty Hunter shoved aside, the two jumpsuit-clad aliens darted in with their flame wands and set them alight.  Soon the cavern was full of dancing, horribly silent figures waving their arms amidst a raiment of flame.  The awful light beat against the white walls, bounced back, sparkled off of tiny pools of mineral rich water and off of the small fragments of mica embedded in the damp columns of the cavern. 

It was as if the fight somehow represented the titanic struggle between two opposing forces so vast that the human mind could not conceive of them.  Like champions for kings on a bloody chessboard, the two very similar sets of combatants moved indecisively back and forth across the polished floor.  Scully could smell the rank odour of the cave all around her; the musty smell of dampness and cool dripping walls, backlit by the horrible stench of burning flesh and highlighted by the sour sweat of fear on her own body as she waited, helpless, to view the outcome of a match made in the worst hell.  Her eyes roved desperately over the room, searching out her son, wondering where he could be.

When she found him, the impossibility of the situation made her want to break down and scream.

xxx

There beneath the glow of that yellow, sun-like node that was the centre of this strange energy into which the Kindred had tapped for so long, there stood a concentration of at least seven identical blank-faced Bounty Hunters.  The all-purpose alien roundup agents were gathered in a loose semi-circle around a central point...and in their midst stood her tiny son.  He was perched, sturdy little legs akimbo, on top of a massive truncated column in the exact centre of the smooth ceramic floor, and his baby face was sad as he took in the carnage with eyes much too old for his years.  It was a nightmare made truth...and there was no way she could get to him.  

Despite that, her legs were moving through the melee before she could order them to stop.  She dodged past silently flaming replacements and struggling knots of Colonists and supersoldiers and the dissolving green bodies of dying aliens and clones, unable to tear her eyes off of the lone figure of her tiny son.  She barely felt Gibson's hand on her arm.  "Agent Scully!"  She tore her limb away from his anxious grip and stalked toward the Bounty Hunters, useless gun  held out before her like a shield.  "Agent Scully, wait!"

The Ambassador seemed to spring up out of nowhere to hold her back.  Scully struggled against the alien's iron grip, her gaze taken up with the picture of her son before her.  Little William had turned to her, and his eyes were full of a quiet pain from where he stood in the midst of his alien captors.  She jerked against the Ambassador's hands, but knew that he could hold her without any real effort.  This race was far far stronger than she...and he had her gun arm, or she would have the weapon in his face and damn their alliance.  The only thing she wanted at the moment was to rush to her son, to take him in her arms, to cover his tiny eyes from the carnage and carry him away from this place.  

Gibson, still clinging to her other arm, suddenly stiffened and put his free hand to his head with a short cry.  She grabbed at him as he sank to the ground like a man hit over the head with a blunt object, eyes rolled back into his head.  Still holding her arm in his iron grip, the Ambassador knelt and quickly canvassed the teenager's unconscious form.  

"What happened?” she demanded.  “Is he alright?"

"They have struck out at his mind.  Luckily he became unconscious before there could be any permanent damage."  He turned his gaze onto the grouped aliens that represented the opposite of his every interior ideal, and raised his voice to a withering tone.  "It is not right, to use the gift thus."  His accusing voice echoed in the eerie silence of a room full of conflict without sound.  The circle of Bounty Hunters around her son did not budge, but Their eyes turned toward the representative with blank expressions that somehow conveyed distaste, and annoyance.  A voice came out of the pack, a voice exactly the same as the first words she had ever heard a Bounty Hunter speak in her time with the Fight.

"You forget, Child of Fools; we do not follow your Law of One."  The speaker was identical to the rest.  There was something like unhurried arrogance in each alien face as They watched the battle unfold before Them dispassionately.

"Will he be okay?"  The doctor in Scully wanted to help Gibson.  The mother in her wanted to go to her son and to hell with anybody else.  Torn, it was the mother that won, and she struggled against the Ambassador's grip once again.  She thought he answered her in the affirmative, but her eyes were drawn back to William, watching this horror unfold without comfort or emotional support.

All around them, the Rebels were slowly gaining the upper hand.  The difference, as far as Scully could see, was in the fact that they had had combat training before the New Process had taken over their bodies, while the Colony replacements, like the renegade clones, had only the memories of regular civilians to call upon.  The shapeshifters read the minds of their prototypes before morphing into their disguises, she knew, but the replicants had the memories of their former lives imprinted; still buried somewhere in the cells and synapses of their rewired brains.  The supersoldiers obviously had access to those memories and acted accordingly.  There was a military precision in their movements as they put their enemies down, a precision that was not shared by those they fought.  As each replacement dropped or was tossed aside, a Rebel stepped into the fray to touch him with one of those innocent-seeming black rods, and the former abductee would burst into that horrible, unholy chemical flame.  The Bounty Hunters could be detained with the threat of a stiletto such as each supersoldier carried in his belt.  The replacements were immune to such coercion, and would not cease in their biological imperative.  They had to be destroyed before the fight could be won.  

Seeing the battle going in the wrong direction, the cadre of Bounty Hunters around her son suddenly scattered like a phalanx attacked from above, and her child was left alone in the centre of the room guarded by only one of the expressionless alien assassins.  The last remaining guard watched immovably as Its companions threw in their last ditch effort against the ones that had invaded their hidden stronghold.

One such Bounty Hunter came directly toward her, and the Ambassador released her arm in a whirling movement that brought his flame wand into play.  In the ensuing confusion, Scully took the opportunity to break away from the beleaguered representative, dodging past soldier, clone, alien and flaming body alike in desperation to get to her son.  He had only been away from her this long once before, when he had been taken by those madmen in Alberta; and then he had only been a baby.  This time there was no telling what the experience had done to his young psyche.  She had to get to him.  She had to get him out of here.  

The Bounty Hunter guarding her son watched her desperate approach without expression.  As she neared, Its hamlike hand moved slightly.  There was a glint of silver between Its fingers...and then the sound that she had feared from the moment they had entered this room.  Out from the Bounty Hunter's beefy fingertips, accompanied by its odd whooshing click, shot the thin, awful length of the alien stiletto, held at the ear of her two-year-old child.  Beside her again, the Ambassador grabbed her arm in a grip suddenly urgent with fear, but she had already stopped in her tracks at the wordless threat.  Scully the doctor could not keep the awful images from her mind's eye--the damage that an implement like that would do to her tiny son's brain.  Even if the stiletto did not work as it was designed to do in his altered physiology, the long, hideously sharp alien device would still kill him if it entered his skull.  That raging beast inside her suddenly squeezed into a tiny ball of cold terror.     

"You will order your party to release me with my hostage so that I may rejoin my faction, or the child dies."  There was nothing of understanding or sympathy in that relentless face as the Bounty Hunter spoke.  "It is no use to us in your hands, and we would rather see it dead than lose our access to it."  The cold implacability with which the alien said the words that no mother should ever hear struck Scully's heart with instant ice, and she felt her belly drop away with dread.  No matter how badly They needed her son, They would destroy him rather than lose the advantage to their enemies when the Elders came to decide the fate of the planet.  Something inside her snapped.  She heard the thin wail of agony as if it came from someone else, and she stopped stock-still about ten feet away from her beleaguered son.  Lost.

Across the gleaming expanse of the white floor, William tore his gaze away from his frozen mother to look up at his alien captor with an inquisitive expression.  His tiny gray eyes took in the gleaming stiletto without distress or fear, but rather a kind of quiet disappointment.  Scully felt the Ambassador's hand jerk on her arm...and then the alien guarding her son suddenly stiffened as Gibson had done.  First Its free hand jerked up to Its temple, and then the one holding the stiletto followed suit.  The gleaming tool dropped to the surface of the truncated pillar upon which her son stood with a ringing sound like a thin bell.

"He learns fast," the Ambassador commented, and moved with unaccountable swiftness toward the stricken Bounty Hunter even as Scully dove toward her child.  The alien still had that black rod in his hand, and the implement gleamed darkly in the light from the node directly above him as he slapped it against the Colonist's chest.  As if part of a nightmare, the massive frame burst into sudden conflagration.  Her mind screaming at her to hurry, Scully darted in to snatch her preternaturally calm son away from the blazing being, intending to carry him away from the fray and back to the surface and to hell with the rest of them.  William, as emotionless as any alien, was watching his erstwhile captor burn dispassionately.  Scully felt her heart wrench as she reached out...and felt the Ambassador's hand on her shoulder again, holding her back with that same implacable grip.  

"Wait!  Do not touch the child."

xxx

Scully stared up at the alien masquerading as human before her.  "What do you mean, don't touch him?  What the hell did they do to him?"  William had turned his gaze back to her now, and he met her eyes with recognition, but without need or fear.

The tall being beside her dismissed the burning Bounty Hunter without further interest and turned back to the silent child.  "He is ours now.  If you touch him..."

"Go to hell, you bastard," Scully snapped.  "He belongs to none of you!"  She reached out to pick up her baby, and felt that hand bear down on her shoulder once again.

"You will harm him.  He is one of us now, in this moment."  He seemed to be trying to make her understand something vital.  "He must come back slowly from that place, or he will be damaged."

Cold.  Her belly felt as if it had a chunk of glacier sitting in it, weighing her down.  Her touch could harm her baby.  Her touch could jerk his mind back from where it had gone too fast...  "Come back from what place?"  Her voice was barely a whisper.

"He has retreated to a part of his mind that instinct has shown him--a place where there are no emotions--so that he could survive and do what was needful."  The alien eyes were thoughtful as he regarded her solemnly.  "You know he is as much of us as he is of you.  Give him the time to find his way back to the human side of his mind."

Scully ached to touch him, to pick up her baby and cradle his unresponsive little frame against her, to run her hands over his child's body and make sure he was unhurt; to lay a cool practised hand against his tiny cheek and reassure herself that he was still whole.  At first she thought it was due to the raised temperature of the entire room and the proximity of the burning alien now crumpled beside them on the ceramic floor, but now that she was close enough, Scully could feel heat beating off of her son's feverish cheek from where she knelt beside his makeshift podium.  He was flushed, and there was a thin sheen of sweat on his round baby face.  He seemed remarkably calm, almost in a focused trance, but his tousled reddish blond hair, almost golden in the strange light from above, stuck up on one side like a lopsided widow's peak.  His cheeks and forehead were smudged with two days of dirt, and moist with perspiration.  He looked ill used and thin...and whatever was happening inside his baby mind it was affecting him physically, using up his metabolics at some unheard-of rate.

"He’s burning up!" she protested, and had to bite back the urge to sweep him up and lay him down on the cool cavern floor to work her medical magic on him, to save her child from the fever that seemed to be consuming his tiny body.  She had to bring him back from wherever he had gone so that she could tend to his physical needs.  His mind...  She could hear the rosary yammering around in her head at that moment, a holdover from a childhood where that had seemed the ultimate protection.  She resisted an almost intolerable urge to cross herself at the thought of what could be happening inside her baby's head.  She knew how to deal with the ills of the body.  His mind she would have to worry about after she was sure that he would survive.  

The Ambassador had not said she could not talk to him.  If she could not yet touch him...she could use the tether of her voice to bring him back to her from whatever uncharted distances he had traveled in his need to escape his terrifying experience.  "William, look at me!"  She throttled down the panic in her voice, forced her mind into some semblance of order so he would not pick up on her terror.   --Speak calmly, Dana.  Make it okay for him to come back to you--  "Talk to Mommy, Sweetie!"

William's gray eyes, far too wise and sad for his years, settled on her own with a kind of remote knowing, but his mouth remained a thin slash in his face; unmoving as he took her in.  His gaze seemed to be almost curious as he watched her vain attempts to bring him out of that place he was in.

"He is speaking to you, Dr. Scully, but you cannot hear him," the Ambassador said sadly.  "He is telling you not to worry."  Scully glanced up to encounter that same distant, knowing look in the alien's gaze that she had seen in her son's.  The ragged fringe of windblown gray hair wafted slightly in the hot air of the cave as the surviving members of their party began to draw closer, some of them holding unburnt enemies at stiletto-point.  "He has begun to come into his own, and to understand what he must become.  That he is the end-result of two species coming together.  He knows now both the purpose for which he was born...and how alone he truly is among both our races."  The incisive look was back in the alien's gray eyes.  "He is, unfortunately perhaps, self-aware now far too young for the regular rhythms of his human mind.  He will adjust to a higher rate of functioning...or he will cease to function.  There is nothing that any of us can do for him now but to wait, and see if he will survive the change.  It cannot be reversed once it has begun."  

Scully stared at her son in shock, pain for his lonely dilemma eating at her heart.  "William!  Come back to me, Sweetie!" she called in quiet desperation.  --I can bring him back.  He will come back to me!  He will live as a human being, not as a curiousity or a lab rat...or as one of Them!--  She wished her determination were sufficient to burn away her fear that she would be unable to keep him with the human race.

The alien shook his head and stepped around her suddenly...and her fearful chanting at her son was arrested as the Ambassador's human his face seemed to drain pigment.  She watched in horror as the mask slowly faded.  Before her eyes and right in front of her unwilling gaze, the Ambassador shapeshifted, not just in her vision, but with the unearthly glow that said he was manipulating matter and energy to make the change.  He slowly seemed to shrink, his limbs to thin into that glow...and the glow seemed to radiate out of him like the light above in that wondrous node in the ceiling of this impossible cavern.  The clothing that he had worn as a human imitation bagged on his frame as he settled into his true form; becoming a middling-tall, pale-skinned, classic Gray.

All around her now in that unearthly yellow light the supersoldiers, surviving clones, and their captives drew closer.  Scully began to feel numb and surreal, as if she were floating outside her own body as one by one the Renegade Leader and the two scarred Rebels shrank and changed, their gray bodies seeming to glow in the filtered, ethereal light of the catacombs.  Even in their true forms, the Leader and the Rebels bore their mutilations like a testament of zealous faith; the giant black eyes of their race were covered with a scarred gray film almost like a surgically added eyelid, and their tiny noses and mouths were like old battle-wounds as they stepped out from the ranks of their enforcers to stand before her preternaturally silent son.  The two Rebels still wore their black jumpsuits, somehow molding to their new forms as well as they had to their old; and like the Ambassador, they still bore the black flame-inducing wands in their thin six-fingered hands.

--Move out of the way, Doctor-- the unscarred alien that she knew as the Ambassador said to her.  --You must let us help him, and I do not wish to touch you while I am wearing my true face--  The dark eyes were liquid in the glow from above, and they gleamed like wet lamps in the dimness.  --I am used to human contact after all these years...but not that used--  He did not speak aloud, and the tiny lipless slit of a mouth did not move.  He was speaking directly to her mind.

Scully stared in shock as the small glowing being sidled past her to stand before her small son.  She felt suddenly excluded as her tiny, lonely baby’s eyes flickered with recognition and understanding and focused on the Renegade alien before him.  Across the cavern as the replicants and their captives drew closer to form a semicircle around the mineral dais, Gibson, looking pale and shaken, limped forward, leaning against one of the clones with whom he had spent the better part of his life as a young adult.  Scully met the youth's gray gaze, feeling shaken and cold with what some distant, clinical part of her mind classified as the beginnings of the same shock that she knew the teenager was suffering.  Gibson's expression was regretful as he took in the tableau, and his eyes returned to Scully's with a deep, endless sadness in them.  She knew from the look in his eyes that there would be no going back for her little boy, any more than there would be for any of them, after today.  --Mulder, where are you?--

After a moment of unspoken conversation of which she was not a part, and different from the almost hungry communion he had shared with Gibson during their silent meetings over the last year, her baby's small hazel eyes rose up to take in the coterie of Rebels, Bounty Hunters, and clones gathered behind the four aliens.  "Show me your true faces," he said, and his high, child's voice pierced the heavy air of the vault like the peal of a clear bell.  There was such command, such emotionless clarity there that it made Scully's eyes fill with tears.  They were the first he had spoken aloud since they had come in here to find him.

All around in the grips of their competitors, the five captive Colonists struggled against that command with the ineffectual resistance of beings trying to avoid the unavoidable demand.  William's eyes narrowed as he took in their intransigence, and his age was belied by the flat emotionlessness of his piping baby voice as the words flowed out with the lexicon and diction of a person four times his own age.  "Now."  The air of command was still there, but multiplied five-fold, and to her everlasting shock, every one of the captive Bounty Hunters seemed to capitulate at once.  The colour slowly bled from their faces and their limbs thinned, glowing with that strange byproduct of matter manipulation until all five stood sullenly before her baby, fragile-looking arms still held in the implacable grip of their Rebel captors.  All around her, black eyes like smooth gelatin gleamed angrily in the odd light cast by the node above them.

--Oh God, where are you Mulder?  You should be here, to make sense of it!  I never wanted to see this!  I don't need to see it!--  She realized in that moment that she had always, from the first moment she had begun to walk that razor edge with Mulder, would rather have ridden on the strength of his beliefs than to be forced to actually see the truth uncensored before her.  Rather than have to admit once and for all before her own eyes that there were more things on heaven and earth than she could account for with science or God.  For all her talk of wanting to see proof, she had fled from this revelation for the entire length of their partnership, simply because she had been afraid to Believe.

William pointed a small finger at the scarred gray that stood in the place of the Rebel the Colonel had referred to as 'Commandant'.  She assumed It was the same by Its placement, though she now couldn’t tell one gray from the other.  Despite a few differing heights, They all looked the same, and as in all of humanity there was little on the surface to pinpoint differences in ideology.  Without the facial scarring she would have been hard-pressed to tell the difference between Rebel and Colonist except that the Rebels were a bit taller.  The Ambassador was the tallest of the three.  At some unvoiced command in her son's hard gray eyes, the alien so singled out stepped forward reluctantly to stand still and eye the small hybrid boy with a sightless face that somehow seemed very seeing.  

“You,” the child declared in a high, clear voice, and his diction was clearer than it had ever been or had any right to be at his age.  “You wanna kill me, because you think dat if you do dat you will stop Them.  But you won’t.  You won’t stop 'em, ‘cause you already know dat nothing can stop Them now, even if They don' have me.  Mama's seen it happenin' outside; she showed me.  The Process.  It started when I got taken.  They don' need me when They got alla those," he flicked his tiny hand at the clones, "up on da Mothership in stasis.  They got ova an' materials up there, and They can finish the Project any time."  

He shook his tiny mahogany head then, firmly, and his voice became suddenly faintly like that of an uncle scolding a bunch of erring and ignorant children.  “You gotta go back and help these Renegades to stop the Process.  I need to be in da proper place before I can do what I'm asposed to do in my world and yours."  His voice went hard, enraged.  "You tell your people to stop tryin' to hurt my Dadda, now!  You need ever'body, and da situation has changed.  Leaders can't afford to lose people they c’n use."

The alien flinched visibly, scarred face almost seeming to wince, and it went blank with that uncannily distant look that said It was speaking out over the miles.  William eyed the gray coldly, then nodded once and folded his tiny arms over his chest in a posture so much like Mulder's habitual pose that Scully wanted to cry.  She didn't know what was happening to Mulder that William was trying to stop, but it was obvious that he was in touch with his father's mind as much as he was in touch with her own...or these aliens'.  It was just as obvious that right now, he was still in a place where his alien thought processes were interfering in his emotional reactions.  Perhaps it was better for him.  She had no idea how he knew or understood what was going on...but she prayed to God or whatever was out there that he would recover from this horrible knowing...even for a few lucid moments where he could go back to being a child.  

The Rebel had returned Its gaze to William with a challenging look.  "Good.  Dat's better."  William's voice held a tone of satisfaction.  He turned his unnerving gaze on the Ambassador and the Renegade Leader standing to his other side.  "You two are my assurance dat he makes his Rebels do what we need 'em to do."  Scully gave a start and glanced back over at the scarred gray that William had just chastised.  Could this 'Commandant' actually be the Rebel Cabal Leader himself?  If so, then Mulder was in DC seeking out a command core that had rather effectively moved itself into position to neutralize the biggest threat to their continued upper hand.  Instead, though, that threat had become an investment to be protected for their own survival.  Whether the Rebels really believed in the Renegades' interpretation of their movement's goals, they had become inextricably a part of that faction now.  William, her baby who had barely worked his way into the toddler phase, had very firmly taken the reins of the alien Resistance movement and redirected it to a new future.  

He hadn't stopped dispensing orders either.  His sparkling gray eyes roved over the palely glowing room with its sooty burn marks and the burnt and twitching bodies of his former captors.  "Da replacements will be sealed in da cave here so they get stuck when they heal and they can't help da Colonists fight."  He looked over at the replicants holding the prisoners, dispensing orders.  "Da soldiers gotta keep da Sons under custody at dat base.”  He turned back to the scarred Rebel Cabal Leader.  "We'll take da other ship.  Once we get back to where my Dadda is, you’ll send a communication to your rulin' Council.  You guys fight too much insteada workin' together.  If you don' work together, you can't decide what to do right for ever'body.  This is important."  His tiny voice was scornful as he surveyed the aliens all around him.  "If you can't stop fighting with each other, you need your parents to make you stop."

The three scarred aliens seemed to exchange unnerved glances without moving, and William's voice turned to that iron that all the aliens feared.  “You don' have time to think about it.  You've been bein' silly for too long.  Call da Elders.  Bring 'em here...before it's too late to stop da Process.  Who's right isn't important; we all gotta win!"  

The aliens stood as if nailed to the passage floor.  “GO!” Will shouted suddenly.  “There isn’t much time left!  For anybody!”  As if broken from a trance, all the Grays turned as one to leave, scarred and unscarred moving as one.  “You!” Will snapped, his voice ringing with a tone of command that shook Scully to the core.  He pointed at the Colonel and the supersoldiers that were not encumbered with alien prisoners.  "My brudders an' siss’rs are hurt, but not all of 'em are dead.  You carry 'em."

The Colonel looked like he was going to have an apoplexy at the thought of catering to the beings he called abominations.  William didn't wait for him to protest, just pointed at the two remaining clones lying on the floor of the cavern.  Two of their number had dissolved in the tussle with the Bounty Hunters near the end.  The supersoldiers moved reluctantly to pick up the remaining wounded in an army carry as William turned away to regard the clones that were still on their feet.  They stood to one side of the group bearing open stilettos they had scrounged from somewhere.  The bright metal was smeared with green ichor in quiet testimony to their bravery in the face of terrible odds.  “Brother, sister, can you guard da ones dat tried to hurt your people?  I can't trust 'em till I know they're on our side and da Elders get here to tell 'em to behave."

The small gaggle of clones exchanged unreadable glances, obviously unused to being asked to perform a service.  Usually, from what Scully had seen in the various encampments, they were ordered or cavalierly dismissed.  As the meaning of Will's request seemed to percolate through their stunned minds, they turned their eyes to her son's and looked at him with a sort of hopeful incredulity.  Suddenly one grinned, the first such expression Scully had ever seen from one of those humourless creatures, and flipped a sort of salute.  He looked a bit, she realized suddenly, like ‘Kurt Crawford’, the clone that could have been her ‘son’, or Betsy Hagopian’s, or Penny Northern’s.  “Yeah, sure Boss,” the clone grunted.  “Love to.”  The faces of all the other clones, wounded or hale suddenly took on a look of hard determination...and a faintly vengeful cast.  Four pairs of eyes lit with anticipation of comeuppance as the two healthy hybrids moved like a pair of sharks to do her son’s bidding.  As they slipped behind the Rebel Cabal Leader and his aide, stilettos at the ready, the aliens looked suddenly a deal less sure of themselves than they had a moment ago, and Scully had the sudden realization that alien-human hybrids and even the most imperfect of the surviving clones would not be second class citizens in the pantheon after this fight had ended.  Certainly not once Will reached his majority and began to influence the way the world looked at his ‘cousins’.

The Rebels were not the only ones to regard William in shock at the sudden upset.  The Ambassador and the renegade Leader stared at him in consternation, for the first time open emotion on the Renegade's face mirroring the shock in the flat gray visages of the two Rebels.  It was obvious that they thought her son had gone too far in allowing cloned hybrids to threaten the lives of visiting dignitaries.  Sensing their dismay and alarm, William turned to his two Renegade supporters with a bland expression.

"I don't trust 'em.  I trust da clones cos I'm their leader.  They gotta trust me.  They know now I'm gonna make it safe for 'em here, so they'll work wit' me even when you guys won't.  I'll have my own army."  He seemed to settle into a kind of smug satisfaction, and Scully almost shuddered as she saw something that she never wanted to see on her child's face.  He was angry at the open bigotry of the aliens to people he considered like himself, and he was enjoying the fear and shock that his decision engendered in the Grays.  He was reveling in the discomfort of another living being.  

One thing was certain.  Her child was not going to be anybody's tool anymore.  Mulder would be crowing with pride at his son's deft outmaneuvering of the enemy, making tools of those who would make a tool of him.  Scully just wanted to cry at the walls she could see going up around her son's heart as he assessed his situation with the clinical detachment of a politician.  He was just a baby...but he would be hated or feared or looked upon as a curiousity by the aliens and regarded with mistrust by his own race.  He was, now more than ever, unutterably alone, and he watched coldly as his unwilling allies filed slowly out of the chamber and back into the tunnel with their prisoners.  The two clones followed the supersoldiers with their Rebel charges at stiletto-point, and the Ambassador and the Renegade took up the rear a bit hesitently, looking for the first time less in control of themselves as they stood near the doorway and watched.  Scully was left alone with her alien, inconsolable son, with only Gibson Praise still behind her to lend support.

Gibson had sunk down to the floor and sat looking up at them in a sort of pale exhaustion as the state of emergency had worn down.  The two Renegades at the door did not look like they were going to interfere.  The crisis over, the spell seemed to suddenly wear off the small stranger that stood before her on slim legs still soft with baby fat.  Scully looked at her small, awesome prodigy of a son helplessly as he slumped, eyes once incisive with a wit beyond his years now softening to bewilderment.  A look of confusion entered them, and Scully heard Gibson's shaky voice behind her.  "He's coming back."

William's eyes seemed to go wide all of a sudden, and his tiny face folded up.  “Mama!” the child cried suddenly--an agonized wail of frightened loneliness-and without pause he flung his hot little body into her arms.  Unable to reach out for him before now, Scully had kept her arms rigidly at her sides.  Now they shot out of their own accord to catch him almost by reflex as he dove from his pedestal, fetching up against her breast trembling like a kitten in a car accident.

“Oh, baby,” Scully felt the words rip out of her as he buried his tiny body, shuddering with reaction, in her fervid and terrified embrace and began to cry like a little lost soul.  He was her baby once again...for a little while...her lonely, frightened, confused and powerful baby who could move mountains, and who would rather simply be a safe and happy little boy.  “Oh God...”

Behind her, Gibson slowly struggled to his feet as if moving underwater against a fierce undertow, arm held at an awkward angle against his chest.  It was obviously broken.  She wondered when that had happened.  His long hair, cultivated to cover his scarred skull, now hung in clumps and strings or lay plastered in chunks against his forehead amidst gobs of clay and that strange ooze that coated the walls and dripped from the ceilings of this small cave complex.  His scars showed through the gobbets of clay like small puckered ridges, twisted into ropes by the infection that had marred his healing so many years ago.  He came over and knelt beside and a bit behind them, and laid one hand against the sobbing child’s heaving back.  

“We need to get him out of here,” the empath murmured.  “This is where the Kindred kept their ship and their equipment.  Even if it was broken, Sirian ships and Sirian materials have a particular signature.  The vibration is all over the place; especially here, and up there...”  He paused, picking up a memory association from her mind like a hiker picking a significant flower from a meadow of thousands.  “Yes, right where you and Mulder found what you people call a ‘crop circle’.  The Sirians love to do that stuff.”  

He looked thoughtful, and his hand stilled for a moment on William’s small shuddering back.  “The natural energy level of this location is augmented by the imprint the ship and the Kindred left behind in this cave system.  The vibration is probably what helped to bring William into this altered state of consciousness so that he could deal with the situation he found himself in.  The energy level is a bit too much for him to handle, and more than he would know how to shield himself from at this delicate stage."  He looked around at the echoingly empty space.  "It's like nothing he has ever encountered before or would have been prepared to fend off.”

The teenager’s face suddenly took on a haunted, worried cast.  “He wasn’t ready for this, Agent Scully.  His physical vibration wasn’t...tuned high enough I guess.  And his mind should not have been exposed to alien technology all at once, but slowly, systematically, and over a long period of adjustment.  There’s no telling what effect this event might have on him.”

Scully stood suddenly, a sharp jerky movement, pulling her trembling child into her embrace and cradling him with arms gone tight with fear.  William's breathing came in little sobs against her chest; a lost, frightened sound.  Without acknowledging the move he wrapped his tiny legs around her waist and clung to her as if he wanted to burrow back into the safety of her body--back to that place where he had felt, for probably the last time thus far in his short life, entirely safe and protected.  Feeling the tremors, she stood for a moment and struggled with her sudden terror before she stared down at the scarred top of Gibson’s head where he crouched, her heart cold at that appalling glimpse of the future.  Out of a habit older than her time in this horrible alternate universe of which she was now a part, she tried to quell the incipient panic.  For William and for herself she shoved it down resolutely, but inside her heart was breaking.

“Gibson...”  She hesitated, not wanting to hear the answer and yet needing to ask it all the same.  “Will he...will he recover?”

The young empath raised his gaze from his thin-lipped perusal of William’s back to meet her eyes a bit grimly.  A chunky strand of clay-encrusted hair fell over his scarred forehead, but he never bothered to shove it back, and his gaze was concerned.  “I don’t know, Agent Scully,” he said softly.  His voice was suddenly as uncertain, as suddenly afraid as it had never been long ago when he was a frightened twelve-year old hiding in a motel room, and it echoed in the creepy stillness of the living mausoleum in which they sat.  “I really don’t know.  If you still pray, though...”

xxx

Potomac Park

Easter Sunday

10:56am (Hour Thirty-Nine)

The fifty feet of space inside the alien cordon had begun to glow uncomfortably bright.  Just as suddenly as the aliens had surrounded them in the pale light of the spring day that was Easter, the reappearance of hope was shattered by slow dissolution of human forms.  The black jumpsuits seemed to dwindle, and the tall forms of the faceless beings suddenly elongated, slimming to twigs while the form of humanity flashed into the incandescence of the changeover from human shape to true face...then paused at the last moment and hovered in that in-between space between human disguise and alien being.  The supersoldiers, immune to the radiation as Krycek's clone probably was in some measure, looked on dispassionately as their superiors prepared to roast the human trespassers out of existence.  Almost unnoticed in the sudden adrenaline punch that came with fight-or-flight, the skies overhead were ripped with a sonic boom.  Mulder paid little attention.  At this point, all that mattered was this flashpoint of death surrounding his little party.

Beside Mulder, Doggett recoiled from the unearthly light, eyes flashing briefly up to the overcast sky and then back at the overexposed area around them.  Whatever it was, it was too far away to help them.  Even if they weren't roasted right now, all of them were going to leave with one hell of a sunburn if things continued as they were.  This was like standing on top of a glacier at noon without sunglasses.  "What the hell is going on, Muldah?"

Mulder looked around in alarm, trying to find an escape route, but the aliens had them surrounded, and if the intensity of the light was any indication, they would soon be past caring anyway.  "I thought you said you'd read the x-files, Doggett."  

Every colour in the place had been washed out, including the brick red of Doggett's tie and the rust of Skinner's, the blue of Mulder's own jeans and the leafy spring green growth lining the shore.  Each blade of the bee-littered grass within their circle stood out in sharp relief against its shadow, ready to disappear into the final burst that would signal their deaths.  And yet the moment hovered, unanswered as the embattled humans squinted in the glare.  Maybe they could break out past the replicants Rohrer had brought to bar their way.  The camo-clad supersoldiers stood out like dark pillars amidst the radiant forms of the Rebels intersperesed in their circle.

Beside him, Krycek was looking on with his normal fatalism, and his slitted eyes were cynical and angry as ever.  "Well, Brother; that usually means trouble."

The aliens were sure taking their sweet time about it.  The thing was supposed to be instantaneous.  Was this a threat?  What were they waiting for?  Not willing to wait to find out, Mulder was ready to try to make that break.  He grabbed Doggett's arms and glanced back at Skinner as he replied absently.  "Yeah, it's never a good sign.  I'd say negotiations just failed."  His eyes were bleak.

"Whateva it is, I don't like it," Doggett grunted, and his eyes were following Mulder's lead in trying to find a weak point in the cordon to break through.  "I'm gonna hate myself for sayin' this, but it looks too damned much like what you guys described in your case files on that alien radiation treatment, like what happened to Diego Garza and Simon de la Cruz."

"You get a biscuit Agent Doggett."  Mulder started determinedly back toward the trees that edged the greenbelt.  "I suppose it’s too late to wonder if the chip helps a person to withstand radiation fifty times that suffered by victims of Hiroshima?"  He glanced over at Skinner, took in the older man's bleak expression as they moved.  "'Cause if so, you're probably both okay and its Krycek and I that are in trouble."

"I'd rather not find out, Mulder," Skinner muttered under his breath.  He then unconsciously parroted Mulder's own thought.  "What the hell are they waiting for?  I thought this thing happened fast.  We should all be deep-fried by now."

Mulder shook his head.  "They must need an order to do the deed."  He glanced back at Krycek, who was obviously covering his own worry with that all-purpose caustic glare.  "Unless you have some other idea."

"No clue."  The clone's words were clipped and nervous.  His eyes glittered with the survival mechanism of a plague rat as they darted from one end of the blindingly bright circle, searching for an exit.

