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Author’s Note

This book contains author commentary.
Some of the commentary may contain spoilers regarding the course
the season takes with each episode. For those who want to avoid
reading any spoilers, the endnote marks will look like this “~”.
Endnotes without spoilers will be an “*”. By tapping on the endnote
mark, you can read the commentary or you can read it at its
placement at the end of each episode.
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 If Patrick Hold failed in his mission over the next few
minutes, his future would be bleak and his present would cease to
exist.*

The confines of a cabinet make it
difficult to get comfortable. But Patrick Hold sat there, squirming
every minute or so to readjust his legs, neck, or other limbs not
made to squeeze into a ball.

It couldn’t be much longer. He timed
this out several times. He had years of preparation that led to
this exact moment. It would play out the way it did so long ago in
his life.

But this time, his eyes viewed things
from the other side.

Part of him wanted to change the
course of events. He had the power to do it. But then where would
he be?

No. Things had to transpire the way he
remembered. It ensured his survival. It assured him that he would
find his way home.

A slight creak happened outside the
cabinet. Though quiet, footsteps approached where he was
compressed. It was about to happen.

A loud bang sounded as the door to the
room slammed open. This was followed by brief silence until a man’s
voice spoke words that Patrick last heard over a century
ago.

"Mr. Hold? There's nowhere for you to
go. I don't want this to end badly for you. I just want to
understand, that's all. Who you are. What you're capable of. But if
you resist, I'll have no choice but to use force."

He recalled the moment from his past
as it occurred now in his present. How scared he had been. How
nervous and full of worry. But now he had confidence. These events
were his to control.

"OK,” another voice said from outside
the cabinet. A familiar voice, but different. Like hearing yourself
for the first time on a recording. “I'm standing up now. I won't do
anything."

This was the moment. The moment
Patrick Hold set his life on a course he never expected to
happen.

He pushed the cabinet door open with
his hands. Sitting in front of him was a familiar face. One he saw
every time he looked in a mirror.

Patrick Hold stared directly into the
eyes of his past self.
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______________CHAPTER
1

It’s always best to get paid up front,
but Patrick Hold had a problem with that.

He reached into the filing cabinet of
his compact but needed office and pulled out a manila folder. The
office was a cubby of a place stuck in the middle of a large
building with other small businesses that barely made a dime. It
had one window, of which he kept covered with closed blinds so he
didn’t have to see the city outside. Never opened it to smell the
smog filled air.

The folder in his hands contained
little, except for a number of photographs he had taken while doing
some undercover work and the paperwork pertaining to the
job.

Being a private investigator sounded
like a great job at the time he took it over from his late uncle.
Most times, all he investigated was the infidelity of someone’s
spouse.

This case wasn’t any
different.

He took the photographs from the file
and slapped them down on the desk, covering the many papers and
notes strewn about. The dimness of his office made it difficult to
see the photos clearly, so he pulled the chain of an overhead
light.

That made it better. Now the hard
part. The reason he should get paid up front.

“I’m sorry Mrs. Turnier,
but it’s as you suspected.”

Across from his desk sat Carolyn
Turnier. With a name like that, he expected to meet a beautiful,
tall French woman. Flowing dark hair and dark eyes. Physically fit
and put together.

Instead, Carolyn had a homely look
about her. No makeup. Hair that frizzed out. She was overweight,
but tried to hide it by wearing a dark, baggy blouse and
loose-fitting dark jeans.

“No,” Carolyn said. “It
can’t be. I never....”

She trailed off. Patrick shook his
head. Why were they always in shock? They hired him to do this.
They wanted to find out.

He shuffled through the photos,
mentally preparing exactly how he would break the information to
the woman. It had been best to be clinical about it, like a doctor
telling someone they have six months to live. Don’t show emotion.
Separate himself from the reality of the situation.

But all that did was repress what he
felt and cause him to take it out on his wife.

 He placed a picture of a diner to the fore and stuck his index
finger on it. A small place shaped like a trailer home with rounded
edges and a shine like aluminum for siding.* On the top of the trailer
a red neon side said FRANK’S DINER.

“After your husband
finished work, he went to this diner,” Patrick said. “I sat outside
in my car for well over 20 minutes watching him as he waited at a
table by this window. I would’ve left if he hadn’t kept looking
left and right out the window as he sipped a coffee. He was looking
for somebody.”

“Her?” Carolyn
asked.

“I assumed as much. Then,
his look stopped and he gazed to his left, his eyes following
something. It was dark at that point, so I didn’t see her at
first.” He moved the photos around, brought another one of the
diner out. Except this time Mrs. Turnier’s husband could be seen in
the window and a woman’s silhouette was about to enter the
restaurant. “This is who he stared at.”

“Oh, it can’t be,” Carolyn
said. She pulled out a tissue and dabbed at her eyes. “Maybe it’s a
work thing. He’s always having meetings. Taking people
out.”

After they’ve clocked out
and should be on there way home? Patrick
thought. Why are they so
surprised?

“She went in and sat with
him. They ate dinner. Laughed a little. Nothing surprising
there.”

He moved another photo to the front
showing what he described.

“They finished up and
stepped outside the diner. She grabbed his hand, leaned toward him,
and kissed him on the cheek.”

Another picture showing the
act.

“Well, that’s nothing,” she
said. “A friendly goodbye. There’s no proof there.”

“No. You’re right. And I
thought the same thing. She left the way she came and he walked the
opposite way. He had parked his car a block down the street. I
watched him until he got in his car and turned on the lights. He
pulled out from the parking spot and drove past me. I immediately
did a quick U-turn in the street and followed him.

“We drove for about half an
hour or so, when he stopped on a quiet street. He parked along the
curb in front of a small house. I was careful not to be seen, so I
parked well behind him where the streetlights would hide
me.”

Carolyn gave him a confused
look. Too clinical. She doesn’t care about
my technique. She wants the outcome, but not the one I’m about to
give.

“After another minute or
so, another car came down the road. It turned into a driveway just
behind where he parked. She
got out of the car.”

Patrick pulled another photo from the
pile and placed it on top. It showed what he described. The house,
the woman walking away from her car, and a car parked on the
curb.

