
  Chapter One

  Eventually, her hair would fill the room.


  Hip-length when she was captured, she could only guess at the length now. Folding yards of it from her feet to her head told her it was at least a dozen times her body's height. It made her frantic, being unable to escape the tendrils, no matter where she dove in the room. They followed her, invisible spiders whose subtle brush were the only contact she had with anything living.


  She had broken it off, at first, tearing great handfuls apart and letting them go in the little prison. It had not taken long to realize the folly of the tactic: at least while attached to her head, she had some control over the impossibly long strands. Those torn free wound their way around her legs and arms, almost lazily, constricting her movements.


  It seemed likely that those broken lengths were what made her realize that someday the room would fill with her hair. The thought terrified her. Captivity for eternity was bad enough. Captivity wound motionlessly in a secondary prison of her own making was enough to set her screaming.


  The sound carried to the walls of her prison, bouncing harmlessly back to her, distorted with water. Only exhaustion made her stop, hours or perhaps days later. Time's passage could not be counted down here. Neither light nor tide passed into the deeps, leaving her with no idea how long she had been trapped. Only the first few hours were clear.


  She'd wakened with a surge of pain, screaming air into her lungs, thrashing wildly in salt water. In absolute dark she fumbled for the door, finally diving in search of it. The floor lay several feet below her, and her blind searching found no exit. Shoving back to the surface, she realized there was barely two feet between the ceiling and the water level. Pounding wildly on the ceiling, she screamed. Screamed for her gods, for her mother, for her lover, for anyone to save her. Silence answered, and the patient lapping of the water as she caused it to slosh back and forth in the free space in the chamber.


  "Please, please, please." It became a rhythmic sob, growing more frantic as the water level rose. Soon the air would be gone and she would drown with the rest of Atlantis.


  The water level was rising!


  Somewhere, there had to be a fracture, a break in the stone that let the water in. Again, she dove, running her hands over the stone, looking for the flaw. Time and again she floundered to the surface, gasping for air, only to drive herself back under the water, determined to find the passage where the water flowed in.


  It proved fruitless. The water rose, terribly slowly, but inexorably. The break allowing it to seep in could only be a hairline fracture, too small for panicked fingers to find, too narrow to break further apart for escape. As she shoved her way to the thin layer of air, despairing, she tasted the air going bad, stale with no replenishing breeze to freshen it. Fighting tears, she lay on her back in the cool water, trying to breathe shallowly. How long she lay there she couldn't say, fading in and out of consciousness as the air thinned further.


  Panic regrouped when her nose bumped the ceiling. A horrified scream tore her throat, the faint metallic taste of blood pooling at the back of her mouth. She smashed her hands blindly on the ceiling, wasting the little air that was left. Then, in the barest moment of time, the water closed over her head entirely.


  Sinking into the quiet tomb, she held her breath, frantically trying to extend her life just a few more seconds. The physical desire to simply open her mouth, to breathe deeply, was nearly impossible to resist. She fought it, pale stars dancing behind her eyes in the blackness, and then the conscious decision to hold her breath failed before the instinctive reflex to breathe.


  A fit of coughing, the attempt to dislodge water from her lungs doubled her over, sobbing in the darkness. Not until it had passed, and she lay floating in the water, curled in a fetal position, did it slowly dawn on her that she did not need to breathe.


  It took longer yet before the implications of that set in. That she, like Aroz, was Immortal.


  Like Methos.


  She would live here until she escaped. If she could not escape, the room would be her prison, but never her grave.


  The thought jarred her from her fetal floating. Unfolding, kicking towards a wall, she began working over every centimeter of the room with frantic, blind fingers.


  It was no longer shaped like it once had been. The walls were melted smooth, a uniformity to them that the architects could only have dreamed of. There were no cracks, no imperfections that might be exploited.


  The door was simply gone. She could not locate where it might once have been, no hollows or changes in texture in the stone to hint at a way out.


  Only in two places did the texture change at all. The stone turned to metal slag, short rough spots on the floor. Desperately, she scrabbled at them until her fingers bled, trying to gain some purchase in the two small flaws. That she failed each time she tried did not stop her. What else was there to do?


  Nearly five thousand years passed.

  







  Chapter Two

  Bum. Tha-dum-bump.


  Duncan, with the wisdom of the ages, pulled the pillow over his head and violently willed the knocker to go away.


  Tha-dum-bump-bump.


  The Highlander groaned. "Coming!" he yelled through the pillow. Tenacity kept him under the covers, still wishing the knocker away.


  Ba-dum-bum-bump.


  "For God's sake, don't ye know what time it is," he growled into the pillow. He kicked his feet free of the covers and rolled off the bed. As he passed the foot of the bed, the warning sensation of an approaching Immortal roiled through him, and he came more fully awake.


  Instinctively lifting the katana from where it lay, he crossed the long apartment silently, blade held before him. The brief hallway to the door was narrow. Opening the door with the weapon to the fore was a long-practiced chore of turning sideways, behind the door. Wary, but not terribly alarmed - - most Immortals intent on taking his head wouldn't bother to knock -- Duncan pulled the door open.


  Methos stood in the hard white hall light, head cocked to the side in a slightly sardonic, vaguely apologetic fashion. He held his duffel bag over his shoulder by two fingers. "Took you long enough."


  "For God's sake," Duncan repeated. He rotated the katana behind him, parallel to his arm. "Do you have any idea what time it is?" He stepped out of the way, gesturing Methos in.


  "Around three fifteen, I imagine," the other Immortal said. He brushed past Duncan, knocking a light switch on with his elbow as he walked into the living room. "Did I wake you?"


  Duncan leaned on the doorknob, forgetting to close the door. "What do you think?"


  Methos dropped his lanky form onto the green leather couch, looking Duncan over.


  The Highlander was bare to the waist, wearing flowing gi pants. Red lines, left from sheets and blankets, criss-crossed his torso randomly, bumping oddly over muscles. Black hair, cut short, was dishevled, and brown eyes were sleep-filled. Only the katana glittering behind his shoulder, and the loose, easy grip on it, suggested Duncan was fully awake.


  After a good look, Methos ignored the question. "I had an idea."


  With a sigh, Duncan shut the door. "It couldn't wait until morning?"


  "It could have," Methos said thoughtfully. "but my plane just got in, and the cab ride out here took all my money. You realize it costs almost fifty dollars?"


  Tiredly, Duncan came back into the living room, sitting in an armchair and leaning forward to put the katana on the coffee table. "You could have stayed at a hotel next to the airport and called in the morning. I'd have come out to get you."


  Methos dumped his duffel bag onto the floor, stretching out on the couch. Visibly shorter than the Highlander, he still stood nearly six feet in height, and overflowed the couch, feet dangling over an arm. Even relaxed, he had a nervous energy about him, something that suggested a college student who hadn't slept in three days and who functioned by the grace of caffiene alone. Black hair spiked up over a face of classical features and eyes that shifted from hazel to nearly black. The end result suggested a scholar of some sort, in his early thirties, not the five thousand year old Immortal Methos actually was.


  "I hate sleeping next to airports," he said. "Planes keep me awake. All that noise pollution."


  Duncan shook his head, smiling despite himself. "And it's much better to wake me up in the middle of the night?"


  "Oh, infinitly. What's the point in friends if you can't impose on them?" Methos folded his arms behind his head and looked at Duncan. "You were about to ask me," he prompted hte other man, "what this great idea of mine was."


  "It can't wait until morning?"


  "Of course not. I couldn't stand the idea of you lying there, awake with suspense. I'm doing you a favor."


  Duncan snorted, sinking back into his armchair. "All right, Methos. What's this great idea of yours?"


  "I'm so glad you asked," Methos said modestly. "I was thinking about the Watchers."


  Duncan inadvertantly glanced at Methos' wrist, hidden as it was behind the other Immortal's head. Tattooed on the inside of Methos' left wrist was a blue circle, encompassing a rounded Y. It was the symbol of an ancient organization of mortals, historians who, for centuries, had observed the Immortal Game, recording battles, but never interfering. It was a secret society, a world-wide network, and Methos, the oldest of Immortals, had spent the last decade a part of them, as a research scholar named Adam Pierson. Pierson's focus of study was the legendary Immortal, Methos. The Watchers weren't sure if Methos was still alive. Adam Pierson kept it that way.


  "What about them?" Duncan had learned the hard way that not all the Watchers followed the non-interference rule. While the years had built a friendship between Duncan and his own Watcher, Joe Dawson, the Highlander still harbored some suspicion and doubt of the society as a whole.


  "You remember the Methusulah crystal, and the Watchers who found out I was an Immortal?"


  Duncan nodded. The race between Watchers and Methos for the immortality crystal had nearly cost first Amanda, and then Methos, their heads. Legend had it that the crystal would grant immortality to the mortal who carried it. Methos had wanted it for his beloved Alexa, dying of cancer. The Watchers wanted it to share the immortality that their charges were gifted with. In the end, the crystal was lost, the Watchers killed in the battle for it.


  "They weren't terribly happy to discover they'd had an Immortal in their ranks all those years," Methos went on. "It occurs to me the rest of them are going to find out eventually, one way or another."


  Duncan nodded again. "So disappear. I've always wondered why they didn't figure it out when you took Kristin's head."


  Methos shrugged. "They thought you did. That's what Joe put in your record. Anyway, I have a better idea than disappearing."


  Duncan sighed. "All that dedication to history, and he's doctoring the records. All right. What's your better idea?"


  "Everybody doctors the records." Methos toed his shoes off, sending them thumping to the floor. "I checked up on a few of the older records, friends of mine from way back when. There was one battle that'd been written up, a real fight between good and evil, in which evil emerged victorious."


  "So?" Duncan lifted heavy eyebrows.


  "So what really happened was Devon -- our hero, my friend -- was thrown by his horse and a kid Immortal took his head while he was recovering from a broken neck. Who wants to be the Watcher for that guy? Everybody," Methos repeated, "doctors the records."


  Duncan shook his head. "That offends me, somehow. Anyway, your idea?


  "I need to die, really spectacularly."


  Duncan's eyebrows went back up. "Beg your pardon?"


  Methos swung his legs around, sitting up. "In front of a lot of Watchers would be particularly good. I wake up befuddled. What? Me? An Immortal? After all this time studying them? It can't be!"


  Duncan pursed his lips. "You're insane.'


  Methos leaned forward. "No, listen, it'll work. Look: I'm mortal, you're Immortal. Why've you spent all this time hanging around me? The Watchers know Immortals can sense the undeveloped Quickening in potential Immortals. You're doing . . . " For a moment, the older Immortal's conviction failed. He continued more gently. "You're doing something they've seen you do before. Befriending a potential Immortal to train him if he gets in an accident."


  Duncan looked away. "Richie," he said, quietly. "Dammit, Methos, I don't want another student. I'm not ready for that again."


  Methos' smile quirked, as he straightened up again. "I wouldn't exactly be your average student, Mac. It's just a cover story, and I need your help to pull it off. When we're through, I'm Adam Pierson, died 1999, age thirty-four."


  Duncan sighed, looking back again. "You think it could work."


  "Sure. And think: I'd be the only Immortal with two records in the Watcher files."


  "You're hopelessly vain, old man."


  Methos tilted an eyebrow in acknowledgement. "I'm also practical, MacLeod. They won't be looking for Methos in me if they see Adam Pierson die the first time."


  Duncan thumped his head against the back of the chair. "I'll think about it," he grumbled. Knowing he was agreeing to the mad scheme, he lifted his head again to glare impartially at Methos. "You can't live here," he warned.