As they moved as one toward the far side of the glowing fence, the replicants watched them grimly in the brightness and the aliens continued to glow ominously, hovering on the edge of homicide with the lethally silent menace of a predator waiting to pounce.

Doggett wasn't ready to let it go that easily.  "Hey, Knowle!  You gonna let 'em do this?"

They couldn't see the supersoldier anymore, but his voice reached them from the quadrant to their left.  "I have no choice, John," he called out from his place in the circle.  "This wasn't my idea, but you came here anyway."  

"We have to break through," Mulder interrupted tensely, and steeled himself to make the attempt or die trying.  More than likely they would either be fried on contact, or they would be seized by the supersoldier cordon and held before the tribunal judgment of these unfeeling beings that had decided not to hear their plea-bargain.  At the moment of decision, however, Doggett stopped short.  "Now what the hell are they doin'?"

The radiant beings had begun to go dim, and their deadly glow slowly seemed to wash out like a sudden eclipse.

"I don't know."  Blinking against the afterimage imprinted on eyes he was sure would never recover, Mulder jerked his head toward the far side of the park, from the direction of Anacostia.  "Maybe it has something to do with those guys."

A fairly large party was approaching from the south end of the island where Bolling Air Force Base abutted the Naval Station.  In the washed out glare of eyes overwhelmed by that deadly light, Mulder couldn't make them out save that there were a little less than twenty, dark as ants in the afterwash of that unholy glare that had imprinted itself on the insides of his eyelids.  All around them the aliens stepped back, suddenly human in form again and staring to the south as if in surprised recognition of the shapes approaching them from the airbase.

Mulder squinted at the party walking wearily toward them.  Several tall persons, two in black jumpsuits.  He blinked as he realized that one of that party was in a wheelchair.  Could it be...

At that moment, as if in an answer to an unspoken prayer, Mulder recognized one of the two shorter persons in the grouping.  He felt hope leap up inside him, a hope that threatened to destroy the last ounce of self-control he had as Scully appeared in front of him, walking slowly and exhaustedly toward his small embattled party with the air of a person who had seen too much and was not yet ready to assimilate even a tenth of her new revelations.  Gibson Praise walked unsteadily beside her, arm in a makeshift sling and face pale, leading a small gaggle of what looked to be clones...herding the two jumpsuit-clad Rebels at stiletto-point!

He peered closer across the fog of dancing lights that occluded his limping vision, struggled to focus so that he could pinpoint the details of the delegation.  More by posture and body language than anything, he surmised that Scully was tired but unhurt.  She was walking with a strange hipshot gait and had an odd bundle at her side that...

The relief threatened to overwhelm him.  It wasn’t a trick of the glare or of wishful thinking.  That odd bundle on her chest, clinging as if he wanted to be reabsorbed into his mother's body, was William.

Scully bore their son in her arms.  She had gotten Will back.  --Scully and the baby, alive...home...safe--  Which meant that at least one of the factions that had been chasing them was now no longer after their hides, a conclusion that seemed borne out by the presence of two Rebels pacing them under guard.  He had worried that they would both be too late; that his own search was taking too long, that Scully's would be stymied by obstruction and hedging.  All that anxiety seemed to dissolve.  Whatever it meant for them that she had had to hold the aliens at stiletto-point, at least she had accomplished what they had both feared was impossible.  She had retrieved their son and had made sure the Rebels wouldn't kill him.  

The rush of exultation that swamped his system was equaled only by the sudden easing of his worry and fear...and by his pride in the woman that was the centre of his being.  She alone had accomplished what none of his party had been able to do, balls to the wall.  He felt only elation at her success.  The endless hours, days spent treading water in the cell that was his old office seemed to peel away to be replaced with a tense nirvana of momentary relief.

As his beloved drew closer, Mulder realized that Scully’s little party was not quite as overjoyed as it ought to be considering the apparent success of their mission.  Scully in particular seemed burdened with more than their son...and he knew without seeing her face, knew by the fear and the tension in the set of her shoulders that something dire had happened....and that it concerned the small person that lay against her breast, clinging to her body like a limpet to a rock in high tide.

Whatever had happened, he suddenly knew nothing would ever be the same again.

Scully approached wearily with her small burden, Gibson walking unsteadily at her side and glancing around fitfully.  The young man’s shrewd hazel eyes seemed drawn to the skies, and as the small party reached his little picnic, he muttered, “Something’s happening up there.  Something big.”  He offered little to explain that cryptic comment, simply crouching beside them on the edge of the tiny clearing and leaning over to pluck up a strand or two of semi-scorched grass.  Mulder hardly heard him as he approached his lover and wrapped his arms around her and the baby, at that moment not caring one damned little bit who was watching.  Still half-blind, he wrapped himself up in her scent, her being; fear, worry, relief all gamboling about in her system as it had been in his, and underlying that the vibrant, musky scent that was Scully.  Rising up between them was the smell of a very grubby and very frightened little boy.  The questions would wait.  He was just happy they were alive.

Scully was trembling, he realized; tremors that seemed to originate from their son to spread throughout her entire body.  He at first assumed that she was still recovering from what had obviously been a harrowing rescue, but something in the set of her body and the pale, closed look in her face said that more was afoot.  She avoided his eyes as she laid her cheek against his chest, not wanting to tell him what had happened to their child.  As he was doing in that moment, she seemed to be drawing strength to face whatever had happened from a reunion that both of them had feared would never occur.    

The feeling of her in his arms was like a gift from a God that he had thought for sure didn't exist.


Unnoticed at first by the reunited family, the rest of party appeared out of the slowly receding glare behind Scully.  Mulder, looking out over the top of her head through the fading afterimage of that terrible brightness, watched the two Rebels nod once to the unit encircling Mulder's group.  He recorded the incident and all its nuances with a practiced eye even as he held his family, now accepted completely as such--even as he let himself revel for a moment in the sheer rightness of having them both back; of losing himself in that oneness.  In the sheer relief that came of having Scully in his arms again...and the child that he had never thought he would have or need.  Their trembling, terrified son.  


--What in hell did those bastards DO to him?--


All around their small party, the aliens that had surrounded his group stepped back at the Rebels' gesture and retreated to the far side of the clearing.   The supersoldiers that had accompanied them like unmoving statues relaxed to a sort of watchful parade rest beside them under the trees.  The rest of Scully's group was nearing, led by a wheelchair-bound Cigarette-Smoking Man under escort by...


Mulder started and lifted his head from Scully's hair, hand dropping numbly to his side.  He squinted closer, wondering if his eyes would ever recover, wondering if they were playing tricks on him now.  The clone that stood guard over the old schemer looked like...  


"Samantha?"


Now Scully was not the only one that trembled.  The appearance of this woman resembling the clones of yesteryear struck him to the very centre of his soul, in a place he had thought long healed.  Scully knew her partner better than anyone in the world.  She had known what this moment would do to him from the moment she had first seen this woman guarding their old enemy in the cabin two nights ago.  


For Mulder in that moment it all came back, flooding over the initial rush of disbelief, the resistance...and the denial of something he didn't want to face again, had put away.  Something inside him wanted to retreat from the emotional overload, to plug his ears and cover his eyes like a child, chanting plaintively, --No, not now; this can't be happening! Not now when I'm at peace!  Not now, it's not true!--  But no matter how much he fought it, it all came flooding back; a peace hard won and hard found now shattered like ice skimming a deep, cold pond of pain.  The endless nights.  The Project that had torn his family apart and sundered him once and for all from his childhood.  The recurring abductions, the cat-and-mouse games with the clones shoved in front of his face like bribes for the selling of his soul.  The fear that he had destroyed his only chance at finding his sister when he had traded the clone for Scully; the guilt, doubled by a second horrible choice.  The awful pain of all those false reunions with cloned DNA divorced from those childhood memories, matched not in abhorrence but in love and longing for a person that he would never see again.  


He had carried Samantha beneath his skin like an open wound with a thin scar, easily broken, just barely knitting the surface.  Even before he had begun to believe in the unique circumstances of her abduction, even before his overarching belief in the government conspiracy whose injustices had shaped both his private and professional life, the sincerity and depth of his pain had never been assuaged.  

 
Scully's voice broke his thoughts, even then calming him, bringing his mind back from that childlike retreat to something closer to functioning depth.  She sounded as if she was trying to reassure him.  "It's not really her, Mulder, and she's the last one.  He raised her to think she was your sister.  She...says you met with her once before, several years ago."  She tried to keep the question from her voice.  Mulder was not accountable for telling her everything that had ever happened to him.  It was just that he had almost always done so.


Mulder would normally be pissed at that reminder of past manipulations, but all his concentration was on the clone.  He had thought that the Samantha-driven chapter of his life was over…  --And now this ghost comes back to haunt me--  He stared with stricken eyes at the curly-haired woman as if at a ghost he had never wanted to see.  "It happened when you were hospitalized for your cancer," he managed after a moment.  He spoke with the quietly agonized air of a man whose mind was elsewhere.  "I didn't want to bring it up.  It wasn't important."


Scully forced herself to relax at that admission.  He had been thinking of her.  She knew he hadn't wanted to force his crusade on her when she had been fighting for her life...or for dignity in death, and in her rational mind she didn't think it was necessary or wise to berate him for that decision at this moment.  Though if he thought it necessary to spare her his pains, she thought she would disabuse him of that notion later on.  She had thought he would want to share something like that with her--later, after she'd recovered.  Or maybe the meeting had simply been too painful for him to relate.  She certainly knew how much every encounter with these clones had stirred up that old pain, making it again as fresh as the day he had lost his sister, and without the benefit of the emotional buffer he had been able to place between the present and that abduction scenario he had come to recount to her in their early years.  


Best to turn him to the task at hand; snap him out of the pain with business.  It had been the thing that had kept her partner going throughout all those years searching; that mission that had provided him with the buffer, which had allowed him to lock those emotions away.  She knew him all too well.  Necessity was the only thing that could help him now; necessity for both the task, and their son.  "The two Rebels we brought with us are the Rebel Cabal Commandant and one of his close advisors.  Our son..."  She paused briefly, swallowing the lump of dread that leapt up into her throat as her mind replayed that awful scene in the cave.  "Our son ordered them to contact their Bureaucrats immediately upon our return."


Doggett was watching their reunion from about ten feet away where he stood with a slightly embarrassed-looking Skinner, and he spoke up as Scully's update carried to the rest of their party.  "If that's what they're supposed to be doin', they don't seem to be makin' tracks.  Did they set up such a communiqué before you arrived?  'Cause I don't see any devices on 'em here to enable that kind of long-distance communication."


Skinner looked around at their company on the lawn.  "You'd need a dish or something for the relay.  If they were going to do it, they'd have to initiate from one of the bases."

With Scully and William still in his nerveless arms, Mulder couldn't seem to tear his eyes away from the clone.  His voice was absent and yet hard...an order given despite it having very little of his attention.  "Can you guys go grab Crane and that Rohrer guy and see if they're gonna get on the ball?"  He didn't wait to see if the AD and the Agent followed his instruction, body rigid as he stared at the woman that might have been his sister.  

"She was as angry as you were at my dissembling at your first meeting, weren't you dear?"  The Smoking Man's desiccated voice seemed to ratchet up the tension in the air by simply existing, and his faded eyes registered nothing but a sort of jolly goodwill as he glanced from his son to the woman he'd raised and back again.  "I was stalling for you the whole time, Fox, even as I was required to place obstacles in your path in order to keep my place on both sides of the fence.  Giving you just enough incentive to keep going, and wondering at the same time if you would actually manage to accomplish that which the man you thought was your father could not."  His smile did not reach his eyes.  "You have been a stellar experiment, my dear boy.  You have indeed succeeded in both aiding and destroying us...though certainly not in the way I had envisioned."  The horribly intelligent gaze shifted to the child between them and turned hungry.  "If my colleagues were alive to realize this...miracle come too late in your own...shall we say, ‘side project’, they would have had a collective apoplexy."

Samantha's clone spoke for the first time in a dead voice that somehow managed to sound enraged.  Lifeless...but angry the way only a forsaken spirit could be angry.  "Isn't it lovely to find that one has spent all of one's life as a potential tool?"  Her eyes flickered to Mulder, didn't shift as she directed her next words in a cold, cold tone to the man she guarded. "You kept me alive for my...breeding potential, with the side benefit that you could dangle me in front of this man like a carrot to keep him on your path!"

Mulder's eyes seemed to lock onto the clone's gaze, and he tore them away to glare at the old man that was their common enemy.  Nerves that had been exposed by the abrupt appearance of his sister's look-alike were scraped raw by the voice of this man that he had thought he had relegated to the past.  The Smoking Man did not deserve his rage or even his attention...but his emotions, already strained by days of fear, worry, false hope, false alarms and waiting, now burst into flames.  The rage in his voice was very much alive.  He had never had the chance to confront this man about the horrible treatment his sister had undergone, treatment that had stolen her memories and left her so traumatized that in the end only her soul had survived.  It was as if that tormented diary was before his eyes once more, pages glowing with the need for justice.  "You knew she was dead, knew it long ago, and yet you..."  His voice was harsh.  "You stole my life, not once but twice, and you weren't even content with stealing hers, torturing her childhood away; you had to do it to this one too!"  

Scully put a hand on his arm as if trying to keep him from flying apart.  Every muscle in his body was stiff and shaking with rage...and pain, even as William's trembled with his own inner ordeal.  Scully felt like a referee being torn in half.  She didn't want William to have to face this further upset, but there was nowhere to take him.  He seemed as unresponsive as his father was outraged.

Mulder didn't seem to notice her touch.  "I used to wish you were dead, old man.  If you were, you would have died too soon to face Justice."

The old schemer simply tilted his head back, withered throat exposed and tracheotomy shining dully in the half-light.  "Oh, I'll be dead soon enough.  But do not give up hope, Fox.  There are clones.  You got to see once again the image of a sister you had thought never reached adulthood."  His eyes flickered over their shoulders.  "You got to see young Alex once more.  Life is full of wonder, is it not?"  The laid-back delivery suddenly turned hard as stone.  "No single opportunity is wasted unless it is not taken.  I learned that with your father, with my work, applied it with your sister and with you..."  He grinned, a goading look.  "And when your father was gone, I applied the maxim with your mother as well.  And she with me, I expect."  

Mulder pulled away from Scully and the baby like a bullet from a gun.  "You leave my mother out of this, you black lunged bastard!  Don’t even mention her name to me!"  His eyes seemed to go flat for a moment, their green turned stormy.  "There's only one thing you could say to me now that I care to hear.  I don’t want to hear your self-serving motivations, or listen to you preach to us about all the things you've done to ensure our well-being and your agenda."  His voice twisted with hatred...and something else.  Something dark.  "I don't want to know your real name, your address in hell, your 'fatherly pain'.  I just want to know, was Samantha my father's child..." He seemed to hold his breath for a moment, readying himself to ask a question that he had never wanted to hear.  "Or was she yours too?  Did he choose her because he knew and wanted to save his own child?  Did you choose her because you could?"

She wished she hadn't had to tear his heart out like this...but he would find out anyway.  He never stopped once he had an edge to tug on.  He had always kept tugging and tugging until he brought the entire avalanche down upon his head.  It had always been this way.  Better he hear it from her rather than in the smug tones of the man they had both learned very early on to hate.   She knew him well enough by now to know that he couldn't hear it from anyone else and keep his sanity.  "Mulder."  Scully moved to this angry, tormented man that she loved.  Her heart twisted at his pain, but she knew he had to know.  This was ultimately the truth he had been seeking his entire life; the truth about himself.  "I asked him.  He says your father was...not fertile.  He wanted to save you both, so this man chose for him...to mold and to drive you, and to use her."

Mulder's face seemed to twist in pain; a familiar expression that she knew no one else had seen but her...and the four dark walls of his old apartment.  His eyes folded shut, and his hand dropped...and he turned away from them all to stand apart, shoulders hunched.  He had been through so much in his life.  She, with the benefit of her relatively stable childhood had no idea the kind of pain he must be feeling, the rejection, the disillusion.  She wanted to cry for him, and she wanted to comfort him.  To take him into her body and keep him safe forever.  That, she was coming to believe through her son, was a woman's strength; the strength to bear and to shelter.  It might not be enough to stop the world...but she knew Mulder would turn to her when he could...and she would hold him.  She would hold them both.  

"Perhaps it is meet," the clone said in a voice that, though soft, was pitched to carry to Mulder where he stood with his back to them in agony.  "Meet that Bill Mulder's money and estate would go to finance the Fight he believed in but was too afraid and too beaten to continue.  You were raised by him, Fox.  That makes you his son, in a much more concrete way than his daughter ever got the opportunity to be.  He would be proud, I think, that you have continued his work, used his means to provide for that fight, and for the upbringing of the grandchild of his heart.  You and your partner and child carry on his legacy as the one contentious objector in that whole damned, infamous Project."

Mulder's shoulders stirred, but he did not turn.  The Smoking Man seemed to feel he had gained an advantage, and his voice cracked out over that of the clone like a whiplash.  "You've been mine since the day I took your sister, Fox.  I drew you to me, and you came as you were taught.  I made you, and I made your son.  That child is more mine than he has ever been Bill Mulder's."

Mulder swung back suddenly, rage once again replacing that horrible despair.  “You are not my father!  Bill Mulder was my father!  He raised me to follow in his paths, to fight this war for him, not to further yours!”  His fists were clenched in defiance of this hideous parody of a man that had sired him and turned him loose upon the world.  "And that is exactly how I will raise my son."

“Ah,” the old man interrupted smoothly, “but who molded you, Fox?  Who nudged the man you called your father from the very first so that you would become what I wanted you to be?”  His black eyes snapped a sudden fire of possession, of acquisitiveness.  “Even were I not truly the progenitor of your blood, you would still most assuredly be my son as much as you were ever Bill Mulder’s.  He chose to disengage from you while you were still young.  I took over where he left off."  His faded eyes were sharp as augers as he continued a battle that had been going on since before Mulder had been born; a battle for territory and possession.  "Everything you are is due to my intervention, Fox; even more so than in my ‘legitimate’ son; for he I gave back to his mother.  A peace offering to soften the blow, and a tribute to her sacrifice.  That was the one thing she asked; to keep her son clean of it.  But you, Fox,” and here his eyes became positively unholy with glee, “you more than any of the others, were and are mine.”

Before Scully, torn between removing her son from the scene of conflict and supporting her man, could step forward to intervene, to rein Mulder in from harm to reason, he had stalked forward with murder in his face.  “I’ll never be yours, you cigarette-smoking sonofabitch!  You can’t buy me, and you can’t ransom my son.  You are NOTHING!”

The Smoking Man was unperturbed.  "I have already bought my rights to that child."

At his words, Scully's heart went cold.  She had forgotten her deal with the devil.  It was time to pay up.  She was suddenly sure that Mulder would feel betrayed by the arrangement she had had to make.

But rather than demand his audience with his grandson, the old schemer took on a reflective tone.  "I envied the man you thought was your father," he announced quietly.  He seemed unperturbed to see Mulder's face inches from his own and contorted with rage.  "He, foolishly perhaps and with naive idealism, had and thought he could keep all the things that I had eschewed.  The rest of us had already resigned ourselves, knowing there were things that we, in the service of necessity, could never have.  In the end, of course, the having of them betrayed him, but..."  The lined, creased countenance turned thoughtful, distant.  "He had my children, a woman that I loved, while I was trapped in a marriage of convenience with a son that I did not care to raise.  I take no pride in the malleable, in those who allow themselves to curry favour."  His eyes shifted to the clone of Krycek, standing about fifteen feet to one side and looking on with that supercilious mask.  "As Alex did.  As Diana did.  As Marita did...and Jeffrey."  And once again his face was wreathed in smiles.  "But you, Fox..."  

Mulder shook his head, once again icy calm though his eyes still glittered with hate.  "If I had joined you, you would have lost all respect for me."

"Twin war gods come to their father seeking magic to defeat their enemies."  It seemed to be a rune, a parable.  "That is true, Fox.  It is an ironic conundrum, is it not?  The one thing about which we admire a person is the one thing that keeps them from our grasp."

That was the one thing that Mulder needed to snap back to sanity, for it was the one statement that the old man had made that had not even the slightest claim to veracity.  Mulder stepped back, seeming ready of his own accord to consign this former scrap of humanity back to the dust where he had laid him to rest a few months before.  As before in the cabin in Grahamsville, he stepped back and analyze his own knee-jerk reactions.  

There was something he had been missing, and he had just found it.  His search had blinded him to it for years.  His own need to make everything about his quest for his sister all those years, reinforced by Dr. Werber's hypnosis so that he could become convinced, so that he could be that patsy...  They had made him Believe it, and it had rankled that he had been so eager to accept their forming of his beliefs.  He had wanted, needed an explanation so badly, needed to know more...  They had planned for him to be hooked enough by his first real abduction case with Scully in Oregon that he would go back to Dr. Werber and have his memories altered further...so that he could become what They wanted.  They had wanted him to believe that Samantha's disappearance had been at the behest of aliens rather than something earthbound, to entrench that belief so deeply that the evidence of government control would not shake him; so that he would feed the flap rather than to expose it.  So that he would fire the gun at the sky and fear them.  So that he would be unstable; a good tool, a pawn.  Many people in his life had been sorry for that.  His father.  Deep Throat.  --He wanted me to realize the Truth, and to not be Their tool.  To be in it for the justice, not the lie--  

"Deep Throat wanted me to grow up as Bill Mulder's son, not yours."

"The surrogate father, is that it Fox?  I very much doubt that my old colleague thought of anything beyond his own survival, and by extension his duty to keep you on the path."

"I wasn't finished," Mulder broke in without emotion.  "You weren't the only one to...'mold' me.  My Dad had a hand in it, and my Mom.  So did Deep Throat."  Mulder stepped back one more pace, drawing close once again to his small family.  The moment of Justice had fallen into his lap.  "But there is one person that you're forgetting; one person that has had more of an impact on who I am today than you have ever had in a lifetime of manipulation--and that's Scully."

The old man's patronising expression barely changed, but Mulder could see his surprise, his shock.  He barreled on before the enemy could recover.  "Scully took me away from your path," he claimed fiercely.  He didn't look at his partner, but he felt her surprise from here...and her sudden gratification.  "It was for her that I said no to your deal, went beyond my own need to hear what I thought was the Truth.  Because her constancy, her loyalty to me and all of her sacrifices required more of a tribute than to throw her over, to betray all that we had fought together to take the quick and easy path.  She wouldn't have wanted me to go over to you, even to save herself."  

Mulder bared his teeth.  "If you thought you'd instilled me with that strength that you have spent so many years trying to break, you're very wrong.  You had taught me that anything was worth giving up; even my soul, to get that information you had trained me like a Pavlov dog to need.  But it was Scully that taught me that some things aren't worth selling.  Loyalty is one.  Love is another."  The final thrust of the poisoned spear turned back around on its owner.  "You had nothing to do with that resistance that you say you admire.  What you admire in me, you had no part in teaching."

Scully felt her heart clench again...and then burst with triumph in Mulder's flat statement as the shocked rage blossomed in the Smoking Man's normally imperturbable countenance.  There was nothing that either of them could have said that would have more perfectly destroyed that man's self-congratulatory rhetoric, his megalomaniacal reshaping of the world to his uses.  She could see in his face that he had finally realized that he had fatally misjudged his conflict after all.  He had not been fighting with the ghost of Bill Mulder for the possession of his son...he had been fighting with Scully.  And Scully had won.  The exultation was suddenly enough to push aside even her worry for that instant, and the white-hot justice of what Mulder had just rammed home to their adversary gleamed like steel.

He had tried to break his son; but in the end, it was him that had been broken; by his own lies…and by the Truth.  By the one thing that he had never Believed in in this life; and that was the human power and the gift that was Love.  "Nice to know you've shot yourself in the foot, isn't it old man?" she taunted him lightly.  He had given them to each other, hoping that she would destroy his son.  Instead, she had broken the only hold that he had over Mulder; broken it for good with new ties.  She could see as well as he could that Mulder had cast aside the reins, finally and for good.  For the first time, even more than when that séance at April Base had given him an answer regarding his sister's soul and eased her partner's loss, Mulder was at peace.

Unnoticed at the far side of their tiny circle, Gibson's voice seemed to ring suddenly in the silence.  "He's played half of his little games out of a sense of ennui," the young man said with quiet conviction.  His gray-eyed gaze was eerie as ever as he took in their tableau.  "He thought that by playing board games with people's lives he would always be the chess master.  Instead he has learned that with his checkmate move he has lost the game."  The old man's hate-filled eyes turned to the teenager's face, but Gibson went on as if in a trance and unaware.  "He knew you could be manipulated.  He wants, needs someone to follow in his paths, someone to corrupt.  He tried each of you; first Mulder, then Agent Scully; and he wants William next."  The young man's mouth flattened into a thin line.  "Before, he was the Omega; beginning and end, using you as the vector to make his plans come to fruition.  He considered your son the outcome of that plan; the natural alpha to his omega."

"He's wrong."  Mulder's voice was without feeling as he stepped back to join Scully and their son.  "There's nothing he can do to take control of his twisted little dynasty ever again."

"That's where you’re wrong, Fox."  The puppet master’s voice was jagged in the stillness, and filled with a sort of impotent grasping.  "You think you have outmaneuvered me, but I still have a move to place on the board."  His hateful eyes turned to Scully's, pinned her like a bug to a card.  "You promised me an audience with young William, Dana.  Will you become what you fought for so long by taking a page out of my book and dishonouring that bargain?  I believe it is time that I held my grandson."

"What's he talking about, Scully?"  Mulder's eyes were flat as pennies on the old viper's face as he backed up to bracket her and their son.

--Moment of truth--  "He would take nothing less than that promise before he would tell us where to look for William," she said with quiet pain.  "I didn't want to agree.  But to find our son, Mulder...I would have promised him anything."

There was no look of disbelief or of outrage.  Mulder simply nodded and put his hand on her lower back to steer her away.  "Well, you may not want to 'take a page out of his book', Scully.  You're not the kind of person to renege, and I'm not going to prove that I'm any more like him than he wants me to believe."

He didn't look back at their old nemesis as he pronounced judgment.  "But we can keep our son away from him simply because it's good tactical reasoning.  Will is too traumatized to go to anyone but you, and I won't risk his mental wellbeing anymore than these last few days have already done.  If he truly cared about our child's future, he wouldn't even ask."  Not waiting for her reply, he tore his eyes away from their broken adversary's recalculating gaze to look at their son, then crouched to lay his hand on the toddler's back.  Will was no longer trembling, and after a moment he raised his baby face from his mother's torso.  "Hey buddy," Mulder murmured.  "I'm sorry I was so loud just now.  I've been worrying about you, and it made me angry.  We're all pretty happy to see you."

Scully felt her heart break, and her hand stilled on her baby's head as he lifted his face away from her breast.  She watched as William regarded his father with wide gray eyes full of turbulence...then suddenly unclamped from her to spring at Mulder in the second of the two reunions that had been waiting for him since he had been taken on Friday night.  He buried his tiny body in his father's arms, his face in that spot between Mulder's neck and shoulder.  Mulder stood slowly, arms tight around the trembling little boy.  "You okay Slugger?"

William sniffled slightly, and his tiny voice was muffled but audible through the folds of Mulder's collar.  "Yeah Dadda."  He sniffled again, and simply let himself be held.

Mulder raised his gaze to Scully's.  They both knew that their son was far from okay, but there was little more they could do for him right now than what they were doing.  Scully moved to bracket their son in a protective embrace.  He seemed to relax between them, sagging in Mulder's arms.  Mulder slid his free arm around her and laid his cheek against her hair, feeling like he would collapse any minute as the emotional strain, at its peak just a moment before, deserted him like a broken crutch.  He wanted to just be in the moment, but there were things to be taken care of yet.  "You shouldn't be here, Scully," he managed after a moment.  His throat had had a frog in it for a moment there.  He'd had to clear it twice.  "There might still be bees around."  

Scully let herself become a part of the embrace, wrapping her arms around Mulder's waist and laying her cheek against the unoccupied side of his chest as his hand tightened convulsively on the small of her back.  "It's okay Mulder," she murmured reassuringly.  "They had the equipment at the airbase we went to in Connecticut.  I tried to tell you when I called, but with all the interference..."  For the first time in a very long time, she tried his trick of popping in a bit of humour to defuse the strain of the moment.  "I never thought I'd be happy about that chip."

She didn't have to see his face to feel the last bit of stress drain out of him.  His relief was palpable as he disengaged his free arm from its clasp to brush his fingers under the curtain of her hair, over the tiny scar.  Neither of them moved for a moment.  Then he slid his hand into her hair and simply held her against him...and they allowed themselves, just for a moment, to simply be.  

xxx

To one side of that reunion, Doggett and Skinner were arguing some point with Crane and Rohrer.  Apparently things had begun to get heated, and all four men had begun to gesticulate rather urgently.  After a moment's discussion, the two supersoldiers peeled off to approach Scully's two Rebels, back with the detachment from McNair but still under the watchful eyes of the clones that had held them at stiletto-point earlier.  There followed what appeared to be a quiet verbal set-to in which Crane and Rohrer were informed in no uncertain terms that the Rebels in charge of the continent were to cooperate with the demands of the two year old child that lay buried in his parents' arms like a termite in a wall.  Rohrer came back with Crane in tow and nodded once, sharply to the tall southerner and the balding Assistant Director.  "The satellite com-link is at the Pentagon, but the Mall is too hot for us right now.  We've been ordered to jury-rig a link-up at Anacostia or McNair.  You coming?"

Skinner's eyes flicked to Mulder's.  Mulder shook his head once, a quick jerk of negation, and Skinner nodded imperceptibly before he turned back to pin Crane with a gimlet glare.  "All of us?" he queried with that quiet intensity that had so unnerved his underlings in years of dressings-down in that upstairs office.  "None of us're too hot on the idea of helping you guys out with your little divide and conquer ploy."

"If that were apropos to our purpose, you would have been eliminated before you could be reunited," the supersoldier pointed out grimly, then glanced at Rohrer, but his words were still directed at the man that was his superior in the day job that provided his cover.  "You can believe us or not, but we have to move if we're gonna do this.  Our superiors aren't even sure we'll be able to contact the Bureaucracy.  They might even already be en route, and that cuts off communication considerably."

"When's the last time your people talked to 'em?"  Doggett broke in.  He was obviously keeping his shield of disbelief fairly intact, but he was open-minded enough to ask the right questions. 

"They had our reports on the likelihood that the attack would come with the warm weather.  They'll have been monitoring.  If they're going to get here in time at all, they'll have to have started three months ago.  That's about how long it takes for them to get here from the Home System.  They’re the only ones physically capable of traveling at top speed through the wormhole."

"Yeah, okay; whatever you say, Crane.  Knowle, let's get this show on the road."  The current head of the x-files glanced over at Mulder and Scully et al.  "You guys comin'?"

Mulder met his protégé’s eyes over Scully's head.  They needed to get Will out of here...but they also had to keep these Rebels in sight, and that meant sticking close.

"We'll be right behind you."  At least Will had stopped trembling.  The FBI group moved out, trailing supersoldiers, Rebels, and clones like a melancholy but expectant parade.
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"That should do it."  Rohrer jerked his head toward his former corpsman.  "If they're coming out of transit anytime in the next year they'll pick it up."

"Anytime in the next year."  Doggett nodded back and turned away from the replicant of his old friend.  "Outstanding."  He moved over to where Skinner was standing with Mulder and Scully and the traumatised kid, half an eye on Crane and Rohrer and the two ‘Rebels’ from Scully's party that had accompanied them into this technician's nightmare of a room on the Naval Air Base.  Completing the décor of the sobering gray walls like a well-organized version of the Gunmen's lair were technical readouts, blinking lights and toggles and any number of other do-dads embedded in counters or protruding from cabinets.  --What a difference a little government funding makes--  he thought wearily.

Doggett understood a good old-fashioned ham radio like they used over in Vietnam, and he knew Skinner had about the same level of understanding.  Hot-wiring the trashed radio on the Galpex Orpheus was one thing.  This clusterfuck operation had been a little beyond either of their capabilities, and they'd had to rely on the two supersoldiers, hoping that Rohrer and Crane were telling the truth about the encoded message that they were sending.  They just as easily could have sent a plea bargain, or made a deal with the guys who unleashed this biological hazard...or...  Doggett didn’t think it meant that he’d been hanging around with Mulder too long to worry that those guys might not be doing what they said they were.  Not believing in all that crap in the x-files didn’t mean he was stupid.  

These supersoldiers, if that's what they were (and despite Knowle's testimony, Doggett couldn't quite stomach calling them 'replicants' or 'replacements') seemed perfectly happy to feed into Mulder and Scully's little group delusion.  The problem was, Doggett didn't, couldn't believe that the persons they were supposed to be signaling with this high-tech stuff even existed.  It kind of put a damper on his faith in the communication.  His two choices were to either believe that there were some alien Bureaucrats out there to be signaled for some kind of Final Judgment (with capital letters, no less), or that the whole thing was a hoax perpetrated on his co-workers in order to hide some other, more diabolical set-up.  And since he couldn't quite swallow all the corollaries for choice A, that meant that he had to be on the lookout for the consequences of B.  Either way, to his mind, B was just more damned probable.  