“He got out of the car and
she walked up to him.” He breathed in a deep breath. Here’s where
it hits. Here’s where the truth can’t be denied. “They embraced and
kissed.”

He found the picture and placed it on
top of the pile.

“No. No. No.” Carolyn wiped
at her eyes. Had she worn makeup, it would no doubt be smearing
across her face at this point. “But maybe—”

Patrick put his index finger in the
air and she got the signal that he wasn’t done. There’s more
evidence.

“After the kiss, they
walked hand in hand into the house. The lights turned on downstairs
then off. A moment later, the light upstairs turned on. Then out. I
sat there all night, right up until I fell asleep and was woken by
chirping birds in a nearby bush. When I woke up, the car was still
parked on the curb. I waited a little longer, and your husband came
out of the house.” He showed a final picture of the morning with
Carolyn’s husband getting into his car. “Started up the car and
took off. He’s guilty of everything you suspected.”

“It can’t be. It can’t be.”
He could barely understand her words through the sobs. “Maybe he
just needed … he had to....”


“Mrs. Turnier, short of actually taking photos of
them in the act, which I don’t do, all the evidence points to the
fact that your husband was unfait--”*

Patrick’s cell phone rang in the
pocket of his leather jacket. Normally, he would ignore it, since
he was with a client and breaking bad news. But the ringtone, a
melodic chime with soft guitar, meant it was his wife.

“One moment,” he said. Mrs.
Turnier needed a moment to gather herself anyway. “Yes, my love,”
Patrick said as he answered the phone.

“Can you pick up some
parmesan on the way home?”

Right to the point. That’s
his wife. No hello. No sound of affection. Lately, he wondered if
he should investigate her. She tended to work late a few
times during the week, later than him. They barely saw each other
anymore. And she’d been playing coy, like she hid something from
him.

He shook his head to get rid of the
thought. His work tended to bleed into his personal life and that
only ever led to trouble. Usually a fight that left tension between
both of them until the next morning or sometimes longer.

“Sure. Parmesan. Anything
else.”

“No. That’s it. You’ll be
home soon?”

“Just finishing up
now.”

“OK. See you
then.”

“Yep. Love you.”

He said the words as the
click of the phone hanging up sounded through the phone.
Not even an “I love you?” No. Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t make Mrs. Turnier’s
problem, yours.

“Sorry about that,” Patrick
said, turning his attention back to Carolyn.

She grabbed more tissues from her
purse and wiped her eyes and nose. She sniffed a large amount of
air and mucous up her nose. “Is there anything else, Mr. Hold? This
is just devastating news. I mean, I suspected it, but to know it’s
true. It’s so … so humiliating.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s
all I have. I’m sorry to bear the bad news. Now....” He hesitated.
This was the part he hated. “The fees involved with my
investigation come to $1,264.57.”

Carolyn looked up to Patrick with a
shocked look, as if she never heard of money before or thought he
would do his work for free or a tuft of hair stuck from his neck
signaling the growth of a second head. It’s what they all
did.

And it’s why he should always get his
payment up front.


______________CHAPTER
2

You can search all your life for
something and never find it. But when you stop looking, it falls
right in your lap.

Agent Red learned that too well. It
frustrated him.

He glanced around his office, if it
could be call that. It was more like a conference room. Long and
rectangular. A narrow wooden table painted in a glossy white paint
and smooth to the touch in the center. Hard plastic chairs to match
surrounded it.

Along the far wall from where Agent
Red sat with his feet propped up on the table, a giant monitor
flashed up pictures of different things like other rooms of the
building with people doing their work. Inventing new gadgets for
investigation of strange phenomenon. Though anyone at Agent Red’s
work would hardly consider it strange.

He turned his head and stared out the
window. It had a perfect view of the city. The streets sparkled
like a diamond and only a few stray cars roamed them. His office
stood high above everything else so he could see the rooftops. All
of it was clean and perfect.

 That’s because none of it was real. In reality, the office did
not stand high above the surface but below, deep underground.
Hidden from anyone who could find it. Only a small, little brick
house in the middle of a rural area in southern California showed
any sign of its existence.*
The house had boarded up windows and appeared
abandoned.

But like the windows that projected
holographic images to add some normality to Agent Red’s room, the
outside building that led to the underground mirrored the landscape
around it to hide those who would enter and exit, keeping it
forever secure. People ignored it like they do cacti and
tumbleweeds they pass in the desert.

 Agent Red worked there for over two decades, starting in
November of 1992. One of the first assignments given to him was
regarding an individual that everyone at the Agency called the
Permanent Man.* Apparently, for around 130 years, this man had shown up.
Pictures of him would be found in old newspapers and as technology
advanced, news footage of different events around the local area
and across the country.

No one understood who this Permanent
Man could be. How had he lived so long? Why doesn’t he age? The
Agency wanted to find him. But all their searching turned up
nothing. Some considered it a hoax.

That’s why the rookie agents always
received that case. The experienced agent thought the entire thing
was a joke. Perhaps one invented by some prankster agent way back
when the Agency had its start.

But the joke rookie assignment ended
with Agent Red. Because, even when they told him about the prank,
he rejected the idea. When the time came to hand off the fake
assignment to the next rookie, he refused to do so. He held onto
it. He would find the Permanent Man and prove it true.

Too much evidence pointed to it being
legitimate. The photos and videos showed no sign of tampering, as
if the Permanent Man had been placed in there. Historical evidence
suggested his existence. Even in print, stories about a man who
could not die permeated official documents and records.

For over two decades, Agent Red did
not stop in his pursuit of the Permanent Man. He took on other
cases. Solved them. Saw some strange and amazing things.

But the Permanent Man. That’s who he
wanted to discover. If he did, he’d be a legend in the Agency. If
not for the fact that he pursued this case, he would probably be
the top dog at the Agency. He understood his obsession with the
case hurt his career somewhat. But he took that chance because of
what solving the Permanent Man case would do.

Over two decades of persistence. And
though he had brushes with what he thought were breaks in the case,
none of them led anywhere.

He pounded the smooth surface of the
conference table. The view outside the fake windows flickered. He
stared at his hand, laughing at how little strength could disrupt
the holographic technology.