  Methos' eyes widened. "Would I impose on your hospitality like that, Mac?" The innocence didn't fade from his face as he added, "Can I have a blanket, by the way? The couch is comfortable, but you keep it chilly in here."


  "What makes you think I'm not going to throw you out on the street?" Despite his words, the big Scotsman got to his feet, to go looking for a blanket. "What," he asked over his shoulder, "makes you think they'll assumes it's the first death, anyway? That they won't figure you've been pulling the wool over their eyes all this time?"


  Methos stood, to finally shed his overcoat. "Because I'm a very good actor, MacLeod. I can't afford a bad performance."


  Duncan balled up a blanket and threw it down the length of the room at Methos, hitting him in the back of the head. "None of us can." Two pillows followed the blanket, Methos turning to catch them neatly. "Don't you ever stay in hotels, Methos?"


  "Not if I can help it. Researchers. Underpaid everywhere." His tone was mournful.


  "I'm overflowing with sympathy. Go to sleep. I'll tell you all the flaws with your hare-brained idea when I'm awake enough to think."


  Methos shook the blanket out, grinning. "Good," he said brightly. "We should have the whole thing done before that happens."

  







  Chapter Three

  Earthquakes rolled through the water in peculiar, soft shocks. The sound of them, dim rumbling, muted scraping of stone, was the only sound she could remember hearing, aside from the distorted sounds of her own screams. There was no way to mark how often they passed, in the timeless prison.


  The report of the wall shattering woke her from sleep, cracking into her bones and leaving her stunned, confused. In only a few minutes she could feel the difference in the water, fine grains of stone floating in the formerly sealed environment. For a time, she reveled in the new sensation, rubbing the grit between her fingertips and tasting it against her tongue.


  Hours went by before an understanding settled into her. Fingertip by fingertip, she began to explore the familiar curves of the oubliette once more, hardly daring to hope.


  The sharp pain of her toes connecting with a free stone settled on the floor begot a startled curse. She twisted in the water, hands eager. As large as her head, and rough-edged, the rock was wedge-shaped, easy enough to pick up with the water's bouancy. Clutching it possessively, she kicked upwards, trailing her free hand along the wall in search of the stone's point of egress.


  She found it where the wall began to curve into ceiling. With a defiant shout, she smashed her stone against the hole it left, kicking to keep herself aloft in the water. Soft clouds of dust broke free, washing over her face. Again and again, in the darkness, she brought the stone down. Smaller shards of rock splintered away. As her hands grew numb from the repeated shocks, a larger chunk dropped, thudding dully against the floor below.


  Eventually she noticed her high-pitched giggling. Escape, finally. It would take time, to break through the walls, and to make a hole large enough she could fit through it.


  Time was not a problem.

  







  Chapter Four

  The sunbeam crept determinedly up the bed.


  Duncan ignored it fiercely, even as it warmed him to the point of discomfort. Only when it slid over his face, turning the pleasant darkness behind his eyelids to a small wall of fire, did he roll out of bed, groaning reluctantly.


  The apartment was silent, the heap of blankets and pillows on the couch unmoving. Rubbing his face, Duncan glared impartially at the couch's contents, and made his way past to open the door and get the newspaper. Shaking it open, he went into the kitchen and put the teapot on to boil. The headlines were typically depressing: war in India, a cop shot onduty, studies finding new drugs were less and less effective against tuberculosis. With a sigh, he flipped the paper over to read the lower half, and chuckled.


  "Methos, wake up. Somebody's claiming to have found Atlantis."


  The lump on the couch didn't respond. Duncan, undaunted, repeated, "Hey, Methos. You'll enjoy this. Methos?" Frowning, he set the paper down and went to shake the blankets.


  They gave way, nothing under them but pillows. As he straightened, the elevator rattled, in tandem with the rush of warning nausea. Duncan turned, eyebrows elevated, to watch Methos pull the gate up and duck into the room, hanging onto a towel around his neck.


  "Good morning, sunshine. About time you got up," the older Immortal said. "I was beginning to think you'd sleep forever."


  "You can't possibly have turned into a morning person since the last time you stayed here," Duncan said accusatorily. "What are you doing up?"


  Methos shrugged. "I slept on the plane coming in. Got up about an hour ago. You're usually up much earlier."


  Duncan glanced at the clock, discovering it was nearly nine. "I don't usually have unexpected guests at three in the morning," he said sourly.


  "I'm sure Amanda always arrives at a convinent time," Methos said blandly. "And I'm sure she lets you go right back to bed after you've greeted her properly. Really, I'm far less trouble. What's for breakfast?"


  "You're incorrigible."


  "Encouragable," Methos corrected.


  "Grapenuts."


  "That sounds hideous."


  Duncan's smile brightened a little. "You could mix it with plain yogurt."


  "You have got to be kidding."


  "Not at all. What were you doing?" Duncan went back into the kitchen to make his tea.


  "Kata. Even those of us who aren't health freaks like to work out once in a while. You're not really going to eat that, are you?" Methos added in dismay as, tea simmering, Duncan began to mix the threatened cereal and yogurt.


  "Sure. You sure you don't want some?"


  Methos shuddered. "Positive. Do you have anything that's not good for you around here?"


  "Eggs and bacon in the fridge." Duncan pulled a stool over to the edge of the counter and sat down. "Did you see the paper?"


  Methos, with easy familiarity, dug out a frying pan and the food from the refrigerator. "No, why?"


  "Somebody's claiming to have found Atlantis." Duncan pointed to the paper with his spoon. "Some Turkish archaelologist. I haven't finished the article yet." He pulled the paper over to continue reading.


  "Seems unlikely," Methos said absently. "What's his name?" Half a dozen slices of bacon began to sizzle. Methos picked up his eggs and started juggling them.


  Duncan, distracted, said, "I didn't know you could juggle."


  "You don't know lots of things about me. What's his name?"


  "Um. Mary Kostani. 'The artifacts are carbon-dated at more than five thousand years old, and are of a superior workmanship than work from contemporary civilizations. The legends of Atlantas support a more advanced civilization than those surrounding it . . . .' It goes on like that. There's bread under the counter if you want toast."


  "Mmm. Thanks. Is there a picture?" Methos put the eggs down in favor of finding the bread.


  "Of what? Atlantis?"


  "No, the archaeologist." Methos dropped bread into the toaster, then looked over his shoulder. "Well, or the ruins. Ow!" He shook bacon grease off his hand, glaring at the frying pan.


  "None of the woman. One of some of the pottery they've found. Here." Duncan stretched to drop the paper next to the stove, and stirred his yogurt again. "Sheff ghibbng a leffhur in fffiffaffo."


  "Finish your food, you Scottish barbarian, and speak clearly. Oh, she's giving a lecture in Chicago." Methos nudged the paper up, reading the end of the article. "I can't believe she found Atlantis. That stuff could be from anywhere." He squinted at the pictures. "Well, anywhere with delicate five thousand year old pottery. That's pretty nice stuff."


  "It'd be the find of the century," Duncan said. "Even if it's not Atlantis, she'll get enormous publicity."


  "Yeah, but she shouldn't have claimed it was Atlantis. It'll embarrass her department when she's wrong. I wish they'd published the location."


  "Why?"


  Methos shrugged, flipping eggs. "So I could see how close she was."


  Duncan stopped, spoon halfway to his mouth. "You know where Atlantis is?"


  Methos looked over his shoulder, expression bored. "Doesn't everyone?" He turned back to grin at the frying pan.


  Duncan put the yogurt down, spluttering. "My God, Methos, that's -- that's -- you can't just keep that sort of thing secret! That's criminal!"


  "Of course I can. I told you a long time ago, one of the advantages to being five thousand years old is you remember where all the great stuff that everyone else has forgotten about is."


  "But nobody's forgotten Atlantis!"


  "Maybe they should." Methos slid his bacon and eggs onto a plate. The toast popped, and he danced it on his fingertips while buttering it, chanting, "Hot hot hot!" under his breath.


  "Are you going to explain that cryptic remark?"


  Methos pulled up a stool and grinned wolfishly around a mouthful of eggs. "I should say no, and make you wonder."


  Duncan, in a voice of reason, said, "I'd have to throw you out the window. You wanted to die, right?"


  "Duncan MacLeod wouldn't throw a helpless mortal out a window. He also wouldn't bring a new Immortal over that way. They'd never buy it."


  "Atlantis, Methos."


  Methos waved his fork. "All right, all right." He got up to pour orange juice, and sat back down, looking thoughtful. "Even if they did find it, it's not going to have all the wonderful knowledge they're looking for. They wrote on paper, Mac. Really fine paper. It's been underwater for thousands of years. It'll all be dissolved. Even if it's not, nobody but me knows the language."


  "They figured out the hyroglyphics," Duncan pointed out.


  Methos snorted. "Some of them. Occasionally I have to suppress the desire to tell them where they got it wrong. At any rate, some of the stories about Atlantis are dead on. It was a culture unlike anything else of its time. For one thing, it was a democracy, and for another, there were no issues of equality there. Competence was required for any sort of job, and that was it. Gender wasn't an issue. It'd be nice if they would get back to that."


  "I thought democracy was invented in ancient Greece."


  "That'll teach you to think. No, they borrowed it. But that's not what made Atlantis fascinating, and it's not why it's a bag of ashes that should be left unstirred."


  "Well, then?" Duncan looked impatient.


  "You remember the Methusulah Stone," Methos asked for the second time since he'd arrived. Again, Duncan nodded.


  "They made that."


  Duncan, caught off-guard, stared. "What?"


  "They made it. Don't ask me how: I wasn't there long enough to get into any of their guilds." For a moment, the ancient frowned, then shook his head. "Look. We exist. Cassandra's voice trick, and her ability to see something of the future, that exists. You've had dealings with something that called itself a demon. The legends about Noah and Methusulah. You have to admit there are elements of magic we can't explain that never-the-less are part of the world."


  Duncan nodded slowly.


  Methos stabbed an egg yolk. "What made Atlantis special, and really, what makes it remembered, is that they were able to harness that power to a degree no one has ever duplicated. Christ's holy Grail, the sword they called Excalibur -- they made the unicorns, Duncan."


  "Unicorns," Duncan said, disbelievingly.


  Methos smirked at his plate. "Unicorns. And they drowned when Atlantis did." He looked up, eyes black. "I don't know how they did it. I don't know if it was knowledge they had, or something about the island itself, but they were able to create artifacts of immense power, artifacts which have frequently taken on lives of their own. I don't know what else drowned with Atlantis, Mac, and frankly, I don't want to. There were too many things of power. I'd rather they stayed under the ocean."


  He speared the last bite of breakfast. "Now. How are we going to kill me so that I can gain my Immortality and hornswoggle the Watchers?"


  Duncan, suddenly curious, asked, "How did you die the first time?"


  "Don't remember."


  "You must be the only Immortal in the world who doesn't remember his first death." Duncan finished the yogurt and threw the cup away.


  "I'm the only Immortal in the world who's five thousand years old, too. Coincidence, or conspiracy? The thing is, it's got to be public enough that a Watcher will see it, or hear about it soon, but not so much as to get the police involved."


  "The police usually get involved when there's a violent death, Methos. They already don't like me very much. Last thing I need is for a buddy of mine to walk away from an obviously fatal accident."


  "Never fear. There will merely be an almost fatal accident, from which I will miraculously escape unharmed. I could get in a car wreck."


  "In whose car!"


  Methos grimaced. "Maybe not."


  "I think you should fall off something high."