"Well that's that."  He nodded in the general direction of the rest of the x-files crew as he moved to lean against the wall beside Skinner.  "They say they're leaving a message for these aliens of yours.  If it doesn't turn out to be a trap, we should be okay."  The cynicism exuded by his voice betrayed exactly how much credence he put into that belief.

Mulder raised his eyes from his rather tense, whispered conference with Scully and Skinner.  "The 'supersoldiers' are yours, Doggett," he said quietly, "and you can have them, but the alien Colonists and their politics are mine.  I'll trust you when you give me military secrets to ferret out if you trust me to keep an eye on the bigger picture."

Doggett regarded the other man for a moment.  He certainly would be more than happy to let Mulder and his crew deal with this 'alien menace' angle since that was all the founder of the unit was really interested in at the moment anyway...but unfortunately the whole thing was one problem now.  It couldn't just be bisected like that.  "Yeah, well the difference is, Muldah, now they’re from the same team, so that means we have to put the two angles together an’ still come to a consensus."

He caught Scully's eyes, begging for her to use her phenomenal sense of patience and her ability to somehow communicate alternatives to Mulder without putting his back up.  The guy tended to be stubborn just for the sake of stubbornness, and Dana was the only one who seemed to be able to make him see reason.  They needed to keep their eyes open here in case this turned out to be less straightforward than it seemed.  He for one didn't trust any of these guys to do what they said they would--oath of fealty to little William or no.  "Ya gotta admit, this would be a perfect opportunity for them to pull a fast one if they wanted to...or even for their communiqué to be intercepted if you wanna put it that way.  We have no real idea what went out undah that encryption."  He saw the flicker in Scully's eyes that said she acknowledged his point.  He knew without looking that Skinner did.  He waited to see how Mulder would take it.  He didn't exactly hold his breath, but...the last thing they needed right now was a show of Muldah-bravado for pride's sake.  The man was the most muleheaded human being he had ever met in his life.

Mulder had locked eyes with his current Bureau counterpart with an almost analysing glare, but before he could retort, Scully gripped his arm and drew his attention downward until he met her eyes.  "Mulder, he's right.  You're always saying trust no one, be ready for anything.  These Rebels seemed beat to me back there, ready to take the chance--and God knows I can't think of any other moves they could have--but we might not know everything."

Mulder stared at her for a moment, and she could see the heat drain out of him as her logic percolated through his wall.  She was used to that look of reluctant agreement by now, could recognize it anywhere.  "Are you telling me to keep an open mind, Scully?" he cracked finally, and she relaxed as he raised his eyes back to Doggett.  "Good point, rookie.  So we keep our eyes open.  Play it by the minute."

Doggett nodded, avoiding Scully's eyes so that Mulder wouldn't see the ‘thank you’ embedded there.

Skinner's eyes were flickering from one person to another as he absorbed the byplay.  "The thing is, ladies and gentlemen," the AD contributed quietly, "at this point there's really not much more we can do except hope for the best."  His pragmatic comment seemed to bring that fact home to everyone, and the entire crew fell silent.

That drawn-out silence was broken by a loud squeal as half of the electronic devices protruding from the walls suddenly blinked or whirred to life from their 'screensaver' modes.  Recording devices flickered and clicked into gear, paper began to roll from a laser printer at the far end of the counter where the two replicants stood staring, and three of the room's many screens began to show readouts.  Rohrer leapt into action, leaning over one of the terminals and calling out data to a nonplussed Agent Crane.

"Commandant!"

The two Rebels in their black jumpsuits had actually managed to look startled despite their lack of facial expression as the racket burst forth from the awakened machines.  Now they moved as one to bracket the supersoldier marine.

Mulder's eyes were flashing from one readout to another, taking in the whirring machines with excitement, his entire body suddenly vibrating with visible waves of tension and exultation.  "It's exactly like what happened at Arecibo, Scully," he murmured under his breath in an intense voice.  "It went down exactly this way."

Scully didn't reply.  There was little she could say.

The two aliens were taking in Rohrer's report in stoic silence as if absorbing every detail, but they made no comment and engaged in no discussion.  After a moment the machines ceased whirring and settled into a sort of holding pattern; a series of beeps and clicks and whirring noises with an underlying tempo that seemed to repeat itself over and over like a code or cipher.  The sudden and relatively deafening lack of sound was like a wall; a wall that was shattered by a new voice from the doorway.  

"That signal is the registration code for my Master's launch.  At least some representatives of the Council have arrived in this System, by my accounting."  The guy that Scully referred to as 'the Ambassador' stood just inside the room, his arms crossed and an expression much akin to Mulder's stubborn one on his face.  He seemed set for some kind of opposition, and his fringe of gray hair stood on end around his head like a dark halo.  "As the nearest Representative of the Council on this planet, I am the only one qualified to make the appropriate reply, after which I must apprise them of our current situation."  In for a penny.  Doggett held his breath, wondering if these supposed ‘aliens’ would give over the conn to this Ambassador guy.  He’d proven himself to be at least a semi-ally.  At any rate, Mulder and Scully seemed ready to extend him more trust than they did any of the other guys involved in this little fiasco.

The two Rebels turned to glance at the Ambassador with inscrutable expression, then nodded at each other.  None of them said a word, but for some reason the way the two jumpsuted guys looked at each other seemed almost reminiscent of a silent discussion.  Doggett never realized exactly how fraught the term 'exchange glances' could be before now.  As the silence ticked on, he tried to ignore the mutilations on the faces of the two ‘Rebels’.  It had given him a turn when he'd first seen them and no mistake.  

He still didn't want to think about what that scarring meant to his theory.  He'd thought for a couple of years now that these guys were playing Mulder and Scully for all they were worth, but this self-mutilation went a bit far.  In fact, it fell into the realm of the kind of paranoia that Mulder and Scully had gone into when they had been 'hoaxed' back in '97; overkill in the extreme for a simple mindgame.  He wasn't quite sure yet what to make of that conflicting bit of evidence, so he filed it away in the back of his brain and let it go so he could continue his observations.  That, after all, was part of his job.  

After a moment, the two faceless beings turned back to the Ambassador, seeming to come to a decision.  At any rate, the one that Knowle referred to as 'the Commandant' squared his shoulders before flourishing one black-gloved hand at the counter with its technological gizmos as if showing off a door prize.  "We would be indebted to the Ambassador if he would proffer our regards to the Senate."  

The Ambassador didn’t waste a moment in stepping forward to thrust aside the office chair in front of the main console.  He nodded once briefly at the Rebels before sidling in beside Rohrer and leaning over the control board with an intent expression…  

--No effing way!--  The ‘alien’s hands remained at his sides…but the keys on the keyboard depressed themselves in a rapid blur of motion as if they were typing by themselves!  Doggett shook his head in disbelief and leaned forward, straining his eyes to see the trick, but he couldn’t locate any evidence of apparatus on the underside of the desk, nothing attached to the guy’s hands or head.  It was as if some phantom fingers were typing faster than human reflexes could manage while everyone just stood around and looked on like this was the most commonplace thing on the planet.  –What the hell?--

After a moment the keys stopped and the Ambassador leaned back, watching information in the same encryption float across the screen, scrolling upward.  There was a short delay, and then another burst from the varied instruments from around the room.  --It has to be some kind of trick technology--  Doggett was having way too many strains on his credulity for one day.  God, he wished his job were still easy.  Kidnappers.  Drug dealers.  Even a few of Monica's mythical Satanists would be preferable to this hocus-pocus.

"It is my Master and two others," the gray-haired person said as he turned back to the x-files groupies.  "She has come first when she could not convince the rest to take immediate action, knowing that without representation in the nick of time all would be lost here.  The rest have finally decided to agree.  They are en route and will arrive in approximately two weeks."  The harmless-looking face creased in an expression that seemed almost friendly...but the eyes had turned incisive.  "You are fortunate.  This situation has been classified top priority by all accounts.  Nothing less would have brought the Council to heel in its entirety."  He returned his gaze to the two Rebels, looking on without emotion at the announcement for which they had been waiting for who knew how long.  "This advance party will land in a half-hour, Earth time.  No place inside the city will be large enough to make the necessary accommodation, up to and including this airbase."  His eyes suddenly turned gray and hard with an air of command.  "We will return to the Park, and you will place the homing device in the centre of the largest treeless area.  A detachment of sufficiency for an honour guard will be assigned to escort our party to that area, along with any representatives you see fit to include.  You may begin."

There was a profound silence.  The two Rebels seemed unwilling to take the orders of an off-planet dignitary whose political leanings were suspect.  The Ambassador tilted his head slightly, and his gray fringe shifted as he pinned the two scarred faces with a piercing stare.  "Do you deny, Commandant,” he addressed them in mild reproach, “that my authourity in this matter exceeds your own?  You are planetary governor en exigis, but you have not yet been ratified or acknowledged.  In matters of mediation and debate I have the support and the backing that you do not.  Do you concede this point?"  This Ambassador seemed to be pushing for some kind of edge, pounding away at the Commandant's options and pushing him to make a commitment without time to back out.  Doggett recognised the technique from Interrogation 101.  Apparently 'aliens' took the same kinds of courses.  One more point for his book.

The Commandant seemed to be having some sort of internal struggle.  After a moment his face twisted in the first open show of emotion that Doggett had seen in that scarred visage.  "The point is conceded," he said in a reluctant tone.  "Our negotiations are in your hands, Ambassador.  We must rely on you to represent our struggle in the correct light."  Despite that eerie lack of expression, the admission seemed to leave a bad taste in the Commandant's mouth.

The Ambassador apparently had no problem with this emotional constipation that seemed to run through these guys.  His face broke into a triumphant grin.  "You will not be disappointed, Commandant.  You now, despite your reservations, occupy the same political stratum as myself and my companions."  He tilted his head toward Mulder and Scully and the door behind which their Renegade counterparts supposedly waited under guard.  "Your Movement will be under that umbrella and I will do all that I can to encourage our superiors to respect both your sacrifices, and the gains that you have made."  Rising swiftly, he swept past the two mutilated Rebels and moved to the door.  He nodded to Mulder and company as he opened it and stepped out, supersoldiers and 'aliens' in tow.  Apparently their little grouping was supposed to follow him.

As they moved out after the military unit, the humans automatically bunched up like a fleshy shield around the preternaturally silent child in the centre of their phalanx.  That poor kid needed all the protection he could get.  On the way out, Doggett leaned over to whisper out of the corner of his mouth to whomever it might concern.  "So what the hell was that all about?"

Surprisingly, it was Skinner that answered.  "As far as I can make it out, John," he whispered back, "that Commandant guy wanted to be in charge of his own negotiations.  He probably thought this was his chance to discredit this Ambassador and his Renegades so his own faction would come out on top and get all the kudos.”  The Assistant Director had always had a terse delivery, but he was taking the cake today.  Doggett wondered where exactly the older man had picked up this ability he had to talk like he bought everything that Mulder said, and yet still manage to keep his dignified air and the respect of his peers.  Doggett knew that if he could use his days in the Marines and his current experiences to garner that kind of diplomacy, he would be on top of his game.  He could do worse than to take pointers from Skinner.  The man was a great example of exactly the kind of leader John Jay Doggett always hoped to be.

“From the comments Scully and Mulder have overheard,” the AD went on quietly, “he seems to want to be made a sort of planetary governor here, but he can't do that without official recognition.  If little Will turns out to be what all of these other guys seem to think he is as far as a political rallying point, the pigheadedness of these Rebels..." he grimaced, "in trying to kill him so many times in the past two years might end up looking bad on his record when he starts campaigning.”  He flickered his gaze to Mulder’s as if to check to see if he was getting it right so far.  Mulder nodded for him to continue.  

“And he knows this Ambassador believes that Will is what they've been waiting for, which means he'll be supporting the Renegades' side of things.  If these Council members decide in our favour at all, the only way the Commandant will get what he considers to be his just desserts is if he promises to protect Scully and Mulder's son with everything in his power."  That point seemed to sit very well with the older man, and he continued with in a hard, disapproving tone.  "Some people have a hard time admitting that they were wrong."  His eyeglasses flashed in the harsh fluorescent glare as they stepped into the antechamber outside the communications room.  "That about cover it, Mulder?"

Mulder's eyes were busy casing the room, evaluating the mood.  "I think that's about it.  Congratulations, Skin-man; I always knew you were paying attention."  Skinner did not deign to answer.
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"This is interesting," Scully broke in, and nodded to the far side of the chamber.  Just beyond the cluster of Renegades, Gibson and the Smoking Man in his wheelchair, Krycek's clone was sitting in a hard fiberglass chair bolted to the wall under the single bank of plain windows that made the room look like an airport waiting area.  Marita Covarrubias was standing in front of him and looking down with a kind of wistful agony on her drawn and haggard visage.  The strange half-light of the overcast day gave the sharp planes of Krycek’s face an ethereal glow as he looked up at the svelte figure of the former SRSG, and surprisingly enough his own expression seemed to echo that of the blonde woman.  Obviously they had walked back into a rather vital bit of conversation.

"Alex didn't want them to hope," the clone was saying in a tone of quiet pride.  Despite the low tone, his voice carried across the quiet murmur that had taken over the expectant hush of the room as the Ambassador began giving orders to his Renegades.  "He would have lost his ticket to the in-crowd.  They were going to be 'medically prepared' to receive the hybrid genes...and he would rather have been a slave as long as he was alive."  The ratlike face twisted again.  "Unlike me, he still thought he had something to lose, and he wasn't willing to fight the Future even though he hoped that Mulder would succeed somehow.  Like you did.  He never believed it, but he hoped."

"The only thing Alex Krycek hoped for was to save his own ass," Marita retorted in a harsh voice.  "He left me in that facility at Fort Marlene to go after that fetus.  I thought I would die.  I hoped it would be over soon as advertised, but it didn’t end, and then They tried to kill me.  You of all people knew what They were doing to me in there, and you have the gall to back him up to my face?"

The clone shook his head and grabbed her hand as if to catch her attention.  "I'm not him.  Why do you think I got you out after he freed me?  I've seen what happens to those who play the Game.  That Smoking bastard wasn't going to take Alex along when They went to meet the Colonists and undergo the Process unless he brought the fetus as his ticket in...not anymore than he was going to bring you along.  They didn't reward loyalty, and Spender less than any of the others.  They strung Alex along as much as they did you or any of us."  The rat-like face twisted again, and the dark voice turned mocking.  "'Be good and you'll be included'.  Alex knew better than to trust Them, and he went to steal the fetus for a bargaining tool; but the Rebels got to it first.  His ticket to the future was taken, and he had nowhere to go...but to the Rebels.  With them we had a better choice.   But in order to save himself, he had to cut off any ties to ‘abominations’ like us."  

His eyes seemed to seek Marita's out, almost as if pleading for understanding.  "I'm not excusing his actions.  I've been trying to make up for what he did out of fear; to take the choices he could not."  His eyes glinted so like Krycek's that Doggett felt Skinner shudder.  He hadn't really known that man, but from what he'd read, they had a reason not to trust him or anyone connected with him.  

"I'm like you, Marita," the clone continued.  "They used us and then tossed us aside like trash when we no longer served Their purpose.  They did it with everyone."  That shot was obviously intended to be heard.  The clone may not have glanced their way even once, but he knew they were back in the room.  Even from the other side of the group, Doggett could sense Mulder's sudden rage.  The clone never even glanced at them, eyes on the blonde woman staring at him in surprise.  Her face softened, and Doggett realized that this 'clone' or whatever he was had hit a nerve with Ms. Covarrubias.  This was what these two had in common--the hate of the used, of those who had found themselves to be undesirable.

"He still kept trying to earn his place in the future that the Syndicate designed."  Marita’s voice was bitter, accusing.

"So did you, up to a point."  The clone's riposte was pointed.

“I went back because He threatened me.”  The flat hatred in her voice was staggering in its simplicity.  “Somehow He found out about…our secret, and He threatened its safety if I didn’t do His bidding.  I hated Alex for getting me into that situation; having to beg Spender’s indulgence!”

The clone seemed unmoved, but Doggett noticed a flicker of emotion beneath that cool reserve.  "You went back to survive; for both considerations.  Such is the drive of the survivalist, and survival is the highest ideology.  You let yourself think of other considerations, though, and They got their revenge on you in the worst possible way.  Their last betrayal was the worst, though, and you disengaged.”  He seemed to be calculating his last comments.  “You stopped playing Their game sooner than Alex.  You’re stronger than he was, yeah; but should you hold his weakness against us both?"  

The blonde woman sat down heavily, face once again exhausted and full of a kind of wistful pain.  "You can't redeem him,” she said softly.  “Especially not to me.  I wish you could see that you're better than he was.  That you’re stronger."  Her husky voice became hard, cajoling.  "It's time to live your own life, free of Alex Krycek.  Without reacting to his past to form your future."

There seemed to be a quiet tenor of hope under her voice, and Doggett felt Scully tense beside him.  Apparently there was something going on here that he didn't understand, but such was the look of quiet yearning in the blonde woman's eyes that Doggett felt his heart clench for her.  Whatever she wanted from this ‘clone’, she wasn't going to get it.  Krycek's eyes had gone suddenly hard, denying her whatever it was that she was asking of him.  

"I have no future.  I must finish what he started."  The walls had slammed back down in Krycek's eyes.  The blonde woman seemed to fold somehow without moving, as if the support of some long-held, forlorn hope had just been torn away from her.

"Then I cannot be betrayed a third time."  It came out as a painful whisper.  She stood up, and her voice went suddenly harsh with anger and disappointment...and a determination to feel neither again.  She threw her arm out toward the Renegades clustered around the Ambassador and the two Rebels.  "Go do whatever you need to do to prove yourself to Them.  I won't be there."

The clone stood too, but he didn't walk toward the small caucus across the room just yet.  "Was it a boy or a girl?"  The curiousity in his voice was like the curiousity of a dead thing, a person that had just sentenced himself to his own private hell.  Doggett felt Scully, Mulder, and Skinner pull up sharply in shock at the quiet question.  

Marita's face crumpled as she turned away, white knuckles against her mouth as if to hold back sudden tears.  She stood for a moment facing the bank of windows, tense shoulders outlined against the gray roiling sky.   The clone reached out to touch her, and the blonde woman barked an order before he could settle his hand.  "You don't get to touch me anymore."  Krycek removed his hand as if burnt, and there was an expectant, painful silence.  In the end, Marita spoke without turning.  "If you don't want to be involved in that future, then you don't deserve to know, but I'll tell you anyway.  It was a girl."

Something seemed to break inside the clone, and his shoulders slumped a little as he faced the former SRSG's back.  "Did she survive?"

Another silence…and Marita's shoulders slumped as well.  But there was a thin cord of pride, of resistance left in beneath her words.  "Yes.  But I will not tell you where she is."

The clone stared at her back as if trying to decide whether to speak again or to return to business.  After a moment he seemed to realize that the choice he had made precluded further conversation.  There was nothing left that he could say, and he turned sharply on one heel to rejoin the Renegades on the other side of the room.  As he stalked past Mulder's group, he glared at the other man, and his expression clearly said, 'You want to make something of it?'  

Doggett felt himself tensing as the clone brushed by, but there was no incident.  Marita Covarrubias didn't move from her place at the windows.  

"Well."  Skinner was the first to clear his throat uncomfortably.  "Ah…that was interesting."

Beside Doggett, Scully stirred.  "Mulder," she murmured under her breath.  Her voice barely carried to the members of their tiny party, much less to the muttering group between them and the windows.  She shifted little William in her arms and turned slightly to his father, petite face turned inward with a kind of contemplative look that Doggett had come to recognise over the last couple of years as Dana Scully putting the facts together.  "Your sister's clone was subjected to experiments under the Smoking Man's aegis, to try to breed a hybrid.  That’s what she was talking about back there.  He apparently had a line on the organic idea long before his compatriots."  

Her voice was gaining strength as she followed her thought to its conclusion; reaching out on the same kind of thin ice that her partner always did with his connect-the-dots style of deduction.  The approach had apparently rubbed off; Doggett had heard plenty of Mulderisms coming from his sometime partner while they had been working together.  Despite that, he listened as intently as the rest.  Far be it from him to be caught slacking.  "He wouldn't have executed her children unless he was more successful than he had hoped.  Maybe the Syndicate got wind of his little experiment there after he destroyed those kids, and They tried the same thing with Marita while she was at Fort Marlene, using clone DNA for insemination”  As if feeling that she was reaching too far, Scully came back to the base of known facts like a carrier pigeon swooping home to its cote.  “We know that she was exposed to the virus and the vaccine, so she would have been a possible carrier, and prime stock for that kind of...breeding."  Her face twisted.  She had been considered prime stock for breeding herself over the last decade.  She couldn't help but feel sympathy for a fellow sufferer.

Mulder's face was carefully blank as he listened closely to his partner’s theorizing, but Doggett could see his mix of pride in Scully’s deduction, fascination for the possibilities she’d raised, and a tiny undercurrent of pain.  He showed little sign of his earlier rage at realizing that one of Samantha's clones had been retained for that kind of private experimentation, but Doggett knew that Mulder’s pain over his sister was the same kind of pain that he felt whenever he heard something new about...about Luke.  It gave him the kind of insight into the other man’s thought processes that he never thought he would have.  Mulder was concentrating on the case to avoid the emotional attachments; considering the problem with his normal detached resolution.  It was a good method; tried and true, and Doggett could almost see tiny, inexhaustible neurons racing around in the other man’s brain; making connections and unearthing old references as he did his whiz-bang mumbo-jumbo and came up with the appropriate corollaries to her theory.  

"Spender's report supports that she was exposed,” he agreed after a moment’s contemplation.  “It says that she looked 'peaked and exhausted', in his words.  Say what you want about my half-brother, but he was an observant and well-trained agent.  He would have noticed everything that was there to be noticed.  If she was pregnant, he didn't mention it.”  He turned his head to look into Dana’s eyes.  “I saw her too, Scully, when we were there.  She didn’t look healthy...but she didn’t look pregnant either."

Scully nodded, eyes still on the other woman where she stood unmoving across the room.  "You know Marita Covarrubias better than I do, Mulder.  She doesn't strike me as the promiscuous type, especially in a situation like that.  And pregnancy is unnoticeable at that early a stage.  You didn’t see her again from then till now.  She had ample time to carry and give birth, and hide away a child from the New Order before we met her again in Philly."

Mulder made an impatient face, and showed what Doggett thought was a rare sensitive side in his next words.  "Whether it was an implantation or…a comfort thing isn't any of our business.”  All business again.  “But apparently there was a child, and she managed to save it before it was destroyed...probably during the chaos after the Rebels took over."  He turned back to his partner.  "Which means that William might not be the only hybrid kid alive out there.”  

Scully did meet Mulder's eyes then, flickered them to Skinner and back again.  "The Renegades and the Ambassador said he was the last."  Doggett flinched at the cold implacability in her voice.  He watched all the same ‘Wild Kingdom’ shows that Mulder looked at, but he had never before heard such incontrovertible proof in a woman's voice that said she would turn into a crazed lioness if her child were threatened.  He certainly wouldn't want to get in Dana Scully's way if anyone ever came after her little boy again.

"Apparently they don’t know as much as they think they do."  Mulder's voice was just as implacable, but if he had any sympathy for Ms. Covarrubias or the clone whose child she bore, he showed no sign.
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Potomac Park

1400 hours

They wove their way out of the main facility at Anacostia en toto, and emerged in time to meet a detachment of supersoldiers outside the vomitously beige and lime Cold War era edifice.  The escort folded around them as crisply as if they were performing a parade ground maneuver, enfolding humans, clones and aliens inside a phalanx of about thirty replicants with William and his whilom guard at the core.  No one was going to get through to that child.  No one was going to get him away, either.  

Mulder wished that the thought comforted him.  Instead, it only made him feel like a mouse in a trap or a bird in a cage.  Protected, yes, but with no way to go it on his own.  While his mind dwelt on other things; every angle of the current situation, his eyes searched for weak spots in the cortege but found no discernable exits.  Still he searched, and thought of other things.  What form would this meeting take?  Would there be an actual landing in the park?  

--With ships.  Actual, incontrovertible proof.   Please God, if You’re listening…if You ever did--  

Would they actually be permitted to see these Elders in their true form?  (He ignored the gibbering little child in his head that screamed, ‘Yes!  Yes!  Please!’)  

He had spent his entire life, it seemed, seeking out this very moment; with every atom of his being.  The stink of it was, he had never been able to see it firsthand; to have his own close encounter of the third kind.  His errant mind came up with a wayward picture of what kind of life-affirming, fuzzy-around-the-edges movie Steven Spielberg would make of his life and snorted derisively.  These beings had no benevolent purpose.  Mulder knew that as no one else did, except for perhaps Scully.

He had spent his entire adult life seeking out the stories of abductees, soaking it up, taking it all in; every detail, every emotion.  Sniffing the edges of an experience in which he could never share.  Coming again and again to that slippery edge, begging to be taken; trying to get close enough with his every overextended, desperate thrust into the Conspiracy…so that he could be taken too.  So that he could be taken to her.

So that he could find his sister.

Again and again he had been found unacceptable to Them, and he remained behind until he had become reckless with it; desperate.  He had become a fatalist, accepting that the only way he would find Samantha was to sacrifice himself to Them.  To be a martyr.  He had been resigned to that…until They had punished Scully for his transgressions.  He had not been the one They had martyred, but the one person in the world that he loved.  Only his caring for her had stopped a vague sense of resentment that she had been found worthy when he had not; his caring, and the guilt in knowing that it was his fault she had suffered a fate that he had been willing to take on, but that she had neither wanted nor deserved.  He had been denied time and time again…until the end, when he had given up, knowing that the personal costs were too high and that there were other things to live for.  Only then had he been taken.  

At the time he had not known the reason why it had taken Them so long.  That They had kept him away on purpose.  That They had strung him along.  That They had considered him to be better able to serve Their purposes on the ground than above.  With her.  With the Answer.  Until… 

When he had finally been taken, it had not been by the Them he had sought for so long.  When he had finally joined the ranks he had so long yearned to become a part of, it had been too late.  Too horribly late, in his own life.  And look where that final impulsive moment had led them; his need to see Them again.  To be one with the Truth.  His own son was to be the hostage for his sins; for the world’s.  

Which brought his gerbil-on-a-wheel mind back around to another consideration.  What effect would Marita’s unexpected revelation about another hybrid child mean for their son?  Would it reduce his importance to these Elders when it came to deciding the fate of the planet?  Was there any way for him to stop either Marita or the clone from mentioning it till the negotiations were over?  Upon sober reflection, he doubted if Marita would do so at least.  She seemed to want to keep her child out of sight and out of mind.  She hadn’t even wanted to join them at this historic occasion, but to her obvious dismay the Colonel had insisted she come along.

While these and many other considerations whirled and pinged around in Mulder’s overworked brain, they crossed the bridge to the park for about the third time that day and hunkered down to wait.  Despite the leakage of his father’s overactive mind, William was beginning to calm, and Scully was coaxing him to speak in sentences.  Her murmurs and his piping responses punctuated the silence of the park as the escort settled down to await the coming of those that the ancients had called Gods.

"Can you tell Mama how you're feeling, Sweetie?" Scully was asking their little boy.

William didn't answer for a long time.  His eyes were distant as he gazed not at his mother, but to the north...almost as if he were staring through the guards at something that only he could see.  When he finally spoke, his young voice sounded older than his years and almost eerie.  "They're coming, Mama."  

Scully looked up at Mulder, to see her concern mirrored in his face along with unwelcome surmise.  She tore her eyes away to duck back into William's line of sight, trying to catch his attention.  "Who's coming, baby?"

"Them.  The ones that want to keep me.  They wanna have a trial in fronta th' Elders an' make 'em decide that They should have me; not these guys."  The baby's face had become almost frighteningly calm, like a flat sea, and his blue-green eyes were once again deep and gray, remote as before, in the cavern.  She had given Mulder the rapid, glossy version of her efforts since they had parted at Maggie's house two evenings ago.  Mulder imagined that the sight of their son going distant like that would unnerve them both for a very long time now.  One thing was sure, though.  Will was the hell of an early warning system--far more sensitive than even Mulder had thought back in the beginning of their reunited career across the country.  

Mulder allowed his eyes to be drawn across the lawn in the direction of his son's intent gaze.  He didn't really want to follow that comment to its natural conclusions, but someone had to.  It looked like they might be in for a showdown if these Elders didn't show up fairly quickly.   The idea had certain strategic allure; it was the kind of play he could have admired in Stratego when he was younger.  If the Colonists, through some kind of guerilla attack, could overpower their relatively small and ceremonial escort of Rebels, the conclusion of their little yearlong delaying tactic would become moot.  

"Shit."  Unless a ship popped in overhead in the next ten minutes, this thing would be over before the Elders could get here to settle things in a more civilized manner.  The evidence of that deduction was at hand.

Approaching them from the north, from the centre of the city, was a phalanx of nearly twenty identical alien Colonists, each wearing the face of the hated Bounty Hunter.  They were accompanied by about fifteen ragged replicants with the steely eyes of former abductees become alien drones.  "Scully, get ready to take Will and run if it comes down to a fight.  Walter, you'll help her.  Doggett, you and I'll hold 'em off."  There were tense nods around the circle.  No one questioned their orders.

The Colonial deputation marched out to meet the Rebel-Renegade contingent with flatly determined faces and in a motley conglomeration of clothing.  In each beefy alien hand gleamed the sliver cylinder of the alien stiletto, while their replicants flexed bare skin in preparation for battle.  In response the Rebels, supersoldiers and clones seemed to crouch, and each freedom fighter suddenly bore one of the black flame-wands or an identical silvery stiletto.  The delegation from the FBI collectively tensed itself for flight, and Mulder glanced at his son one more time--whether to make sure the child was doing alright or to reassure himself that he wasn't about to disappear on them again, he wasn't sure.  Surprisingly, though, William wasn't paying any attention to the scene of abortive conflict, the Rebels in their deadly crouch or the approaching Colonists coming to take him away again.  Their son was looking up.

Just as the Colonists broke the stalemate and moved to attack, a thunderous rumble like the mother of all sonic booms burst over them, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere.  The tense moment cracked and broke like crisp plastic in frozen air as the shocking, eardrum-pounding noise settled over them in an prolonged assault of something that transcended sound.  The air seemed to seethe suddenly with invisible fumes, predominately the smell of ozone and overheated metal.  The heads of every human being in the group jerked up in shock at the unholy din, and Mulder noticed dimly that the clones were looking up as well.  The aliens, however, hadn't moved.  

The supersoldiers were not distracted either, and they took this opportune moment to make their move.  The resulting struggle was terrifying, titanic.  Uncontained in space like the fight Scully and William had witnessed in the caverns of the Kindred, it raged back and forth in unimpeded waves.  

The Colonist replicants were the first to go.  They were equally matched with their government-funded counterparts, but they were not armed with the flame-wands that were apparently a Rebel invention, and they were untrained and outnumbered.  Their co-combatants put down momentarily to burn hideously in the singed grass, the Rebel 'supersoldiers' were free to concentrate on the alien Colonists.  The Rebel leaders joined in the melee, with the Renegades and clones leaping into the mix with the fearlessness of creatures that had no hope for tomorrow.  It was a ferocious and inextricable whirl, and the small party of humans was left alone in the centre.  Gibson and Marita stepped up to help guard William as the battle raged on before them.  Even Krycek and Samantha's clone and the Ambassador had joined in the fray.

Appearing from the moving mass like a nightmare, one Bounty Hunter broke free from the two clones dangling from Its meaty arms, flinging them aside like puppets and staggering toward the small group of humans.  The two clones dove back in hopelessly, trying to stall the implacable approach of the alien, flinging their bodies into the teeth of doom.  It was obvious that they sure they would not survive, and just as obvious that to them, William was worth the sacrifice.  Without pausing in Its stride, the Bounty Hunter grasped the head of one of Its attackers in huge hands and twisted, and the clone sagged with a sharp, muffled crack that made the humans cringe as it was tossed aside like refuse.  The other clone, crumpled against the bole of a tree from the last strike, struggled briefly to move and then was still as the unencumbered alien stalked toward Will's guardians with terrifying intent.  

So much for their Rebel guard.  "Scully, get out of here!" Mulder shouted.

Everything seemed to move in slow motion as Scully swept their son up and turned, Skinner at her side and with the remaining humans standing before them like a last ditch wall of sacrificial flesh.  The Bounty Hunter moved like some colossal snake, striking with the deadly sinuous speed of a cobra.  

Pale, stalwart Gibson was the first to go, struck in the shoulder.  He spun like a top and collapsed, lights out.  Doggett tried to get a shot at the neck, but there was no angle, and they all knew what would happen--even in the open air--should he fire at the body at such close range.  Hesitating, trying to find a better shot, he was struck as well and flung across the grass to land seven feet away across one of the small running paths that decorated the park.  

The slow-motion movie dropped to a frame-by-frame.  Mulder was backing up, trying to draw the alien away at right angles from Scully's line of retreat, but It wasn't falling for the ploy.  Scully and Skinner hadn't gotten Will any more than a few hundred yards away.  The Bounty Hunter was gaining, and no one in the fight seemed to notice that It had escaped the greater battle.  At least, no one in their former 'escort' was paying any attention to them.

No one but the clone that had struck the tree.  Recovering faster than she had any right to, the brunette woman leaped on the alien's broad back out of nowhere.  It was enough of a distraction, and Mulder and Marita scattered in two directions, moving to bracket the being from either side.  At the last moment Krycek appeared beside Mulder, a horrible grin plastered over his face.  "Happy hunting, Brother," he said with a nod, and crouched to join them.