As pure and clean as the Agency
appeared, things were falling apart. Funding from the government
had dwindled over the years, and they expected the Agency to figure
out new ways to maintain the building. The “higher-ups” who thought
they ran the country wanted less involvement in case someone or
some organization ever discovered the Agency’s
existence.

“Stupid politics,” Agent
Red said aloud.

But he couldn’t worry about that. It
was time for him to turn on the monitor hanging on the far wall and
review evidence he had gathered about the Permanent Man.

“Play file 1245,” he
said.

The screen brightened to white,
showing the face of the Permanent Man in a computer display. The
head rotated, a composite of all sides made from the database of
videos and photographs captured of him over the years.

“First known report of
existence.”

The face minimized to the lower left
and a black and white picture displayed on the screen. It showed a
town center and a tall brick building with a clock on the top.
White flames shot out from windows on the lower stories. A
computerized voice of a woman began to speak.


“First reported sighting on May 15, 1864. The town
of Conchilla, California.* A local newspaper reported a fire occurred in the newly built
clock tower during its dedication. Some children were trapped in
the third story of the tower. It is reported that the suspect
rescued the children and an Indian woman. Witnesses say he ran
directly into the flames. He lowered—”

“Computer off,” Agent Red
said.

He had watched the video, viewed the
pictures, read the documents thousands of times. Each time he
expected to find something he missed. Each time he found nothing.
That’s the definition of crazy, and he considered himself a sane
person.

Maybe he should drop the case. All
those obsessed years had led to nothing. No more chasing ghosts.
Time to end the entire thing.

He needed clarity. Something to put a
focus on his decision. A little music would help. Something calm.
Classical. He would play some Beethoven or Mozart.

“Computer on,” he
commanded. The monitor displayed a black screen. “Computer …
on!”

He pounded the table again. He wanted
to hear some music. That’s it. But the stupid voice command didn’t
work.

If the computers and monitors aren’t
reliable, what’s next? The lights? And what about all the work
being done by the scientists in Sector 4? If the Agency didn’t find
a way to correct this problem soon, the entire organization would
be done. And then who would protect people from the unexplained and
confusing?

He blew out an exasperated
breath.

“Calm down. Not a big
deal.”

He breathed deeply, taking five good
breaths to relax since the monitor refused to turn on so he could
listen to some music.

It’s the one thing everyone knew about
him. Never, absolutely never, would he be irritated, upset, irate,
or angry. He kept it under control. He may be alone at the moment,
but if he lost his cool by himself, soon he’d do it in front of
others.

He closed his eyes, prepared to think
peaceful thoughts, and leaned back in his chair. As he drifted off
to a Caribbean Beach with slow, rolling waves and a warm sun,
someone knocked at the office door.

His eyes snapped open. Never a
moment’s peace. Whether he was a child wanting to play and his
father bursts in the home demanding he clean it, do his homework,
and mow the lawn or if it is someone at the Agency requiring his
attention on top secret events, he never had a moment to himself
through his entire life.

The door slowly opened, the hinges
creaking enough to add further annoyance to the
situation.

He rolled his eyes and said, “Come
in.”

The door opened the rest of the way.
In the doorway stood Dr. Blue. A kid by Agent Red’s standards. He
worked in the scientific field of the Agency. He researched things
the field agents investigated and used that for the creation of
useful technology the government might one day be able to take
advantage of. He was gangly but tall, wore a light blue lab coat,
thick black plastic glasses and had dark hair with tight curls that
covered his head.

Dr. Blue also helped Agent Red on his
side project of the Permanent Man. Normally, a scientist would care
less about such a thing. But Agent Red convinced him to help
because of what the Permanent Man could mean. If Agent Blue could
figure out how a man could never die, it would do wonders for his
career. In addition to that, during a casual conversation with Dr.
Blue, Agent Red discovered that the good doctor always dreamed of
being a spy as a kid. Agents came awfully close to qualifying under
that name. Between the two, it took little for Dr. Blue to agree to
help.

“What is it, Blue?” Agent
Red said.

“Red, sir. We have
something.”

Dr. Blue scurried over to the end of
the table. He held a folder in his hands. He sat down in the chair
across from Agent Red and turned toward the monitor.

“Display file 1245,” Dr.
Blue said. “File date April first of this year.”

“April Fool’s?” Agent Red
asked.

“This isn’t a
joke.”

“No. But I’ll tell you what
is. This entire facility.”

“What do you
mean?”

Agent Red waved his hand toward the
monitor. The black screen showed exactly what he meant.

“Computer on,” Dr. Blue
said. “Display—”

“Forget it,” Agent Red
said. “Something’s wrong with it. What do you want to tell
me?”

Dr. Blue set the manila folder on the
table. “Well, I guess we can do it this way. No harm in doing it
how they did in the past.”

 He opened the folder. It had a few photographs in it. The
first photograph showed a car parked along the curb of a street. It
sat in the shadows and in front of it a little ways was a street
light that illuminated another parked vehicle.*

“So,” Agent Red said.
“What’s so important about this?”

“At first, our planted
surveillance cameras—”

“You mean this is local?
Within a 20 mile radius?”

“Yes. In Conchilla
specifically. As the camera focused on this scene, the infrared
sensors picked up someone in the vehicle parked in the darker area
of the street. It zoomed in further, focusing on the face of the
individual. With the darkness, it had trouble making out
the—”

“Get to the point. I don’t
need to know all the technical mumbo jumbo.”

“Sorry. Long story short,
the camera did what it could to get a clear shot of the man’s face.
He was sleeping in the car, so that made it easier.”

He can’t resist. Fine. Let
him go into the unneeded details.

“When the facial
recognition software built into the camera found a match, it sent
me the alert immediately, along with these photographs. I received
the alert while I slept last night, and didn’t hear it when my
phone chimed me. I’m sorry about that. But I printed them out as
soon as I saw the alert this morning, to make sure what I saw could
be true. Kind of a double confirmation.”

This irritated Agent Red.
The Permanent Man case was his. If any evidence was found, it
should alert him, not Dr. Blue. Was Dr. Blue trying to steal his
case? A scientist, trying to be a real agent?