  "Like what?"


  "I don't know. The Space Needle."


  "What would I be doing falling out of the Space Needle? Adam Pierson's not suicidal, nor is he the type to go scaling the outsides of buildings."


  Duncan looked exasperated. "Well, what is Adam Pierson the type to be doing?"


  Methos' expression turned glum. "Getting mugged, I'm afraid."


  "No Watcher in his right mind would believe I let you get mugged."


  "I guess you'll have to be doing something else. Do you know anybody who could mug me?"


  Duncan stared at him, and Methos shrugged. "Okay, I didn't think so. I don't suppose Boy Scouts know muggers."


  "I'm not a Boy Scout."


  "Only because they didn't have them in the Highlands when you were growing up."


  "For God's sake."


  Methos grinned. "C'mon, Mac. Where would I live in town if I wanted to increase my odds of getting mugged?"


  "Methos, this could take years."


  "Do you have any more pressing business?"


  Duncan sighed. "I'm almost positive I could think of better things to do than wait for you to get killed. You know, you should go call Amanda and ask her to find someone to kill you. I'm sure she'd know who to go to."


  "It could be another Immortal," Methos said thoughtfully.


  "Why would another Immortal be after you if you're not dead yet?"


  Methos shrugged. "You've heared the stories. Unfocused Quickenings being their own kind of rush. Somebody after that. Deals me a fatal wound and you dash in to save my head."


  "Methos." Duncan sighed again, shaking his head. "You know I don't kill people for the fun of it. I'm not setting anybody up for that. The Watchers wouldn't believe that I wouldn't take the head of somebody who tried to kill you."


  "Isn't it awfully inconvienent to have a conscience?"


  Duncan rolled his eyes. "It's not as much trouble as you and Amanda seem to think it is."


  "Maybe you'll grow out of it," Methos said hopefully.


  Duncan shook his head again, picking up the paper. "Want to go to this thing?"


  "What thing?"


  "The lecture on Atlantis. You could make snide comments about where she got it wrong."


  Methos looked interested. "Maybe. Do you know anybody in Chicago who could kill me?"


  "You have a one-track mind, Methos. I'll call Amanda and ask her, okay?"


  Methos nodded, satisfied. "Who's buying the tickets?"


  "What, to Chicago?"


  "You don't think Adam Pierson can afford to fly to Chicago on a lark, do you?"


  "I think Adam Pierson wouldn't fit on a lark. They're not very big. Have you been a mooch for five thousand years?"


  Methos scratched his chin. "Pretty much."


  Duncan nodded. "Thought so. Maybe I'll ask Joe to come along, too. Mmm. Maybe not, not if you're serious about wanting to get killed. I'd hate to put Joe in harm's way."


  "We'll figure something out. Invite him anyway. He'd like the lecture."


  "You just want a bigger audience."


  Methos spread his hands. "Who? Me?"

  







  Chapter Five

  She couldn't remember how thick the walls had been.


  The part of her mind still given over to logic argued it didn't matter. The textures of the walls had been changed utterly by the cataclysm that drowned the city; it seemed more than likely that whatever depth the walls had once been, it had also changed.


  Never-the-less, as she scraped and tore away fragments of stone, she tried frantically to remember. As deep as her forearm was long? Leaning in the door, did the stone stretch wider that the breadth of her shoulders, to encompass her safely in the carved structure? Had there been windows she could reach through?


  Had there been windows at all? The wedge of stone slipped from her hands as she drifted in the water, trying to bring the memory of the original room to mind.


  Nothing came. Slowly, she curled on her side, catching her hair over an arm to prevent it from wrapping around her face. Had there been windows? The wide floor she could envision, from eons of testing it with fingertips. The walls, she knew, had never been so smooth, but they had curved into the arched roof in the same essential structure of her prison.


  The door had been deliberately simple, wide and carved with the symbols of thirteen Houses. The memory slipped in and out, foggy, sometimes teasing her with the idea that the door had not been deep enough to outstretch her shoulders, other times insisting with an almost physical shock that she had fit neatly between the two sides.


  It might be a childhood memory, she realized after hourless floating. Perhaps the door had surrounded her when she was smaller, but time had shifted her perception.


  Time. She laughed into the faintly gritty water. How much time? How long had she been damned to the watery hell, already? How much longer would it be until she broke free?


  She uncurled, angling towards the floor, to collect her hammer again. Stone chips lay scattered around the room, providing texture she reveled in. Small fingers lifted a sharp stone, and slid it across her cheek. The pain was thin, fading almost before she tasted the blood in the water. With a giggle, she let the piece go, and searched for her wedge.


  Finding it, she pushed upwards again, feeling for the hole she drilled with mindless patience. She could fit her whole head in it now. Eventually she would break through to the other side. In time, there would be freedom.


  In time, there would be revenge.

  







  Chapter Six

  Methos edged his way around a class of third-graders to stand uncomfortably close to Mac, letting grey-haired dignitaries squish past him towards the stage. "I hate crowds," he muttered in Duncan's ear. He shifted his weight back, and a woman yelped as he stepped on her toes. With a patently apologetic and utterly insincere smile at her, Methos leaned forward again to let her pass. "Please tell me our seats are near an exit so we can run out of here."


  "Down there." Duncan pointed absently towards stage left, near the front of the auditorium. "I had no idea so many people would attend. We should have gotten here earlier."


  "Really," Methos said sarcastically. Joe, just in front of the two men, laughed.


  "C'mon, Adam. You must've expected a lot of interest in Atlantis. Look at us. I look like I'm having a night out with my sons. Pretend you're humouring the old man." Merriment glittered in Joe's eyes as he slowly edged his way down the aisle.


  Methos snorted. "Old man."


  "There's no' much family resemblance, Joe," Duncan pointed out, with a grin.


  "I guess you boys must've had a good-looking mother. Sure didn't get it from me." Joe grinned again, pushing his cane forward to secure a small pathway down the aisle. Despite the greying, brush-cut hair and the slightly awkward gait from artificial legs, Joe still had the spark of charm and the rough good looks he'd had twenty years earlier. A little shorter than his companions and in his fifties, he looked indeed as though he could be their father.


  The tattoo concealed on his left wrist made the relationships more complicated than that. After a crippling injury in the Vietnam war, his life saved by an Immortal, the Watchers had recruited Joe Dawson into their ranks. Much of his life had come to revolve around the secret society and his charge, Duncan MacLeod.


  Out of all the Watchers, only Joe knew Adam Pierson's true identity as the legendary Immortal, Methos. Out of friendship, he kept the other man's secret.


  They finally edged their way down to the seats, and Duncan gestured Joe in. "You first, Dad," he grinned.


  "Not bad seats," Methos said approvingly. "How'd you get us right up next to the stage?"


  "Called in a favor. I thought it might be busy. Not," Duncan admitted, looking over the auditorium, "this busy."


  "Hnf. I suppose I should thank you, then." Methos dropped into the seat next to Joe, doing his best to stretch long legs out in the narrow aisle.


  "Don't strain yourself," Duncan suggested dryly.


  "Okay," Methos said, more cheerfully.


  Joe chuckled. "What do you do when Mac's not around for you to irritate, Adam?"


  "Pick on myself," Methos said. "It's not nearly as much fun. I don't get as outraged as he does." He grinned innocently at Duncan, as Duncan took his seat beside him. Duncan waved a hand, implying he was above the need to respond. Still grinning, Methos turned back to Joe. "How's the bar? I haven't been by in a while."


  "Good. We've got a new bass player who's coming in pretty regularly. He's good. You should come by and listen. Both of you."


  Duncan nodded. "When we get back to Seattle."


  The auditorium lights dimmed, turning all three mens' attention to the stage. A small, round man with a gleaming head came out, blinking into the lights.


  "Good evening, everyone. If you can just take your seats, we'll get started." He squinted against the lights, judging the crowd. "Looks like we have quite a turnout this evening. Good, good. It's nice to know archaeologists can get everybody's attention every once in a while." As his eyes adjusted further, he frowned. "Perhaps we can get some extra chairs in . . . ?" Light bounced off the top of his head in a hard reflection as he turned to talk to someone offstage, the microphone picking up only parts of words.


  "Very good." He turned back to the microphone, nodding. "We'll bring some more chairs in for the back rows. If everyone who can't be seated yet could step back, we'll go ahead and begin. Thank you." He cleared his throat, straightened his tie, and put on a rehearsed smile.


  "Good evening. I'm Dr. Michael Powers, the head of the archaeology department here at the University. I expect a lot of you are waiting impatiently to debunk the findings we've made claim to."


  Beside Duncan, Methos snorted. The Highlander elbowed him.


  ". . . but I think you'll be pleasantly surprised. This isn't the kind of announcement we'd make without being very sure.


  "I have the honor of presenting to you tonight's speaker, Dr. Mary Kostani. Dr. Kostani has been an associate of the University for about five years, and is widely known in archaeological circles for her work in translating some of the more difficult Egyptian hieroglyphics. Like many of us, she's had a life-long passion, the goal of finding the legendary city of Atlantis. Unlike most of us, she seems to have achieved this, and in record time. Ladies and gentlemen, without further ado, Dr. Mary Kostani."


  Polite applause echoed through the auditorium as Dr. Powers stepped back, beckoning Dr. Kostani onstage. Petite, with black hair cut at cheekbone length, she stepped out, a more genuine smile on her face than had graced Powers'. That smile froze in place, and her chin lifted a little, as she scanned the audience through the bright auditorium lights. On either side of Joe, Methos and Duncan reacted in much the same way, both stiffening in their seats and straightening to better see the woman.


  Joe, long familiar with the reaction, shot a startled look first at the two Immortals with him, and then at the woman on the stage. "She's one of you?" he hissed under the applause.


  Dr. Kostani continued across the stage with only the slightest hesitation, her smile still warm, if not quite reaching her eyes any longer. She adjusted the microphone to her height -- even standing on the raised podium the university provided, she was clearly not quite five feet tall -- and inclined her head. "Good evening," she said, in faintly accented English. "Thank you for your welcome. I assure you, I have been looking forward to this day for a very long time."


  Masked by the pleasantries opening her speech, Duncan nodded at Joe, without taking his eyes off the woman. "Aye," he whispered, "but I don't know her. I'd remember that face. D'you know her, Adam?"


  "Yes," Methos said, almost voicelessly. The expectant expressions that crossed Joe and Duncan's faces were lost to him, as the bright stage lights faded into the even brighter sunlight of memory.

  


  Pacing in sand did not lend itself to the dramatic strides Methos tried for. The ground had the unpleasant habit of shifting away underfoot, causing sudden unexpected lurches at best, and badly twisted ankles at worst.


  Eventually he quit pacing, and lifted his hands to guard his eyes, squinting over the dunes. In the distance, the great Sphinx, nearly completed, rose up, dignified and silent. Unable to track any motion nearby, he scowled at the Sphinx, and waited.


  "Methos! Methos!" The voice came out of the dunes, thin in the desert heat, to be followed moments later by a slim young woman bounding over the edge of a sandy hill. She jumped up and down, waving, to draw attention to herself, as if there was anything else with such vibrancy nearby as distraction.


  Methos grinned, and slid down the loose earth to meet her in a small valley. With ease, he lifted her up against the crystalline sky, spinning around before he set her on her feet again. No more a native of this country than he, Ghean looked the part a little more, with her bronzed skin and dark hair.


  "Where have you been? I've been out here sweltering under the sun half the day."