They lunged in the same kind of hopeless effort that had downed the nameless clone...and pulled up at the last minute as the alien pulled out a stiletto by some sleight of hand and thrust an arm behind Its head to pull off Its unwilling passenger.  The clone fell to the ground before the alien like a kitten held by the scruff of the neck.  Before she could regain her equilibrium or the humans could intervene, the Bounty Hunter had plunged the tool directly into the back of the attacking clone's skull.  The body slumped to the grass and began to dissolve wetly beside the burnt bodies that littered their small section of Potomac Park.  In that surreal moment, Mulder saw the burnt bodies of the replicants beginning to stir amongst the green melting puddles of alien goo; shuddering upward in a horrifying parody of life.  

One of the clones on the ground wasn't dissolving yet.  She wore his sister's face.

In that moment of confused terror, a second sonic boom rippled over the combatants, swaying back and forth across the killing ground that had been a famous park.  Mulder lifted his eyes from the acid-soaked field with its light-headed, odorous fumes of dissolution.  Feeling dazed, he looked across the open ground and saw what seemed like hundreds of ragged forms flooding across the bridge to the north to fall upon the backs of the attacking Colonist force like a motheaten hammer blow.  The Ambassador's Renegades had arrived to even out the fray.  Another boom, and his eyes were drawn inexorably upward in time to take in the huge shape that had appeared above them in the dimly lit skies.  The Ambassador's Councilmember was coming.
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But they might be coming too late to save their star witness.

"Don't move, or you will all die," the Bounty Hunter in front of them intoned in Its heavy baritone.  The stiletto brandished in Its meaty fist was dyed green with the blood of the clone It had just killed.  It ignored the approach of the ship, eyes directed instead across the grass in the direction that Scully had fled with Skinner and the baby.  Mulder followed Its gaze with a sinking feeling...and the light of hope went out like a candle.  His heart crushed in on itself like an egg clenched in a merciless fist as he saw his partner, former boss and son moving back toward them.  There was another Bounty Hunter at Scully's back, with one meaty arm around both her and the baby…and with Its stiletto held under William's tiny red ear.

"We do not need the child now," the other alien reported in that same heavy baritone as it approached with Its prey.  It removed the toddler from Scully's helpless arms as if he weighed nothing.  William looked on with that terrifying calm in his little eyes.  "It has already begun.  It will be a liability."

"We do not need the humans," the first agreed in a tone of command, and Its eyes flicked back to Mulder's.  "Everything dies."  It moved to take the toddler from Its underling, and everything seemed to happen at once.  Mulder lunged at the alien threatening his son, face black with rage and eyes covered with some kind of impenetrable red haze.  He never made it all the way as a gunshot rang out across the acrid, ozone-laden air.  John Doggett, still struggling to his feet a dozen yards away with blood trickling down over his left eye, lowered his smoking gun as the Bounty Hunter that had attacked him dropped to the ground, not dissolving but certainly stunned at the bullet that entered the base of Its skull.  Mulder stared at the FBI agent for a moment, then turned to the alien that had captured Scully.  It was still holding their son like an offering toward Its collapsed cohort, and It seemed almost surprised by the sudden change of pace.  

That image was furthered when the creature stiffened as if struck from behind by a bolt of lightening that ran through the top of Its blond head and down through Its feet to pin It to the grass.  It stood transfixed for a moment, alien face still expressionless...and then It fell soundlessly to the scorched lawn of the park, still bearing William in his arms.  Behind him, standing as if bearing himself up on an unforeseen last burst of strength, stood ‘C.G.B. Spender’, the Cigarette-Smoking Man.

The withered husk of a once-powerful creature who had single-handedly turned the cogs of an international machine for decades, he held a purloined, green-stained stiletto in a hand that did not tremble despite his apparent weakness.  There was a strength there that betokened years as the deadly enforcer of a worldwide silent superpower.  The wheel-greaser, the do-er.  The man that made things happen, carrying with him the deadly menace and the savvy of the silent, indispensable partner.  

Then, as if suddenly remembering that he was on his deathbed, the old man's untrustworthy legs gave out, his face paled to waxiness, and he settled slowly to his knees beside his conquest.  

Sitting in the curve of an arm that had already begun to turn to green bubbling acid, William was looking up at the old man curiously and without rancor.  Scully moved to pull the baby out of the burning liquid, but the man that was his biological grandfather got there first.  Moving almost reverently, the old Syndicate enforcer drew the eerily silent child up away from the bubbling, dissolving mass that had once been an alien.  Calculating, untrusting eyes looked into William’s small, knowing face, and the old man's creased visage took on a rapt expression that so nearly echoed Mulder’s the first time that her partner had held their son that Scully nearly choked.  The expression smoothed out all the hard lines...and this man that was as near to the devil himself as any creature they had ever met in this life seemed suddenly to look almost gentle.  For his part William looked back at his paternal grandfather with a look of round-faced baby acceptance.  He didn’t smile, and his face flickered from stern to quizzical and back.

“Hello William,” the broken man murmured.

William opened his small mouth, tilted his head as if deciding whether or not to acknowledge his petitioner.  “You,” he stated finally.  It was a very neutral statement, but a statement of recognition nonetheless.  This man that had been for them for so long the very personification of all the evil that had befallen their lives seemed to deflate quietly, as if having come to a long-awaited meeting to find himself fallen short.  His expression then became faintly self-mocking.  As if suddenly aware that he had an audience, the Smoking Man looked up to acknowledge the parents of the child he held.  

“It seems that that farcical Book was right after all,” he said with a strangely unsatisfied smile.   His old tone of glee seemed to be held in short check.  “’Suffer the little children to come unto me, for they are pure in heart.’”  At the suspicious and disbelieving looks he received he smiled again, that same smug pained smile that he always wore.  “Let it not be said that the little child was coerced to come.”

At their stunned looks, the old man's grin returned full force, mocking once again.  “Ah but after all, in his final years a man turns to smaller, simpler comforts, does he not Fox?  When all else that he once held in high ideal has been stolen from him, and his path foundered long ago on the rocks of Fate and unhappy circumstance?  You know that feeling as well as I, and much younger.”  He paused thoughtfully.  

“Perhaps...yes, perhaps that will be your saving grace.  And I gave that to you as well."  He returned his gaze to his eerily silent grandson, ignoring the expressions of disgust around him.  To state that he actually proudly took credit for Mulder's life-changing illness...  "And yet whether we deserve them or no, sometimes Fate brings us these moments that we had never looked for or expected to come to pass.  Far be it from me to laugh in the face of Destiny.  Not for some perceived selfless benefit.”  His grin was poisonous once again as he lifted the toddler, and his eyes glittering with some indefinable emotion.  The action brought back the sagging creases on his face, the deep lines of a lifetime spent aiding the Enemy’s works for the sake of fear.  Mulder moved instinctively to take the child from him and Scully moved in tandem with him--but the old schemer held their child away.

“What?” he asked with the surprised air of a man demanding only the most reasonable of considerations. “Can the devil himself not have some longing to know his grandson?  He is my blood after all.”  The old, unforgivable countenance went hard as ever before.  “Selflessness does not exist.”

xxx
Outside this surreal little circle, the battle still raged as if to put a lie to the dreadful importance of this moment.  The faint sunlight was cut off by a giant movement from the skies.  Titanic philosophical and physical struggles went on all around them as if to represent those forces that fought over their right to exist; forces that dwarfed and preceded all human history.  But inside their tiny bubble, this one moment seemed more important than any.  William's tiny, powerful soul lay in the balance, even as their own survival to nurture that soul was decided by strange, forgotten forces from beyond. 

Above, another rumble announced that the ship bearing these mythical 'Elders' was leaving the lower layers of atmosphere to settle into its final landing phase.  Taking advantage if the moment, Mulder moved to snatch his son from the arms of their nemesis...and froze as his eyes locked onto a tiny flutter between them.  Below, in the smoking grass, a single unassuming bee crawled from smoking folds of clothing that lay dissolving in the vermilion puddle that had been an alien.  As Mulder watched in bemusement, the tiny insect abandoned its threatened resting place, and lifted into the air in angry defensiveness to fly straight for the nearest person.  

The Smoking Man went rigid as the insect stung him, delivering its fatal poison to his already compromised system.  Still on his knees in the grass, the old man began to convulse, and William dropped from his palsied hands to back up and stand before the old man, staring as the broken body went into anaphylactic seizure.  Scully was already moving, body spurred by sheer instinct to pull her son away and thrust him at Mulder, her free fingers already seizing the old man's wrist to find a pulse as his body jerked and trembled on the soiled grass.  She looked up as Mulder picked their son up and held him away, and shook her head, giving him the answer that he both feared and hoped for.

"He's the only one here without the chip," she said in a soft, almost reflective tone, and dropped the shaking wrist.  "He altered his DNA with yours when they performed that operation on you.  He probably would have been immune if he survived, but..."  She shook her head, looking down again.  "His body is too weak to handle the cellular transition.  I don't think he'll survive the seizure."  Her face was carefully blank and professional.  She, like her partner, had every reason to hate this man and to wish him dead...but whatever his intentions had been in that final moment, he had just saved their son from a certain, awful fate.  Being a doctor, she would be upset about losing anyone, even this man.  It was a part of her that Mulder knew, loved and respected…even when it exasperated him.

This was definitely the kind of situation to give a person mixed feelings.  

It also felt like the end of an era; a punctuation on all of it; the whole thing.  The old man had been with them for so long, at the centre; the symbol that personified the other side, giving them a face to put to the Struggle; a focus against which they could pit themselves.  A depository of all that was evil, and wrong with humanity; a reason to stop the Project, to expose the Truth.  And now here he lay, dying on the grass, struck down in the final conflict of that Struggle by the tool of his own lifelong machinations.  Mulder wasn't sure how he felt about that as he knelt over the man that was his biological father.  He could feel a welter of conflicting emotions tearing through him, but when he heard his own voice, it sounded as if it were coming from someone else.  He was surprised to hear something like a growl of quiet, useless rage in that undertone.  "You old sonofabitch.  You die on me now, before you can see it all go to hell around your ears.  God damn you!"  He couldn't decide if that was the wily old bastard's last triumph, or if it were poetic justice that his own invention destroyed him in the end.

William was squirming impatiently in his father's arms.  Bemused, Mulder let him go and watched as the small child walked on sturdy legs toward the man that was his grandfather.   As he reached the old enforcer he laid his small hand on the failing chest, over the dying heart.  The tiny face took on an expression of concentration…and the withered body suddenly ceased its autonomic, comatose convulsions.  C.G.B. Spender's eyes, unbelievably, opened in that wizened, sweating and bloodless face and lightened with recognition...and something akin to relief.

"Ah!" he wheezed.  “’And the hands of the child will bring peace.’  How interesting."  The hoarse, dying voice was the barest, agonized whisper, and the tracheotomy gleamed bleakly in the half-light from the obscured sun above as it struggled to transport air into a throat that had closed with anaphylaxis.  In that surreal moment, Mulder thought he saw the shadow of the descending ship, in all its divine judgment, reflected in the tarnished metal of that prosthesis, and the thought made him shudder.  

The heart of the Conspiracy wrenched his dying gaze away from the peaceful face of his grandson to look up at Mulder and Scully--last son and chosen woman.  "He is…the one, my children.  Raise…him to do what he must."  The withered face, for the last time, beamed with that charm that had once fooled millions…then his eyelids dropped to half-mast and the irises inside seemed to go dull and empty.  The next laboured breath never whistled out from the tracheotomy in the shriveled throat.  

Scully leaned over to touch the pulse-point in that flabby, lifeless neck, and she raised her eyes to Mulder's.  "Shock," she stated in a carefully expressionless voice, and shook her head in resignation.  A tiny note of wonder crept into her voice.  "Plain, unadulterated anaphylactic shock.  His own invention killed him."  Her eyes were turned inward.  "I don't know that I would have bothered to try to save him, Hippocratic Oath or no."

Mulder reached out to touch her shoulder.  "It would be a mercy not to, Scully.  It was poetic justice.  He didn't want to live anymore."  He stood, lifting William with him.  "If we ever felt we needed revenge, for ourselves or for the world, we got it in that he lived till now; to be forced to betray his own stake in this in the hopes that ours would survive.  To keep his blood alive.  The one thing he never counted on.  To save that, and to see it all come down around his ears."  He reached down a hand to help her to her feet.  As she rose from the scorched grass, her eyes passed over her son's, and the quiet acceptance there made her want to close her eyes in sudden pain.  He knew so much, too young.  --Why my baby?  Why him?--
xxx

All around them, the last battle of the War ground down to a panting standstill as the various factions of aliens paused in their fight to regard the descent of Judgment Day with either horror or relief.  In the pause, Mulder's eyes were drawn to the somnolent clone of his sister lying to one side of their little grouping.  He handed William to Scully, who immediately held him tightly against her.  --How many times would he be taken from them in one day?--  Mulder caught her gaze, their eyes passing messages, and then he glanced up at Skinner and back to his son.  "Can you stay with your mother and Uncle Walt for a minute, Slugger?"

"'Kay."  The baby voice was muffled in his mother's shirt.

"Thanks kiddo."  He nodded at Scully.  "He can help you check Gibson."  Then without further adieu, he moved to crouch over the woman that might have been Samantha.  She wasn't dissolving, so she wasn't dead.  He didn't glance over at Scully, though he knew she was watching him with understanding in her eyes even as she knelt to take Gibson Praise's pulse.  Mulder could see Will's little hand come out of his mother's embrace to touch the teenager's temple, watched their little discussion for a moment before he looked away to take in the clone of his sister once again.  He tried to keep the tears at bay as he gazed on the unmoving body, feeling all the old pain come up one more time.  He drew it up, ready to purge it should it be necessary.  Should it prove too late to save her.  

On the other side of the small clearing, Scully had finished her diagnosis of Gibson, who was sitting up, looking slightly battered and cross-eyed but otherwise unharmed.  Kid had a hard head.  She handed William the junior diagnostician over to Skinner and moved over to crouch beside Mulder the clone, silent in her understanding.  She waited for him to speak as she ran expert fingers along the clone’s wrist and jawline.

"How is Gibson?" he managed after a moment.

"He'll be okay.  He has a concussion."  The distant look in her eye said she was counting.  There was a pulse, then.  Mulder tried to conceal the relieved exhalation.  He waited the requisite time, then caught her eye again.   

"Doggett?"

"Pretty much the same thing.  He'll live."  She pulled her fingers back from the clone’s pulse-point, and Mulder drew in a second fortifying breath, preparing for the worst.

"And Samantha?"  Realizing how that sounded, he forced himself to get a handle on his emotions.  "I mean...the clone?”  The other clone of his sister hadn't dissolved all at once either, back when he had had to make a trade, to choose between Scully and the Truth he sought.  They had never been sure if it had been the near-freezing temperatures of the river that had stopped the process, or if it had simply taken her longer to die because these hybrids were imperfect, and took longer to fall prey to their altered genes.  They certainly didn’t drown or die easily.  He tried not to think of what it would do to him to see that pale, pixyish face and long curly strawberry hair dissolve like so much plant mulch on fast-forward.  This was his only look at what his sister might have become had she had the chance to succeed; to survive.  If her face began to cave in the way the Bounty Hunter's had...he thought he would go insane.  He had pictured it too many times over the intervening years, applying what he had seen to what he knew Scully had seen happen to that clone on the riverbank that day.  He didn’t need the reality recorded on that movie screen in his mind’s eye.

He tried to push the emotional attachment away.  It was over.  It had been over.  This wasn't his sister.  His sister was dead.  Taken into starlight.  Gone into that big Beyond years ago.  This was just...leftover genetic material.  Another pawn.  Used and discarded, like them all.  He realized his fists were clenching again and forced them to relax.  Okay, that line of thought wasn't helping.

Scully had raised her blue eyes from their perusal of the clone's vitals to look up at him.  She was perhaps the only person in the world that would understand how he was feeling in that instant, and her voice was soft with it as she reached up and caught his hand in a reassuring grip.  He could feel every infinitesimal movement of the smooth, cool skin of her hand against his as she looked up at him.  

"She isn't going, Mulder," she told him quietly, but her voice said that she didn't like what she had to tell him next.  "But I wouldn't know how to save her if she were."

If she were to give in and die later...  It would be like losing her all over again.  He could tell himself that this wasn't his sister, that his sister was safe beyond all this pain and fear...but that did nothing for the emotions that came up in reaction to this face that lay unconscious beneath them on the grass.  Mulder nodded, forcing himself to accept Scully’s pronouncement.  From his peripheral vision, he saw their son struggle down from Skinner's arms, and he looked up in surprise as the toddler moved over to join them, having somehow escaped from the AD's protective custody.  He looked down sadly at the unmoving clone and bent over to touch the still arm with the same solicitude that he had shown in calling Gibson back from unconsciousness a moment before, then looked up at his father.  Mulder felt like the boy was looking into his soul.  

"Dadda; siss'er?"  He sounded doubtful, and the look on his face was slightly alarmed.  Mulder returned his son's querying look with consternation.  What did he mean by that?  He knew this wasn't really Samantha, but why would the fact that this was a clone alarm the boy so much?


Just then, seemingly out of nowhere, the hybrid clone of Alex Krycek appeared behind them.  Before either parent could react, he had leapt forward to sweep up their son in one dirt-stained arm.  His free hand was pointed at them, brandishing the stiletto that had a moment ago graced the Smoking Man's palm…but he was not looking at them.  The hybrid's eyes were on the curly-haired clone lying before them on the grass and beginning to stir at William's miracle touch.  

xxx


Mulder didn't think, simply dove at the man.  He should have known better than to trust anything that looked like Alex Krycek!  The clone dodged Mulder's lunge and backed away, holding the stiletto out like a gun.  "Stay back!"

"GodDAMN you, Krycek!"  Scully shouted.


"Alex!"  Marita's shocked voice rang across the grass; the first words that woman had spoken since they had left the base admin. 


Mulder overrode them all, his voice rigid with a sudden burning hatred.  He may have settled accounts with the Smoking Man, but this...this internecine little war would never be over until he ended it himself.  His voice was accusing.  "I knew you’d betray us, Krycek!  I knew it!”


"Marita was right; you don't have to be him," Scully’s voice was pale with fear but steady as she stood beside Mulder to pin the edgy clone with her piercing gaze.  How many things could go wrong in one day?  How many times would their son be taken away from them?  Fought over, traumatized?  "You can stop this.  You can be more than Alex Krycek ever was."


The clone's eyes skittered away from Scully, never even flickered toward Marita as he turned back to Mulder.  His gaze flickered to Samantha's look-alike, who had come back to consciousness and was struggling to rise to a sitting position.  Eyes that belonged to Alex Krycek glittered as they flew back to Mulder's.  "Things aren’t always what they seem, Brother," he sneered softly.


Skinner and a slightly unsteady Doggett were slowly sneaking up behind the clone, and Skinner's eyes were telegraphing a message.  --Keep him busy--  

Mulder felt the hope leap up again.  --No problem.  I'll keep this asshole busy!--  "Yeah, like you seemed to be an ally, and you turn out to be the same kind of traitor that Krycek was!”  His voice had gone deathly quiet with rage as he slid into the task with vindictive relish.  “You were just playing us for the best advantage again, you bastard!  I knew we should never have trusted you!  Why didn’t you  just join those guys in Bethesda when you had the chance?  You could have won more points with your Colonist buddies that way."


The clone stepped back once more as if unaware of Skinner's approach, of the smell of gunpowder from Doggett's weapon now focused blearily on his shoulder from behind.  He shook his sleek dark head in seeming amazement at their misapprehensions.  "You don't understand, Mulder; you have no idea."  He took another step back, and once again, incongruously, his eyes flickered to Samantha's clone where she was slowly rising to her feet from the grass.  Something like unease crawled up Mulder’s spine at the Krycek’s preoccupation.  Why the hell did he keep looking at the other clone?  

Mulder stole a quick glance back at his sister’s namesake, watching her rise.  Her movements were slow, and somehow serpentine, and suddenly Mulder couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't right there.  He glanced from his sister's clone to Krycek, who seemed to be backing away not from Mulder and Scully, but from Samantha.  He continued to speak in that dangerously low undertone they knew so well, but his eyes were darting around as if in half panic. 


"Look...She isn't what you think she is," he said, waving the stiletto urgently.  His voice sounded as frustrated and as frantic as its original owner had in the FBI parking garage two years ago.  "Mulder.  Look at me.  Are you...are you really sure that the person you see lying in that grass is the same one you met a few hours ago?"  His voice seemed to harden into a sudden challenge.  "How can you be sure that your sister's clone isn't one of these green puddles around here, and that isn't something else?  How can you be sure of anything?"


Mulder stopped stock-still.  As the realization came crashing down like a load of bricks, Scully came to a synchronised stop beside him like a puppet sharing the same set of marionette strings.  Behind Krycek, Skinner and Doggett had stopped as well, and they were both staring from the clone behind them to the messy field of battle and back again.  Scully was canvassing the grass, the trees, the stalemated aliens with her incisive gaze.  This was something that none of them had thought of.  There were dissolved remains of at least a dozen aliens and or partial hybrids littering the grass.  Any one of them could be all that was left of Samantha's clone…and there were shapeshifters everywhere.  Samantha's clone might not be who they thought she was.  

There simply was no way of knowing.


"You finally realize, don't you Mulder," Krycek continued urgently.  "You can't even trust yourself, the evidence of your eyes.  You never could!  How do you know if what you see is real?"  The voice of Alex Krycek seemed to speak through his clone like an urgent message from a ghost.  "They can copy the signature of a person's mind as well as his body!  They can fool even your son.  They would know from your emotional reaction earlier that you would never suspect her!  That it would be the perfect disguise, because you wouldn't let it go.  You never could!"


Shaken, Mulder glanced back at the young woman that could have been his sister, wondering if there was any way he could tell short of letting her kill one of them.  The way these things so perfectly approximated another person...  The curly-haired young woman with the rosy cheeks of the fair complected had moved away from the tree under which she had fallen.  He watched her walk toward them, trying to compare the way she was moving with his memory of her posture and gait this morning when he had met her escorting the Smoking Man behind Scully's party.  Laying the two images side-by-side in his mind's eye, he begged his photographic memory to give him some kind of clue, some kind of instinct that would tell him which way to play this.  

If she wasn't really 'she', then her secret had already been exposed, and there was no point to continuing the charade.  If she was actually a shapeshifter, wouldn't she have given herself away by now?  Wouldn’t it have already cast aside this delicate, light-boned structure and morphed back into the Bounty Hunter, to come at them with that terrifying speed and overwhelming bulk on Its side?


As if reading his mind, the woman stalking toward them seemed to take on a deadly emotionlessness, and her hand dipped inside the top of her skirt to pull out the long iron rod of a flame-wand she must have stolen from the body of one of the fallen Rebels.  The incongruous image slammed into Mulder's chest like a fifty-tonne shipment of bricks, and he felt his heart break for the third and final time that day.  Samantha's clone was dead now, too.  There was nothing left on Earth of his sister.


Beside him, Scully gasped and grabbed his bicep, pulling him off toward their allies.  They began backing away from the shapeshifter, mimicking Krycek's movements.  They had to get to William.  They had to get out of here.  The whole situation had just become too unpredictable.    

Misjudged, the clone was still working toward their benefit, protecting their son--and he wasn't about to let them forget it.  "Like I said, Brother," he went on in that supercilious, taunting voice now full of a sort of quiet surety, "you have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.  Even now.  And you never did know who to trust."  Krycek had reached Skinner and Doggett with William, and the two Federal employees had moved in front of the clone and the baby, shielding William with their bodies.    


Above them, the evening sky was blotted out like descending night as the ship to dwarf all ships slowly descended.  It seemed to hover over their heads like the ghost of a past that humanity was not yet willing to face, but yet must face despite.

X   X   X

(Amor Fati, pt.59: “Suffer The Little Children”)


--“Forces that dwarf and precede all human history.  That is what I called Them, once.  Little did I know then how prophetic those words would seem to me, now.”


--“The Ancients of our race on this planet called them Gods.  The Book of Revelation calls them ‘Giants’ and ‘Kings’.  Who were they, these terrible miracle-workers who so long ago passed out of living memory to become myths of the vanished elder days?  As we gaze upon them now, we see not Gods, Giants, or Kings…but ‘ancient aliens’, withered with the passage of time unknown to this frailer reflection of their species that is the human race.  The ancient aliens: Anasazi, Annunaki, Atlantis, Aztlan…and they hold once again, as they did in the beginning, the key to our very survival.  Forasmuch as they created us, they had and have the power to re-create us--or to destroy us--now, in this Second Coming.”


--“Will they, then, choose for us the continuance of this life that we have been given at their whim…or the oblivion of its denial?”-

(Fox Mulder’s Journal, May 04, 2003)

xxx
Potomac Park

Easter Sunday

1503 hours

This was the moment of Truth if there ever was one.  The moment that had been the focus of every case that the two of them had ever been on, every motivation that either of them had ever entertained in the years of their joint search.  The pinnacle of this alien political battle taken form on their planet, encompassing over fifty years of human scientific and cultural development and thousands of years of human civilisation; the single force that had molded their society, their perceptions...and their own personal lives.  Everything that they were, everything that they had become…and everything that their son could be was hovering above them now, like a giant looming period at the end of a sentence ten millennia long.  All of this, uncategorised and ephemeral and yet immanent, was summed up in the descent of an alien vessel of incredible antiquity…in the desperate last-minute attempt of a Bounty Hunter bent on selfish means…in the struggles of alien rebels and hybrids, biomechanicals and human replacements struggling back and forth across the grass like the physical manifestation of a philosophical difference thousands of millennia in the making.

Every one of the aliens and replicants caroming uneasily across the dimly lit park froze in their tracks to look up as the Elders' ship slowly dropped from the lower stratos to hover over their heads; a statement from an omnipotent power that primitive men had called God.  The injunction was clear.  This senseless brawling was over.  The decision between their many splintered factions would be made by these Councilors from another race and time.  And still it descended, and all the combatants quailed.

For Mulder, the moment seemed suddenly to be familiar, and a memory that he had thought long lost, buried by trauma and fear, now re-emerged; the sensation of becoming but a mote inside that suspended blue light while every hair on his body stood on end.  Of joining his fellow chosen in looking up at the hovering vehicle that was their fate.  He could remember, now, every detail, every protrusion and cranny of the ship that had floated benignly above them in that time before William's birth, an exclamation point at the end of a lifelong search to become one with God-as-alien.  The morbid curiousity of a man come, finally and irrefutably, face to face with the force that had shaped his being and destiny.  His proof, his mantra, his hope, and the sum of all his fears.  It had seemed like a one-way mirror, reflecting all that he was, but that would not let him see the other side, to what might come after.  A turning point.  A nexus moment.  For a man facing death, that Colony ship had represented a final chance to get it all right; to make sense of it all, and to perhaps understand what the future meant for those he would leave behind.

In comparison, this hovering entity should have had a much less threatening aspect.  For one it was smoother and more sleekly beautiful.  Rather than a giant oval or torus, this ship seemed to be a massive version of the triangular ships that he had chased in his early days on the x-files, like Scully had ridden in to rescue their son, damn her eyes.  Even his jealousy seemed far away in that moment as he compared his mental picture of the two.  The Colony ship that had taken him in Bellefleur had been jagged, machine-like, heavily mechanical; an overstatement like the Blondes, the muscular Bounty Hunters that drove it...but to him at the time it had represented the final Truth, the pinnacle of his search, and so he had not been afraid.  Awestruck, overwhelmed with a sense of poetic justice, of the intricate workings of Fate...but not afraid.

He had been, he admitted now, too dazzled and excited and...at peace to fear.  Even his death had seemed insignificant in the face of the possibilities that that moment had engendered in him.  He had thought he would be carried beyond death to a place where some profound meaning would be revealed about his Search; so that his life and crusade would be vindicated, the reason for his existence validated.  Certainly he had not been prepared for the more prosaic reality of his abduction--to die slowly from the outside in, tortured and alone.  

Now, strangely, this much more friendly-looking ship, a ship whose agenda he knew much more plainly and which he had much less reason to fear seemed to loom all the more, to be much more deadly and frightening than the other had been.  The Colony ship in Oregon had suggested to him wonders beyond his imagining, answers to questions he had not yet had the opportunity to ask; an exclamation point, a giant wonderful question mark on the dead end journey of a life for whose struggles he had begun to tire.

Where that ship had been a query mark, however, this vessel signaled a full stop; a wall whose other side was unknown and unfathomable, and to be feared rather than quested for.  The human race and the stewardship of the planet would never be the same.  This wasn't the exclamation point on his own life, but the judgment day on all human existence.

And it was the force that would decide the final fate of a son that he had not known he'd wanted...but who now formed the impetus for his entire existence.  

Mulder had always had a reason to keep going.  His search for Samantha had led him to his search for the greater Truth.  After the Truth had been found and Samantha lost, Scully had given him a reason to go on.  For her, because she had given up so much for him.  And then he had been dying, and wanted to spare her that, and the Truth had beckoned once again.  Go down in a blaze of glory, and leave her with her life.  That had not turned out as well as he had hoped, laughably.

After all that, after he had lost everything else; the x-files--even Scully for a while--but somehow resurrected the meteor-like trajectory of his own life, he had thought once again that he would go down in that much less dramatic blaze of glory.  His only hope had been that he could expose the Truth in his fall, make his life somehow worthwhile.  To sacrifice even his own martyrdom with his now vain life; to the Quest that had destroyed his every other ambition.  At the time it had seemed worth the risk, and the pain.  And then before he could throw himself down on that altar...William.  And suddenly it had seemed selfish and extravagant of him to destroy his own life to expose Them, when he could stay alive to make life worthwhile for his son.  To give William what he had never had himself.  That hope was what drove him now; that new reason.

If the 'gods' decided against them and took their son away...he would not want to go on. He would have no reason to do so.  He feared that Scully felt the same way.  Like any animal facing an uncertain future, they lived now for the continuation of their offspring.  The difference with humanity was, offspring meant the continuation not only of blood, of DNA and of biology, but of ideas, of mental evolution, of the struggles of the soul; the hope for immortality in mind and zeitgeist as well as in body.  And even in that, William was unique; for he represented the immortality of the entire human race...and maybe of these beings as well.

And he was only two frustrating, frightening and chaotic years old.

The Renegades, Rebels and Colonists seemed to scatter like ants as the ship slowly settled like a massive hummingbird to stop only twenty feet above the grass of the park.  The now-familiar blue-white light beamed down from its underbelly, painting nearly an acre of ground in that stunning, strangely beautiful glare.  Motes of dust, bits of charred grass and person floated, swirling lazily in the slow, slow cyclone of its movement as a platform slowly descended, detaching from the bottom of the vessel with a low, resonant chunk.  Caught in the column of circular wind that supported that soft, nearly silent landing, the close-clipped and manicured grass of Potomac Park swirled in a clockwise wave that explained in an instant the odd phenomenon of crop circles.  Mulder's mind made the connections in the lightening zigzag path of his usual deductive method while his senses continued to catalogue the moment.  The smell of burning ozone, of disrupted atmosphere.  The horrible pervading stench of burnt flesh now wafting away on the circular breeze.  The oddly pungent, burning smell of the alien chimera, the green, redolent odour of crushed and trampled grass.  Blood.  And that light, covering everything, burning away impurities, revealing Truth.  


The beam could be directed, plain and simple.  Whether the more complex circles had been engineered by humans in alien craft keeping the gullible running from hoax to hoax, or whether the phenomena had truly begun with these distant beings, the Sirians and other neutral forces, he had no idea; but it was obvious now that this beam, this intense energy beam with its high radiant energy and vibration could move an intensely controlled column of air in such a way to form not only the more simple landing circles that he had seen in thousands of photos, but the more complex and unexplained designs he had seen in Britain and elsewhere.  While the smaller, flatter designs had been copied endlessly by bored teenagers, still there remained those crop circles that no one could explain; the ones with no footsteps leading to and away, filled with unearthly radiation and unchanging with the years; the ones that could be downloaded into computer programs to form complex vibrational cues and musical movements unheard of on the planet Earth.  Indentations that never again grew even lichen or moss but remained forever barren; like the rings of meteor impact made infertile by some chemical retardant unknown to man.  The answer was here.  The beam was simply too intense.  No life form could withstand its rays.  The teenage hoaxes grew over in the next planting season, but the true circles remained for years to come.  If the ring stayed, you had a bonafide landing site.  For a ship this size, only a huge, unterraced field would be both private enough and flat enough to promote safe landing.  Or a central park in a large, classically-designed capitol city.

Silently, filled with the buzz of that high-frequency energy and the crackle of static on the skin of the ship, the detached platform that was the floor of the vessel's cockpit slowly descended within that amazing column of air, settling to earth without a sound.

There were three seats, each made of that same, fluid organic metal that Scully had remarked in the military version of this craft.  They looked like something sculpted or blown from glass rather than built, and they glimmered with hints of coral and lime and cerulean as the glow of the beam danced over them.  They looked like thrones, and cast a rainbow-like dazzle on the ground outside the reach of that unearthly light.  Outside the aura, even the green of the grass and the trees, the white of the monuments across the river, the glitter of the water seemed dim and bleached out and insignificant.  And sitting in the seats, unconcerned with any need to mingle with the human populace, three long-limbed and graceful-looking Grays, delicate and yet powerful, seemed to glow almost white in the swirling light of their air-cushioning beam.  They wore some kind of faint, diaphanous robes that were more decoration than covering, and their slim bodies and lithe limbs looked almost holy...as did the identical expressions of calm inquest in their eyes.  