Dr. Blue switched the photo to
another. This time, the pictures showed a man’s face, sound asleep
in a car.

Agent Red’s facial recognition
software kicked in immediately. He didn’t need a computer to
confirm what he saw. The slightly pudgy face, thin lips, and thick
eyebrows gave it away almost immediately.

“It’s him.”

“Yes. Printing these photos
out wasn’t enough for me. I ran these through five levels of facial
recognition, comparing them to what we have on file. Each time, it
came back positive.”

“Do we know where he
is?”


“Yes. Since our camera sent out the red alert,
others in the area followed him when he left this morning.
Fortunately, the last location of his vehicle is in a Hilltop
Valley community of Indio.*
We don’t have cameras in that section, so we only
saw him enter. But we know the make of his car and got his license
plate.”

Agent Red couldn’t believe it. All
this work for over two decades, and they have him. He would show
everyone he isn’t a kook. He would be justified for his obsession
with the case.

“Sir?” Dr. Blue asked. A
moment of silence had passed while Agent Red revelled in the glory
of finally finding him.

“Sorry. I’m in
shock.”

“Understandable.”

“How is it he lives nearby
and this is the first our cameras found him?”

“You’re guess is as good as
mine. But we have him now. Are you going to alert anyone so we can
apprehend him?”

“What? No. I don’t want
anyone else in on this. I’ll do it myself.” But he can’t go alone.
What if this Permanent Man finds a way to overpower him? Holding a
gun to his head might not be enough, after all, he’s survived 150
years without an issue. “But I want you to come with me … as
backup.”

“But I’m running the
Molecular Regeneration experiment later tonight. I
can’t—”

“If we get this guy, you
will have all the evidence of molecular regeneration to
study.”

“But I have no field
training.”

“Then it’s time you get
some.

“As long as we’re back in
two hours so I can run the experiment.”

“Not a problem. By the way,
did you already run the plate. Do you have the guy’s address and
phone number?”

“Yes. And a
name.”

“What is it?” Agent Red did
all he could not to leap from the chair in anticipation. He had to
stay calm, no outbursts of any kind.

“Patrick. Patrick
Hold.”

That’s it. Stop looking and it falls
right in your lap. Agent Red wished he stopped looking long
ago.


______________CHAPTER
3

Mrs. Turnier paid Patrick the sum he
requested. After some protest and a petition to delay payment, she
had pulled a checkbook from her purse, wrote out the amount, and
handed it to him.

Now he drove home. But not after
picking up the parmesan as his wife requested.

“Parmesan,” he said aloud
in his car. “This is what my life has come to. Finding unfaithful
mates and buying parmesan for my own.”

He pulled into the driveway and ducked
his head down to view his home. Lights shined in the kitchen, the
living room, the upstairs bedrooms.

One woman needs all that
light? She’s so wasteful.

He grabbed the bag with the parmesan
off the passenger seat and exited the car. When he stuck his key in
the door, an aroma seeped through the cracks leading outside. A
little garlic, onion, some other seasonings. It smelled
good.

It smelled wrong.

His wife, Cassy, never cooked. Her
idea of making dinner was ordering pizza from Tony’s on Daisy
Street. Never a home-cooked meal.

What’s the reason? She guilty of
something? About to break some bad news? Has she pulled the wool
over the eyes of a PI that should have seen a cheating wife a mile
away?

He shook his head. Leave work at work
and home at home. It’s harder to do than say.

He stepped into the house and the full
aroma of the meal hit him. Definitely some kind of Italian dinner.
But what, he didn’t know.

“Oh, good. You’re finally
home. You have the parmesan?” Cassy asked. She was a thin woman,
short in stature, with black hair trimmed to shoulder length. Her
tan skin was less a result of living in Southern California and
more from her hereditary line. She had these hazel eyes, the most
hazel Patrick ever witnessed, that reflected light in a way that
made the color disappear from them completely.

“Yeah, I got it,” Patrick
said.

He reached into the bag and pulled out
the parmesan. He handed it to her.

“Perfect!” she said and
kissed him on the lips.

He touched his lips. He
rarely got a greeting like that. What’s
going on here? What’s she hiding?

“Go ahead. Sit down.” She
motioned her head to the dining room.

The table resembled something from a
restaurant. Not Tony’s though. Something real nice. The plates had
smaller plates, a bowl on top, silverware, and a cloth napkin on
the side. Two candles burned in the center. A big plate of
spaghetti with steam rising off it and into the air like a
forgotten thought sat next to them. Several large pieces of garlic
bread rested in a basket. Finally, a glass of wine, only one, where
Patrick would sit.

Patrick removed his coat and threw it
over the chair in the living room. He continued to examine the
table, wondering why he deserved such honor.

This must be how it works.
When the news comes that they’re leaving, they’ve found another
man, break it gentle. Make them feel good for a moment before you
crush their heart.

He sat at the table and glanced over
to Cassy. She seemed happy. Her hands dug into a large ceramic bowl
as she mixed the salad.

Maybe she’s happy because
she’s leaving. Her miserable life with me is over. Why didn’t I see
it coming?

“How was work?” she asked
as she brought the salad to the table.

“Fine. Same old
thing.”

She sat across from him at the table
and grabbed the tongs in the salad, dishing some out for
herself.

“Oh. Almost forgot the
dressing.”

She stood and went to the
refrigerator, pulled out a bottle of Ranch and some Vinaigrette.
Patrick hated the Vinaigrette. So tangy and almost sour. She
returned with the dressings and set them on the table.

He tonged the salad, put some Ranch
dressing on it, and took a bite. Not bad, but it’s salad. She
couldn’t go wrong there.

“So what’s the occasion?”
he asked as he chewed.

“Well,” she held her fork
mid-motion to her mouth, a carrot and lettuce dangled from it,
“what do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. You
never make food like this. There must be a reason.”

She turned her head down to
the salad. Was that refusal to make eye
contact? As in she’s guilty? This can’t be happening.

Patrick suddenly understood the
feeling that Mrs. Turnier had when her suspicions of her husband
turned out to be fact. Even now, he had yet to receive
confirmation, but every step of the evening that brought him
closer, hurt a little bit more, caused a turn in his
stomach.