  Ghean laughed. "I saw you leaving the edge of town not more than," she glanced at the sun, pursed her lips, and finished, "not much more than an hour ago. Mother wanted help with a seam. I don't understand how she can write so neatly and not sew a straight seam."


  "She probably doesn't understand how you can sew straight seams and still have dreadful handwriting."


  "Mmm." Ghean slipped an arm around Methos' waist, looking up at him. "True. Come, let's circle back around to town."


  Methos smiled, nodding. "What was it you wanted to talk about that had to be done out in the sand instead of in the shade with some juice?" The smile turned to a grin at Ghean's put-out expression. "Just asking," he said mildly, to appease her.


  The sensation he felt around the young woman was peculiar, not something he'd often felt before. A sense of the Quickening, untapped, waiting to be triggered. Her life might be gentle all the way through, and she might never learn of the potential within her, or she might meet a violent end, and be Immortal, as he was.


  The thought distracted him for a moment, as they walked slowly through the sands. Centuries fell away, back to the night he had taken his first head. The memory was blurred, with a black sky and hard stars, and an axe in his hand. Nothing told him where he'd learned the skill to wield the weapon as efficiently as he had, to take the nameless man's head in a moment of panic.


  Certainly nothing had prepared him for the storm that surged from the clear sky, or for the lightning that screamed through him, leaving him in the shaken aftershock of the Quickening, shuddering from the intense pain/pleasure that rattled his body. When it occurred to him he was not dead, he'd staggered to his feet and limped away, leaving the body behind, but keeping the axe clenched in his fist.


  Before that night, before that foggy memory, there was nothing, nothing but a vague sense of many, many years passing.


  "What are you looking so solemn about?" Ghean stopped to look up at him, the giant of an outlander, even more foreign to Egypt than she was. His pale skin was burned now, from the sun, but she knew it would fade quickly. Methos' sunburns always did. He browned, but slowly, and he would never pass for a native.


  "Mmm." He echoed her sound from earlier. "I was thinking about the past. And the future."


  Ghean held her breath, dark eyes lighting up. "Our future?"


  Methos looked down, and grinned. "You are never one to dance around the point, are you, Ghean? Yes. Our future. Tell me what it was you wanted to talk to me about." He nudged her into walking again.


  "Mother wants to return to Atlantis at the end of the flood season. She thinks she'll be done with all her work by then. I know your own work has kept you from meeting her the last few weeks, but I want you to talk to her before we go. I want you to come with us. You will, won't you?"


  Methos nodded. "Yes. I would . . . I'd like to see your homeland. Its reputation precedes it, as a center for learning."


  Ghean laughed. "Mother will like you," she predicted. "You're cut from the same cloth she is, a scholar to the bones. Why don't you just live there, in Atlantis? Very few people outside of it can read, yet I know you can."


  "I learned to read and write when I was -- younger." He chuckled, to cover the pause. "Obviously. It would be difficult to be able to do it, and have learned when I was older, wouldn't it?"


  There were journals, secreted away, on clumsy clay tablets, rough notes sketched out in Sumerian pictographs and later, cuneiform. An astonishing thing, the invention of writing. It made him wonder how old he'd been when it was invented, how it was he'd been in the right place to learn of it in its infancy. Had he been born in that region, sometime in the forgotten past, or had he merely come to be there? He'd started the journals then, to prevent himself from losing any more time.


  He was brought back to the present by Ghean saying, tentatively, "We could settle there, perhaps, after the wedding. You could study." Black eyes searched his face, waiting for a reaction.


  His heart lurched, though he smiled reassuringly at her. How fair was it to wed her, when he would not grow old, and she would -- or worse, when she might die accidentally, releasing the Quickening and extending her life down through the centuries, married to a man she'd met in her childhood? "Perhaps," he answered. "It isn't a decision we have to make now, or quickly. Tell me," he continued lightly, "did you have to escape Aroz?"


  Entirely aside from Ghean's unknown potential, Aroz was another problem. Technically Ghean's mother's bodyguard, the man was clearly in love with Ghean herself, and her self-appointed guard dog. Above that, he was skilled with the heavy blade he carried, and Immortal to boot. And he obviously didn't trust Methos. There had not yet been cause or opportunity for a confrontation, but the status quo would not hold.


  Ghean rolled her eyes. "Luckily, no. Mother'd sent him to get more ink, and so when I was done with the stitching I just slipped out. Methos." Her next words tumbled out in a rush. "You must come meet Mother, very soon. I've told her all about you, but I'm afraid she's planning to marry me off to Aroz. You have to convince her that we want to marry."


  "Aroz?" Methos frowned. "That's a complication." He gnawed the inside of his lower lip thoughtfully, distracted from the conversation by considerations of survival. Staying within the tent city's boundaries would be the easiest way to delay the abruptly inevitable battle. It was one of the rules they lived by: there could be no mortal witnesses to the battles in the Immortal Game.


  "A complication! It's a lot more than a complication! It'd be awful! He's so stern and so -- old!"


  Methos couldn't stop the laugh, although he swallowed it and looked as apologetic as he could manage. Aroz certainly appeared older than he did, but Methos was absolutely certain he was not only the elder of the two, but the elder by centuries, at least. "He's certainly a better financial match than I am," he teased Ghean, but relented at the horror on her face.


  "All right. I'll come meet her. What will you do if she opposes the match?"


  "Marry you anyway," Ghean said defiantly, frowning to hide the doubt in her eyes. "When will you talk to her?"


  "Tomorrow," Methos promised. "And alone." He lifted a hand to ward off her protestations. "You've already told her all about me, and I don't think I can make a good impression on two women of your family at once." He winked, with a grin.


  Ghean's shoulders dropped. "All right. But you'll talk to her tomorrow? You promise?"


  He nodded. "I promise."

  


  Duncan elbowed Methos in the ribs again. "Well?" he demanded softly, as the woman onstage began speaking. "Who is she?"


  Methos cleared his throat quietly. "Technically," he whispered, "I think she's my wife."

  







  Chapter Seven

  She could fit her shoulders into the hole she'd chipped away before she broke through to the outside. The divot was triangular, widest at the base, narrowing rapidly up to the apex. Still, before she could reach the other side, she had to be able to manuever her wedge of stone. She could almost fit her whole head into the tip of the triangle.


  The rock made a different sound when she snapped through the final layer, a thin report echoing into other waters than those that had held her captive for so long. A few more frantic blows gave her an opening large enough to stick her fingers through. She flailed them against the water outside, shouting at the top of her voice, as if someone would join her in the drowned city.


  She didn't pursue the activity long. Withdrawing her hand from the hole brought fresher water into the room, a wash of salt much heavier than she was accustomed to after the long years. It tasted wonderful. With renewed energy, she swam for her wedge, and began again to pound at the rock.


  It seemed to go faster now, with the greater circulation of water, and the taste of freedom. Stone cracked away, bigger pieces knocking out to fall on the opposite wall of her prison. Only hours went by before she could push her whole hand, up to her forearm, out into the water beyond.


  It seemed no time at all until she had a hole big enough for her head, then her head and one shoulder and, finally, both shoulders.


  It was not until then that panic struck. Visible only to her fingers, tested impatiently each time a shard fell away, she knew she would fit through the hole. What was on the other side? She curled into a small ball again, hair drifting around her as deadly as a jellyfish's tendrils.


  What was on the other side? Drowned Atlantis, the shell of her home. The sea, and eventually sunlight. She remembered the idea of sunlight, the brightness that colored the world, but the world itself, those colors, were gone, lost in thousands of years of darkness. Would she be able to see at all, or had her eyes atrophied entirely, leaving her blind to the world she had once known?


  What had happened to the world she knew? How much time? Would anything be recognizable, if she could see it?


  The thin wail that escaped her was a sound unlike any she had made in hundreds of years. It vibrated through her, forcing tears from her eyes as she shivered, clutching her knees closer to her chest. It could not have changed utterly. It could not have been so long that nothing would be recognizable? Could it? What would she do? Her people were drowned, her language, she realized, lost. How would she communicate?


  She lay in the nest of her hair for three days, images of a world she could not fathom holding her captive in the prison that was her home.


  A worm of reason threaded its way through her terrors, slowly. For as long as she had been trapped under the sea and stones, it had been a captivity not of her making. The unknown might be frightening, but it could not be as bad as the mummification of her own hair strangling her. She remembered, dimly, that she had spoken other languages, as a child. She could learn more if she needed. She could find a way to survive. Eventually, she would find a way to make the one who had done this to her pay. From under the waters, she could never do that.


  The wash of courage was tenuous at best. She twisted free of her hair, the strands unwinding in graceful slow motion. Foolishly, she dove again, and located her wedge of stone, dulled now to a much smaller size. Clutching it in one hand, she pushed up to the wall, and through the hole as quickly as she could, before her grasp of boldness eluded her again.


  Several feet beyond the wall of her prison she stopped. Yards of hair billowed out after her, clouding around her like a blanket of fog.


  The blackness was still complete. She could not see even the ruins of the city. For a while she drifted in the darkness, and then, tentatively, she tilted her face up, and began to kick towards the surface.


  Very gradually, she became aware of light. It stopped her where she was, hovering in the water, trying to define the nebulous changes in the sea around her. Only when a fish darted by her face, a shadow in the shadows, did she realize vision was beginning to return. A cry of delight broke free from her, and she began to kick upwards again.


  The next fish that swam by brought to mind a sudden, vicious hunger. For time unknown, she hadn't eaten. Further thought was delayed until she chased down one of the slippery animals and smashed its head in with her stone. Floating in the water, she gobbled it down, sucking the blood from her fingers before it had time to wash away.


  For hours, she stayed at the faintly grey level, chasing more fish with wild shifts and twists in the water, snatching them by their tails and bashing her stone into their brains. While she ate she sat in a protective crosslegged position, her stone resting between her thighs.


  Later, she suspected she'd stayed at that level of the sea for days, swimming after fish of all sizes and eating them raw, leaving only the bones for the water. Eventually, her body stopped demanding the food, and she was able to think again.


  The nutrients in the water must have been bare, she realized, and long blank periods of time ending in pain were many deaths and rebirths. This Immortal body of hers must have taken what it could out of the waters, over years of time, recreating life out of death. Hunger was such a way of life that until food was directly presented to her, she had not recognized the sensation.


  "Gods above," she whispered into the sea. "How long?" Waking memory was far too long. If immeasurable time had been spent dead, trying to gain life-sustaining nutrients from the water . . . how long might it have been? Once more, she looked up, through the murky water. There was only one way to learn how long it had been. She began swimming upwards again.


  It took longer than she expected, partly due to convulsive hunger pains that would send her after schools of fish. After a while she noticed fish would nibble on the long strands of her hair that drifted by. She started drawing them in that way, sitting silent in the water, her rock in her lap, waiting until she'd pulled her hair close enough to bash the fish's head in. It was more effective than chasing them. Once sated, she would begin the journey up again.


  The light also slowed her. The slow increase never quite pained her eyes, and she realized abruptly that she could see herself when she glanced down. It was a young woman's body that she saw, painfully thin. She was relieved she hadn't seen herself before her gorging in the deeper seas, before her body was able to add and redistribute some of the weight that had wasted away over the years of captivity.


  Her fingertips were scarred, which surprised her. Perhaps the healing skills of her Immortal body had their limits. Certainly the trauma of scrabbling at the stones in futile attempts to escape had left their mark. The bronze of her skin had faded to pasty white, emphasized by the dead-colored scars.