Behind the central throne-like chair stood a fourth being, slightly taller at almost seven feet than the others, willowy and wearing a turquoise tunic with gold trim and a white belt dangling like a sash.  The features of all three were similar to those that Mulder had seen in any number of abductee drawings, but he had only heard a few accounts of aliens that were this tall.  Their heights were supposed to relate to their temperaments, according to the accounts he had read.  According to those accounts, the Grays ranged from four feet and very mean to five feet and more scientific, to seven feet and seldom seen; for the last nearly always chose to circulate, unseen among the human population.  They did not abduct, these taller beings; and therefore most abductees had encountered only the shortest and cruelest Reticulan sub-grouping, or humans dressed as and acting like the hateful alien Colonist.  Apparently they had finally encountered the third variety; the benevolent Pleiadean statesmen and their willowy, beneficient Sirian prophets.
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Three things seemed to occur all at once.  The platform settled to the ground, its munificent passengers looking on.  A combination of distaste and interest seemed to roll out of the column of light as they took in the battlefield.  The Renegades, Rebels, and Colonists stopped what they were doing, the former two groups bowing their heads in a gesture of profound respect that seemed almost out of place in these stiff-necked beings, while the latter stared like rats suddenly realizing they were in a trap.  The supersoldiers and other replicants simply stood with the watchful air of guard dogs.  And, with the coordination of beings that shared the hive-mind quality of the insects they used to do their dirty work, the Bounty Hunter that Doggett had taken out with a shot to the neck rose ponderously to Its feet behind Krycek, green gas oozing from the base of Its skull like smoke from dry ice.  Before anyone could react, It had wrapped one huge arm around Krycek's neck.  Helplessly, Doggett held his gun on the alien, and Skinner lunged to take the child from the clone...and the shapeshifter that had disguised Itself as Samantha moved like a striking snake to knock the Assistant Director aside in a last-minute attempt to take the bargain-focus child from the clone that held him.  

But Krycek was faster.  Slithering from his captor's grip like a rat in a trap, he dove at William and flung the surprised child away toward Doggett.  Then he threw himself bodily at his attacker, stiletto held out like a firebrand.  It was a desperate ploy to give the Bureau Agent time to catch the boy and get away with him, and it was successful only by virtue of sheer surprise value.  William, the human keepaway ball.  Doggett caught the toddler almost by reflex and backed away, gun held out and ready, while Krycek held off first one Bounty Hunter, then another at stiletto point.  

And with an expression of disdain, almost as if It considered the threat negligible, the shapeshifter that had been Samantha lifted Its purloined flame-wand and set it against Krycek's chest like a king bestowing a knighthood.  The hybrid caught fire with the slow, horrid quality of a nightmare.

Without outcry, without anything significant to mark his own death by funeral pyre, the clone with something to prove continued, burning like a torch, toward the alien that had been his death, and thrust the stiletto in a roundhouse punch that drove straight into the disguised neck and up into the base of the skull.  The shapeshifter dropped like a stone, and the second Bounty Hunter backed off...right into the barrel of Doggett's gun, where It froze in sudden surrender.  There was no change of expression on Its face, but still it seemed stunned by the sudden upheaval of events.  These beings did not deal well with the unexpected.

While Mulder and Scully stood just as stunned at the rapid turning of tables, the stricken clone of Alex Krycek collapsed, still flaming soundlessly.  The stench of burning flesh was joined with a refreshed stench of burning grass.
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Somehow, William had escaped the protective custody of Doggett's free arm, and now he evaded recapture to toddle on sturdy legs to the clone that had given his life to save him.  He knelt beside the flaming body while the chemical reactions continued to rage out of control within the envelope of skin...and then to his parents' horror he reached out with one tiny hand and touched the burning man on the chest in the same spot that the flame-wand had struck him.  The flames seemed to suck back into the body as if snuffed by baking soda, and in an instant, nothing rose from the charred remainder of the hybrid but a few stray wisps of steam.

Marita was already running.  She reached the dying clone before anyone else could, and fell to her knees beside his burnt body.  

"No!  Alex!"  She cradled the clone's head in her lap, blonde hair disheveled and lovely face ravaged with sudden grief where before it had seemed almost numb.  It seemed that whatever feelings she had for this man and the man whose name he bore, his loss was enough to break through her shields.  Her arms were around the scorched flesh of his face as if she could somehow heal the awful burns with a touch.  "Help him!" she demanded suddenly; of anyone and everyone that had bourne witness to the clone’s shocking self-sacrifice.

Mulder felt numb as he detached Scully's frozen grip from his arm.  The horror of that moment had taken them both, but now was not the time to cling.  He stepped away, moved to kneel beside the stricken body that was all that remained on Earth of Alex Krycek.  Below him, the blackened face looked up, seamed with an awful, wet and angry red.  There was a gasping, croaking sound, and he realized with horror that the dying man was actually attempting to speak.  He bent closer, to hear the last message.  He owed it to this man who had, unlike the first owner of the name, earned his allegiance.

"Make it…happen...Mulder."  It was a bare, cracked whisper of sound.  "Save the child.  He’s...all that matters."  The cooked face seemed to jerk and pulse in agony as the clone tried to look over at the child he had sacrificed himself to save.  "Look at him.  At...what he did…for me.  What he…could do.  Save us all…Brother.  I...always knew you would."  And then he began to convulse; an awful sight as his broken skin crackled with the movement of muscles contracting slowly into the pugilism of death.  

Scully approached them quietly, knelt to take the crisp, blackened wrist between her smudged fingers, feeling the slow, failing flutters.  Hybrids could live through a lot, but this...  She didn't know what to tell the other woman.  As with Samantha's clone, she wouldn't know what do to treat this man if he should survive these awful burns.  The healing would be agonizing, though.  She looked up at Mulder, back to Marita.  "It might be better if he didn't survive."  An awful thing to say, but true.  

Marita's face was stricken.  "No!  Do something; you have experience with them!  You can...you know how to help him!"  She rocked his head again, ignoring the crackling of burnt and broken skin.  "Alex!"

The clone did not move, but he had not yet stopped breathing, nor did he dissolve.  Scully hoped that the hybrid healing power was not such that the poor man would survive shock and secondary infection and even pulmonary and respiratory damage to go through the agony of healing from this kind of horrible human conflagration.  The toll on even an augmented immune system would be unimaginable...and even if most of his nerve endings had been destroyed by the holocaust, the outlying areas of his body such as his face would still be radiating messages of sheer torture to his belaboured, overheated brain.  Despite her oath, Scully hoped the man would die.  His continued twitches of movement and tormented breathing tore at her healer's heart, as did the other woman's hopeless cries.  

"Alex!"

The dried, cracking eyelids did not flutter open, but the blistered lips still moved, almost as if the clone were whispering a final message to the woman who wept above him.  Marita leaned lower, expression one of a person fighting to hope against hope as he continued to speak without breath.  

"Alex...is dead, Marita."  It was a soundless murmur.  "He...chose a life...  I chose...finish it.  To...expiate...his sin.  Please...honour...that choice.”  Another horrible, useless breath drawn into tattered, flayed, ruined lungs.  “Tell…child...it was...my choice."  The laboured breathing slowed, fluttered like a dying sparrow.  The minute convulsions that racked the long muscles of his frame ceased as the voluntary function went dim, disconnected from a brain uninterested in continuing its action.  His autonomic functions would be ceasing as well; the smooth muscles of heart and lungs, stomach and bowels contracting and finally relaxing with the same quiet finality in which the blackened, striated mess that was the man's chest now settled.  

Burnt, helpless eyes fell open under cindery lids.  Under Scully's fingers, the pulse guttered out.  She had seen the moment hundreds of times, both within and outside of hospitals.  This patient's skin would not go pale with that strange old ivory colour of death, but already she could see that strange sunken quality of muscle draining of humour, clinging to bone, showing cleanly the skeleton of what was little more than an empty vessel, all the magic gone.  

Even now, in the medical establishment of the 21st century, one could not fully categorize death, unable define beyond the most arbitrary terms the moment that it happened.  The establishment decided when to call a death…to ease their own minds more than anything; but it was as questionable to pinpoint the exact moment of death as it was to try to pinpoint the exact moment when a fetus began to live independent of his mother’s function.  Electrical activity ceased in the brain and muscles, chemicals stopped moving, synapses stopped firing.  Brain death.  But even when the brain died, cells continued to respire until all air ceased to flow through pooling blood...and one could obviously not pinpoint that moment.

A religious person believed what the medical establishment, unwilling to concede that it did not truly control that moment, would not acknowledge.  That life ended only when the spirit chose to escape a body that no longer served its means.  Really, she felt that the ancient definition was the true one.  At that last breath, unmasked by machines and beeping life support mechanisms; irrefutably hollow of life force.  Respiration; respire.  A word that was rooted in the Latin espiritu.   Spirit.  Life, whispering finally out and upward in a way that validated all the ancient beliefs that she had read; Galen, Hippocrates, the Babylonians.  That the soul escaped upon the last breath when the body died; a temple forsaken by its inhabitant.  An empty building, without personality or memory.  Despite her training, her scientific bent, in these moments she often felt that chemical signals in the brain could not explain everything to which the human mind and soul were capable, and out of respect for that moment she moved to gently shut the mouth, brush down the crisp, burnt eyelids so that the body would remain intact.  She did not exactly follow the belief of the medieval Catholic monks that an open mouth was a gateway to molesting demons awaiting a vacated temple to possess and use.  But she did understand the inclination.  Without breath there was no life, and the temple of the body was empty; released by a soul returning home.

Seeing her make that final, incontrovertible gesture, Marita slapped her hand away in a sudden reflex action born of denial and terror.  "No! Alex!" 

The woman was in some kind of shock-induced hysteria.  She needed to be broken out of it before the body could dissolve into acid and burn her.  "Marita."

"Help him!"

"Marita."  Something in Scully's gentle, stern tone seemed to percolate, and the blonde woman turned her head slightly in reluctant acknowledgment.  Scully released the man's overheated, flaking wrist to lay one hand over hers.  "I don't know if it was the Krycek we knew, or this man that you loved, but they're both gone.  And we need to move away before you can be hurt."  

The once stylishly coiffed, high-end office dignitary turned angry, disbelieving eyes to Scully's.  Scully knew that she was equally rumpled and exhausted...and she knew that in her face Ms. Covarrubias would read a doctor's resignation to the death of her patient.  She tried to put all the finality and the compassion that she felt into her eyes; for indeed, this man had saved her son, and she would always be grateful.  

Marita read the message there, stared back at Scully's sad expression with angry denial and a kind of forbidden pain etched into her face.  Her cheeks were smudged with soot and other unnamable substances, and tracked with the runnels of fresh tears.  Scully knew that hers looked little different, after all that had happened.  The difference was, this woman's tears were still wet, and would be for a long time.  Scully hoped she herself would have no more cause to weep these kind of tears this day.  She nodded and released the hand, looking down.  The once manicured fingers of the former SRSG were black with human ordure as she lay them against the broken face of a the clone that had proven in the end that he was his own man, and she lowered her head until the pale curtain of her hair hid her face.  She seemed not to have heard Scully's injunction that they had to move, and simply cradled his head in devastation.

The burnt, agonized body seemed to settle in on itself...and slowly, without warning, began to dissolve.  Mulder had to pull the blonde woman away before the acidic chimera could sear her skin as the last remains of Alex Krycek, like Samantha before him, faded, bubbling, into the burnt grass of the park.
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They got the grieving woman settled in against a tree a few dozen yards away.  Scully crouched beside her, holding her hand more, Mulder suspected, to keep her in one place than out of any real conviction.  If William were still in danger she would be off like a shot...but their son had moved over to join his mother, crouching to pat the mourning woman's sooty face with one tiny hand.  Time to deal with business.  In all the chaos, they had all nearly forgotten about the ship...and the other alien now held in Doggett's custody.  Mulder glanced once at Scully, met her eyes and received the go ahead.  --We're okay.  Go check on them--  Nodding in response, Mulder went back to where the dying clone had dropped the stiletto and lifted the gleaming tool from the soggy grass to approach the remaining Bounty Hunter.  

Doggett, still holding the alien at gunpoint, was staring up at the ship and its amazing descending platform in openmouthed disbelief.  Beside him, Skinner had gotten back to his feet and dropped a hand on the former cop's shoulder.  He seemed not to notice that his wire-frame glasses were cracked.  

"Never thought you would see the day you'd have to tell Mulder he was right, did you Doggett?"  

The southerner didn't reply as he tore his eyes from the hovering leviathan to stare at his prisoner of war.  He had already delivered a kill shot to this being once.  Seeing him rise from the grass after a bullet to the back of the head seemed to have shaken his skepticism a little.

"Muldah," he demanded as the originator of his unit stepped up to join them.  "What the hell is goin' on heah?"  The sun-creased blue eyes went back to the fast-healing hole in the base of the alien's skull.  "I thought you said these things melted or whateva when you hit em in the right spot, like that Krycek guy just did."

Appearing suddenly beside them as if called into existence by the rubbing of a lamp or the unrolling of a rug, the Ambassador stepped forward from the suspended battle ahead and nodded at the captive alien with his chin.  He seemed possessed of some kind of intense interior charge, and was almost vibrating with energy from where he stood a few feet away.  

"He has been dazed, that is all Mr. Doggett.  A bullet alone, even in such a magnificent shot as yours, would not destroy us."  He smiled a bit grimly.  "The object you refer to as a stiletto puts out a kind of magnetic pulse at a certain frequency that...unravels our DNA for lack of a better term.”  He paused, frowning his way through the concept upon translation into human speech.  “Or rather, it unravels the elaborate protections that our bodies have evolved to live in symbiosis with the substance that you call 'the Black Oil'.”

He ignored Mulder’s jerk of surprise to go on thoughtfully.  He seemed almost nervous to see a human in possession of the thing, and he kept his distance as he spoke.  “Our symbiosis gave us many advantages on an biological scale, but the resultant twelve-DNA helix has one small weakness.  The strength inherent in its structure is belied by the ease in which the different strands can be separated by certain levels of metallic vibration.  Inserted at exactly the right weak point," he unfolded his arms to tap the back of his neck with two fingers, "and tuned to the appropriate frequency, the stiletto emits just such a magnetic pulse, which aligns and magnetizes all the iron in a body that is usually insulated away from our chimerical blood in this spot.  The result," he grinned at them, "is an immediate and complete loss of structural integrity at a genetic level, and we devolve back to our composite molecules and become, shall we say, fertilizer."  He nodded again as if giving the alternative full merit.  "A bullet has similar effect in that it is made of steel components, but it carries no magnetic pulse, so it merely cripples if shot into that same weak spot.  It is an injury from which we can rally quickly."

Mulder grunted, trying to look unimpressed.  He wondered briefly how many damned files he would have to smuggle out of the Basement Office and rewrite after this was all over.  Between his own adventures and Scully's liaisons with these beings, they had amassed far too much knowledge over the last few months...and solved many longstanding puzzles that had bothered them both for years.  An image rose to his mind of his father's hidden stiletto from the beach house, and the Bounty Hunter that had risen from his apparent fatal wounding to continue his pursuit of the alien clone that he had known as Jeremiah Smith.  

"Someone could have told us we were using the thing wrong back when I first found it.  I could have saved one of your Sirians.  I still don't know how my mother came out of her coma without his help."

"Your Smoking nemesis is responsible for her recovery," the Ambassador informed him quietly.  "He convinced one of his tame Bounty Hunters to heal her.”  His death’s head grin reappeared as if by magic, wiping away the thoughtful regard.  “So that you would still have something to lose." 


Scully spoke up from the grass beside Marita and William.  "So it's not just the puncture itself," she said softly--as if she too were revising certain long-held conceptions.  She didn't meet Mulder's eyes, but she was obviously thinking of the same case.  "We'd wondered why your people sometimes recovered.  It was supposed to be the one foolproof weapon against the Bounty Hunters."

The Ambassador seemed in his element here, and Mulder wondered if the alien was a lecturer in his spare time back at the 'Home System'.  Apparently all politicians were the same, the galaxy over.  They all loved the sound of their own voice, and seemed very caught up in explaining the labyrinthine details of any operation or strategy.  "Exactly, Ms. Scully.  Without the correct setting it is little more than a momentary inconvenience.  A strike from this particular tool in the wrong place, or without the magnetic pulse activated and set to the correct frequency, our reaction would be similar to a bullet.  Rather like setting your weapon to stun rather than to kill."  Another mocking smile, this one slightly vicious.  "This 'stiletto' is an outlawed weapon in most civilized systems, and has been for tens of thousands of years.  You can understand why we don't like seeing it used."


"I bet," Mulder broke in grimly.  "It exploits your only real physical weakness."


The alien nodded.  "Thus it has remained popular in certain...outlying areas such as those frequented by our Colonial friends here, on the fringe.  It is often smuggled into more central planets as a weapon of choice for political assassinations.  It is still used widely and without restriction on brawling outpost planets like your own."  The smile had become mocking again.  "It is a weakness we had tried to circumvent in the invention of our replicated friends, but unfortunately a well placed magnetite bullet could do basically the same thing.  We had been developing just such a bullet before your little flight from the city last year made things all the more complicated.  One way or another, our weakness will always have something to do with polarities.  It is unfortunate that such a clever ally as this one was brought low by a weakness that should not have been passed on to any but the prototypes."  

Despite his professed regret, his eyes were still on the ship ahead.  “Now if you will indulge me, ladies and gentlemen, I have come with an errand.  I have been dispatched to bring your little family to meet with the Representatives that have come to call an end to our wrangling here.  They will want to see your child, and you, and hear all arguments for the cessation of conflict and the appointing of new officials to see to the administration of whatever treaty we come to here.  If you will turn over the assassination tool…for I rather doubt that my superiors will allow you to approach in possession of that particular device…”  Mulder hesitated, obviously worried that they might still need the thing as they approached the battle zone, but at the alien’s reassuring smirk, he reluctantly turned over the stiletto.  “You will be protected, by those you have trusted for long now—for my Renegades are now fully in charge.  Please follow me, Mr. Mulder, Ms. Scully, and bring your son.  Any other representatives of your planet that you wish to bring along will be welcome, of course.”  His eyes flickered to Doggett and Skinner.  “An escort or even a bodyguard will look much better for posterity.  It will show that you here take the child’s potential as seriously as do we all."  Without further word he struck out across the grass, moving back toward the ship and obviously expecting them to follow.  

Mulder saw Doggett and Skinner exchange glances from the corner of his eye as he nodded to the alien and turned to collect Scully and his son.  He remembered Gibson as he strode by, and caught the teenager's eye a bit quizzically.  God, this day felt surreal.  "Do you wanna come?"

The solemn teenager inclined his head slightly, showing an ugly bump under the thick padding of hair behind his left eye.  "I'm to provide testimony for the Renegades.  The Elders will want to hear me and compare my mind to William's.  To prove that he is what they say he is."

Mulder didn't bother to reply to that as he leaned over and swung his son up into his arms.  "Hey, Slugger.  How's my Willie Mays doing?"

"'M okay, Dadda."

"Good deal."  He raised his eyes to Scully's, held out a hand, a hint of his old wit showing through in a faint grin.  "I guess it's now or never."  The feeling of her slim-fingered grip in his was fortifying, and he allowed himself to draw one deep, steeling breath as she leaned over their son and caught his small, serious gaze in her own.

"William, the Ambassador's friends want to meet you, and talk to you and Gibson.  Is that okay?"

The toddler regarded his mother with an expression that belonged on a twenty-year-old; young, but resolute and unafraid.  "Yeah Mama.  I wanna talk to 'em too.  They been listenin' to me for a while now."  The little face suddenly went censorious, determined.  "I wanna tell 'em to stop fighting.  They're the parents; they need to make these guys stop.  I don' like 'em hurtin' each other alla time."

Scully didn't meet Mulder's eyes, but he could tell she was concerned.  Mulder himself was shaken by the complicated understanding their son seemed to have of the political situation, though he put it in a child's terms.  "Okay Sweetie.  We'll go tell them then."

"'Kay."  He looked determined…and completely in his element.  Both of them could have wished he did not have to be…but such was his destiny.  Such was their own.

xxx
Carrying their son, they approached the hovering platform in its cyclone of light with varying degrees of eagerness and trepidation.  Scully obviously dreaded this meeting, and had for a while now.  Will was simply determined, and his tiny face bore a look of almost comical concentration--comical if one could forget for a moment how much of his child's peace of mind depended on the outcome of this fateful moment.  Mulder himself, despite these concerns, was hard-pressed to put down his own exultation.  This was vindication; he had been waiting most of his adult life for this moment.  Proof.  The Ancient Astronaut theory; Edgar Cayce.  Channelers, abductees, psychics, mediums, regression hypnosis.  Past lives, karma, precognition and telepathy.  It all stemmed here, lay rooted here; he was at the source of everything in the x-files.  The first time it had been laid out before him, with Gibson Praise, the proof had slipped through his fingers.

At the time he had been sure that Scully had thought he had been stretching just a little, overgeneralizing with his blanket statement that everything in the x-files could be proven, solved by that genetic signature in a pre-teen's brain.  He knew that she had always considered the government conspiracy and the genetic mutants to be the only really valid part of the work, and furthermore that she considered the two categories to be entirely separate both from each other and from his more personal crusade to prove the existence of things like ghosts, past lives, transmigration of the soul and his other, more ethereal beliefs.  And of course, the fact that they could only investigate the phenomena that ended in murder had pigeonholed the research somewhat.  But he knew now even if Scully did not, that all of these things could be explained with the knowledge these beings could impart.  It was almost frightening how fitting it was that he and Scully would be the ones to solve it, to see it.  And...it was worrying.  If they found all the answers here, what in the heck would he do without any questions left to answer?

The thought was so comical in present circumstances that he almost laughed at himself.  The continuation of his unit and his research was nowhere near as important as the fate of the world...to anyone but Fox Mulder.  And maybe to Scully, out of loyalty, and love.  They had their own little x-file right here.  If they had had the proof with Gibson Praise and then himself, they had done it one better in their own son.

As they reached the invisible perimeter of the former battlefield, the ground underfoot became crunchy with chimeras and ordure, burnt grass, acidized soil, and the debris of bodies burnt beyond recognition.  Every combatant, alien or replicant, stood with arms down, reeking of death, splashed with both green blood and red, smeared with soot and acid blisters, and preternaturally silent.  The small family and its three-man bodyguard stepped a bit fearfully into the circle, each member almost painfully aware of the sheer numbers surrounding them.

At any moment, the Colonists could break and come for William.  They had heretofore shown very little respect or deference for the rule of these Elders in absentia.  They seemed stymied to have the alien Senators here in actual fact...but how long that awe would last was anybody's guess.  Without the need for discussion, both Mulder and Scully felt sure that another last-minute attack was not only possible, but likely.  The Bounty Hunters stank of desperation.  Without the added bargaining power of their son's windfall abilities, They knew They were unlikely to receive the long end of this Council's decision.  The Colonists’ politics and Their actions were not in line with the beliefs and cultural position of Their species.  William was Their last chance to cut a deal.

The small family moved to within fifteen feet of the looming, glowing column of moving air that was the alien beam and paused there, looking upward in bemused awe.  Inside that beam, the platform seemed to gleam as the oddly diffuse bluish light caressed the curving, pearlescent surfaces of each throne, each control panel and strangely organic circuit board.  Mulder could feel the hair on his arms and neck rising in the overexcited air of the park.  As his forearm brushed Scully's, he could feel her own hair standing on end with the peculiar activation potential of static electricity now latent in every particle of the atmosphere around them.  The smell of ozone and overheated alloys was pervasive and overwhelming.  And still the Ambassador strode onward.

At ten feet from the beam with its swirling, suspended motes of dust and debris, the conscientious alien representative stopped and turned to them.  "Please wait here, my friends, while I make the necessary genuflections to protocol and introduce you to my masters.  I will remain at the fore for most of the deliberations, to greet my patron and advise the Council of our current situation."  He started to move, then thought the better of it and pinned their party with a sharp gaze.  Every evidence of his former affability was gone, disappearing beneath an almost harshly considering gaze that showed his true stake in the coming proceedings, and an air of professionalism that divested him of every single one of the whimsically added human traits he had put forth in the time they had known him.  "Please understand, most of our actions will be on record for further deliberation, so try to remain professional.  And do not refer, Ms. Scully, to our conversations regarding the adaptations my race must make to work in tandem with your species.  I have had to become a chameleon, to be sure; but my Earthbound foibles would not be proper in this formal setting, and could possibly turn the negotiations against us if the Elders come to the conclusion that our people will be too easily corrupted by close association with Terran influence."

As he strode off toward the beam and its three denizens, Mulder leaned over to speak from the side of his mouth.  "What was that all about?"

"His status as an exile," Scully informed him in the same low tone.  "He told me that for throwing in with us, he cannot return to his old position at home.  He and the others that joined the Renegade cause will have to remain here.”  She frowned thoughtfully, working it out even as she explained.  “Their belief that their species needs our influence to continue their evolution has become fact for them.  They've had to take on certain human traits to remain incognito here, and as such their impartiality has become suspect.  They will be considered frivolous, emotional; a lost cause if their adaptations were to become known, and their testimony will carry less weight in the decision-making process."

"So basically William's future depends on us not letting the cat out of the bag about exactly what part he has to play in their species continuity?"

"That about sums it up." Her voice was dry as a bone.  He could tell she was covering up a vast anxiety behind that quiet statement.

"They fear what they will have to become to survive."  Gibson's voice was flat and even, as if he had had his own emotions surgically removed during his stay with the aforementioned Renegade exiles.  "Unlike the Sirians, they don't want to think about it, preferring to consider his contribution on purely biological terms.  They have lived too long stamping out what they considered to be a weakness in less evolved species.  Most of the religions that emphasize denial of all the parts of humanity; animal for god, instinctive for spiritual, are remainders of alien cultural influence.  In a way, we're light years ahead of them when it comes to accepting all the sides of ourselves, for we know we would not be human if we denied half of our being.  We keep the balance where they have destroyed it.”  His gray eyes were serious, stormy.  “They need us as much as we need them, and our pride can survive being made to accept assistance.  They, on the other hand, will pretend for all they're worth that your son's birth has not made them penitents."

"Remind me again why I took a desk job,” Skinner grunted from behind them.  “Action was always a lot easier when you were able to leave the politics up to somebody else."

"Tell me about it," Doggett chimed in.  He still carried his gun in one hand, though he had shoved his Colonial prisoner of war off to one side to join his buddies as they had approached ground zero.  "How we're supposed to keep all this straight I have no idea."  He seemed to be coping well, considering that recent events had blown his carefully-constructed fantasy world to shreds.

"You leave that up to me, Doggett," Mulder answered absently, and let his eyes rove over the clearing, marking the positions of the closest Bounty Hunters in case of trouble.  "Just make sure you keep us covered in case one of these bastards decides to take the same line and stimulate some action before the politicians can decide against them."

"You got it."  The southerner's honest voice was hard and final as he set himself for action.  Beside him, Skinner was canvassing the field as well, ready to give his underling the necessary back-up.  It was probably a lot easier for both of them to keep an eye on the Colonists than it was to admit to the existence of the ship and its hovering deputation directly to the fore.  Not even Skinner really wanted to have to see to Believe.  In that way, their former boss was a lot like Scully.  Sometimes it was easier to accept things on simple faith than to be faced with them in solid, inarguable Truth.
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Ahead, the Ambassador didn't speak as he stood like a statue in front of the blue-white beam and its inhabitants.  Scully was pretty sure he was talking to them through the same kind of telepathy--her skeptic's mind shuddered away from the word, but what else could one call it?--that had been evident in her son's encounters with Gibson Praise, in the conferences between the Ambassador and his Rebel and Renegade cronies in Steveston.  However their introductions were being made, she hoped he would present the case itself in spoken form so that they could keep up with proceedings.  It would be horribly unnerving to stand trial in an inquisition conducted in silence, with no idea how to gauge the progress of their plaint until the sentence was read.

In her arms, the child that was the focus of this entire debate sat without almost perfectly still, occasionally fidgeting his dangling legs as he stared intently ahead at the meeting of the visiting alien dignitaries with their earthbound operative.  She had the uncomfortable feeling that he was following the entire situation with the same uncanny ability that the aliens showed when they coordinated their actions like bees in a hive.  It was one thing to see him shove furniture around a motel room, or cause a baseball to hover from one glove to the next.  That kind of telekinetic manipulation had become almost commonplace to her, and seemed peculiar to her son and his own private development and talents.  This mental language, however, was something that he held overtly in common with these visitors; a demonstrable tie to the alien side of his ancestry.  The very thought that his exposure to them might make him more alien than human filled her with a kind of helpless dread.

They had to keep him human enough.  They had to!

After an uncounted number of minutes that seemed to drag on forever, the Ambassador turned to the left and nodded at the small grouping of faceless alien Rebels.  They all looked very similar in their black jumpsuits, but from vague cues of movement and stance, dress and attitude, Scully identified the central of the four beings who stepped forward to be the Rebel Cabal Leader.  He had always had a prideful bearing and an air of self-importance.  He was accompanied by an alien she assumed was his second.  The other two, she assumed by their ragged attire and the air of quiet, self-assured command, were the Renegade Leaders of the Grahamsville and Dixie enclaves.  Joining them from the far right side of the circle was one exhausted but still saintly-looking Jeremiah Smith.  She couldn't tell up from down with those guys.  He could have rejoined them from the Renegade uprising that had turned the tide a little while ago, or from some other hidden colony of dissent…or he could be one of the two that had accompanied her party as far as Connecticut.  Not that it really mattered.  They all seemed to be the most on William’s side of any of the alien factions, and beyond that, they were healers.  She thought she could actually come close to trusting the Smiths.

The representatives of the three groups of exiles arrayed themselves in a loose semicircle in front of the throne, slightly behind the Ambassador and with that worthy personage occupying the centre of the horseshoe.  Then the Ambassador nodded to his right, and two towering Bounty Hunters, somehow managing to look not only taller than their counterparts in the same mold, but also little the worse for wear despite the recent conflict, stepped forward and joined the right side of the hemisphere.  They stopped a little apart from the Smith and equidistant from the Rebels, forming their own little pocket of dissent.  Notwithstanding their normal truculence, they seemed annoyed at the formalities.

Within the glow of the suspension beam, the white-clad being in the central chair tilted Its head slightly at the Rebel Cabal Leader.  The jumpsuit-clad alien stepped forward precisely one stride and inclined his head in a return gesture.  There followed what appeared to be an intense question-and-answer period.  The silence was unbroken, but Scully had discovered to her amazement that by watching body language and simply remaining aware of the changes in the air, she could almost see the volleys firing back and forth between the Elder and the Leader.  On the far side of the half-circle, the Colonists seemed to bristle with both indignation and impatient anger as They awaited their turn to rebut the Rebel's claims for Their circumvention of the rules.

Behind and to the right of Scully and William, Gibson unexpectedly spoke up again.  "They'll all try to make their cases," he informed them quietly.  His stance and tone was that of a fluent and competent interpreter efficiently passing on the deliberations of an alien tongue.  "Right now the Rebel Leader is recounting the events of the last several months to the Ambassador's boss.  She's the one in the centre, I think."

Beside Scully, Mulder shifted impatiently and glanced at their absorbed son.  "How long do you think before they stop going over the politics and start looking at the evidence?"

Gibson turned to regard the older man with an amused look that somehow managed to be withering too.  "You might be here a while.  These guys take even more time at this than we do." 

"Fantastic."

After an interminable time, the Rebel stepped back to rejoin his compatriots.  He didn't look at the Colonists on the far side of the semicircle, but his entire demeanor was one of a man who had just thrown down a challenge.  The more of annoyed-seeming of the two Colonists stepped forward abruptly as if egged on and wanting to set the record straight before the adjucators could become biased.  It did not wait for Its formal introduction from the Ambassador, nor for the acknowledgement of the chair before beginning Its own invisible arguments. 

In Scully's arms, Will made a disgusted face, wrinkling up his baby nose.  "All they do is argue, Mama," he complained in his piping little voice.  "Why don' they just realize nuthin's gonna change what they did and assept what the Elders tell 'em to do?"  His expression now resembled nothing so much as a little scowl of annoyance.  He looked so much like Mulder on a tear, she felt her heart do a quiet tango of love and fear.

Mulder lifted his own eyes from their scowling son and met hers, expression somehow managing to look abashed and pleased in the same instant.  No one could convince them ever again that this child did not come from the both of them.

Ahead in the clearing, the Bounty Hunter busy making his case seemed to be getting carried away.  It had stepped abruptly forward toward the three seated beings, seeming ready to storm the platform.  Moving to bar the way, the Ambassador made a cutting gesture with the side of one hand, and the white-robed Elder on the right tilted Its head as if conceding a point.  The Colonist stepped reluctantly back to Its place in the semicircle, but Its demeanor seemed quietly encouraged, as if something that had transpired had bolstered Its chances for a more favourable ruling.