“Cassy,” he said. “What is
it?”

“Well, I was trying to
think of the right way to tell you.”

No. This can’t be true.
Thirteen years. From high school to now. She’s bored with her life.
Why wouldn’t she be? I’m a PI that’s barely ever home. All that
free time probably helped her find someone. Probably that guy Chuck
at her work. He’s always working out. He’s what? 27? He
probably—

“Honey?” she said. “You
there?”

“Yeah. Sorry. Um … what do
you mean ‘the right way to tell you?’”

“It’s. Well, it’s a shock.”
She reached for the cloth napkin and wiped her mouth. There wasn’t
anything there. She’s trying to wipe away her guilt. “But
I—”

“Stop.” Patrick put a hand
up. “Don’t say it. I don’t want to hear the words.”

Cassy’s mouth dropped
open. That’s right, I guessed your
news.

“What do you mean?” she
asked. Her voice cracked.

“You know exactly what I
mean.” He stood up from the table, throwing his napkin onto it.
“I’ve been wondering what’s going on. For the past few weeks you’ve
been quiet. Avoiding my questions when I ask who called you. A few
nights a week, you’re getting home later than me. I’ve seen too
much of this to not know when it’s happening.”

“When what’s
happening?”

She really looked shocked. More so
than he thought she would. She’s either really good at acting, or
maybe he got this all wrong.

“You’ve … you found
someone—”

No. He didn’t want to say it. He’s
jumping to conclusions, allowing his work to dictate his thoughts
at home. What was he thinking? The nice dinner. The loving
greeting. All this to announce you’re cheating?

“You jerk!” she yelled. She
stood now and threw her cloth napkin down. “You think I’m
cheating on
you.”

“I didn’t say
that.”

“You didn’t have to. Me
being quiet, the phone calls, being late at work.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to imply—”

“You know exactly what you
meant. I make this nice dinner and you start throwing out
accusations? Seriously?”

“I … I....” He had no words
for a rebuttal.

“For your information, I’ve
been quiet so I didn’t slip up and tell you too soon. I wanted it
to be right. The phone calls? They’re from my doctor.”

Doctor. Oh no. Is she
sick?

“And the late nights at
work are me getting things in order for when I leave in another, oh
I don’t know, eight months or so.”

“Leave?”

“Yes, leave. Now you’re a
Private Dick. Can you figure it out?”

He looked to the floor, shifting his
eyes as he tried to understand what she meant. Wanting a good way
to tell him. Calls from her doctor. Leaving work in eight months.
She’s been acting this way for a month.

Oh, gee. I really blew it
this time.

“You’re … you’re—”

“Pregnant, Pat. Pregnant. Not
cheating on you.”

“But—”

“And it is your baby.”

“Of course it is. I’m …
sorry. It’s just work. It gets to me. Makes me think crazy
things.”

She sat in the chair, crossed her
arms, and shrugged her shoulders.

He stepped over to console her. To
apologize, though this one would take some time for her to forgive.
He placed a hand on her arm, but she slapped it away.

“Listen, I made a mistake.
I’m sorry. Work gets the best of—”

The doorbell chimed. Patrick turned
his head toward the door, furrowing his brow. Who could that be?
The bell rang again, followed by a pounding knock.

“Well,” Cassy said. She
waved her hand toward the door. “Aren’t you going to get
it?”

 He went to the door to answer it. What horrible timing. He
needs to make up with his wife and some salesman comes to the door.
What’s up with that? Who does door to door sales anymore
anyway?*

He opened the door and two men stood
there. The man in the fore was tall, wore a black suit with a red
tie, and a black hat on his head that hid most of the hair except
the buzzed gray hairs around the ear. Behind him stood another man,
dressed similarly, but with a blue tie.

“Can I help you?” Patrick
said.

“Yes. Mr. Hold?” the tall
one asked.

“Yes.”

A large smile formed on the man’s
face. But it quickly contracted to a straight line displaying no
emotion.

“I’m Agent Red.” He flashed
an ID badge of some kind. “And this is my partner, Doctor … Agent
Blue.”

“FBI?” In all his
investigation, Patrick dealt with local authorities often. But
Federal Agents? Never. He tried to recall any cases that would
merit FBI involvement, but none came to mind. “What can I help you
with?”

“We need you to come down
to the Agency,” Agent Red said. He had a scratchy deep voice that
reminded Patrick of tires rolling over gravel. “For
questioning.”

“Questioning?” Patrick
turned back to look at his wife. “For what?”

“It’s confidential and we
can’t speak about it here.”

“But now? I’m about to eat
a beautiful dinner my wife made for me.” He said it loud so she
would hear. Indirect compliments could pay off in the
apology.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Hold. But
we need you to come with us now. You don’t really have a
choice.”

“You can’t just come in
here and force me to go with you. I know my rights.”

Agent Red reached out his hand and
grabbed Patrick’s arm. Patrick pulled back, but Red had a strong
grip, more than Patrick expected of a man his age. Red whipped
Patrick around in a quick motion, grabbing the other arm, pulling
both behind his back. A sound like a zipper on a jacket buzzed in
the air, and Red released him. But his hands were now handcuffed
together.

“What’s this all
about?”

Agent Red grabbed Patrick’s arm and
pulled him toward the doorway.

“Honey,” Cassy said. She
quickly came into the room. “What’s going on?”

“Ma’am,” Agent red nodded
his head. “He’s a suspect in a case and we need him for
questioning.”

“What case?” Patrick said.
He shrugged his shoulders in an unsuccessful attempt to break free
of Agent Red’s grasp.

“That’s
confidential.”

He continued pulling Patrick through
the doorway.

“But this doesn’t make
sense,” Cassy said. “You can’t just take him.”

Agent Red stopped pulling on Patrick.
They stood outside the doorway now, several feet from the house. He
stared into Cassy’s eyes.

A slight moment of
hesitation.

“I assure you ma’am, I have
every right to do this. And it makes complete sense.”

Patrick continued to struggle. Agent
Red nodded to Blue, and he grabbed the other arm to keep Patrick
still. They walked down the driveway to a black car with tinted
windows. The paint reflected all the light around it, almost like
Cassy’s eyes, making the black exterior a mirror that showed
everything behind them.