  Even as the light grew brighter, she could not really see the end of her hair. It drifted too much, and seemed to fade into the water instead of stopping. The vague plan to sell it had formed in her mind. In Atlantis, wig-makers created wigs out of real human hair. Surely the world would not have changed so much that she could not find someone to buy the masses of endless hair that was her legacy of imprisonment.


  As the sea lit up, glowing blue with the sun's light, she slowed. Some twenty yards below the surface, she stopped entirely, looking up.


  The sun was visible from here, a distorted ball of white fire that colored the ocean and her hair. The occasional fish swam above her, shadowed against the blue.


  How long had it been?


  She kicked upwards. A moment later her head broke through the surface and she inhaled, fresh sea air, for the first time in centuries. Instinctively, she squinted her eyes shut against the light bouncing off small waves, wincing with small pain, but it was not as bad as she had feared. She could still see. After a few seconds, she lifted her stone out of the water, to inspect it.


  It was quite ordinary, grey, wedge-shaped still, and scarred around the edges, much as her fingertips were. She hugged it to her, and then turned around in the water, tangling herself in her hair. No land was visible in any direction. With a glance at the sun, she judged which way land might be. Turning on her back, the stone protectively resting on her chest, she began to kick her way south.


  A few hundred miles to the north, Europe went to war. They called it the Great War, and the War to End All Wars, and, in time, World War I.

  







  Chapter Eight

  "Your what!" The exclamation came in outraged stereo, slightly louder than was prudent for a darkened auditorium. Heads turned irritably, and Joe and Duncan both sank deeper into their seats, looking ashamed of themselves while staring openly at their companion.


  "It's a little complicated," Methos muttered, without taking his eyes off the petite woman onstage. "I think we should get out of here."


  Duncan shot a glance at the stage, then back at Methos. "We just got here. She's just starting her speech."


  "You don't need to hear it," Methos growled softly. "She found Atlantis for them. I really think we need to go, Mac. Now."


  "Don't you think it's a little bizarre to run out at the start of the lecture?" Joe asked reasonably. Methos shook his head.


  "She shouldn't be alive," he whispered. "I had no idea she was alive. I'd rather have the whole audience stare at us as we leave than have her locate me at the end of the seminar. I need some time to think this through. She shouldn't," he repeated, intently, "be alive."


  Duncan looked across Methos at Joe, who shrugged. "All right," Duncan said. Methos lurched to his feet, offering a hand to Joe, who stood less awkwardly than the Immortal had. Methos jerked his head towards the far end of the aisle.


  "Closest exit," he hissed, and flapped a hand at Joe, encouraging him to step over people. In a slow wave, everyone in the row stood, expressions ranging from mildly exasperated to outright indignation. Methos kept his face averted from the stage as he climbed over expensively shod feet. Behind him, Duncan murmured, "Excuse me," to the last woman in the row, and favored her with a quick smile. She grinned back, remaining standing until her date plucked at her sleeve, frowning. She colored visibly in the dark auditorium, and sat.


  As Joe pushed open the exit door, Dr. Kostani arched her eyebrows at the disturbance. "I didn't think I was that boring," she said drily. "Perhaps I should arrange a three-ring circus next time."


  "Or a bull to sacrifice," Methos said, under the ripple of laughter that went through the crowd. The door cut the last of the sound off, and Joe wheeled to face Methos.


  "What the hell was that all about?"


  "Not here," Methos said flatly. "There must be a bar or a coffee shop nearby. Anything. Just not here."


  Duncan and Joe exchanged glances again, the Watcher shrugging and shaking his head. "This had better be good, Pierson."


  "Oh, it is." Methos' voice sounded thin. "Come on." He stalked out of the building, shoulders hunched, and walked silently for several blocks. Joe and Duncan trailed behind him, taking turns watching the tense walk, and regarding each other from the corners of their eyes, trying to figure out what was going on.


  A guttering streetlight flickered above a badly stenciled sign, the letters worn to the point that the name of the bar was lost to time. Methos stopped below the light, frowning up at the sign, then ducked into the bar. Joe, following him, said to Duncan, "Do you have any idea where we are?"


  Duncan shrugged a shoulder. "No." Very softly, the better to not give anyone any ideas, he added, "Maybe he's still hoping to get himself killed."


  "Looks like the right place for it."


  Orange and olive glass light fixtures, left over from the seventies, barely lit individual booths, small pools of light coloring one end of the table and leaving the far end dimmed. Smoke hung in the air, barely stirring with the human movement in the bar. As the trio entered, sound fell away, a few men at a time.


  Methos ignored the silence that flooded in front of him, and the hubbub that picked up again behind him, and pushed his way to the back corner of the bar. He stood a moment, hands shoved in his pockets, and scowled at the back wall. Two bathroom doors, both marked 'Men', hung slightly open, and around a corner, another door was nearly lost in smoke. Duncan and Joe hung back, watching him, as he went down to the third door, twisted the knob, and pushed it open on a dank alley. He hesitated there, then turned back, closing the door and coming back to sit in a grungy booth.


  The other two men, after one final exchange of gazes, joined him. "Well?" Duncan asked pointedly, after several minutes.


  "Did you know," Methos said, "that they had coffee in Atlantis? I don't know who crossed the Atlantic to find it, but someone did. I didn't have coffee again for forty-five hundred years after Atlantis sank. They guarded the plants jealously. No one knew where they'd come from. There are people who would argue that Western civilization wasn't, not until they rediscovered coffee."


  "Methos," Duncan said deliberately. "What about the girl?"


  "Who is she?" Joe asked on the tail of Duncan's question. "We don't have any records of any Mary Kostani."


  "Her name is Ghean." Methos looked up to watch unfamiliarity write itself across Joe's face. "She won't be in the records anywhere. I can't believe she's alive."


  "You mentioned that," Joe said, dryly.


  "She's your wife?" Duncan spoke at the same time, sounding incredulous.


  "Mmm. Probably not any more, as Atlantean law . . . maybe I'd better start at the beginning." He sighed, and flagged down a waitress, one of the few women in the bar. "Beer," he said. "A lot of it." He went determinedly silent again until the beer arrived.

  


  Heat seared down, thickening the air. Methos grinned at the woman clinging to his arm. "You'll have to let me go," he said. "I can't go talk to your mother while you have a death grip on my hand."


  Ghean looked down, loosening her fingers. "I'm nervous," she whispered.


  "Why? You're not the one who has to go present a case to your mother why you should marry a penniless scholar she's never met instead of a well-employed bodyguard whom she's known for twenty years."


  Ghean looked at him severely. "You're making fun of me."


  Methos grinned. "Maybe a little bit. I'm sure it'll be fine, Ghean. A kiss for luck?" He bowed his head, touching his lips to hers, and she smiled into the kiss. "I'll meet you in the market later, all right?"


  Ghean nodded, and let his hand go, watching him turn into the sun, down between the sandy streets of the tent town.


  The borders of the town were not far apart. A few minutes' walking brought him to her mother's tent. He bowed in greeting to the guard, who scowled benignly. "Would you tell the lady Minyah that Methos is here to see her?"


  "Come in," a voice called from inside. "I can hear you quite well."


  Methos' eyebrows lifted a bit, and he stepped inside, idly glancing at the thickness of the cloth woven into the tent. It was not unusually thin; Minyah clearly had excellent hearing. He bowed a second time as the tent flap fell shut behind him and he blinked to adjust his vision to the relative darkness inside.


  Minyah sat at a neatly crafted desk, surrounded by papers of a quality unimaginable to most. Methos' eyes widened a little at the stuff, and he took an avaricious step forward before catching himself. With something of an effort, he looked up at Ghean's mother.


  A little taller than her daughter, but with the same smoky skin and dark hair, Minyah nearly radiated serene confidence. Her eyes were hazel, almost gold, to Ghean's brown, and gave her a slightly alien aura, somehow conveying the impression she could look through you in the first moment she saw you. Methos shook his shoulders, unconsciously, in an effort to ward off that gaze.


  "I wondered when you would be bold enough to come by," she said lightly, and stood. Brightly dyed and finely woven linens swirled around her, loosely cut to keep cool in the desert heat. A silver pendent shifted between her breasts, catching the light for a moment. "Ghean calls you her giant. I see why. Would you like water?"


  Methos inclined his head. "Please. Thank you for seeing me."


  "I could hardly wait," Minyah countered. "Ghean has spoken of you for months."


  "Has it been that long?" Methos frowned slightly, accepting the water. Minyah settled back down at her desk, comfortably, in a rustle of fabrics.


  "It has." She considered him silently for a few minutes, the disconcerting hazel-gold eyes intent. Thin lines etched away from the corners of his eyes, compounded by the tan that had not settled into the fine grooves, thanks to squinting into the sun. He let her study him, with little hint of discomfort, although there was an underlying thread of nerves in the way he held his shoulders. With a twitch of a smile, Minyah said, "You love her."


  The smile that fell onto Methos' face was genuine, almost silly. "Yes," he said. "How could I not? She's so vibrant, so full of life."


  "Are you really penniless?"


  Methos, startled, began to reply, but Minyah cut him off with a short gesture. "Nevermind. I am almost certain you are not." For the second time, she slipped off her stool, coming around to frown deeply at him from a foot or two away.


  Methos returned the look, one eyebrow rising quizzically. Just as he was about to speak, Minyah whispered, "Ah." Methos let his breath out again, the other eyebrow lifting to join the first.


  "You are like him, are you not? Like Aroz. You do not die."


  Methos' chin came up and his eyebrows went down, in alarm. No mortal had ever guessed that, but there was no sense of the Quickening about her, nothing that was out of the ordinary. "What are you talki--" he began, but Minyah shook her head.


  "Do not lie to me," she advised. "It is in your eyes. I have seen it in Aroz for a very long time, and I think it is stronger in you."


  Methos sat silent for a few moments, staring at the woman who had guessed his secret. She stepped back, to lean against her desk, regarding him steadily in return. "Do not," she repeated, "lie to me."


  Methos let out a breath, slowly. "How did you know? About Aroz?"


  Minyah waved a hand, dismissively. "He saved my life once. I wept over his body, and he rose up again. I thought the gods had answered my prayers, but he told me a different tale. I have seen it again since then, and I have come to believe the story he told me was true, and that he cannot die."


  "He can," Methos said automatically. "But not unless someone takes his head."


  "Ah!" Minyah clasped her hands together. "So he has said. I am right, then. That is always satisfying." She turned, collecting her own cup of water and lifting it to her lips. "Do you wish to marry her?"


  Methos hesitated a fraction of a second too long, and the too-observant Minyah's eyebrows rose. "You do," she judged, "but there is some doubt in you. Tell me of it."


  "Marriage is not lightly undertaken," Methos said slowly. "Not in any case. Especially for my kind. There is always the problem of . . . truth. Whether to confess what we are, or to keep it hidden away, to save our lovers pain. This time it is . . . more difficult than most." He lifted dark eyes to the tent's ceiling, weighing his words, and then nodded to himself.


  "Has Aroz told you that Ghean has the potential to become Immortal, as we are?"


  Minyah's eyes widened, lips parting in shock. Methos cast his gaze downwards a moment, nodding. "I didn't think so," he sighed. "Minyah, your daughter is intelligent and beautiful, and if she were wholly mortal, I would wed her tomorrow. But she isn't, and I don't know what to do or say, to either you or her." He stood, to pace uncomfortably, water cup in hand.


  Minyah remained quiet, eyebrows drawn down in thought. "If she were mortal, you would wed her, and love her for the rest of her life." The words were spoken almost to herself. "If she were Immortal now -- " Minyah looked up. "Would you marry her?"