"The Representatives aren't buying the Colonists' reasons for ignoring the interdiction.  He's trying to convince them that their motivations outweighed an ancient policy that no longer applies, and he's appealing to their common fear of extinction; that colonisation is the only answer to their species' predicament.”  Gibson did not look pleased.  “His little outburst hurt his cause a little, but his reasoning has merit in their eyes, and is more attractive a choice than trafficking with humanity, tying their future development to our own.  They dislike the sink-or-swim ethic that the second option implies.  They are weakening."  The teenager's voice was bleak as he made his report.

The Ambassador had signaled to the two Renegades next, and the ragged Leaders seemed to confer tightly for a moment before the Dixie Leader dropped back to allow the Grahamsville Leader to make their plaint.  Scully wondered briefly if being a so-called 'priest of One' conferred a very high rank in the alien society; but that was a question that had little bearing on the moment.  If the Dixie Leader and the Ambassador both deferred to their Grahamsville counterpart, his testimony would likely carry enough weight to at least gain her child an audience.  At this point, that was all she had to hope for.

The Grahamsville Leader looked to be an expert witness.  His testimony though as silent as the rest was self-assured and without the passionate delivery of the Rebel and the Colonist; almost as if his own desperate investiture in the outcome had allowed him to step outside himself and deliver his side of the argument in factual, logical terms.  His delivery was obviously appealing to the Elders, who seemed to listen with interest; possibly they considered him a more trustworthy witness, as he was a resident of their own planet rather than an escaped slave or a colonist from an outlying frontier system.

After a moment's soundless speech making, the Leader stepped back and inclined his head to the Smith standing to his right.  There was a flurry of surprised body language marking this move as the Sirian stepped forward to put his own stamp on the Renegade's interpretation of events.  Apparently, the other aliens had not expected the Leader to call on the Sirian's testimony.

The Smith was wearing the face that Scully recognized from past cases, rather than the disguise she had seen in Absalom's Montana camp.  Standing before the platform with a kind of unassailable dignity, an aura of unshakeable peace, he seemed to be giving his testimony not to the three white-robed beings in the seats, but to the tall alien in the blue tunic behind them.  

"The one in the back is the Sirian representative," Gibson informed them.  The young man’s round face suddenly looked more hopeful.  "They'll be the final judges of the truth and motivations behind every plaint.  One of their functions in the alien society is mediation, because their view is unclouded by politics and their culture is at the centre of the alien society.”  The empathy seemed completely caught up in the deliberations, and his translations were offhand and given with only half of his attention.  “They see directly to the heart of the situation from a purely spiritual angle.  They will be called upon to be the final arbiters, though the judgment itself will be passed by the Pleiadeans.  The court system is theirs.  But we’re lucky to have the Smiths on our side; a Sirian’s testimony will be move valuable to us and taken with more weight than all the others combined.”

"Why is he wearing a different colour?" Scully asked of the tallest alien on the platform.  She didn’t really expect Gibson to know the answer, but it was something to say to break the monotonous tension.

To her surprise, Gibson closed his eyes and went still in a way that reminded her of catatonic patient she had had once in her residency.  He seemed to be reaching out in some way, and she realized with the kind of start she was growing used to in this past off-the-wall year that he was actually plucking the answer from the minds of the aliens ahead of them, from some sort of public pool of common knowledge they bore in the fronts of their minds.

"She's a member of the Life Sciences clan," the teenager answered for a moment.  He opened his eyes and returned his gaze to the deputation ahead of them as if unaware of Scully's surprise, though he must be given his ability to sense the emotions of others.  "They dress in colour according to affiliation."

"So the white is..."

"The Pleiadeans don't dress as the Sirians and Lyrans do."

Mulder had leaned forward, interest plain on his face.  "So it's true that the Lyrans and Vegans share Sirian culture?"  He glanced up at Scully.  "This is validating a lot of the literature collected on the sessions of channelers like Virginia Essene and Barb Marciniak."

Gibson was nodding.  "The spiritual movements try to pass on their message through humans who are able to receive, though a lot of the message is garbled by the abilities and cultural bias of the receivers.  The Lyrans and Vegans adopted Sirian culture millennia ago, but it was more of an underground fad for the rest.  From what I can gather, the main mass of Pleiadeans didn't join the bandwagon till a few thousand years ago.  Relatively recent development even on our timescale."
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Ahead, the deputation seemed to have finished with its witnesses, and the Ambassador nodded genially to the Sirian and stepped back to stand between him and the Grahamsville Leader.  The Elders seemed to deliberate for a moment, and then their pale, almost glowing heads turned toward the small family standing a few feet away.  The movement was relegated almost to slow motion due to the strange quality of the light within that cyclone of moving, radiant air.  Eight pairs of large, dark eyes fell on Scully, and she felt William jerk in her arms.  Then the full impact of those four gazes seemed to hit her all at once, with an amazing feeling of weight, of sheer presence.  She felt an unaccustomed urge to lower her eyes, to avoid that gaze.  --No wonder the early humans of this planet had thought they were Gods-- her mind stuttered.  They were overwhelming.  Beside her, she could feel Mulder's hand twitch in hers; in reassurance or in reaction, she didn't know.

She thought at first that the voice had simply carried across the grass from within the beam.  It took her a moment to realize that it had sounded instead from within her head, just as had the voice of the Ambassador within the Kindred cavern.  

--So this is the child--  
The 'tone' of the voice was quiet, as if the owner did not wish to frighten Mulder and herself, and whomever else was receiving the message.  She had no doubt that at least Mulder and Gibson as well as she and her baby were hearing the voice.

"Yes."  It was the Ambassador, speaking aloud as if realizing finally that his guests had not been following the entire affair until now, when the Elders had included them.  "You may appreciate from the obvious difference between even the child and this adolescent human that there have been significant steps since your last appraisal of the situation.  Even now, as our Sirian friend has testified, we have no true measure of the child's eventual potential."  
Scully turned her head slightly to look at Gibson.  The boy was pale and a bit banged-up, but seemed otherwise unruffled by the comparison as he stepped forward a pace to look on the Elders on their platform with a steady eye.  Then he seemed to quiver slightly, and his eyes closed again.  Every alien eye was on him, and she could see him tremble slightly as the full force of that incredible regard from the four entities on the platform was turned on his young mind.  They were exploring his abilities so that they could compare them with her son's. 

Then the eyes were back on her again, and she saw Gibson sag from the corner of her eye, the way a person who has been standing against an incoming tide will stagger as that support and resistance suddenly ebbs back into the sea.  Scully gathered all her strength, and lifted her eyes directly into that onslaught...and realized that they were not actually sizing the rest of them up anymore.  They were looking solely at William.

In that moment, every thought she had coalesced suddenly into a raging mother's instinct to protect her son from the weight of that unbearable regard.  She braced herself, ready to turn, to place her own body between their eyes and his, to cut them off from his mind...but she knew before she tried it that such a strategem would be useless.  From what Gibson had told her, once they had locked on to someone's mind, they could find it without regard to distance or physical obstacle.  There was nothing she could do to shield him from their delving...and it was a mind-rape, no matter how gentle.  As the Smoking Man would have said, these beings did nothing but for expediency, and expediency spared no feelings, made no allowances for delicacy.  You either bore up under the pressure, or you bottomed out.  

There was no way she was going to let them put her child through the ringer like that without a fight.

To her surprise, however, William had begun to wriggle in that determined way that said he wanted to get down, and would achieve that goal one way or the other.   He didn't speak, however, and fearing that he was responding to some kind of mental suggestion, her first instinct was to hold him tighter.  Unfortunately, that only made him struggle the harder against her grip, now grunting with the effort and pushing impatiently at her forearms.

"Your body shields him from the brunt of their communications, Agent Scully," Gibson said quietly, "but the buzz of your thoughts is interfering, and he wants to join in that communication without your protection.  He's very independent."

Scully had begun to feel relief at the first sentence, but her anxiety came back twofold at the second.  "I don't think he's ready for that, Gibson, even if there weren't a dozen or more Bounty Hunters out there just dying to get Their hands on him," she countered, still struggling with her son's suddenly multiplied limbs.  The child was like a water moccasin, and he had arms and legs like an octopus when he started squirming this way.  But she could be as stubborn as he was when she put her mind to it, dammit!  "I'm not letting him go up there without me."

Gibson smiled at her, a disarmingly sweet expression made all the more startling for its unexpectedness.  "William has been preparing for this meeting since before he was born, Agent Scully.  If you don't want him to rebel against you, I'd suggest you let him go.  If you want to approach closer with him, no one will dissuade you."

As if realizing that his mother would not waver unless he pushed her over himself, Will suddenly ceased his struggles and looked up into Scully's face, his own expression ingenious...and just like Mulder's when he was trying to get her to do something against her better judgment.  He reached up with one tiny hand and patted her cheek reassuringly.  "It's okay, Mama.  I've always been asposed to do dis."  His chubby face was positively beaming with childlike eagerness and blind faith...and a very familiar zealous belief that everything would work out, in the end, the way he wanted it to.  

--Oh dear God, we've created a monster--  Scully looked up helplessly into Mulder's face, hoping for back-up...and saw to her outrage that he was actually grinning down at them.  He had recognized his handiwork, all right.  His face was full of pride, and she resisted the urge to slap him.  "Dammit Mulder, this is serious!"  Wasn't it just like Mulder to be amused at his offspring's precociousness at a time like this!

"You learn way too quick, Champ," Mulder told their son, obviously trying to stifle his amusement and failing miserably.  But as his eyes returned to his partner's, he sobered and laid a hand on her shoulder.  "Better let him go, Scully.  If we let him fly away now, hopefully he'll stay with us later."

Scully felt as if the situation was rapidly spinning out of control.  "Mulder, those Bounty Hunters are everywhere," she hissed.

"So are the Rebels, and our friend the Ambassador and his Renegades.  And I doubt now that they've seen him that those Elders will let the Colonists just walk off with the trump card.  They don't want Them gaining the upper hand any more than we do."  His voice rang with the same blind conviction that she had seen in her son's baby face.

--Mother of God, I must have been insane to expose my son to Fox Mulder at an early age!-- she thought with an uncharacteristically irritable lack of charity.  "Fine, then we're going to be right behind him."

"Wouldn't have it any other way."

She glanced quickly up at his face, half-expecting the well-known, wide-eyed stare of innocence...but Mulder's face was hard and cold with determination, all traces of his former levity gone as if they had never been.  She felt herself oddly reassured by the return of his sincerity.  Any other time, his dry wisecracking would be a welcome diversion...but at the moment it seemed to be in marked bad taste.

Scully put down her toddler, but kept hold of his hand as they started down that five feet of space between their spot and the semicircle…walking toward that terrible, unnerving beam and its platform of glowing beings.  Skinner and Doggett followed reluctantly behind, moving in an instinctive SWAT approach as if they were walking into a dream that might bloom into a nightmare at any moment.  On either side of their path, the remaining replicants and/or supersoldiers, ragged clones and aliens from that last minute Renegade force, and various jumpsuit-clad Rebels and unremarkably-dressed Colonists stood aside to let them pass.  At every step, the odd pressure of that intense beam of suspended light seemed to work harder at lifting the very skin from their arms, and a hum seemed to fill the air as they drew closer.  The most unnerving part, however, the part that made Scully want to flee in panic, was the way in which those large, glistening black eyes never left them as they approached, and that unbearable sense of presence never wavered, but in fact grew stronger with every step.

They entered the semicircle to one side of the Ambassador and the Smith, while all around them the Rebels and Renegades looked on with thinly-controlled suspicion, or tense hopefulness respectively, the Ambassador with surprising confidence.  The Smith, of course, watched them pass with that astounding lack of anxiety, that horribly placid calm that would at any other time have the peculiar effect of relaxing her, but in this case it made her want to shriek in frustration.  Did they not realize the dangers her son faced in this moment?  Did they not notice that this moment would decide whether or not he would survive?  Whether her entire species would?  That the fate of millions lay on the good showing made by a two-year old child?  The fatalism of these nirvana-eyed mystics suddenly seemed to her to be as foolish as that cheery New-Age optimism her sister used to spout at funerals and hospital visits.  

But the worst by far was the openly acquisitive, almost venally hungry expressions on the faces of the two Colonists standing to their right at the end of the crescent.  They wanted her son, wanted to take him, to force a bargain, to encourage the kind of concessions they would never get anymore, with this biased Council now come to planetside.  Between that, and those huge, black eyes...    

Scully's mind screamed at her to get out of there, to pick up her little son and flee from the ungodly pressure of those eyes, the avidly proprietary looks of the aliens that formed this circle, this cage of judgment that wanted to decide right now the course of her child's future, his very right to exist on this Earth.

Below her, as calm as any Sirian, her little son wiggled his fingers and firmly detached his tiny hand from hers.  She looked down in a panic, and met his eyes...and courage and faith seemed to flow from his tiny face to soften the cutting crystals of icy fear congealing around her heart.  "It'll be okay, Mama," he said softly, and stepped away.  Beside her, Mulder grasped her arm and held it in an iron grip that was more in the nature of a mutual prop than a restraint as the world's bravest little boy began to move the last few feet toward the pearlescent platform towering above his head.

The unnatural column of blue-lit air seemed to swirl just beyond his face, dust motes like cool sparks beckoning as he toddled on sturdy, sure legs toward that fence between reality and science fiction.  And on the far side of the crescent, the second of the two Bounty Hunters dove straight for the child like a rugby player diving for the ball.  Scully's heart, already labouring as she watched her baby walk ever closer to that surreal column of light, stopped in sheer terror...and the Elder in the central chair came majestically, slowly to Its feet and pointed one slim, long-fingered hand at the diving Colonist.

The Bounty Hunter froze a foot off of the ground as if the air around him had turned to jello, and Scully felt her legs give away in a sudden onslaught of relief so profound that it nearly dropped her to the ground.  She looked up at the standing Elder, sure that that pearl-coloured being's intervention had been the only thing that had saved her son and the whole, awful, stinking mess...and saw that the alien was staring at William with Its head tilted to one side as if studying a startling curiousity.

--You may release him now, child.  He will not try to harm you again--
The strong, smooth interior voice seemed to echo soundlessly along the small clearing, leaving startled ripples in its wake.  William turned his tiny head to look at the suspended Bounty Hunter, hovering above the grass in contradiction to all the laws of gravity and physics that had ever been formulated.  And then those laws were no longer in abeyance, and the alien bounced full-length to the turf as if he had hit his head on an invisible wall that arrested him in mid-flight.

William's baby face stared distantly down at his erstwhile attacker, and every expression and emotion seemed to flee into blankness.  His eyes had taken on that same eerie, self-possessed remoteness that she had seen in him that morning in the cavern, and she knew he had gone beyond himself once again, reaching past the boundaries of what he knew to find that other part of himself that had developed to deal with his own dual heritage.  It was almost as if he developed two personalities, and the trigger to his retreat into that older, more experienced self was stress; the need to process occurrences that he could not deal with as a human child.  

It was a hell of a self-defense survival mechanism...and the fact that he had had to develop it at all broke her heart anew.  

It was only then that she realized that all the aliens around them were frozen in place, indiscriminate of whether they were Rebel or Renegade, supersoldier or Colonist.  The humans, the Sirian, and the beings on the platform seemed to be the only ones who were unaffected.  Beside William, the Bounty Hunter that had attacked him lay prostrate now before the platform, cast down at the feet of the throne to lie motionless with Its head in Its hand.  Behind It, the other Colonists seemed to retreat in expressionless alarm without moving a step, Their meaty hands dangling at Their sides as if they had suddenly lost all feeling.  Immobile, their eyes moved with startled anger as They realized that the small child that They had attempted to control now held everyone, ally and enemy, in the palm of his tiny hand.
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Above them all, suspended in the low gravity of that surreal cold light of a higher-density sun, the two seated Elders slowly stood to join their standing fellow and the blue-clad Sirian, and once again four pairs of intense black eyes looked impassively out over the field of battle.

--Show us your True Faces--

 It had an imperious tone, addressed by beings accustomed to being in command, to having their suggestions obeyed instantly and as a matter of course.  The voices inside her head had blended into an almost harmony; three stronger tones and a trilling descant that she somehow knew instinctively came from the tunic-wearing Sirian.  They were all speaking at once now.  Without knowing what the phrase meant, she felt a sudden need to obey, to please these mighty, powerful and benevolent entities towering above her.  Almost forgotten on her arm, she felt Mulder's hand tremble.  Her own palms began to sweat.

And then suddenly all around them, the peaked unnatural light of evening flashed into a momentary brightness like the fission of an atomic weapon.  Scully closed her eyes in painful reflex at this light of a thousand suns; the last afterimage on the inside of her lids one of dozens of aliens going incandescent, thinning like dark stick figures in the middle of that unbearable glow.  

And then she was on the ground.  She hardly felt the impact as her cheek struck grass and bare, denuded soil, barely felt the iron band of Mulder's arm pinning her to the burn-mottled turf.  She realized dimly that he was terrified of the light, and her bewildered brain made the connection just as the brightness around them reached a horrible peak.  Before the panic and the acceptance of death could set in, though, the awful light began to recede.  They weren't dead.  They weren't even burnt.

--Rise up, humans-- that reassuring choir of mental voices seemed to say.  --This primitive defense does not always spell death, for the matter exchange can be mitigated, though at some expense to ourselves--

Behind her, she could feel Mulder's arm slowly relax from its rigour, and she sat up, blinking away the afterimage of that incredible light.  --E=MC squared-- her mind gibbered dutifully at her as she waited for her ocular equipment to recover normal function.  --Matter cannot be altered in form or substance without an exchange of equal parts energy.  This energy must be expended, or contained, or it will strain the confines of space-time.  At Light Speed, matter becomes infinite as the entire universe, unless it is converted to energy, and reconverted at the other side of the continuum--  Her brain was babbling undergraduate physics at her, and she shut it up with impatient discipline.  Now was not the time to ponder how these people had come here.  

At that instant a thought occurred to her that drove everything else from her mind.  --William!--

Almost before she could panic and flail to her feet to grab blindly for her baby, that same calm, overwhelming mental choir had moved back in to soothe her mind.  --The child is well.  He would have survived even had you not--  
Of course.  Of course.  He would be resistant.  Hybrids were resistant, to radiation and to disease.  For the first time in nearly a year, she was grateful that her baby had alien genes.  There was very little that could kill him.  He would most likely outlive his parents by decades.  She forced her eyes open, blinking at the almost impenetrable darkness that was early evening as her vision adjusted to the normal light levels of twilight in a Potomac Park gone mad.  As she began to be able to focus again on her environment, it was her turn to grasp Mulder's arm and draw his attention to what she was seeing.

All around them at the edges of the clearing stood at least thirty of the gray alien shapeshifters, suddenly outnumbering the surviving clones and supersoldiers nearly two to one.  Scully and Mulder and their small party were surrounded by the classic Grays of the abductee posters and literature, while the clones and suspersoldiers stood tall and dumb among them, taking it all in without a blink.  To the right, she thought there were almost twenty self-scarred Rebels; about four feet tall and dwarfed by their replicant and hybrid allies.  The giant black eyes were covered over by patches of almost iridescent material that seemed to be sewn grossly over the wide ocular orbits, like someone had tacked down and sealed a secondary nictitating membrane.  The flesh over each tiny slit of a mouth was bound together with ugly stitch-marks, a sign of both haste and a lack of familiarity with the process.  A race that was never ill would have little experience with stitching technique.  The mutilation looked somehow more horrible on those pale, smooth, featureless faces than it had on their more humanlike forms.

To the right...  That was the first moment she realized how truly striking was the difference in heights in these varying races of aliens.  Over at the Colony contingent there were perhaps a little over ten Grays, easy to pick out because Their eyes and mouths were unscarred and Their great black orbits stared hatefully out at her like negatives of deep-sea fishes.  Their skin was fish-belly pale as well, but she was surprised at Their size.  The Colonists that had menaced her family and the human race for years stood at a little over three feet tall.  One would think that the more threatening race would be larger, but Their smaller size somehow served to make Them seem more vicious and menacing.  The one-metre alien.

Standing behind them, the Ambassador measured the same nearly five feet of the Elders on the platform.  Beside him, the gangling Sirian that she had thought of as another Jeremiah Smith seemed almost attenuated in comparison, his long, fine limbs drawn out like the brush-strokes of a Ming-dynasty painter drawing willows on a jade vase.  And every one of these gray aliens of varying heights and demeanors was focused on her small family and the child that stood in the centre of the lawn before the thrones of the gods.

Mulder was murmuring conclusions in a tense, excited whisper as the moment confirmed all his past suppositions and offered further revelations.  “Maybe exposure to and symbiosis with the Black Oil species, virus, whatever; maybe it changed their growth patterns.  Which would mean that the Sirians are the only ones not controlled by that imperative--which would explain why their judgments are so respected, and why they’re so hard to sway from the ideal.  Which would mean that they alone out of any species in this quadrant of space are trustworthy; free of that influence…and they risk a lack of immunity in exchange for that freedom.  Maybe…”  He wouldn’t stop as long as the ideas kept coming.  But Scully didn’t hear him anymore as her mind gibbered in near panic.

--Oh Jesus God!  Once was enough!  I didn't need to see it again to Believe--  She somehow felt even less prepared than she had been in the Kindred cavern to see Them, face to face and unmasked.  She longed now for the blessed screen of shock that had blanketed her reactions then, in that first encounter with these beings that she had never wanted to see outright.

And ahead of them, William moved out alone to approach the podium that bore the seats of those that humanity had once called gods.

xxx
Within the blue mist of that soundless cyclone, tiny William Fox Scully-Mulder seemed to move at that same stop-motion pace to crawl perilously, frame-by-frame onto the pearlescent alien platform.  His small body inched up along the massive structure where it hovered six inches above the swirling grasses; first past the machined, Colony-like outer hull that was the platform's base...and then making the crossing onto the smooth, organic inner hull upon which their judges sat.  His little hands left foggy prints on the glassy alloy, tiny prints that evaporated immediately from the lucent surface when he lifted his miniature paws to move further upward into the beam.  Strange, pearly swirls of colour like the rainbows on gasoline seemed to coalesce around the pressure of his palms, pooling with the reactivity of the material that had been popularized as 'mood jewelry' in the early nineties, and fading back to its normal resting state of vaguely metallic blue-gray and teal as he lifted them to place his centre of balance further up on the slick-looking surface.

None of the aliens he went to meet moved to assist him, and Scully found herself torn.  She desperately wanted to help her baby.  She kept having visions of him slipping from the slick-looking surface and falling to the singed grass to lay stunned.  But then, she didn't really want to see him move further into that beam at all; nor especially to meet with and be touched by these omniscient-seeming Pleiadean beings.  He was still clad in his little train-engineer overalls that he had been wearing on Friday night when he and his parents had been so unceremoniously shaken from their motel room, and after the last few eventful days the white and blue pinstripes were now smudged with soot and grass stains, dirt and clay other unmentionables.  Scully was briefly glad that he had been toilet-trained, for though they would have taken care of his biological needs as a matter of maintenance, she doubted the Colonists that had taken him would have bothered to change him over the last couple of days.  The thought drifted away on the confusion of her fears as soon as it was formed as she continued to agonize over her hair-edge decision.  As her son worked his way upward, she toppled over on the side of action.  She began to move, intending to enter the beam and remove her child from the aliens' presence before he could complete his unwanted journey.

As if they had sensed her ambivalence, Scully felt herself suddenly frozen to the spot where she stood.  She could turn her head, but she could not move forward to intercept her son in his traverse.  The sensation was not only unnerving, but the uneasiness was augmented by the realization that she had no idea if it were these aliens or her own son that had stymied her.  She glanced over at Mulder and saw his frown of anxious annoyance.  He had been bound as she had.  For some reason that warmed her heart.  Someone must have read in his mind that he was just as likely as she to run into the beam and snatch their son away.  The idea that despite his surface jauntiness her lover was just as uneasy about the prospect of turning William's future over to these ‘Pleiadeans’ made her feel somewhat better despite their helplessness.  

Continuing alone, William reached the base of the central 'throne' and sat up to look on the Elders curiously.  He didn't speak aloud, but he had that set of his shoulders that he always carried when he was ‘talking’ with Gibson Praise.  Through her anxiety Scully could tell that her son was communicating with them.  After a moment, the three aliens exchanged glances, and the tall, spindly-seeming Sirian stepped forward from behind the throne to regard the child expectantly.

William seemed to contemplate something for a moment, then put his tiny hands to the pearly surface of the platform and pushed himself to his feet to regard the Sirian in turn.  Standing above him like a filigree figure, the alien looked almost benevolent as It bent to brush his smudged baby cheek with one slender, fragile-looking hand.  There seemed to be a period of intense but peaceful communion, and then the toddler nodded as if agreeing with the alien, and turned to look at his mother and father and the assembled faithful with an expression that seemed to be both resigned and...somehow sad.  Then the voices within her head began again, and all around her the various entities that had taken this field of battle started as they all took in the commands that were laid out.  

--You will ALL cease this pointless squabbling now--  it began without preface, and Scully knew that it was the central figure that spoke to them, the Ambassador's Representative.  --You have done irreparable damage to this planet and to our own species with your petty machinations--  The translucent gray head turned to the right side of the semicircle, toward the Colonists.  --You, Sons of Belial, have allowed our genome to be copied and manipulated and edited like lies, and you have even resorted to such in your own name.  These creatures we see before us, these...replaced humans...are abominations, and their making must be ceased so that the species is no longer removed from its proper course--  All around the semicircle, the supersoldiers shifted in their positions as if unnerved at that thought, unsure of their future as undesirable models.  Scully felt a suddenly, irrationally vindictive about it.  It was about time these newer versions felt the insecurity that her son and the other hybrids had felt for years now; the insecurity of beings that did not know if they would be allowed a future.

The aristocratic-seeming features did not alter as that glowing head turned slowly to glance out through the circulating dust motes at the Rebels on the left.  --And you who have opposed the Belialist plot, oh ye Children of the Law; you have made yourselves as the enemy in this matter, by following their mistakes with your own, and matching Their immoral plays as if you had become one with Their lack of ideals.  To resort to the enemy's tricks is to become as They.  You too have betrayed the Rule of the Universe--  Its tone was dissappointed, dismissively scolding, disdainful.  Bereft of movement, the Rebels somehow managed to look taken aback and defiant all in one.  The supersoldiers had recovered their discipline and stood now at attention looking stoic and unconcerned.  All except the Colonel from the Connecticut Air Force base, who seemed as defiant as his superiors.  

--But then-- continued the Representative,  --our response has regrettably been less than swift, and even now we await final discussion.  Perhaps, marooned here on this backwater colony and without recourse, your Movement had no other choice but to respond in kind.  The Council shall take that into account as a mitigating circumstance when you are charged for your offenses here--  This announcement did not appear to encourage the Rebels overmuch, but the Representative seemed completely unconcerned with the fate of those judged.  You makes your decision, you takes your lumps, you does your time, It seemed to say.  It returned Its gaze to centre where the Ambassador and his few Renegade backers awaited their own verdict...and where the small coterie of humans huddled within the curve of that same uncertain future.  

--All the strategies that have been employed upon this planet will be considered.  Your third party here, Honoured Priest of One and Esteemed Diplomat, is to be commended for both its foresight and its patience, and for its skill in the use of delaying tactics.  You alone have given us time to respond, as surely we must.  The Council does not attempt to show itself blameless in this matter--  The central alien tilted Its aquiline head consideringly.  --Perhaps the Ancient Sin had to be re-enacted in order for the situation to be righted-- It allowed after a moment. --That is a question for philosophers, however, and will await our further deliberations.  We take due note that all the members of this species, even these...mixed forms...have been wronged, and will find their places in the future of this planet as befits their sacrifices after we have assured ourselves of the disposition of this planet's fate--  

The few remaining clones from the late-coming Renegade force exchanged glances full of surmise and doubt.  It seemed that the hybrid army might be given a reprieve that even the new supersoldier model might not have garnered.

The large black eyes had turned full on Mulder and Scully.  Behind them, Skinner and Doggett shifted uneasily as that unearthly gaze fell on them.  --On that account, we must further discuss and consider this human child, ere any decisions can be made regarding the denizens of this planet, and who shall be the administrators thereof.  For that discussion there must be time taken for true contemplation and full representation, and our full Senate must be invited to the deliberations--  

The eyes turned back to the Ambassador and his Renegade leaders.  –Until such time as a full quorum is here for Conclave, we leave your party in nominal charge.  All future arrangements will be decided later when we return.  Be neutral, my Representative, but be strong--  The Pleiadean ignored the shocked reactions that seemed to emanate from both the Rebel and the Colonist sides of the semicircle.  Obviously both groups had hoped to be either left in charge of the situation during the Elders' meeting, or to continue Their battle for superiority and try to tip the scales while the Senators quibbled above.  The Ambassador's friend had just taken that decision out of either party's hands entirely.

Scully could feel Mulder relax in sudden relief behind her, and she let a breath out herself.  She hadn't realized until now just how little she trusted even the newly-readjusted Rebels to take care of things properly, much less to cease trying to destroy their son while these Elders decided what the hell to do with the situation.  Not that she trusted the Elders themselves to make the right choice in leadership...but at least they weren't out to overtly harm their son; or so the Ambassador said.  She knew they would change their minds if they found more advantage in that possibility than in the other, or feared too much what he represented.  

At that moment, the Pleiadean's words seemed to hit her like a punch to the solar plexus. --We must further discuss and consider this human child-- It had said.  What exactly had It meant by 'consider'?

xxx
Above them within that blue-white beam, the central alien tilted Its head toward the tall Sirian that stood to the fore.  Scully dragged her eyes over to the being, noting in passing that Its odd blue tunic seemed almost to glow with the light of the energy cyclone as It faced them with Its hand on her baby son's sturdy little shoulder.  

The Elder was not finished passing judgment.  --Some of our friend's Sirian people-- It went on, --will remain to assist in the healing of the human stricken.  This invasion is at an end--  Those last words were decisive, an order without recourse, and both Rebels and Colonists seemed to shift defiantly beneath the weight of their invisible restraints.  --Exiles and Rebels, hybrids and Belialists and replaced humans--  Verdict time.  --You will all retreat from this field and meet not again until we return to this same location in fifteen Earth-planetary rotations.  Every being present in this circle today will return in that time and report upon the success of these several missions.  Each of you that possess the skill will assist the Sirians in the healing of the human population.  The rest will direct a clean-up operation--  Unequivocal orders.  --These…soldiers you have created will concern themselves with the capture or the destruction if necessary of the unscheduled evolutions that have taken place within the cities--

 The stern, unflinching gaze left its hard perusal of each of the Rebel and Colonist leaders and returned to centre where the Ambassador waited to hear his own orders.  --They will not understand that we must see the child to know that he is what we have sought--  The human delegation shifted uneasily, wondering what that meant.  --My Representative; when we have gone, you must explain the necessity to these indigenous personnel here.  They must not fear or fight our intended action--  
Beside them, the alien Ambassador tilted his bulbous gray head in acknowledgement, and the bluish glow from the circulating beam glanced over the flat plane of his face like the licking of a cold blue fire.  "As you order it, Councilor, so it will be."
Still standing on the platform, his tiny face calm and slightly stern in his own right, young William Mulder stared down at his parents as if unaware of the disparate assemblage all around them.  "Mama," he piped up suddenly.  "Don' worry, Will'm'll be okay.  Don' let Dadda hurt nobody, 'k?  You c'n take care of each other till I get back."

xxx
Scully felt Mulder tense again, his lean body like a rock behind her.  Inside her chest, her own heart had flash-frozen in helpless dread.  --What the hell is he...--

The half-formed question was answered when the hull-edged platform that was the bridge of the alien vessel began to rise within the lazily turning beam.  William was still on board.

The bluish glowing cyclone was beginning to spin again, whipping up a breeze that sent burnt grass and dust motes and other unthinkable bits screaming around them on the crazed air.  The available atmosphere under this close sky seemed to crackle with that horrible ozone-like energy.  Scully still couldn't move, and the sudden artificial storm seemed to add charge to her panic.  Her soul was screaming.  Her hands had gone rigid like claws.  To lose him again...  This entire time they had been fighting to keep Them from taking him, from influencing him, and now They would make off with him anyway, and God only knew what they would do.  

She couldn't move!  The shriek built up inside her, denied utterance as her paralyzed vocal cords struggled with the air that lay quenched in her lungs like death.  Beside her, Mulder’s face was a rictus, fists clenched and eyes haunted with the same terrible, helpless fear.

Above in the beam, now three feet above the ground and climbing, her son looked down at his parents with a solemn expression on his pudgy little baby face.  His tiny features were just barely visible through the oblique angle of that thickening haze, and they were resolute as the glare grew slowly brighter.  The glowing intensity of the cyclone beamed out over the island like a giant acre-long flashlight as the hull section continued to rise, and Scully struggled helplessly, hopelessly against the dead air that bound them.

And then suddenly, as if distance had attenuated its hold or the bearer no longer felt that their movement was a threat, Scully felt the invisible bonds that held her melt into the air and disappear.  She stumbled at the sudden lack of resistance, and then with a thin sound of utter anguish keening from her throat, she threw herself at the rising platform carrying her son away…and bounced off the unseen force field that barred her from her child.  Only a nanosecond beside her, Mulder rebounded from the same invisible wall.  

Something inside Scully seemed to snap--she thought it was the last thin thread of her sanity, her self control--as she watched her son rising higher and higher away.  There was nothing for her to do.  And to have done all that; the sacrifices, the terror, the fighting and the arguing and the strain and the fear…and to have him taken anyway…  Helplessly, hopelessly, she hurled herself against the barrier again.  Mulder had leapt upward against that invisible wall, trying to catch the edge of the outer hull now nearly ten feet above the burnt grass.  His fingers curled as if preparing for a slam dunk...but they caught nothing as he slid off of the unseen force and slipped from of the hull like a kitten fighting a mirror; with the image on the other side untouchable.  