He wanted to run and get away. But
these guys had him. This was illegal. They’d pay for this. He did
enough PI work to know his boundaries and who can infiltrate them.
These guys had no right.

In the car’s reflection, Patrick saw
Cassy standing in the doorway with her hand on her mouth. He turned
around to her.

“Call Uncle Tom!” he yelled
to her. “He’ll get me out of this.”

The back passenger side door of the
vehicle opened automatically, the door swinging up like a wing on a
plane. The two agents shoved him inside. He landed on his belly
along the smooth leather seat. The door closed quickly, hissing
like hydraulics lowering a heavy load.

Patrick sat up and stared out the
window. Cassy stood there, her hand over her mouth. The other hand
she held in another place. A place that reminded him of the guilt
he felt over a false accusation just minutes before. The hand
rested on her belly.


______________CHAPTER
4

Agent Red stood in a room where many
times he contemplated his approach to an interrogation. A few
overhead lights barely lit up the area, giving a better view
through the one way mirror in front of him.

The air in the room was stale. It’s
not often that an interrogation is needed. Most of the time, the
agents know the answer before they find a suspect in strange cases.
But the Permanent Man, Patrick Hold, was as unordinary as they
come. He had to choose his questions and approach properly, or else
risk everything.

This man has survived for 150 years.
He must be smart and wise. Able to get out of difficult
situations.

A direct approach might be best. Any
subtleties in questioning would no doubt be detected by Mr. Hold.
He would have seen it all at this point.

On the other side of the one-way
mirror, Patrick Hold sat in a chair, silent, head bowed, hands
released from those laser locks, fingers running through his hair.
In a way, he seemed surprised about being apprehended.
Distraught.

But more than likely, he was upset he
made such a huge mistake in getting caught.

“Sir,” Dr. Blue
said.

“Yes,” Agent Red said. He
turned to Dr. Blue. “What is it?”

“You were ignoring
me.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean
to.”

“So, are you going in
there?”

“Of course.” He turned back
to focus on Mr. Hold.

“Well, you’ll have to call
in an actual agent then. I have to get back to my lab for the
Molecular Regeneration experiment.”

“Don’t you want to hear
what he says? He’s probably got something he knows that will help
with your experiment.”

“Of course. But not now.
There’s plenty of time for that.”

Dr. Blue stood there a moment, silent.
More annoying than anything.

“What?” Agent Red said
exasperated.

“Are you going to call an
agent in?”

“Yes. Now get out of here.
Go do your whazzit and quit bothering me.”

Dr. Blue cocked his head to the left,
opened his mouth, but wisely kept it shut. He turned and exited the
room.

He’d been a help in finding the
Permanent Man, but too much of him grated on Agent Red’s
nerves.

Now, he had no intention of
calling a another agent. The Permanent Man is all his and no
one, absolutely no one, would be in there with him. Or watching him through the
one-way mirror.

He stepped from the room and glanced
down each lane of the hallway. No sign of a field agent anywhere.
Dr. Blue was either brilliant and understood no other agent would
be needed or so wrapped up with his science experiment to really
care if protocol was followed.

Agent Red stood in front of the
doorway. It slid open. He stepped into the room, keeping his
footsteps soft. The Permanent Man didn’t hear him. He stood there a
moment, examining him. How odd that he appeared so ordinary on the
outside. A regular man wondering why he had been apprehended. The
years of life must have lended to his acting ability.

The door closed, making a soft hiss
when the locks made contact. They released, and the door opened
again about halfway. It closed, finally for good, the hiss a few
decibels louder. Unfortunately, this alerted the Permanent Man to
Agent Red’s presence. He turned around and stared at
him.

The stupid building continued to fall
apart to the point that it now interfered with Agent Red’s case. It
frustrated him but he stiffened his body to control the
emotions.

“I want a lawyer,” the
Permanent Man said.

“A lawyer?” Agent Red said.
“It doesn’t work that way. Not with this stuff.”

“Then I’m not answering any
questions. I told you, I know my rights.”


“Mr. Hold, if that’s even your name, this is not
that type of place.* What we do here falls under a different realm of government
security. I’ll spare you the details, because you must have an idea
based on what you are.”

“What I am? What does that
mean?”

“Come now, Mr. Hold.” Agent
Red sat down at the table on the opposite end from the Permanent
Man. He tented his fingers in front of his face, then leaned his
head to the left to make eye contact. “You know exactly what I
mean. You’ve lived for decades. In fact at least a century and a
half. We know there’s something special about you.”

“What? This is crazy. Is
this a joke?”

He glanced around the room, staring to
the corners, looking for a camera. They were there, recording the
entire conversation, but he would never find them.

“Certainly not. And I ask
that you quit ‘joking’ with me.”

“I’m not. I have no idea
what you’re talking about.”

“When were you born, Mr.
Hold?”

“October seventeenth,
1970.”

Agent Red chuckled. This guy thinks he
can fool him. He grabbed control of the laugh though. No emotion.
Keep it straight. He leaned forward over the table, staring
directly into the Permanent Man’s eyes.

“You and I both know that
is impossible. Now let’s stop playing games.”

The Permanent Man gave him a confused
look—the same one all the field agents gave Agent Red when he tried
to discuss the Permanent Man case. Like he was being ridiculous and
obsessive. Crazy.

“You’re serious. For real?
You think I’ve lived over a century?”

Agent Red hesitated. The tone of the
Permanent Man’s voice seemed genuine. As if he really couldn’t
believe the accusation.

No. He’s playing with me.
Making me doubt the case. Believe that he’s a normal
man.

“I have proof.” Agent Red
reached into the pocket of his suit coat. He pulled out a few
copies of the photographs from the past 150 years. He slid them
across the table to the Permanent Man. “Take a look at these. I
assure you they’re real and not faked. Notice anything in
them?”

The Permanent Man picked up a photo,
studied it, and gave a quick glance to Agent Red. He picked up
another. Then another. Another. He shook his head and ran his
fingers through his hair.

That’s right. You’re
caught. No more hiding. Now you have to explain who or what you
are.