  "Probably not."


  "Why?"


  Methos turned to look at the brightly-clad woman. "If she were to become Immortal today, she would still be terribly young. I wouldn't want to marry an Immortal in her childhood. I don't know that I would want to marry an Immortal at all."


  Minyah's eyebrows quirked up. "Why?" Concern for the current state of affairs visibly faded from her face as a new piece of information swam into her grasp.


  "Because I would not want to have to take my wife's head." Methos' tone was flat, and Minyah felt goosebumps rise on her arms, despite the heat of the room. She let the line of questioning go, pressing her lips together as she looked into her water cup.


  "When will she die?"


  Methos shook his head. "That's not how it works. She could die of old age, or of illness, and the Quickening would never be triggered." He listened to himself speak with a faint sense of unreality. In all his life, he could not remember telling a mortal these things, with the few exceptions of wives. "We only become Immortal through violent or untimely death. But how can I marry her, knowing that she might die accidentally and then be married eternally to someone she expected a decade or two with?"


  Minyah, unromantically, said, "Lifematings dissolve. Very few people have the temperance to remain with one mate forever, whether words of ceremony have been said over them or not. Does she know the truth about you?"


  Methos shook his head. "No."


  "Perhaps you should tell her, and let her choose."


  "Tell her about me? Or herself? I can't tell her. It would be interfering. I can't interfere."


  Minyah's eyebrows lifted. "Why not?"


  Methos shrugged. "Those are the rules."


  Minyah circled her desk, not sitting. "Who made these rules? Aroz speaks of them also."


  "I don't know. I've always known them."


  "Always?"


  He sighed, putting his cup down on Minyah's desk, careful not to place it near any of the fine paper she was working with. "As long as I can remember."


  Minyah looked up, interested. "And how long is that?"


  Methos was silent a moment. "A very long time," he said finally. "A thousand years."


  Minyah's eyes widened again. "Twenty lifetimes," she whispered, "More."


  Methos nodded, a tired motion. "A very long time," he repeated. "All of which has come down to now, and whether or not to marry your daughter."


  "She will be angry, if you do not tell her the truth."


  "If I tell her the truth, she'll fling herself off the Sphinx to gain Immortality!"


  Laughter sparked in Minyah's voice. "Would you not do the same?"


  Methos laughed. "Yes," he admitted.


  "Do you love her enough to grant her this Immortality?"


  Methos' smile faded, replaced with a frown. "I don't grant it. It's just the way she was born. I would prefer not to interfere. It's not how it's supposed to be done."


  Minyah, curiously, asked, "And if I told her?"


  "You'd be betraying my trust."


  "She is my only daughter. Would you not do anything you could for your child, to insure she would live beyond a normal lifespan?"


  "We can't have children," Methos replied, argumentatively. Minyah, again, dismissed the words with a brush of her hand.


  "That is not what I asked, Methos. If you had a child, what would you do?"


  He stared at her, pained. "I don't know, Minyah," he said finally. "I'm a scholar. My job is to observe and record, not influence. I don't have any children. I don't know what I would do."


  Minyah looked over her shoulder at her paperwork, and at her fingers, stained with ink, the marks of a shared profession. Thoughtfully, she said, "You have my permission to marry, if it is the decision you ulimately reach. Go. Find her. Tell her."


  Methos blinked, and set his cup of water down in the corner of Minyah's desk. "Thank you," he said, and turned away. At the door, he paused, and looked back. "Why?"


  Minyah chuckled softly. "Fond as I am of Aroz, Ghean loves you. And you are honest. Perhaps not reassuring, but honest. Go." She flapped her fingers at him impatiently, and circled back around to sit on her stool.


  Methos grinned slightly. "Thank you," he repeated, and pushed the tent flap aside to step out into the desert again.


  Minyah watched the small clouds of sand settle as the door drifted shut before reaching for the thin pen and ink she wrote out the language of Atlantis in. In her free hand, she lifted her necklace, turning the pendent so she could see it right-side up. Neatly, in the upper right-hand corner of her parchment, she began to sketch a copy of the necklace, the ancient symbol of her House: a ram's head, horns deeply curved, within a circle, thirteen points within the borders of the circle. She waited a moment to let the ink dry, and then, in smooth print, she began to write.


  I am a Watcher. I, alone, know of a race of men who walk among us, men who cannot die. They are Immortals. Every day, they fight among themselves, the winner taking the loser's head. It is my job to observe and record the histories of these men, but to never interfere . . .

  







  Chapter Nine

  Ten minutes after Ghean crawled onto shore, she dug up a razor-edged shell and chopped her hair off. She'd had to put down her wedge to gather up the masses of it. Without holding it in her arms, she couldn't lift her head. When she was done, the ragged ends barely brushed her chin, but she could move her head.


  Afterwards, she thought she should have braided it, but she couldn't figure out how she would have manipulated all of it anyway. She laid it out on the beach, the still-wet, gleaming length of it, and walked from one end to the other. Walking itself was awkward, uncertain steps unfamiliar with bearing weight. She lost her balance more than once, tripping to hands and knees on the shore.


  There had to be more than fifty feet of hair. Ghean set her wedge down on one end of the length, and went back into the water. She came back out with strands of seaweed, and wrapped her hair up in it, twisting the seaweed rope around it to keep it close and still.


  She was hungry again when she finished. With her stone, she returned to the water again, to dart after fish. It was easier without having her own hair to dodge.


  The next weeks blurred, as much as the time under the water had. She stole clothes from the first town she found, under the cover of dark. Certain memories stood out: the first car that whisked by, and the first plane that flew overhead. She'd fallen to her knees, shrieking in fear, when the plane buzzed over. The sound seemed too much like the end of the world, to her untrained ears.


  Even without the language, she was able to communicate that she wanted to sell her hair, and to do so. She had no idea if the price was fair, but when she looked at the paper and coins that represented the wig-maker's part of the bargain, and asked, "Egypt?", he understood, and nodded vigorously.


  At least that hadn't changed. The word was still the same, or similiar enough, to be recognizable. Egypt was still there. With relief, she'd tried what few words she'd learned: "Egypt where? Go Egypt?" She lifted the fistful of money. The wig- maker nodded again, and pointed to the east.


  "Egypt is that way," he said kindly, pointing to the east. "There are buses."


  "Buses." It meant nothing to her. "Buses where?"


  He took pity on her, and brought her to a bus station, and arranged for her passage to Cairo. It was another word she recognized, and she felt safer for it. "Cairo," she whispered, a prayer.


  The bus terrified her at first, rattling along at an unbelievable speed, but soon she grew to enjoy the efficiency. Once the fear faded, she concentrated. The language was vastly different, but people were friendly, and she would ask and point, and they would give her the words for things. By the time the bus reached Egypt, she could make rudimentary sentences, and she had learned the year was 1914. It made no sense, to her own calendar.


  In Cairo, there were camels, that took people into the deserts to see the pyramids and the Sphinx. Ghean rode the camel with the ease of muscle memory, idly stroking her wedge of stone as they loped along. When the Sphinx finally came into sight, she let out a cry of dismay, turning to the guide and gesturing at her face. "Nose! Nose gone!"


  He laughed, white teeth bright in a dark face. "Shot off by Napoleon's cannon," he explained. None of the words made sense to her, so she just turned back to the great Sphinx in horror. It had been almost complete when she left Egypt, and now it was so worn and old. Nervously, she turned back to the guide, pointing at the Sphinx again.


  "How old?" she demanded.


  "Forty-five hundred, five thousand years old. About that."


  Ghean stared at him, blankly, trying to understand the numbers. She shook her head unhappily, and held up her hands, fingers spread. "How many?"


  "What, fingers? Ten. Ten fingers."


  "Ten," she repeated, and looked worriedly at the Sphinx. "How many tens?"


  The guide hesitated, then slid down off his camel, encouraging her to do the same. She did, crouching in the sand next to him. He drew out ten marks in the sand. "Ten," he said, patiently. She nodded, short hair brushing along her chin.


  Rapidly, but neatly, he made nine more rows of ten marks. "Ten tens," he explained. "One hundred." She nodded again. He made a box around the one hundred. "Ten of these make one thousand. Do you understand?"


  Ghean did, but lasped into her own language to state her understanding. "Yes. Ten times one hundred is a thousand. I understand." She nodded, dark eyes on his face. "Ten one hundreds," she said carefully in his words. "One thousand."


  He grinned again. "Good. Yes." Then he pointed at the Sphinx. "Five," and he held up five fingers. "Five thousand years old."


  Ghean's chin jerked up and she stared at the Sphinx. "Five thousand years?" The brilliant blue sky around the Sphinx dimmed and fogged, and blackness swept in to comfort her.


  She woke slowly, to a familiar scene, the desert left in darkness by the sun, and the crackle of a fire just beyond the edge of the tent. For a moment, she relaxed, smiling, wondering when her mother would come get her for the evening meal.


  Firelight glinted on the metal post of the tent, and memory rushed home with an almost painful blow. Her mother had been dead five thousand years. A wordless sound of loss ripped out of her, shattering the quiet night. Camels, not very far away, bellowed in irritation at the unexpected sound. As she had done for so long, Ghean curled on her side, no longer floating free, but weighted by gravity on a scratchy bed pad. Panicked fingers reached out far enough to find her stone, and she drew it close to her.


  The guide came running, kneeling at her side to check on her. Ghean rocked gently, unaware of him, as she tried to make her mind encompass the time that had passed. Still without noticing the guide, she climbed to her feet, and walked beyond the fire's perimeter, staring up at the sky.


  She had looked at the sky for several nights, while she was in the water, but she had never seen it. The stars had wheeled in their cycle, no longer where they once belonged, distorted almost beyond recognition. Shaking, she picked out the great ram, the sign of her House.


  She was the last member of her House. "Mother," she whispered.


  Leaving the guide behind, she began to walk towards the Sphinx. Methodically, in the cold desert night, she circled it, trailing her hand against the stone. In time, she found a subtle change in the stone, too fine for eyes to see, too small for any fingers but a blind man's to find. She reached up as high as she could, feeling in the darkness for another insignificant flaw. After a moment or two, she remembered her mother had been taller than she was, and she crouched to make a hill of sand against the Sphinx's side, and tried again.


  This time she found it. Her mother had built a similiar flaw into their home, a compartment that could be opened only by the beating of a singular tattoo, a song they'd sung. Jerkily, Ghean tapped it out, trying to recall the tempo. She stood there until the sun broke over the horizon. As color began to bleed over the sands, she knocked out the beat, by coincidence more than memory. The compartment edged out with a grating sound, sending goosebumps over her. Carefully, Ghean withdrew the tightly sealed box within the Sphinx's cubbyhole, and replaced the brick. It fit back seamlessly, and she brushed her fingers over it before looking at the box.


  It was of very hard wood, carved with the ram's head of her House, and sealed in the same way the Sphinx had been. Ghean beat the song out again, more easily this time, and the wood separated smoothly.


  A silver pendant on a leather rope lay atop a thick pile of papers. Ghean touched the rope carefully, and found it whole, preserved in the desert heat as the papers had been. Delicately, she lifted it, and slid the symbol of her House over her head to hang between her breasts.


  Fragile as the papers beneath were, the penmanship was still clear.


  Ghean,


  I remember how fascinated you were by the Sphinx, and I thought that if you survived, you might come to it again. I returned to Egypt immediately after Atlantis was destroyed, and paid an astonishing sum to have the compartment you have found built into the sculpture. If you find this, the price was well worth it.