Rising far above them inside a beam now almost too brilliant to look at, their son smiled slightly, and Scully thought she heard a young voice inside her head repeating that everything would be okay.  In her overstressed mind, an uncomfortable memory was triggered; Mulder's voice in hypnosis, discussing his sister's case with Dr. Werber.  'They're telling me that she's going to be alright.  That she'll be back someday.'  'Do you believe them?'  'I...I want to Believe...'  --Christ God--

--It's okay, Mama.  Believe.--  The heavy dark metal of the outer hull was directly above them.  She could no longer see her son, but she could feel reassurance and benign unconcern floating over her in waves.  Unaccountably, she resisted that urging.  There was nothing to be assured about.  They had taken her baby!  And then the rough outer layer above their heads merged with the parent ship hovering above, the blue light cut off as if a door had been slammed.  Scully could feel the echo of that decisive sound inside her heart as the sudden darkness rose around them like a negative in the afterimage of that too-bright light.  The ship was rising away.

The Ambassador's voice was quiet and thoughtful.   “’But when she gave birth to the male child, destined to rule all nations with a rod of iron, the child was snatched up to God and his throne.  When he returned he was called the Word of God, and the armies of heaven follow with him.  Out of his mouth came a sharp sword to smite the nations.’”

All around them, Rebels and Renegades, replacements and Colonists and clones stood nonplussed and watched the giant vessel disappear into the heavy bank of cloud.  A faint thread of lightening zigzagged across the sky to illuminate that gray underbelly, and a short bark of thunder followed, hedged with quiet rumbles.  Cradling Mulder in her arms, Scully sank to the ground and let herself, finally, break down with him.  There in the broken grass, they clung to each other in utter despair as the cold spitting rain began to fall.

X   X   X

(Amor Fati, pt.60: “Salvation”)

--“And that is what They did.  For a thousand thousand years, holding over our heads the rod and the staff and the mental reign of Gods over their lesser, unfaithful subject children.  To have taken and held such power over humanity in it’s embryonic state is unconscionable...and a choice which is, we have been told, ultimately the reason for this ancient schism which now rules our every move, and whose movements drive us as if this were a fight to which we had been born.  And perhaps it is; for our very birth as a conscious species comes laden with these questions, perhaps lies at their very hub.”

--“Strange then that such weighty decision should hinge upon the actions of a child not yet past his second year…a child of Man who is yet the pinnacle of evolution for both of our races--the grafted offshoot of a near forgotten branch becoming the one budding tendril that might, in the end, bring us together once more in the Truth of what we were, what we are…and what we may yet become.  And to have imposed all the accumulated centuries of debt in this matter upon the head of a child not yet two years of age?  There, then, lays the most unconscionable of all things that remain to be rectified.”

--“And forgiven?  Can we ever do that?”--

(Fox Mulder’s Journal, May 04, 2003)

xxx
Cinco De Mayo

2100 hours


There was little else they could do but wait.  Doggett and Skinner had tried to commiserate, but of course there had been nothing that they could say to comfort parents who had lost their only child, their only hope of being and absolution.

Despite their different levels of mental preparation both Skinner and Doggett were overwhelmed and thoughtful after the events in the park, and quickly gave up trying to make sense of a situation that was unfathomable to all concerned.  No assurance would be enough to convince Scully and Mulder that the aliens that now had custody of their son would be any more honour-bound to return him than the others had been.  These remote creatures did whatever suited them, and emotions and attachments were not a part of their motivation.  They could only hope that these ‘Sirians’ would see things from the human point of view and prevail upon their comrades to return the boy to his own people.

After the momentous departure of the Elders’ craft, the various alien factions parted ways and slipped off into the city or into nearby military installations to plan either the recovery of the human cities and their populace, or to foment discord.  The Ambassador had been in nominal charge, and had told the human party to take themselves off somewhere quiet and rest as fragile humans needed to do.  "You can do no more now.  In fifteen days, all will be decided here.  You must recycle your strength.  Eat.  Rest."  

Mulder and Scully had ignored the alien diplomat to stagger back to FBI Headquarters, barely noticing the shell-shocked city around them as they limped through the wreckage with their entourage in tow.  But once the news had been shared with the A-team and all the exclamations of shock and the requisite displays of sympathy had gone by, there had been little else they could do.  After a few more hours of useless rage, Skinner had insisted that they all move the temporary base of operations to Maggie's house.  It was the only way to force the two devastated former agents to hole up somewhere and get some rest.  Neither would go very far away from the city where their access to the nerve centre of things was limited, but the circles of fatigue under their eyes, the drawn paleness of their faces had announced louder than words that they were nearing collapse…and he knew them well enough to understand that they would not quit until they dropped.  


As soon as he was sure he had Mulder and Scully firmly ensconced within the Baltimore house and had the rest of the team in place to make sure they stayed there, Skinner had disappeared to go check on Maggie.  Coming out of her haze as they approached Baltimore, Scully had been terrified that Skinner would go fetch her mother home from wherever he had her hidden away, and she would have to confess to the matriarch that she had lost the youngest Scully grandson once again, this time perhaps for good.

Luckily for Scully’s sanity, her old boss had taken pity on her and didn't bring Maggie back to Baltimore until three days had passed.  

The first few days went by in a haze of pain.  The long-awaited moment in which the distraught parents could open up to each other, let go and collapse to find surfeit in each other’s arms--that moment had been stolen from them.  In the attenuated agony of that horrid waiting period, Mulder and Scully seemed to go through some kind of shutdown.  The situation was still too painful, the emotions far too raw to let go.  That moment of release, once so close upon their son's rescue, had been taken away and pushed far into the future, should it come at all.

In the end knowing that they both needed to talk about what had happened before something broke, before they said something to hurt each other, Scully had forced herself to face the man she loved, naked and vulnerable.  It was the most difficult thing she had ever had to do; even more so than facing her self all those years ago to turn to him.  She felt some kind of inexplicable guilt, as if having lost their precious child so soon after his recovery placed a black mark on her service record.  Her only sticking point was that she was sure Mulder felt equally responsible.  He would believe that he should somehow have been able to stop them taking his son--that having been unable to help her rescue him before, he had failed to do his part when the time had come.  In the logical corner of her mind, Scully could not allow that anymore than he could continue wallowing in her own guilty remonstrations.  She knew that, as always, in forcing Mulder to communicate with her would make it possible to sort out her own emotions.  The prospect terrified her...but the cool logical side of her mind knew that this step was a deadly necessary one.


Despite all that, Mulder would not let her in.  He turned aside her tentative approaches with a bluff façade of such implacable intractability that she retreated in confusion.  He didn’t often rebuff her completely, and when he did, it always threw her out of countenance.  Normally, when she couldn't get to him to let her in on an emotional level she would take the opportunity, as his doctor, to reach out to him; to initiate tactile contact to force him to face her.  To connect.  In the old days, she had used that tactic without even noticing that she was doing so...almost like a physical Freudian slip.  But even with that contact used purposefully, the linking of touch, he had turned away from her, letting his various bruises and scrapes fester along with his heart in a kind of willful purgatory.


She tried not to be hurt.  She had shoved him away before; with Emily.  With her father.  And, at the hospital when their son had first been taken.  God that seemed ages ago now, though it had only been a few days.  She knew why he now did the same, and for the same reasons.  He was not pushing her away for her own complicity, but because of his own sense of guilt.  

And understanding his need to come to terms, she wept alone to spare him.  If he saw her raging tears, he would feel them as an accusation.  His own sense of remorse would overcome him completely if he observed her agony; she could not allow him to think that she blamed him for what had happened.  

After about three days of pained silence under guard, she fled the helpless crew downstairs and looked into the guest room that her mother had converted into a nursery, planning to cradle her son’s baby blanket, to rock herself to sleep and cry those devastated tears that must come.  When she reached the doorway, however, she saw that Mulder had beaten her there.

He was crouched on the floor beside William’s crib, hunched over and clinging to the bars with tears running down his face, trapped in a private moment of agony that he had let nobody see.  In that instant, as her heart constricted for his terrible pain and for her own, she knew it was time they faced each other, faced their fears—now, while Mulder was open enough, raw enough to be vulnerable to her approach and too naked to recover his shields before her onslaught.  If they did not, everything that held them together would be destroyed.  She could not lose him, too.  She knew he would die without her just as surely; and she knew that they had to be whole and strong again if they were to find their son.  How often were the tools and the demands of love like those of war; a purposeful wounding to heal the breach.

She came to him tentative at first and then with rising surety, and crouched behind him to lay her head against his shoulder blade.  He was rigid under her cheek, muscles shuddering with paroxysms that could not be halted and brought no relief.  She folded her arms around him and held him tightly, refusing to let go while he tried to deny her.  And she wept with him until he allowed himself, finally, to let it go and turn into her arms.  They broke the tide that day, the endless daze refocusing as they found their strength in each other as it had always existed, from the very beginning.  They would always have that bond, had never needed words.

He wanted to hear about what had happened while he had been wrestling with the glass ceiling in DC.  She told him about the mountaintop wrangling in Grahamsville, the desperate deal with the Smoking Man and her even more desperate challenge to the Renegades.  His eyes went hard when she spoke of the Connecticut airbase and the holding cells and the angry Colonel.  Incisive and thoughtful as she recounted her meeting with the Rebel Commandant.  And then she had told him about the ship, and the terrifying ride to Steveston, and he had listened to that last without overt sign of jealousy, eyes soft with interest and understanding of her open dislike of the experience.  Though he did not take the time to tease her now, she knew that it would be years before she lived it down once things were right again…if they ever were.

When she spoke of the chip, of the phone call and that horrible day of waiting, his hand tightened on her arm in reflexive concern; relaxed again as she placed her own on his and looked into his eyes.  “I’m alright Mulder.”  Not fine…but surviving.

She told him about the caverns of the Kindred, and that last terrible confrontation between the Colonist cadre and the Rebels…and of what their son had done there.  Of the fever that had come with the sped-up workings of his altered brain.  It was like what happened to Mulder when he encountered the fragment of the African ship.  “But William must be more…capable of adaptation.  He recovered when they offered him fortified water from the ship’s emergency rations.  Electrolytes, anolytic enzymes.  Almost as if his brain had needed to rearm itself after all the firing it had done.”  Doctor Scully.  She wanted to hate herself, but Mulder accepted her explanation without demur, as always, and his trust in her put badly needed steel back into her spine.

When she told him of their son’s almost omniscient commands to the alien factions that had stood in the cave with him, she had found it difficult to keep her voice clear of tears.  Mulder however drew himself up with recognisable pride at the account of William’s straightforward turning of the tables, and she had finally understood what it meant to them all that their son had been brave enough to live up to his potential.   

And so, with loving memory, with pride and sorrow and reinvested determination, they passed those two horribly slow; weeks filled with the kind of exhausted anxiety of people who had nothing left to give, but went on anyway because there was nothing else they could do.  The constant terror had continued for so long that it had become almost commonplace.  Outside, the Rebels set the city to rights, while inside their friendly prison the Gunmen went on with their fruitless preparations and research out of sheer habit.  Doggett and Reyes took turns with Skinner guarding the door, forcing the two former agents to remain in one place until sheer inactivity caused them to give in and rest, and to rearm themselves for the coming confrontation.  By the time the fifteen days were up, expectation had become almost unbearable.

xxx
As they left the house in Baltimore on the appointed day, they were met at the door by the Ambassador and the two Renegade leaders.  There were several others in their entourage that they recognized only from the daily guard that had been placed around Maggie’s house by the Ambassador; as much to keep them within their involuntary their house arrest as to keep their enemies out.  There were several clones represented within the Renegade bunch as well, but the fact that the Rebels themselves sent no escort spoke rather loudly to the fact that that particular faction would much rather they didn’t exist.  As they stepped out of the front doorway to be surrounded by the whilom guard of Renegades, Maggie stood on the stoop to watch them depart on their unspoken mission.  “Go and get my grandson, Dana, Fox, Walter,”she told them in a quiet but determined voice.  “Bring him back so I can hold him in my arms.”

The streets were clean of looters as they went out to meet the final judgment of the Pleiadean Elder Council.  Apparently during their huddle time, the Rebels and supersoldiers had done their work and the cities had been de-plagued and set to some sort of order.  They made their way to Potomac Park, a mixed bag of humans that included besides Skinner and Scully and Mulder, Reyes, Leyla Harrison, Marita and the Gunmen and Doggett.  A show of solidarity; of force.  Human presence on Earth, as represented by a few fringe-dwelling conspiracy theorists and former Syndicate lab rats.  Quite the presence.

They approached the crisp, black-edged centre of the park from the north to behold the rest of the alien-human conclave already present, and marched toward the curve of that crescent feeling the horrible tension of people on the way to the gallows and hoping for a call from the governor.  The Rebel Cabal Leader with a substantial escort of jumpsuit-clad shapeshifters and a contingent of supersoldiers led by the Colonel from Bradley Locks stood in their former position across from a similar-sized group of Bounty Hunters and replacements.  Approximately thirty Renegade shapeshifters and clones stood at the top of the parabola, and they opened a space for the Ambassador and his human party as they entered the semicircle.  With the Gunmen ranged behind them, Mulder and Scully stood between Doggett and Reyes on one side and Skinner and Marita on the other.  The blonde woman looked pale and peaked as she had back at Fort Marlene or on the mountain in Grahamsville; wherever she had been holed up since the dramatic events of Easter Sunday, she had apparently been taking the death of Krycek’s last clone very hard.

“Well, where are the guests of honour?” Mulder quipped with a show of his old jaunty humour, but he was met with no smiles.  Scully understood his need to make light of the situation, to diffuse the awful tension and fear.  Only perhaps Skinner could receive the other man’s witticisms with as bland a face as she.  Scully herself was rattling so hard inside that her clenched jaw threatened to break.  If those alien bastards didn’t show up soon with her baby…  

The eagerly awaited rumble from the clear skies above seemed to drive an arrow of terror through her heart.  She wanted them to come…but she feared their approach for the answers they might give.  Should they chose not to return her child…there would be little that she or Mulder or anyone here could do to challenge that decision.  She felt hollow; husked out as she watched that Judgment descend.

The beginning of that fated meeting began much as the last had done; like yang to the more desperate yin of events two weeks prior.  The skies were clear of overcast and sunny with spring-like, late afternoon cheer.  There had been no epic battle for the approaching vessel to disrupt.  But yet the tension, despite the lack of action and physicality, was clearly as strong if not stronger.  Everyone had had time to stew over the Elders’ pronouncements, to wonder what would become of their hopes, their Movements, their dreams and their futures.  To fear the tearing away of long-nurtured plans and contingencies…or the sundering of parent and child.  Perhaps only the clones upon whose future this decision rested felt as much burning suspense in this moment as Mulder and Scully and the other humans did…for only they had their very lives and loves threatened by this moment of truth.  The rest would see the death of one side of a political battle…but the Renegades were the aliens with the most at stake here.  They had thrown in with the meek, and now waited to see if they would inherit the Earth.

There was a certain amount of shock when the approaching vessels hove close enough to be identified…for there was indeed more than one.  Scully could hear Reyes’ gasp of wonder and the Gunmen’s exclamations of surprise and elation as an entire armada of alien vessels of various compositions broke through the oblique shards of sunlight; a veritable UFO nut’s field day.  There were toruses and rings and cigars, stacked saucers and bulbous ones, sleek and beautiful arrowheads and chunky mechanical beasts with lumped arrays and spinning central cycles.  There were strips of lighting and indentations, discernable apertures and indistinct surfaces…and in the lead, an enormous behemoth of a flagship that made Dana Scully the skeptic want to mutter a prayer of disbelief.  It was simply too big to be credited!  Why, the thing must be the size of the greater DC area; at least twice as large as that floating city in the ice down in Antarctica.

--Shut up Mulder-- her mind snapped defensively.  --So it was a ship.  So what--

The leviathan hovered above them in a stationary orbit; homing in on the exact portion of the park that had held their last meeting.  Its immense, Independence-Day bulk blocking out the visible skyline like some kind of awful commentary, and it bristled with the threat not of action or punishment but of mystery.  No one of the assembled knew what would come of this visit…but everyone’s fate would be decided today by the denizens of that enormous vessel.

--‘War of the Worlds’, redux-- she thought drily.  People in the city had to be hearing this; seeing it.  What that would mean to human knowledge and consciousness she had no clue, but she knew it wasn’t going to be easy even if they got through today.  The phrase ‘nothing would ever be the same again’ seemed trite…but it was terribly, wholly true.  And right now she couldn’t make herself care.  William was on one of those ships.  --My baby-- 

While the escorting UFOs darted, or hovered around their massive mothership like fireflies, the air around them filled with the stimulating, energizing smell of overheated metal and crackling atmosphere.  Scully tore her eyes away from the phenomena to glance at her partner in life.  Mulder’s eyes were bright and glistening with a kind of fanatical awe that bordered on religious ecstasy.  She knew what this moment meant to her lover.  This was the event that he had been preparing for in the entirety of his adult life.  He had dreamed of this kind of vindication every day that they had puzzled over the ciphers of the x-files, every time he had listened to an abductee’s story, every day that they had put their lives and their careers on the line for the work; for the Truth as he saw it.  And he had been right.  

As he had said when they had first encountered Gibson, 'This kid may be the key not just to all human potential, but to all spiritual, unexplained, paranormal phenomena.  The key to everything in the x-files.'  She had admitted it herself.  ‘This boy could be our last best chance.’  She knew now what that ‘our’ had meant to her partner.  She had Believed it too; Believed in what they were doing.  Even then, despite the hoax, despite the proof they had been given that he and by extension she herself had been little more than patsies, spreading the seeds of a cover story made all the more perfect for its unbelievability, she had believed that there was something left to prove, and Justice to be had.

The one thing that had always impressed her about Mulder was his inability to give in, to give up.  Despite all the pain and ridicule and even the loss of his livelihood, the unit that he had created, Mulder still wanted to Believe in the unknown, in that drive that gave humanity its reason to go on.  These ships above them now, the mutants and unexplained phenomena in the x-files did not stand as a search for answers, she knew, but a search for further questions.  To know everything meant death; for only God knew all.  If there were still questions to be posed, it meant that you were still alive, and the posing of them, the search for more questions had been Mulder’s way of proving that he was alive throughout all the years that she had known him.  

In the end, humanity needed a challenge.  By evolving behaviour rather than biology to adapt, the human race had made it necessary for its species not to obtain stasis, but to seek the edge; to find new puzzles to solve to feel alive, to remain vital.  Unlike the other animals with whom the shared the planet, humanity did not seek simple security each day; but sometimes upset that subsistence security simply to feel alive and challenged…until thrill-seeking had become the very expression of life; taking the place of the fight-or-flight that had once been the focus of survival.  Without new worlds to conquer, one must simply rest on one's laurels...and that was what one did at the end of life.  The drive to find new questions to solve...that was the explorer's spirit, the reason for existence.

Scully understood that too, for as a scientist she lived to pose theories.  The difference between herself and Mulder was that she had been taught to pose them and then prove them wrong, while Mulder was attempting to pose them and then prove them right.  But for all the times that he had exclaimed about finding the Truth, finding the answer that tied all the questions together, it was the question that drove him on, not the solution.  He lived for the question as much as she.  That was what gave him faith.  Not humanity, for humanity was too often content, in groups anyway, to seek creature comforts; the biological stasis of our animal side.  Mulder was a purist as well as a psychologist, however, and he knew that humanity had two sides.  Once the animal needs--fire, tent, bread and love--were procured, one had Free Will to make the choice.  Remain content with what one had, or take the leisure time afforded to look beyond, to continue the struggle for Truth.  

That was what set humanity apart; the ability...and yes, the need to look for that which lies Beyond.  That thing in which humanity wanted to Believe, the thing which gave not only ambition but hope.  To some it was represented by God.  To others, science.  To still others, it was the unexplained.  But the explorer's spirit was the same; humanity needed challenges.  Scully had thought she had sought answers; to make the universe fit into a mold of rules.  She realized now that she had never really wanted or been able to do that.  The questions that their work together had posed for them had been as exciting for her as they had been for him.  

The massive…thing above them seemed to lower on invisible strings, and the sheer weight of its presence made Scully’s ears pop with displaced air.  The sense of overwhelming authority was staggering.  The vessel was close enough that they could see every detail in the portion of the gigantic outer hull that floated sixty or seventy feet above their heads, just over the tops of the tallest evergreens that dotted the maples and oaks of the old plantation that was Potomac Park.

The flagship of the Pleiadean-Sirian Council was of similar design to the Colony vessels the x-files team had seen in Montana, though on a more massive scale.  In the back of her mind, Scully tallied this up with other observations and decided that more than likely the fluid triangular construction of the smaller ships was a Sirian design as she had thought.  This enormous vessel, however, was a bit smoother than the Colonists’ behemoth, and seemed somehow to exert less overt menace than those silently threatening ships that had stolen away so many innocent lives.  

As if the first landing had been but a dress rehearsal for today, there was a loud tchunk that seemed to echo in the belly of the mothership; a sound like a massive tin can being kicked by a giant.  Thin concentric lines appeared in the outer shell; glowing hairlines that spread wider and wider as a huge segment of hull seemed to detach slowly amidst all that tight chaos of light.  At least one hundred feet in diameter, the giant circle of metal was a mere afterthought compared to the unbelievable bulk of the greater vessel spreading horizon to horizon, but yet it was enormous to those waiting breathlessly below.  The smell of ozone overpowered them again, blasting downward in a hot wind as the beam in all its blue-tinged glory seemed to burst out of the space between ship and platform and descend in a solid column of light.  The column touched down, coalescing to swirl around them all in a frenzy of disciplined energy that defied Einsteinian conventions.  The air seemed to crackle, while above the sonic booms of the entering and departing escort ships thundered in the sky; and the crazed lights of their passage seemed to pierce the afternoon.  Scully noticed nothing but the platform.
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The damned thing seemed to descend at an inch per hour, and she didn’t know if it would be better or worse for it to come.  She could not yet see over the edge, to establish whether or not her son was with the visitors, and Scully felt sure she would fly apart from the strain of that interminable wait.  But if the moment came, and she did not see him…she wasn’t sure she could live with that confirmation of her deepest fear.  Beside her, she felt Mulder grasp her hand and hold tight.

Slowly the edge of the gigantic stretch of hull seemed to settle within that column of air, as if it were sitting on an invisible cushion that slowly deflated beneath its weight.  Deep rumbles came from the machinery under the platform, and arcs of light shot across the beam as the sheer energy of that suspension took up the weight of that massive chunk of hull.  Twenty-five feet.  Twenty.  The minutes ticked by as if stuck in the gears of some god-like clock in the sky.  Fifteen.  Ten.  Then they could see over the edge…but what they saw made no sense to them.

There were twelve ‘thrones’, arranged in a sort of staggered arc like an inverted, softened arrow pointing in their direction.  Each throne bore an unmasked alien being glowing translucently in the molecular cloud of blue light that surrounded them.  Each Elder wore a loose toga-like robe of a snowy white, belted each in a different colour; each colour seemed to represent some function.  The central being alone bore more colour on his garment; the white robe was rimmed in red and belted in green, and the decorations seemed to leap off of the metallic glow of his body like a startling rainbow.

In the same way that a vizier or an advisor stood behind a king in the old days, another taller and thinner being stood behind each throne in a kind of sure and benevolent wisdom that indicated without words where the true power of this species lay.  Every one of these Sirian counselors wore one of the tunic-like garments she had seen on their counterpart the last close encounter, though they too were of varying shades.  In the press, Scully wasn’t quite sure which Elder had been the Ambassador’s Senator.  She had more luck finding the blue-clad Sirian that had reassured her baby boy when William had gone to them two weeks before. That personage was the advisor behind the central-most throne.

Lining the edges of the platform in a double row to each side of the gleaming thrones were magnificent-looking beings that she took to be an honour guard of some sort.  Their spindly-seeming bodies were garbed an almost kilt-like apron, their heads covered in outlandishly decorated, very ceremonial-looking armour of some multi-hued metal that wavered between gold and silver, appointed in that same swirling, enameled style of the inner hull itself.  Scully realized with a start that some of the guards looked like animals under their strange metallic headpieces.  She felt Mulder’s hand twitch in hers once again.  

“Egypt,” he whispered in a terse, excited undertone.  It took her a moment to follow his train of thought, but when she did her body went rigid and her rational mind tried to deny the very thing that he was suggesting.

“Mesopotamia too, and Central America,” Reyes agreed in the same low, excited tone.  Scully shook her head with automatic denial.  It just couldn’t be true.  

Reyes encouraged Mulder too much, Scully thought angrily; unwilling to accept the connection despite the evidence she had seen over the years.  Mulder was a Jungian; shouldn't he believe the similarities were the result of shared archetypes or something?  And Reyes' credulity wasn't helping.  The murals and stelae of Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia portrayed the Gods always in the sacred number of twelve, and bearing the heads of animals.  Would these beings dress in such a fashion even now?  Did they still think humanity was that superstitious, tribal race they had left behind all those years ago?  --But then we still use the Babylonian dozen in our measurements, through Greece to Rome to Britain and beyond, even now and despite the much more logical metric system.  We cling to it because it is history.  Because there was a reason.  Have we really changed all that much?--

She thrust the question away and let her eyes case the descending force on its oddly pearlescent platform with its piercing, flashing lights.  She needed to find her son.  All other questions could wait.  She tried to thrust away the fear along with the questions.  If she did not find him there…

When she spotted him, her heart contracted with a sudden surge of relief so overpowering that her legs nearly gave way, just as they had done in the Colonel’s office when the Smoking Man had joined in her cause.  William stood on the lowering platform, one tiny hand on the smooth side of the central Elder’s throne in a relaxed manner and without the slightest look of fear or strain on his baby face.  Sitting around him in an almost lotus-like position and wearing those incredible helmets, four beast-headed warriors guarded her son.  

Standing in front of those opalescent thrones, surrounded by androgyne Sirian and Pleiadean ‘angels’, he was very like the lamb of God that she knew all children to be, and Scully realized with a start how much like yet another situation in the Book of Revelation this scene was.  The words jumped into her mind unbidden, and she wondered if Mulder remembered them as well, if he felt the same unease at the recall as she did.  “There in heaven stood a throne.  On it sat one whose appearance was like jasper or carnelian and round it was a rainbow, bright as an emerald.  In a circle about this throne were twenty-four other thrones, and on them were seated twenty-four elders, robed in white and wearing gold crowns.  From the throne came flashes of lightening and peals of thunder.  Burning before the throne were seven flaming torches, the seven spirits of God, and in front of it stretched what looked like a sea of glass or a sheet of ice. In the center, round the throne itself, were four living creatures, covered with eyes in front and behind.  The first creature was like a lion, the second like an ox, the third had a human face, and the fourth was as an eagle in flight.  Then I saw a Lamb with the marks of sacrifice on him, standing with the four living creatures between the throne and the elders.”  

Deep inside, the part of Dana Scully that had gone to Sunday School and listened to Sister Spooky talk about the trials that lay in wait for the unfaithful…that far distant and forgotte child’s mind shuddered with superstitious fear.  –Okay, so maybe we’re still primitive inside after all--  She jerked her eyes back to her son, pushed away both the childlike interpretations of dogma and the connections that her trained mind had made. 

William’s expression was peaceful, and stern; as if he felt that he belonged.  His little eyes seemed to pick his parents out of the crowd, and he turned his tiny body to face them, looking confident.  Scully felt that wave of calm descend over her brain again, forcing her muscles to relax.  She fought it.  William may want her not to worry, but by God and all the Saints in heaven, she would worry.  As if acknowledging her decision, the small face settled into a resigned expression, and Mulder squeezed her hand in understanding.  He had seen it too.

The twenty-four tunicked and toga-clad beings standing or sitting around their son seemed to pay him no mind as they looked out over the assemblage on the burnt battlefield, canvassing the scene the way a returning monarch would look down on the site of a rioting insurrection.  Distaste and a kind of disapproving sadness seemed to waft off of them in waves…but their regal, almost proprietary air in viewing this planet, the very assumption that they had the right to decide the fate of the persons that lived here rubbed Scully the wrong way.  She knew Mulder felt the same.  He had tensed again, and she knew if she glanced down she would see his free hand balled into a fist…but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the long-awaited sight of her son.  She drank in every detail of his presence.  He seemed unhurt, well rested, calm.  His face was clean, and so were his clothes.  Her mind rebelled at the thought that these interstellar landlord bastards had been able to keep her son feeling safer than she could do.  She wasn’t ready yet to face the possibility that he might be better off with them.

“He isn’t.”  It was Gibson, healed and looking a lot less battered than he had a couple of weeks before.  “They can take care of only one half of his needs…and that is not the side of him that needs to be nurtured now.  His evolutionary development must come later…after he has had the foundation that nurture can give him.”  The young man moved up a step, his voice still soft and unnervingly knowing as it always was.  “I told you that before, Agent Scully.  I don’t take it back.  I meant what I said.”

That horrible emptiness inside Scully’s belly settled to a vague ache at the young man’s words.  Whether she was sure of his opinion or not, she wanted to believe that she and Mulder could provide for their son in a way that these alien bastards could not.  If Gibson was going to back her in that belief, she was ready to buy it.
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As the platform settled to its accustomed hover a foot and a half or so above the burnt grass of the park, the blue light of the beam seemed to harden like glass, and the alien thrones looked as if they were seated on a sheet of frozen air.  The Ambassador turned to glance at the humans he had escorted.  “Say nothing.  This is the most important negotiation that your planet and your species will ever know.  You must not testify unless you are addressed directly.  I will represent your interests here.”  His eyes returned to their contemplation of the alien Council before them, but his voice was solemn with conviction.  “For what it is worth, I am in agreement with our young ally here.  Your son is not yet ready to leave this world.”  Without another word, the alien representative turned from them and strode the requisite step forward to greet the visiting dignitaries.  

--Have all traces of the Belialist incursion been expunged?--  The mental voice, heard by all in the clearing, was indistinguishable from the one that had penetrated her mind two weeks before, but Scully felt sure that the central alien was the one to speak, and not the Ambassador’s patron.  –We would wish to know if any traces of Purity have survived elimination--  
Beside the Ambassador, a Sirian and the Rebel Cabal Leader stepped forward in tandem.  The Rebel glanced over at the Renegades in distaste before turning Its face back to the thrones.  “Masters, the human cities have been cleansed.  All unauthorized evolutions have been destroyed.  The Belialists’ uprisings have been kept down in the interim.  No further cases have been reported, and no further infractions have required our chastisement.”

The Sirian spoke on the heels of that declaration, almost before the Rebel leader could finish.  “There are no more human infections.  Those who have been Healed have no understanding of the nature of their illness.”

--Is the population secure?--

The Ambassador fielded that one.  “This species breeds almost too quickly now that they no longer live at the mercy of their planet’s ecosystem, Master.  The population has expanded much since the Council’s last visit to this System.  There were many losses; perhaps one tenth of the urban populations of the planet; but the test subjects will recover easily.”

--And their mental health?--

“The situation has had an impact on human thought,” the Ambassador admitted with something like reluctance.  “Should we be successful in our efforts, the information will not be suppressed, and a new understanding of their place in the universe will likely result in a generation or more.  The more immediate worry is whether or not their emotional well-being will recover from the losses before they can respond to their fears with violence.”

--Emotions--  The voice seemed to take on a spark of annoyance, quickly squashed back into that bland confident tone.  --You will see to it that they are taken slowly on the Path to the Law of One.  This Priest of One and the Sirians already committed to this planet will assist.  It is too late for us to beg uninvolvement in their evolution; and so we must now dedicate ourselves to making the transition as undamaging as possible--

“The Vulcans of the x-files,” Mulder quipped under his breath.

Scully made a face.  These beings viewed emotions as a species downfall.  She knew that human emotionality was a double-edged sword…but the aliens’ apparent superiority complex at having purged the things was offensive.  And this non-interference credo of theirs was a complete joke!  Would they even pretend to have cleaved to such a law now, after all the damage that their species had done here?  The modern human race had evolved due to their interference.  According to Mulder, the human race would never have gotten from archaic Homo Sapiens to Cro-Magnon without their genetic boost, and yet they would consider throwing the planet to the wolves now, in order to maintain that kind of jealous fiction?  The thought outraged her.  If they picked up and left humanity to its own devices now, the Colonists would simply wait a few years and then come popping back in to start their Process over again.

Standing like a statue before the main throne, the small boy that was the focal point of that evolution grinned silently, unnervingly up at the central Elder.  She wasn’t sure what he said or did, but the being in the throne glanced away sharply, settled a wide, black-eyed glare on the Ambassador.  

The Renegade Representative smiled.  “I think, Master Elder, that the child considers emotions to be as useful as his other adaptations.”  His grin turned hard, and he gestured toward the Colonist contingent to his right without looking at them.  “They did not overrun the White Moon as they did the outpost on the Red Planet?”

The Elders all seemed to focus on the Ambassador, suddenly alert.  Beside Scully, Gibson stirred uneasily, and Mulder glanced down to mutter under his breath to the teenager.  “What is he talking about?” 