“They’re of me. But how? I
don’t remember ever being in these places. And why am I being
followed?” Though he finished speaking, his mouth hung
open.

“Being followed? Hardly.
These are photographs from over the years, Mr. Hold. They go back
about 60 years. There are more. I guess you happened to be in the
right place at the right time, or in your case, the wrong place at
the wrong time. You know, all those little cliché sayings change
drastically depending on your perspective.”

“But you’re not making any
sense. I’m 43. Not 60. And if I was 60, I would be a child in some
of these pictures.”

“Come now, Mr. Hold.” Agent
Red stood from his chair. “You are, in fact, a man who does not
age, who cannot die. The Agency has followed you for many years.
The case landed with me 20 years ago. Now, I checked your current
bio. You’re a private detective. You see the evidence.”

“These pictures could be
fake.”

“I assure you they’re not.
Now stop playing games with me.”

Agent Red’s voice raised. The
Permanent Man’s resistance to accepting defeat frustrated him. He
breathed deeply, trying to control himself. He wanted to yell at
the Permanent Man. Walk over, grab his shirt, and shake him into
confession.

Too many years of investigating. This
was not the time to lose patience. He would give the Permanent Man
a chance to consider admitting to who he was. And he would give
himself time to calm down.

“Mr. Hold, I’m going to
leave the room now. I’ll be back in a few minutes. When I get back,
I hope you decide to admit to who you are. Then we can proceed with
other things.”

Agent Red broke his stare on the
Permanent Man and walked to the door. It hissed loudly, shifted
like it wanted to open and stopped. He held back more of his
frustration and waited. A loud bang happened, followed by the hiss
and the door slid open. He exited the room without looking behind
him.

As much as he wanted to watch what the
Permanent Man did in the observation room, he had to go to the
restroom and splash some cold water on his face. That will knock
those stupid emotions out of him.


______________CHAPTER
5

Patrick sat in the interrogation room,
shocked.

At first, he thought Agent Red was in
on some elaborate joke. But Patrick didn’t have any friends capable
of this extravagance.

Next, he thought maybe they had the
wrong guy. But those photographs looked genuine and it was
him.

In one photo, he swore it
looked like the parade where JFK was killed. In another, he was
pulling someone out of a car at an automobile accident. The weird
thing about that was he never recalled doing that and the cars in
the picture all looked like they were from the late seventies.
Another showed him at a diner. This picture was black and white and
everyone dressed like they were from the fifties. He even wore a
black leather coat, white t-shirt, and jeans like the Fonz
from Happy Days.

This is crazy. I don’t
know what’s going on but I have to get out of here.

Cassy must be worried sick. And if
Uncle Tom, a lawyer, hadn’t showed up yet to help, that must mean
he’s not showing up. This place must be a secret government agency
as Agent Red said. But for what? Why him? Why this weird accusation
about him never dying?

Too many questions, and
ones he didn’t want to know the answer to. No. He had to escape.
Get back to Cassy. And she’s pregnant. He had a child to think
about. If this was a secret agency, he might never leave. His wife
will go on living as a single parent.

He couldn’t have that. He had to find
a way out.

He stood from the chair. He stepped to
the wall and placed his palms on it. He rubbed against the wall,
looking for something. He didn’t know what. A vent. A way out. The
black surface slid across his skin. But he found
nothing.

He turned and rested his back against
the wall, shaking his head. He looked to his right and saw the
door.

Of course, you idiot. Use
the door.

He walked up to the door. Agent Red
stood at it and it opened. Why wouldn’t it do the same for
him?

But it wouldn’t open. They probably
had it tied to a retinal scanner or something to identify the
person. Of course, it could be locked and monitored by a person
beyond the mirror in the room.

Patrick put his forehead against the
door and banged it softly two times. On the third bang, he hit a
little harder.

The door hummed slightly and shifted
left.

Patrick stepped back. Could he really
be like the Fonz and make this thing open?

He banged the soft end of his fist on
the door as hard as he could. The door hissed loudly and shifted
left again, making an open space wide enough to slide his hand
through.

He gripped both hands on the edge of
the door and pushed. The door resisted, but after a few seconds of
pressure, the hissing started up again. He pushed the door until he
had enough room to fit through it.

He stepped into the
hallway. Each direction went on forever. Not a single soul walked
them. This place must be a maze.

He doubted his decision to escape. He
would get lost. Most likely caught. And then things would get
worse. And, no doubt, this attempt would lend credence to the
accusation laid against him. He made a mental note for the future
to not provide actions or evidence that lend support to a false
claim.

He had two ways to go. Left or right.
Which would be best?

Before he could decide, he saw a man
come out of the door on the far end of the hallway to his left. It
was Agent Red.

“Hey!” Agent Red yelled. He
began running toward Patrick, reaching to his side, and grabbing a
gun.

A gun!

Instinct kicked in and Patrick made
his decision. He ran to his right, down the hallway, hoping that
Agent Red didn’t shoot.


______________CHAPTER
6

Agent Red ran full force. He might be
62, but he maintained a routine of regular exercise.

He needed to. And now it came in
handy.

He ran after the Permanent Man, gun
drawn. Though any gun would prove useless in ending the Permanent
Man’s life, it would slow him down.

But what if he was wrong.

He hated this. How’d he get
out anyway? Probably that stupid broken
door in the interrogation room.

Whatever happens, Agent Red did not
want the Permanent Man to turn left at the first hallway. If he
did, it might become impossible to find him.

“Stop!” Agent Red yelled
out.

As suspected, the Permanent Man
continued to run.

“I’ll shoot!”

No use. He wants to escape.
Nothing will deter him. I can’t hold back.
He can’t get away.

The Permanent Man had a few steps to
go. Agent Red stopped running. He drew his gun, aimed, and
shot.

The bullet consisted of electrical
connections. When they made contact with a living target, it
immediately electrocuted them, rendering them
unconscious.

But the Permanent Man ducked left into
the hallway, and the bullet zipped by him.

Agent Red lowered his gun. At first,
he allowed the shock of the Permanent Man escaping his grasp to
paralyze him. All this work, to get so close, and the man could
escape.

He gathered himself, came to his
senses, and holstered his gun. He reached for the communicator in
the breast pocket of his shirt. One push, and it would sound the
alarm, putting everyone on alert.