  Your Methos saved my life. I find this ironic, as only weeks before I had chosen to make him and his kind my life's study. Had he not saved me when Atlantis fell, that study would have died with me, and the Watchers would not exist.


  He said that you died in the first moments of the panic. I have no reason to doubt him, other than a mother's hopes. I know that you, as he is, are Immortal, or have that potential within you. It is a comfort to me in my old age to imagine that you somehow survived the destruction of Atlantis and live on, last child of our House.


  Sheer willpower prevented Ghean from crumbling the paper into dust. Her hands trembling, she stared at the words. I know that you are Immortal. Betrayed on all sides. Shaking, she sat down against the Sphinx, taking slow breaths to calm herself. In time, she was able to go on.


  I do not know when you will find these papers. It may be tomorrow, or a hundred years from now. When you do, I hope they will be of use to you.


  I mentioned the Watchers. They are a secret society, of which I am the creator. Our purpose is to observe the Immortals, others like you, and record your histories, so it is not lost. For almost forty years I have done this. The papers with this letter are the culmination of my work, and the work of others. Several pages are simply maps, directing you to our libraries, if the stashes can be given so grand a word.


  The Watchers can be recognized by the symbol of our House. They all bear it, in one fashion or another. In a way, you are not the last child of Aries. I hope they will extend through the centuries as you will.


  They do not know about you, Ghean. At first I did not write of you because it seemed an invasion of your privacy, a greater blow than a mother should deal a daughter. Then, after Atlantis fell, it seemed likely you were dead.


  Never-the-less, I write this letter to you now, as I am dying, in the hope that someday you will find it.


  When you do, find the Watchers. Tell them of Atlantis and our heritage. Lift it from the sea again, if you can, and bring its magic back into the world you now live in.


  Remember, through all time, that I love you.


  It was signed with the graceful scrawl of Minyah's name.


  Ghean, with utmost care, replaced the letters, and closed the box again. For a long time, she sat beside the Sphinx, letting the sun burn her pale flesh as it had once burned Methos', hundreds of lifetimes ago, in the same desert.


  Hours later, she stood, box and stone tucked against her chest, and walked out of the desert to claim her destiny, five thousand years delayed.

  







  Chapter Ten

  Methos sat in the sand with a graceless thump, burying his toes in the hot soil and propping his arms on bent knees. Wind blew traces of sand into small heaps, and smoothed them out again. He watched without seeing, still reeling from the conversation with Minyah.


  He had, he realized, half expected Minyah to disallow the marriage, thus relieving him of the burden of deciding. With a snort of amusement, he stood again, sliding down the dune to one of the endless valleys created by shifting sand. Mortals never alleviated problems that obligingly.


  What would Minyah do? It had been a mistake to tell her about Ghean. Methos sighed, looking up at the sun. The afterimage danced behind his eyelids as he closed his eyes, and began blindly climbing the next dune.


  A mistake, but something of a relief. Silent years were wearying, and the Atlantean woman was, at least, a scholar. She would understand Methos' standoffish viewpoint. She might not choose it for herself, but could he blame her? He stopped at the top of the dune, looking out over the sea of sand.


  "What would I do?" he asked out loud. "If I had a child."


  He waited a few seconds, then shook his head, slipping down the far side of the dune. It wasn't relevant. He had no children and would never have any. The question was one that he couldn't answer honestly.


  Hah. Who was he kidding? If he had a child now, a girl Ghean's age, he'd probably throw her off the pyramids himself. Time was such a gift. The pain of loss that every Immortal experienced balanced the gift, but the possibilities brought by time were too great to ignore. Mortal lives were so short. Some burned brighter for it, while others simply disappeared in a moment.


  Ghean burned bright, he thought, with her black-eyed enthusiasm and love as intense as the desert sun for everything she encountered. Time might dull the edge of that enthusiasm some, but the gift would be greater than the loss. He didn't have to tell her now, but he would tell her before her youth was gone.


  He couldn't remember who had told him the rules, anyway.


  Methos turned around and followed his tracks back towards the tent city. Another glance at the sun when he came to the town's borders told him he'd lost track of time, that it had been hours since he left Ghean to speak with Minyah.


  He went into the market with a sense of purpose. Whether he told Ghean about herself now or later, she deserved to know about him before she married him.


  Nausea swept through him before Methos before he saw her. Turning to look over the crowds, he saw Aroz, beneath an open tent, looking over his shoulder with much the same expression Methos had. Neither precisely relaxed when their eyes met, but Aroz' eyes dropped, and he looked back at his table companion.


  Ghean craned her neck to look around Aroz, jumping to her feet and waving when she spotted Methos. With a careless gesture, she excused herself from Aroz and came darting around people to snuggle up to Methos' side.


  "You're always so easy to see," she said cheerfully. "You're at least a head taller than everyone else."


  "Really? I hadn't noticed." Methos still watched the other Immortal, who scowled through black eyebrows as Ghean ran off. He met Methos' eyes again, and this time there was a promise in the dark expression: later. Methos sighed faintly, looking down at Ghean so he would not have to acknowledge Aroz's intent.


  She frowned up at him, hearing the sigh. "What's wrong? Did Mother say no?"


  "Actually," Methos said, absently, "she said yes. We need to talk, Ghean."


  Ghean jumped out of the circle of his arm with a pleased shriek, clapping her hands together. "She did! Oh, I knew she would!" She grabbed his hand and tugged him towards a nearby booth. "Come on, let's get betrothal bracelets now, Methos!"


  The merchant behind the counter Ghean dragged Methos towards looked up with sharp interest. "Betrothal tokens!" he agreed loudly. "For the outlanders, a special price, mmm? Let me show you." He lifted a pair of glittering bracelets, turning them to catch the evening sunlight.


  Methos took one, looked at it a moment, and handed it back. "Very nice," he said politely. "Ghean, later, for the bracelets, all right? We need to talk about some things."


  "What?" She sighed at the bracelets, and patted one of them. "Later," she promised the merchant. "What's wrong, Methos? Did Mother say something awful?"


  He laughed in spite of himself. "No," he said, "but she did make me think. Come back to my tent. We need some privacy."


  Ghean's smile curved slowly across her face. "That sounds promising," she purred, an entirely different voice than the concerned one of a moment earlier.


  Methos grinned. "Ghean, you're usually so bright and focused on the immediate that I sometimes forget you're a woman grown."


  Ghean tsked, sliding her arm through Methos' as they walked. "We can't have that. Which part do you like me better for?"


  "All of it," Methos said. "Do you remember the first time I saw you?"


  Ghean grinned. "At the Sphinx? Well, he was wrong!"


  Methos lifted his free hand equitably. "You're the one who's studied the engineering of architecture, not I. I was expecting someone much older to turn around, when you finally won."


  Ghean wrinkled her nose. "I started studying architecture when I was practically a baby," she said, dismissing it. "My father designed several of the new House centers in Atlantis, and the new temple, so I grew up with it. I always wanted to build things. Mother still hopes I'll change my mind."


  "Architecture is a field of scholarship. She won't mind it when you design the greatest House on Atlantis for her." Methos stopped as they reached his tent, pushing the tent flap aside for Ghean. She ducked in, out of habit, though there was more than two feet of headspace for her inside Methos' tent.


  There was nearly a foot of clearance for Methos himself, unlike any of the other tents in the traveling city. The extra yards of fabric had cost him, but it was worth the relief from the sense that the roof was balanced precariously on his own head.


  The single room was otherwise fairly spartan. Sleeping mats lay piled to one side, over the thin carpets that kept the floor from being desert sand. A desk, not nearly so well crafted as Minyah's, but at least foldable and therefore with a degree of portability, took up a significant portion of the wall opposite the sleeping mats. It, in turn, was littered with sheets of papyrus, again not nearly as fine as Minyah's, but serviceable. A stool sat crookedly behind the desk. Inches from it, a short, fat blade leaned on the far side of the desk, nearly invisible when the tent was entered. Another chair, more comfortable than the stool, was piled with thick papyrus sheets. Methos removed them, and offered the seat to Ghean.


  Ghean remained standing, looking at the sheets as Methos stacked them neatly on his desk. "You're not as poor as you pretend to be, are you, Methos? I never thought about it, but papyrus isn't cheap, not even in Atlantis, and you've got a lot of it."


  "I make it myself," which was true, "but you're right. Ghean, please, I have some things to tell you." He pulled the stool around the desk, began to sit, and then reconsidered, moving to the chair. Ghean, puzzled, took the stool. Methos' eyes were slightly lower than hers in this arrangement.


  Ghean folded one leg up under herself, tilting her head at Methos curiously. "What is it?"


  Methos steepled his fingers. "I'm not sure where to start." The years of silence made an effective barrier of their own. "Ghean . . . "


  She reached out to fold a small hand around his templed fingers. "Go on," she encouraged. "It's all right. Tell me."


  As if it were that simple. Methos smiled a little. "Ghean, I'm about to tell you something that's going to sound utterly absurd to you. Bear with me, all right?"


  Her eyebrows crinkled up. "All right."


  Methos took a breath. "Ghean, I learned to read five hundred years ago. I don't remember when or where I was born. I'm not like most people. I'm Immortal."


  She was silent. Methos waited nervously for a reaction. When none came, he tentatively said, "Ghean?"


  Ghean blinked, and laughed. "For a moment, I almost believed you. Come, Methos. What is it? You don't have to make up stories. Nothing can be as bad as you're making it."


  He closed his eyes. "You should believe me," he said softly. "It's true. I am Immortal, Ghean. I can't die. You have to believe me before we can seriously consider marriage." He opened his eyes to take in her expression, pure skeptisism.


  "You're scaring me, Methos. Stop it."


  "I can't," he said, almost desperately. "You have to believe me, Ghean. I'm going to have to show you. Please don't scream." He slid his belt knife from its sheathe and laid his palm open with one swift movement.


  Ghean pulled in air, sharply. "Methos! What are you - - you'll need a physician!"


  "Watch," he said. "I am not like you. I heal from any wound in moments. Watch."


  He spread his hand, fingers splayed back, to display the cut. Tendons lay bared, crimson flowing back between his fingers to drip on the floor. Dispassionately, he watched as both ends of the injury began to heal, eating inwards to the deepest part of the cut. The newly released blood discolored and dried as the healing slowed a little, the severed tendons visibly knitting together, then the muscle reconstituting. The skin reformed in a smooth swirl, and Methos closed his hand into a fist. Looking up at Ghean, he opened his hand again, rust-colored flakes drifting down to the carpets.


  Her eyes were locked on his hand, shock writing itself over her delicate features. "How did you do that?" she demanded, voice tinged with fear. "I saw the cut. It was deep." Her eyes snapped up to meet his.


  "I'm Immortal," Methos repeated. "That kind of injury is easiest to . . . demonstrate wtih. I can do something more drastic, if you need me to."


  "No!" Her voice rose sharply. "It's not possible. It's some kind of trick. No one heals that fast. You've tricked me somehow. Why are you doing this, Methos? Why? It's not funny. Why are you doing this?" She scooted back on the stool, cringing away from him.


  Methos took a deep breath. "Because you deserve to know who it is you might marry. What I am."


  Ghean's eyes dropped to his palm, still extended, unscarred. "Are you a god? Have you come from the heavens to -- " Her imagination failed her, and she broke off, fear setting itself more deeply in her face.


  "No, not a god, Ghean. Just a man. Just a little different than most. There are others like me. Please, Ghean. I don't mean to frighten you, but you had to know before we married." Carefully, he reached out to touch her shoulder.