“The Twelfth Planet.  It has an elliptical orbit and only encounters our solar system every few thousand years.  They use it as an outpost; a stopping point on Their way here or a waystation to watch over our development.”

“Sitchin called it Marduk,” Mulder answered the empath, and nodded briefly at Reyes.  He didn’t look at Scully, knowing that she usually found this kind of reliance on folklore to be very thin.  

Gibson didn’t confirm or deny, but Reyes responded with awe in her voice.  “After the Babylonian God that stole Earth from Enlil.”  She seemed to know exactly what he was talking about.  

The Elders on the platform seemed uneasy, the Rebels and Colonists downright uncomfortable.  An emotionless expression of distaste flowed across fifteen shapeshifter faces in their crescent before the platform, seeming to ripple over the borrowed likenesses as the unease rippled through the pale impervious skin of the Council above them.  --The ‘Iron Planet’.  Only Belialists would descend to such a level as to allow our race to dwell there.  Both installations have been cleansed of the threat--

William then did something Scully had never heard or expected from her child.  Glancing around at the uncomfortable expressions of the Colonists and the Rebels that had caused him so much insecurity and pain in his short life, he giggled.  It was a sound of absolute glee at another being’s discomfiture, and it made her shudder to think of what all this turmoil was doing to the part of his young mind that was still emotionally that of an impressionable two year old human being.  Beside her she could feel Mulder stiffen as the same worry came to him.  She knew he understood his son’s need for revenge…but God!  Her baby was too young to be vindictive.

Below on the ground before the platform, the Ambassador was eyeing the two-year-old a little grimly.  “Iron has its uses on occasion.”  He nodded at their son.  “What would you have us do to give you Justice for your family, your race and your planet, William?”  

The Elders in their thrones exchange glances or stared at the Ambassador in surprise at the advantage the alien had given their lab rat.  The diplomat regarded them mildly in return.  “He has the right.  We are but mediators in a larger struggle, but we must perform that function at all levels.  We cannot break faith with that duty and expect compliance from those he represents.”

Mulder stirred again.  “Clever.”  He seemed to be on a hair-edge of suspense.  Scully wasn’t sure what had just transpired, but she knew it was significant.  The Ambassador had somehow made their son the jury and relegated the elders to the level of Judges.  The gall of him, putting that kind of pressure on a baby!

The toddler had straightened up, staring over the heads of his overdecorated guards.  He nodded with an almost imperious air at the diplomat, looking neither at the Elders nor the Rebels and Colonists as he made his pronouncement; his untrained palate and vocal cords at the mercy of his overdeveloped mind so that his lexicon belied his babylike pronunciation.  “You’ve made your case before da Elders,” he stated firmly.  “They talked and talked and talked ‘bout it, but They still don’ know what they wanna do.  So I say we gotta diffuse da situation now, and see how it ‘volves on its own without our help.  If things don’ go right in a few years, we can do somethin’ then.  But I don’ want da Rebels ta lay even one hand on da people dat has sheltered me.  An’ since I can’t trust whoever’s gonna stay here and keep da planet safe from da B’lials, I need ta stay an’ keep ‘em safe.”  His face took on an angry cast.  “An if anyone tries to hurt anyone dat helped me, I’ll crush their minds one by one.  I know da sig’ature of your minds now, so I c’n find a way.”  He looked up at the startled Council, ignoring the sudden terror that seemed to boil from both the Colonist and Rebel sides of the half-circle.  Scully felt her stomach curdle at the cold manner in which her child had made that chilling pronouncement.  He was too young to even think of such things!

“You gotta stop dis War, here an’ at Home,” he went on.  “Dat’s your job.  Mine is to be what I’m s’posed ta be an’ grow up to do what you need me to do.”  Then the tiny face went defiant.  “But I won’ only do what you want.  I need ta stay here and see what my people need too, so I can make da right decisions for everyone.  So you leave me here, an’ keep your War away from my planet!”  His baby voice had been at turns sharp, shaming, and amused, but at that last, it cracked like a whip.  Scully shuddered, and Reyes put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  

"Krycek told us a war had broken out in heaven,” Mulder commented lightly.  “Who’s Michael, and who’s the dragon?”  He sounded unnerved under the bravado.  Scully wasn’t sure whether to be appalled or to cry at his words.  This was all too much to handle, for anyone.  If she was feeling this way, how must her son be coping?

“The dragon was too weak, and lost its place in heaven.”  Surprisingly it was Doggett that chimed in, prompting the rest to wonder when exactly he had decided this wasn’t all some massive pipe dream hoax.  “The dragon was thrown down to earth, to pursue the woman who had given birth to the child.”

Scully made a face.  “So these Bounty Huntah guys are the dragon.  Which I guess means this Ambassada of yours is Michael, an’ your son is the second coming.  An’ I believe I need to go to church after all this is ovah.”  His attempt at humour wasn’t any funnier than Mulder’s.  He turned to Scully, his quiet, staid face reassuring.  “They’ll lose the battle, Dana, but they’ll keep fightin’ the war.  They’ll go to wage war on the rest of the offspring, ‘those who keep the commandments’.” 

“The non-interference laws,” Gibson broke in.  “The Law of One.”

Doggett nodded at the boy.  “‘They will wage war on the Lamb, but the Lamb will conquer them...and those who are with him are called and chosen and faithful.’  Which I guess is us, an anyone that helps us.  So not much has changed, no matta what happens heah today.”
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Ahead of them on the platform, the Elders seemed to be involved in some kind of intense discussion; looking into each other’s eyes and ignoring the assembled petitioners below.  After a moment of silence, the same voice broke out once more.

–The child’s demands have merit.  We will continue our deliberations, but for now, action must be taken here.  We will subsume our decision for his until such time as we may better understand all the variables--  The central being looked right, toward the Colonists.  –Your faction will relinquish its hold on this planet, and discontinue your Masters’ work in this System.  It is no longer in contention--  The Colonists looked sullen and rebellious at this.  One Bounty-Hunter even doubled Its hamlike hands into fists, but the Elders paid It no mind.  --To insure that you will remove your presence herefrom, those you have fought shall remain in sufficient presence within this world’s temporal governments to detain you if you should return in any capacity-- 

The Rebels on the far side of the crescent drew themselves up, obviously feeling victorious.  The Colonel, standing behind his Leaders at the head of his supersoldier detachment, had begun to grin.  The Elder turned Its head their way.  If It had any expression, it would be censorious.  --Do not be self-congratulatory, Children.  The child is correct in that your judgment alone cannot be trusted to work in the best interests of his species.  We have not yet decided his ultimate fate, but his usefulness to our cause cannot be overstated.  You will obey the Law of One in this matter.  War may excuse certain difficult decisions, but without the impetus of war, the urgency by which you interfered in the progress of this species must be cast aside for prudence.  Your Movement, Cabal Leader, will be responsible for the safety and wellbeing of this child and of all his relations; for we must have his cooperation when our decision is made.  You will oversee his safety, but you will not interfere with his development nor with his attachments.  Only the Sirians shall have direct contact with him until our return, and you must speak to his family only through the tender ministrations of the Excellent Ambassador.  Our race must earn the trust of this child, in the name of future negotiations--

The elation on the Rebel faces turned to expressionlessness once again, but Scully could sense their disappointment.  William had just put a serious crimp on their style.  All of her fear dissolved in an instant to triumph.  Her little boy!  All alone he had curbed the hunger of this race to set up their own little imperium here on Earth. 

The Elder was not finished yet.  –To ensure that you remember your charge in this matter, Cabal Leader, our Representative will remain on this planet wherein he has chosen to make his home.  His selected and chosen council will have veto power over your own.  You are responsible for the protection of the planet from further Belialist incursions, and for the safety of this human family unit in particular and all those that the child designates as his personal allies.  The partial hybrids will assist you in identifying any other children of his ilk as they arise, so that you might extend your protection to those family units as well--  

Babysitters!  The Rebels that had tried so long to kill her child, the beings that had thrown off the Syndicate yoke only to replace it with their own far more dangerous one, were now reduced to being the babysitters of human development.  How truly fitting!

--The humans here represented will have immunity and be extended every courtesy as befits a planetary liaison.  They will act as agents of our new policy among their own race, and advise the Ambassador on any shifts in human understanding of these events.  The Ambassador’s sect itself will be responsible for making sure that your governance maintains a light hand, interfering only when necessary and discharging your responsibilities with the same fervour with which you countered the Belialist threat here.  Thus is our decision made.   Thus will it stand--  

Those final words seemed almost ceremonial; a traditional closing of a Council’s deliberations.  Scully could feel triumph similar to her own pouring off of the Ambassador in waves from where he stood in front of them.  All around the small human coterie, the Renegade leaders and clones seemed to straighten resolutely or in proud and fierce acknowledgement of their new station.  They certainly deserved what they had fought for, and their new position on the planet they would now call home.

Recovering from their shock at the Elders’ pronouncement, the Rebels glanced at the supersoldier detachment with thinly disguised discontent.  It was the air of people that would accept a judgment no matter how disappointing, only because they had given their word.  They had won their freedom from those who had once enslaved them, and important positions in the future of fortifications; but their own tainting had removed any possibility that they would be left in full charge of the matter.  All they would have to lighten the sting of their new and onerous duty would be the satisfaction of seeing their enemies treated like prisoners of war.  “Perform your duty, Colonel,” the Cabal Leader ordered.  The Colonel nodded and gestured sharply to his replicants.  The supersoldiers moved across the green to flank the Colonists, ready to escort Them to the ship that would take Them to their exile.  

The Bounty Hunters tilted their heads as one to look up at the Council.  There was no wavering in the decision on those emotionless faces.  The Colonists looked back at the Rebels surrounding them and sneered as one.  “Everything dies,” their leader grunted, and charged.  There was an open stiletto in Its fist, and It had nothing left to lose.  

xxx
The attack was so surprising that the supersoldiers failed to respond with appropriate dispatch.  The Colonists were on the verge of breaking through the Rebel line when, as a body, they froze.  All of them.  Scully felt the pit of her stomach drop away, and whirled slowly to regard the platform again.  Her son was standing near the edge of the massive structure, legs spread apart and arms crossed truculently.  He didn’t speak, but he turned his eyes to the ceremonial guards in their gleaming gear on the sides of the platform.  Every alien face seemed to look back at him in startled reassessment, Elders included.  One Sirian, the blue-tunicked individual that had reassured the child when they had taken him up two weeks ago, stood forward now.  And bowed.

--The Law has been conferred on this half-human child--  It said.  –We must abide by our decision--

The central Elder seemed to hesitate…and then It gestured toward William with Its thin, delicate right hand.  --So be It--  

As the humans watched in shock, twenty-four Elders from both alien races bowed to William, who stood still in the center of the platform and received their tribute as just.  --‘The Lamb came and received the scroll from the right hand of the One who sat on the throne.  As he did so, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders prostrated themselves before the Lamb’--  

Lovely.  Scully wasn’t sure what to feel but relief was a large part of it.  These Elders would protect her son.  They too, as the Renegades did, saw him as very special.  He had become a ward of the Pleiadean court, remanded to the care of his human surrogates.

Moving in synch like marchers in a parade, the decorated aliens in their strange armour disembarked from the platform, moving in slow motion until they breached the blue light of the beam that held it.  They seemed to flinch at the late afternoon light, to stagger slightly under the increased gravity…but they did not falter as they moved into position around the Colonists.  Encircled, the Bounty Hunters glared out of the cordon with hate-filled eyes.  

A second beam lanced out from the bottom of the massive ship above.  The detainees began to rise, still surrounded by the strangely decorated alien guard and caught up in theat awful blue light.  Scully could hear Doggett and Skinner exclaiming under their breaths behind her, but all she could feel was a sort of numb relief.  They were gone.  The Bounty Hunters were gone.  All of them.  The Colonists that had been the momentum behind the entire Project, the entire Conspiracy since this had all began, were being removed from the planet like a boil being excised.  They would leave behind small traces; disenfranchised former operatives and Syndicate leftovers; but those would be ferreted out and made to join the New Order or be subsumed.  The Rebels would hunt down any remaining detractors, any infiltrators.  For the moment, the greater number of the Colonists that had threatened their lives for so many years had been cowed.  The dead, those who had lived other lives before, had been judged and rewarded.  The servants had been given a task, the Beast had taken its stand at the seashore and been struck down.  Against all odds, against all credulity, their desperate gamble had worked.  The Renegades would make sure her son was kept safe.  It was over.

xxx
The Elders looked down on the Rebels, the humans and the clones that remained in the semicircle before them, almost as if wondering what they should do with them.  The Sirian that had helped William tilted Its head at the humans reassuringly as the voice came back to echo in their minds.  --Our operative here tells us that this child may save us all--  The alien seemed to be suspending judgment.  --We do not know the truth of this claim, though those you call Sirians confirm that it is possible.  Our representatives here-- the Elder tilted Its head at the Rebels and the Ambassador,  --will therefore be his custodians, and yours--

Scully exchanged a glance with Mulder, trying not to let the sudden swell of hope get the better of her.  Mulder’s eyes, crinkled against the glare of the beam, were speculative…but she could see the hopeful surmise there as well.  

The alien Elder confirmed her hopes with one tilt of Its bulbous, glowing head.  --The child has chosen to stay among you for a time.  You live on his sufferance, and on our consideration that you will raise him to understand his duty to both worlds.  Do not try to turn him against us, even as we do not try to turn him against you.  You must raise this child for us all, to make your world safe for our race and his and pave the way for further development--  William had moved to the short precipice at the edge of the blue beam, and stood looking down at them.  --You have until the end of the original timetable to rectify the moral shortcomings of your race, and to prove that your evolution is inherent-- the Elder continued.  --Our representatives here will inform us of your progress, and we will return in due time to mete out the final decision--

Doggett grunted.  “I guess that means no more wars.  The Marines won’t like much bein’ put outta business and made into UN Peacekeepers.”  They all watched with relieved, hopeful numbness as the Ambassador stepped up to the edge of the beam and held out a hand.  William seemed to contemplate the alien for a moment, head tilted and eyes gray and unfocused…and then he clambered over the side of the structure and waited to be lifted to the ground.  The alien didn’t set the boy down, though.  He lifted the child and stepped back from the beam, nodding to his superiors.  “It is done.”

--Then fulfill your duty.  Until we return to discharge our own, fare well--  The blue cyclone of energy seemed to solidify, to harden.  Inside, the light spun faster.  The Ambassador bowed and walked backward out of range of the whirling beam, still holding the little boy that had called a cease-fire on a millennia-long war.  As the alien reached the apex of the semicircle bearing the child she had thought she would never get back, Scully felt the paralysis of her own surprise break, and she leaped forward to take her son from the alien’s arms.  “Oh Sweetie…Oh William, I’m so proud of you!  Are you okay baby?”  Having him back in her arms was like a blessing from the hand of God, especially knowing that she could have them both; she would never again be made to think that Fate would allow her only one of her men at a time.  Mulder was right beside her, his hand on their son’s small back.  

William lifted his tiny head to regard them both quizzically.  His eyes were blue again.  “I came home, Mama,” he said in that piping, serious tone…and then he laid his pink cheek against her breast with a little sigh and looked up at his father.  “I came home, Dadda.”  He didn’t even seem traumatized, and his cuddling seemed more for their benefit than out of any insecurity of his own.  All Scully could feel was relief as she held that warm, heavy little body against her own.  Until this moment, she hadn’t dared to believe that they would let them keep their son.  

“He made them a deal,” Gibson said softly from behind.  “He chose to go with them before, so that they would give him the choice later.  You need to raise him through his childhood, for that is a human need that they do not understand, and they know it full well.  He can decide to go with them in a few more years if he so chooses; to learn about the other side of his ancestry.”

Scully felt a rush of exultation that threatened to drown her, washing away all the pain, all the fear, all the horror and the worry of the last few weeks; all the terror that she had felt for this little scrap of humanity she had brought into the world since the day she had so unexpectedly conceived.  He had chosen to come back to them, and they would honour his decision.  It was his vote of confidence that they had done it right so far.  “But until he is old enough to make that choice, he is ours,” she insisted.  “He came back to us.”  They would live up to his belief in them, and his love.  They would keep doing it right.

xxx
Beyond the triumphant family reunion, the massive platform bearing the Council seemed to tremble mightily as it rose.  The blue-white beam was blinding, and the humans turned away from the hardened cyclone as it lifted the chunk of hull back into the enormous hovering vessel.  As it rose, the grass whipped around in shallow waves, and  delicately green, springlike leaves danced on the air in tiny tornado-like replicas of that flurry.  Every piece of debris in the park seemed ready to follow the platform up to some distant destination.

Hovering all around the larger vessel, the escort of smooth triangular ships sent down smaller beams of light to touch the grass.  Skinner nudged Mulder in the ribs.  “What the hell are they doing now?” he demanded in a low mutter; but in a moment it became obvious that each beam had a cargo of Sirian figures in the form they had once known as the Jeremiah Smith model.  As each group of Healers settled to the earth, their beams cut off, leaving behind their passengers to move to the Renegades’ side of the field.  

“Who are our friends?” Reyes asked at the same time as Doggett exclaimed, “Looks like we’re gonna have visitahs here for a while.”  Mulder opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off as the Ambassador joined the small human party.  He nodded his head at the new deliveries across the field.

“The Healers will remain for a time, to help you to raise your son to know the Law of One as well as your own,” he informed them quietly.  “We will acknowledge his human need to remain connected to you…but he must be made aware that he belongs to both worlds.”

Scully did not look up at the alien.  She did not want to acknowledge his point.  They did not take him bodily away today, but they would not succeed in stealing his mind from them either.  Her grip on the small warm body tightened.  “My baby will have a few years without thinking about what demands your people will make on him,” she responded in a deadly quiet voice.  “If you want to continue training my son, I suggest you send Gibson.  William knows him.  I will not have any more trauma in his life.”

The alien regarded her for a moment before tilting his head as if to concede a point.  “This is true.  We shall discuss it.  But nonetheless, we need the Sirians to heal your world, and to contribute to the shift in consciousness that is required.  I do not doubt that your own work will play a rather large part in that.”  Without another word, he strode off toward the Rebel contingent huddled to one side of the grass, ready to begin with the very necessary work of ordering the new interim government, and the controlling of hysteria that would follow a worldwide plague.  The last beams from the Sirian ships cut off, and the smaller craft lifted up and seemed to disappear in the low light above, leaving behind only sonic booms to mark their passage.  Finally at the end of its ponderous ascent, the gigantic Council platform reached the apex of its long climb and settled into the belly of the huge vessel with another tchunk that rattled the teeth of the humans below.  The football-field sized blue light cut off as if severed by a knife, and the enormous craft rose ponderously behind its smaller escort without any further ceremony.

“The future tastes sweet, but makes the stomach sour,” Mulder commented blandly.  His hand was still on William’s back, but his eyes flickered between the amazing events in the skies and the ebb and flow of political movements with each small grouping of Rebels and Renegades scattered over the burnt field.  Ready for action, as always he continued after a moment, and turned to glance at the silent Marita Covarrubias.  “What about the stuff that hasn’t happened yet?  The descent of the armies of God.  The prophets in Egypt, the last resurgence of the Beast of the oceans.  If this is all supposed to be following...”

“Not yet, Mr. Mulder,” she replied.  She sounded reluctant.  “But soon.  There was no real time frame put on these predictions, remember.  This could go on for years yet.”  Doggett groaned, and Skinner glanced over in incredulous surprise.  Not wanting to hear anymore, Scully started across the grass to the nearest tree, wishing she could plug her ears as the blonde woman went on.  

“You heard what they said.  We have until the end of the original timetable to get it right.”  Marita seemed thoughtful…but the lines of pain and hatred on her face had not subsided.  Some people, Scully knew, would be broken beyond repair by this fiasco.  “The timetable has been disrupted...but the Colonists exist all over the galaxy and They will rally, sooner or later.”  She turned her pale eyes on Mulder, the agent she had once advised.  “We still have until December of 2012 to wait for more.”

“And three and a half years of which we have to put up with the ‘gentiles’ trampling the holy city underfoot,” Skinner muttered.  “I’m assuming that’s these converted Rebels.”

Mulder shook his head and looked away across the grass.  “I think that one’s already happened.  The Rebels have been in charge for about that long.”  He glanced at Marita.  “I guess you’re not going to want to be here for the rest of this.”  His tone was kind.  After all, the woman had helped them for longer than anyone else had been able to do, and she had lost more perhaps than any of the rest.

A shudder seemed to pass through the blonde woman.  Mulder glanced at the back of her head as if trying to draw drawing her eyes back to his.  Scully knew her man had a soft spot for Marita.  At the height of her career and only for the sake of his need and Belief, she had come too close to the unseen power behind the governments of the world, and been caught between the grinding stones of Syndicate and hope, aliens and personal need.  He had pretended to pass off their discovery of her secret, but she knew he thought about it.  “Not everything dies, Marita,” he returned her comforting words back to her.  “Some things survive to untold benefit.”

She glanced at him, quietly assessing.  “No, Mr. Mulder,” she murmured finally, but her voice was iron.  “Not everything dies.  But sometimes they forget what it’s like to live.”  She turned back to look first Mulder, then Scully straight in the eye.  “Good luck,” she told them quietly.  “You always seem to land on your feet.”  She stepped purposefully away across the field, leaving the human contingent behind.

Mulder watched her go for a moment, then reached wordlessly down to clasp his partner’s hand in a tight grip that requested the reassurance that only she could give him.  His eyes seemed drawn irresistibly upward toward that slow-moving armada disappearing in the clouds above them, but he spared a teasing look for her.  “So whaddya think?  You up for ten more years of this Scully?”

Scully sat down heavily under the nearest tree and tugged at his hand as if to pull him down with her.  “Shut up, Mulder.  We’re witnessing one of the greatest historical moments since there has been since...since there’s been a history.  Try not to be facetious for just a few minutes.”  But she held his hand as tightly as he had hers.

“I’ll do my level best,” he assured her with a smile, and went back to watching the departing ships.  Scully had seen enough of them, and she put her full attention on her amazing Miracle of a son.

So in the end, William came back to his mother.  For a little while.  Scully tried not to think about the ‘for a little while’ as she stroked the downy head, murmuring mindless endearments into his small crinkled ear as he lay with his small cheek on her shoulder.  With the amazing facility of the very young, now that the requirements of survival were gone he was at peace; able to forget all worries and threats and respond to his body’s needs.  Eat, defecate, sleep.  Right now, her exhausted baby needed a surfeit of the last requirement.  His breathing had slowed and his temperature had spiked with that sharp increase that signaled immanent unconsciousness in the very young.  She continued to stroke his hair, forcing her own mind to still so as not to disturb him through their contact.  And finally, as the reassuring heat of William’s surprisingly still body pressed to hers, Scully allowed to pass away all the heart-stopping fear that their son, that Mulder, that none of them would survive this terrible time intact.  He had made it.  They all had.  

Mulder squeezed her hand again.  “He’s gonna be okay, Scully.  He’s a tough kid.”

Scully glanced over at the silent Gibson Praise, eyes begging the question.  “What can we do?” she asked him quietly.  “What does he need us to do?”

The teenaged telepath returned her look with solemnity just short of command.  “You can give him as ‘normal’, as stable a life as possible, without lying about it.  That’s about all any of us can ask.”  

Mulder nodded and sat down against the tree, tugging woman and child into the cradle of his arms.  “Shit,” he whispered for her ear alone.  “He had to say normal.  I’m not that good at normal.”  He glanced at her from the corner of his eye, waiting to see if she would take well to his levity.  She alone would see the insecurity in his eyes and know that his witticisms disguised real fear.  His life belonged to her, to their son…but he didn’t know if he could live up to the family thing.  “I can take on a challenge, Scully, but you’re a helluva lot better at normal and stable than I am.”  He tried a tired grin.  “On this one, you’re going to have to be my ASAC.”

She didn’t bother to check his face to see if he was teasing her.  She remembered a journal entry that she had written now, she knew, long before she had fully understood the impact of her words.  ‘Where is there anywhere safe enough and quiet enough to raise a child to fight a Future that is already upon us?  Can it even be done?  I want to Believe.’  Till now, wanting to believe that their will could be done had sufficed, when they had had the tandem Fight as their only concern.  Until now, though, it had been all about keeping each other and then William alive and safe, keeping the unit together long enough to survive.  Now they must raise him; for his own sake and for that of the world at large.  That would be the tough part.  She wondered if they would be strong enough.  She knew that she could not do it alone.  

She regarded Mulder from the kind of objective distance that she had lost the moment she had sat on a motel bed with him and heard his singleminded reasons for his search, almost eleven years ago to the day.  She may have long ago lost her objectivity when it came to Mulder...but she knew him now as she had never known anyone else.  She knew she could count on him to stick by her.  She feared though, that in doing so he would lose the very part of himself that she treasured most.  And she hoped that she would not lose the very part of them both that kept her alive.  An opposite.  A complement unsought, but found.  --God-- she thought with sudden fervency.  --You who have brought us together, make it be enough.  For our sake...and for the world’s--

They both feared they wouldn’t be up to the job.  She, however, knew they would do a whole lot better at it together than they would apart.  And so she leaned her head back against his chest and allowed herself to relax into his embrace.  They could rest now.  It sounded trite, but she thought the real adventure was just beginning.  She felt exhausted, wrung out…and suddenly, amazingly content.  “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she told him softly.

xxx

The Rebels had wrapped everything up.  It was time to take their son back to Maggie’s house.  To be a family again, and to give it a start.  She followed their clone escort carrying her son.  She felt sure she would never be able to let him go again without some kind of separation anxiety.  She hoped she didn’t smother the child in the next few years.

Mulder had been hanging back talking to Reyes, Skinner and the Gunmen, who were still half-catatonic from all that they had seen, managing to murmur only quiet, shocked comments about the possible sublight capabilities of the hardware disappearing above them.  It took a lot to shut those guys up, but seeing an alien armada had done it.  She imagined that the next double issue of ‘The Magic Bullet’ would sell like hotcakes.

Somewhere in the interim, Mulder moved back up to clasp her hand almost absently.   “Well, there’s one good thing come out of all of this, Scully.”


Scully smiled at him for a moment, questioningly.  “What’s that, Mulder?”


“Well,” he said with not even a hint of a grin, “you will never again be able to tell me that you ‘didn’t see any ship’.”


--Finally it comes--  Falling easily out of the blue funk of her contemplation and into the unconscious rhythm of their repartee, she resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him.  God, how easily the stress could drain away, when you knew exactly where you were.  And with whom.  “Really Mulder?  What makes you say that?”

Walking in between his partner and the two former agents, an awed John Doggett was still staring off skyward as if he could not tear his eyes away.  Jerked out of his own reverie by their banter, he frowned and glanced over at his former partner.  “Don’t start that now, Dana,” he broke.  “Not if you want that badge of honour.”  His bluff face was still a little pale, but he seemed to be rebounding.  His easy manner reappeared as if it had never left.  “You wanna go on record now?  That you’ve seen an alien?” 

Scully smiled.  They were ganging up on her.  “And phenomena that I cannot deny.  Yes, Agent Doggett, but as a scientist, and a serious person, I’ve long ago given up dismissing these things that I cannot explain.”  Time for him to go on the hot seat.  “Are you telling me you’re finally ready to claim your own badge?  As a serious person?”  It had been a long time since she had thought John Doggett a spook and an intruder.


Doggett shook his head and went back to craning his head at the departing armada of ships disappearing slowly and majestically into the thin cloud cover of late noon.  “You of all people know that I don’t dismiss things out of hand, Agent Scully.”  The ships disappeared into the clouds with a silence that belied the massive size of any earthly engines that would be needed to run such a machine.  “I don’t know, though,” he finished with a mock-doubtful air.  “I still think its BS.”

Scully smiled at the man that had helped her through one of the worst times in her life.  His tone of stunned wonder belied his words, and she knew he wouldn’t go back to his former disbelief for the sake of disbelief.  He was too honest for that.  

She and Mulder wouldn’t be doing this alone.  They had help.  They had lots of good help.    


“That’s your prerogative, John,” she told him gently, “though I don’t know how much longer you’re going to have that luxury.  Enjoy it while you can.”  Hand still linked with Mulder’s, she leaned over a little to adjust her hold on their child and pin him higher on her hip.  She had forgotten how heavy he was.  She wondered if she would ever let him go.

Without a word, Mulder leaned over to take their sleeping potato-sack of a son and settle him against his own shoulder.  Scully felt her heart suddenly contract as she looked at them.  William had stirred from his nap and was looking upward.  He burbled to himself and pointed at the sky, his small hand waving ‘bye bye’ as the last glint of the flotilla disappeared behind the ethers of the outer atmosphere.  The ships that bore beings that had carried him away beyond the furthest stars faded into the evening light with a faint winking, returning him for a little while to their custody.  Theirs and these ‘Children of the Law of One’.  She wondered with a strange sense of things just beginning, exactly where this new development would take not just them, but their world.

With a sigh, Scully shifted her grip to slide her arm into Mulder’s.  As if feeling the same sense of wonderment, uncertain certainty, and...gratitude, Mulder covered her hand with his where it curled around his bicep.  

“So the War’s over,” he murmured.  “I wonder; what kind of world did we save for our son?  Did we manage to change anything?”  At Scully’s surprised look he elaborated, “There’s still that basic human nature; greed, stupidity, violence, et cetera...”  He looked off into distance as if contemplating a vista that both frustrated and enticed.  “Can we save ourselves, now?  Now that God has turned out to be even more remote than even we had thought possible?”

“He’s not remote, Mulder.  He’s right here.”  She shifted her fingers so that her nails tapped lightly against his left breast.  “Right there, in all our own flawed humanity.  Physically we may be Their bastard stepchildren, but in here we still belong to God, and whatever else there is out there has a purpose for us.”  She smiled.  “It’s our job to choose how to use that.  That’s what Free Will is.”  She shifted her gaze out over the blasted plain that was once a clean Beltway park.  “There’s always hope in humanity, Mulder--it’s the one thing that always redeems us.  Maybe what we’ve got here is exactly what Reyes said would happen; the beginnings of a profound and necessary shift in consciousness.”

Mulder looked down at her suddenly and grinned.  “I’m no spiritualist, Scully; I call ‘em as I see ‘em.  Besides; now what the hell am I supposed to do?  How can I pursue my work in the paranormal when the paranormal has become commonplace?”

She allowed herself a tolerant grin for his grousing.  “Mulder, I doubt very deeply that the paranormal will ever be swallowed by our society in a complete lump.  I think you’re safe for a while yet.”  Her smile faded slightly then.  “You heard Gibson.  Our job now is to keep our son sane and raise him safely to do whatever he decides is his to do.  If we’re out of a job, we’ve obviously been nominated for a new one.  It’s not over till 2012, remember?”

“So we’ve got a little less than nine years to prepare him for a work the scale of which our fragile human minds cannot even begin to appreciate…”  He was only half joking, but she was serious; and full of sudden confidence.

“But he can, Mulder; I’ve seen it.  And he will.  At eleven years old, he will make or break the world, and everyone in it.”  She grinned at him challengingly.  “He’ll probably need help.  I don’t know if I’m up for it...but I’ll be there as long as you’re there to hold my hand.”  --Your turn to jump, Fox.  Are you in, or out?--  “You up for it, Mulder?”

His gaze arrowed down to hers, finally fully facing that question that he had avoided for so long now.  She could almost hear the audible click in his mind as he, finally and irrevocably in this moment, made that decision that had been haunting him for so long, and now suddenly seemed so easy.  They had faced the worst that could possibly happen, together.  He would never need to fear losing her again.  “What, are you kidding?  Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster together couldn’t drag me away.  I have the biggest x-file ever to exist, right here in my own backyard.”  He grinned down at her again, and it was like the sun coming out of a two-year cloud.  “I’m even willing to put up with having a backyard to keep an eye on my investment.”

Scully couldn’t help the niggling shadow of disbelief in her mind...but her heart knew his words were genuine, and she suddenly felt as up to the challenge.  “I am too,” she said softly, and cupped her arm a little tighter around his.  She led him slowly away across the bridge, leaving behind the carnage of Potomac Park and its memories.  “Let’s go home Mulder.”

“Whatever you say, Agent Scully.”

X   X   X

EPILOGUE:
--“I started out as an objectivist whose belief in God worked because I believed in an ordered universe.  Moving my circuitous and inward-turning route on the gyre of our conflicting and confluent paths, I slowly began to realize that in circling in the opposite direction from you instead of simply following in your wake, I did not have to run to catch you; for as long as you refused to go on without me, I drew closer and closer to where you were by walking my own way.  That as each of us reached another point in the circle, we could stand staring in a direction we had never looked before, and see things that the other had seen; and understand why we each chose the circuit that we traveled.  That that circuit was the same; but traveled in a different direction.  And that in the end, we could come to the place where we were close enough to hold hands and move off of the path into the unknown, together.”  

--“And so I began to find that needle-thin balance between listening exclusively to a trained and thinking but passionless mind...and beginning to dare to trust some of the things that heart, soul, and instincts can tell us--the things that they were telling me.  Now at the culmination of that Journey I have begun finally to understand that commonality of purpose is but a jumping off point toward a greater and more universal Understanding.  That Love is infinite in an infinite Universe...and that it does not matter if people face in opposite directions, as long as they face each other, every step of the way.”

--“Knowing that, I can move Heaven and Earth for him...and for us.  God willing, that will be enough to prepare us and him for what is yet to come.”--

(Dana Scully’s Journal, May 14, 2003) 
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