But that would mean everyone would
know that the one case he handled, the one that would vindicate his
name, had been flubbed. That embarrassment would be greater than
any of the ridicule he received for continuing the case for the
past 20 years. Not to mention that he violated the interrogation
protocols.

He had to catch him on his
own.

He ran down the hallway in
pursuit.

The Permanent Man could not be allowed
to escape.


______________CHAPTER
7

Patrick ignored any call from Agent
Red. At his first chance to prevent danger to himself, he turned
left into a hallway. As he did, something zipped past his ear,
reminding him of the time he knocked a beehive from a tree and the
bees swarmed behind him. The sound trailed off into the
distance.

He escaped it but continued running.
He pounded his feet on the floor as he ran up to a set of gray
double doors. He pushed into them full force. His body slammed into
them instead of the doors opening. The impact bent the doors in the
center, creating a crack.

The hit left him dazed, but he fought
through it. His focus to escape strengthened by the thought of
seeing his wife and having a child. One day raising his son or
daughter and teaching him or her all about life. He couldn't lose
that. He needed it.

He rammed his shoulder into the bent
part of the doors. It gave way, opening more and allowed him to
push through. He stumbled forward onto the linoleum floor. His face
smacked into it, the pain penetrating through his bones and down to
his feet.

"Mr. Hold! Stop!" Agent Red yelled
from behind.

Rather than look, Patrick lifted
himself off the ground and ran forward. He didn't care how close
Agent Red was from him, he had to find a way out.

The new area was a cross of mixing
hallways and men dressed in light blue lab coats. As Patrick passed
them, they stepped to the side, pinning their backs against the
wall.

He came to a crossroads and turned
right as he glanced to the side to get an idea of how far behind
Agent Red was.

"Someone stop him!"

Though he didn't see him in his
peripheral vision, the voice had approached closer for certain.
With his head still turned and legs spinning forward, he bumped
into one of the men in the lab coats who walked down the hallway.
He carried a tray with beakers and some kind of bluish liquid in
them.

The man toppled backwards, but not
after all the liquid in the beakers sprayed Patrick’s upper body.
The liquid foamed up in seconds.

"I'm sorry," Patrick said. But he
didn't stop to help the man up or wipe the mess off his
body.

He stumbled forward and continued to
run. In the few steps that he made it past the man he knocked down,
he patted his wet clothing, only to find they had completely
dried.

He passed several rooms
with large windows. His feet slowed as he took in what occurred
with the rooms. In one, several blue lab coated men and woman stood
behind a glass shield while a rabbit—That
can't be. It can't.—floated in the air over
a pillar that had a silver plate resting on top of it.

He quickly passed that room, turned
his head to the right and saw another odd sight.

Again, there were several blue lab
coats. This time, the people huddled around a table that had what
looked like a human arm on it. A few feet away a man with one arm
sat. He stared at where his arm and hand should be, furrowing his
brow. Suddenly, the hand that the lab coats watched clenched into a
fist.

"What is this place?" Patrick said
aloud.

"Stop him!" Agent Red said
again.

There was one thing to do. Hide in the
next available room because the hallway came to an abrupt end not
far ahead. Shortly before the wall was a door. He ran toward it,
turned the handle, and entered.

Before him was a closed off room. A
few filing cabinets and tables were on one end. He ran toward them,
ducking down behind the table. It had a large cabinet underneath
it. He could hide in there, but what use would it be? Agent Red saw
where he ran.

The door to the room
slammed open. Patrick held his breath. Maybe he had a chance that
Agent Red would continue on. Perhaps this strange area of the
building had teleportation things like Star
Trek. If he couldn't find him, he would
assume Patrick hopped one to another part of the
building.

"Mr. Hold?" Agent Red asked. His voice
talked slow, his footsteps moved closer. "There's nowhere for you
to go. I don't want this to end badly for you. I just want to
understand, that's all. Who you are. What you're capable of. But if
you resist, I'll have no choice but to use force."

Trapped, Patrick ran through his
options. What if he resisted and it cost him his life? He never had
the chance to properly apologize to Cassy about what he accused her
of over dinner. He'll never see his child be born. Take its first
steps. Ride a bike. Graduate. Get married.

"OK," Patrick yelled out. "I'm
standing up now. I won't do anything."

He got to his knees, put his hands in
the air. As he lifted his leg, placing a foot on the floor, the
door to the cabinet in front of him swung open. A man was balled up
inside and he stared back at Patrick.

And Patrick recognized the man. He saw
him every morning when he brushed his teeth, combed his hair, and
shaved. The man looked exactly like him.

"Don't get up," the man said. "Get in
here. It's the only way you'll get out of here alive."


______________CHAPTER
8

Agent Red had the Permanent Man right
where he wanted him. Trapped up against the wall, hiding but soon
to be found.

It’s how this would play out. He can’t
escape any longer. It’s time to find out the secret behind the
Permanent Man. He has no out. Nowhere to go.

A minute passed, and though the
Permanent Man said he would show himself, he hadn’t. It also had
been quiet. Agent Red would not let anything go wrong. He reached
into the holster on his left side, pulling out a gun. Not one with
electrical shock bullets, but real bullets. The kind that kill when
fired at the proper point on a target.

The Permanent Man
would not escape.

“Mr. Hold, I’m tired of
waiting. Now show yourself.”

“Hold on,” he
said.

Agent Red raised the gun.

From behind a table in the back of the
room, hands rose into the air. The arms came into view and finally
the Permanent Man stood completely with a large smile on his face.
He cocked his head to the side.

“You’ll have to shoot,” he
said.

“Only if you do something
stupid.”

“And I assure you, I’m
about to.”

The Permanent Man reached down with
his right hand and out of view. His arm raised slowly, and he held
a gun.

He’s going to kill
me.

Agent Red’s will to live kicked in.
Permanent Man or not, it meant nothing if he died. He barely gave
it a second's thought. As much as it pained him, he shot at the
Permanent Man.

The bullet flew through the air,
hitting him in the lower left portion of his rib cage. The
Permanent Man immediately dropped to the ground and out of
view.
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