  She bolted back in a flurry of fabrics, knocking the stool over as she scrambled to her feet. Methos, startled, surged to his feet as well, his hand still open towards her.


  "No! Don't touch me! Don't -- !" She ran for the door, all but stumbling over her robes as she rushed out.


  Methos dropped to his knees, his hand falling, palm open, to smack quietly against the carpets. "Well," he said dully, "that went well."

  


  Across the town, Minyah straightened, reading over the words she had penned.


  I myself have met two of these Immortals, that I know of. One is Aroz, my bodyguard, who has given his life to save mine more than once. The other calls himself Methos, and claims to be a thousand years old.


  Methos told me more, in a few unguarded moments, than Aroz has in the many years I have known him. It is a trust I think he does not often share; I wonder at his sharing it with me The bonds between us are slim: my daughter, Ghean, and the scholarship we both follow. It is apparently enough.


  He calls the power that keeps the Immortals alive the Quickening. A few mortals have it within them, this Quickening, but it can only be released through violent or untimely death. He tells me my daughter has this power of Quickening in her, and then he beseeches me to not interfere, to not tell her.


  Methos and Aroz both spoke of a battle between Immortals, that ends only when one Immortal takes the other's head. If I tell Ghean, I will force her into a life of war, unlike anything she has ever known. It seems cruel, but it seems more cruel to consign her to certain death: with the Immortality released, there is always the chance she will live another day, and experience another thing which may never have come her way.


  It seems right to force her into this Immortality now, to insure that she remains young and strong, to make certain it does not somehow slip away. Aroz has not seemed to age while I have known him, and Methos carries his years only in his eyes. How do I judge Ghean's peak, and thus the time to best tell her of the secret she bears in herself?


  Methos says the Immortals cannot have children. Though there are few deaths from childbirth in Atlantis, it is no longer a relevant fear for her safety, for the eventual release of her potential. Even if she were not Immortal herself, Methos could not father children on her, thus keeping her safe in that regard. Illness does not come so quickly that she could not be dispatched into death by a mortal blow before sickness took her, and any other death, violent or accidental, will trigger the Quickening and force her into Immortality.


  I will do as Methos asks, and not yet tell her of her potential. There is time, yet. If she has not met her first death through accident in five years, then, I think I shall tell her. It is little enough time, even for a mortal. For her, it will be as nothing.


  In the meantime, there are the Watchers to think of. I think it must be a group as unspoken as the Immortals themselves. As unlikely as a people who live forever are a society who record the lives of those Immortals, and both, I think, must remain separate from the rest of the world.


  There are those on Atlantis whom I think would belong in my little group of Watchers. So many of the relics belonging to the Houses are objects reputed to prolong life. It seems natural to approach those who bear them to participate in this project. Even my own House has its Fleece, which legend claims will make its wearer invulnerable.


  Perhaps I shall test the Fleece, at that. Carefully: I should hate to discover the legends were wrong, after plunging a knife to my breast.


  Minyah chuckled softly at herself. Reserved and intellectual, she was probably one of the least likely people she knew to rashly test a legend in such a fashion. She yawned, setting her pen down, and pushed her fingers into the small of her back, stretching.


  The tent flap burst inwards, sending soft sprays of sand over the carpets. Ghean tripped on the edge of the first carpet, crashing to the floor. Fabric ripped audibly, and the girl struggled to her feet, oblivious to the torn knee of her tunic. Tears tracked streaks through the dust on her face. "M-mohter," she wailed. Despite having just climbed to her feet, she suddenly collapsed, knees giving way in a boneless rush, sending her to sit hard on the floor, face buried in her hands.


  Minyah sat frozen at her desk a moment, her hands still pressed into the small of her back. Ghean's dark hair was disarrayed and sand-streaked, tumbling over her shoulders in tangles. Judging from other rents in her gold-colored silks, and sand crusted under her fingernails, the fall at the door had not been the first, in the last few minutes. Minyah cleared her throat, and stood. "I must gather you have seen Methos," she said, as delicately as she could.


  Ghean lifted a face pale under the tears and dirt. "He's not human!" The last word came out in a burst of miserable confusion, a floodgate for more tears.


  Minyah knelt before her daughter, resting a hand on her shoulder. "I know," she said. "I insisted he tell you."


  "Tell me!" Ghean's voice rose. "You knew? He's not human, mother, he's a, a monster, or a god, of some kind, and you knew?" Her tone ranged between despair and outrage.


  Minyah straightened her shoulders, a little disconcerted. "I deduced it," she explained. "I believe he is as human as you or I, Ghean." A small wince distorted her features for a moment, as she thought about the implications of her words. Ghean, focused on her own misery, didn't see the expression, and after a brief hesitation, Minyah continued.


  "He is human," she repeated, "merely longer-lived than most."


  Ghean sat upright, the better to project. "Longer lived! He says he's Imm--!"


  Minyah cut her off with a sharp gesture. "More quietly, daughter." The frown sketched lines into her forehead. "Such behavior does not become you."


  Ghean scowled, sullen, but repeated herself more quietly. "He says he's Immortal. Humans aren't Immortal."


  Minyah settled back on her knees. "Most are not," she agreed. "Think about your history, Ghean. Even on Atlantis we have legends and stories, and indeed, history, of men who lived longer than normal. Is it impossible that others could share that longevity?"


  Ghean pushed strands of hair out of her face, leaving a few still sticking to drying tear paths. "Those are with the artifacts of Atlantis, Mother," she said grouchily.


  "But if our artifacts exist, and have the power to grant longer life, why is it inconceivable that some other power, unknown to us, could grant it without an artifact to focus through?" Minyah's voice was patient.


  Ghean stared suspiciously at her mother. "You've thought about this for a long time," she said accusingly. "How long have you known Methos?"


  "I only met him today," Minyah replied calmly.


  "Then you know somebody else like him. Not even you think this fast."


  Minyah debated briefly, then shrugged her eyebrows. Ghean would learn eventually. "Aroz is like Methos, Immortal. I have known since I was a little younger than you are."


  Sheer disbelief wrote itself across Ghean's face. "Are you like them too?" she shouted. "Am I the only normal person in the whole world?"


  Minyah struggled to control her expression. "I am not Immortal," she promised. "One of the things I have learned is that Immortals cannot have children." I will never have grandchildren, she thought, and dismissed it. "I am," she continued, "quite certain you are not the only normal person in the whole world."


  "No children?" Ghean echoed. Minyah shook her head no. "I wanted children," Ghean said. "I wanted children with Methos."


  Minyah reached out to touch her daughter's face, with gentle fingers. "I am sure he wants the same, Ghean. Some things cannot be." If what Methos says is true, my daughter, you would never have children, anyway. "Children are not all that a marriage is about. He has trusted you with something very deep and personal about himself, Ghean. He did not have to tell you, you know. Think, before you reject him. You ran from fear of the unknown. Determine if your fear is greater than your love. Then make your decision. But not before."

  







  Chapter Eleven

  For two years, Ghean studied languages. It was compulsive behavior, the wholesale absorbtion of any tongue she came in contact with. Egyptian was first, and easiest, and then French, German, and English, until they were as natural as her native Atlantean. She picked up a smattering of other languages; Vietnamese, Spanish, some Chinese. It consumed her, a focus as intent as thousands of years of attempted escape. Try as she might, she could never erase the faint accent she spoke with, but she came to accept it, and even take small amusement in having a singularly unique accent in all the world.


  History was next. The things she had missed were almost unfathomable, and without some degree of knowledge she was incapable of functioning in the world she'd escaped into. Once she could understand enough of the words, she went to America, and there attended college.


  She studied history, and learned the art of fencing, taught outside of college by an instructor sympathetic to an active young woman's desire for sport. Pragmatically, she became his lover, accepting the gift of a sabre, but refusing the wedding ring he presented her with shortly before she graduated.


  Prohibition was a bewilderment to her, and with a certain glee, she became a bootlegger, unbeknownst to her solid academic lover. She discovered, at the end of four years, that she had not only a degree, but a substantial pile of cash set aside.


  Finally she began her search for the Watchers.


  Never once did she doubt they still existed. A few times, sudden headaches came on, or she would find herself shaking with nausea. She came to recognize them as warning signs that another Immortal was nearby, some faint memory of Methos mentioning such a warning encouraging the assumption. She became adept at avoiding them: her teacher had claimed she was skilled with the sabre, but she preferred not to put it to a field test until she felt ready.


  The continued existance of Immortals assured her of the continued existance of Watchers. Minyah's legacy might be a hidden and secret society, but Ghean could not imagine it fading away entirely, not even in five thousand years.


  In the end, she found them out of happenstance rather than planning. Two and a half years after she graduated college, she walked around a street corner and down an alley. The distant sounds of metal clashing were dismissed as city noises until the warning sensation rolled through her. For the first time, she checked the impulse to back away, and instead crept forward, to watch two faceless Immortals end their battle.


  Ghean stood rigid in the aftershock of the Quickening, hair blown astray and her heart racing. The survivor walked away, down the other end of the alley. Ghean sank against a wall, her eyes closed, only to shriek in surprise when someone put a hand on her shoulder.


  The man attached to the hand was inoffensive, brown-haired and brown-eyed, mild-looking. "You saw?" It was a genuine question, and he made no indication as to what Ghean might have seen.


  She shot a glance down the alley, and then nodded wildly. "What -- what was -- he killed that man! And the storm -- where did it come from? What happened?" She looked back at the brown man, certain she'd found a Watcher.


  He let his hand fall. "It would be best if you forgot what you saw," he suggested. Ghean shook her head frantically.


  "No. No, what was it?" She could hear her accent growing heavier, and calmed herself a little. "Please. Please tell me."


  He hesitated a moment, then gestured with his head. "Walk with me a little while. Tell me about yourself. My name is Thomas Burns."


  "Marion," she replied in kind. "Marion Townsend." It was the name she'd used for the past six years, in America. "I'm a historian. Or at least, that's what I'm trained for. The only jobs I really seem to be able to get are teaching primary schools, and I don't want to do that."


  He glanced down at her curiously. "What do you want to do?"


  Ghean shrugged. "Record something important."


  It was that easy. Months passed before she was actually indoctrianted into the Watcher Academy, but it began that easily. She got herself assigned to research, after displaying a remarkable knack for being caught 'spying' on her Watcher brethren when they field tested.


  She looked up Methos the first chance she got. The Watcher Chronicles had nothing on him for hundreds of years; most suggested he was dead, if he'd ever existed at all. He was a legend, the so-called Oldest Immortal, reputed to be more than five thousand years old.


  Ghean sat with that copy of the Chronicle a long time, re-reading it in hopes of finding some clue that pointed towards Methos' survival. Rationally, she understood the unlikelihood. Even if he had survived up to a thousand years ago -- the last verified reports were dated 1066 AD -- the world had become vastly more populated in the last ten centuries.


  She had not, she realized, really considered the possibility that he might be dead. Even looking at the scrawled handwriting that recorded the Immortals' whereabouts, she did not entirely believe it.


  On the other hand, the world had become vastly more populated. Finding a single Immortal who didn't want to be found wouldn't be an easy task. Then again, she had the time.


  For a decade, she stayed with the Watchers, making friends and studying the Immortals passionately. She made note of those whom she felt might teach her, if she decided to join the Game after leaving the Watchers. At the head of her list was a Scottish Highlander, a man called Duncan MacLeod. Out of the Game for half a century, his records showed a man of integrity and, apparently, dashing good looks. A recent photograph showed a stiff, handsome man, wearing the uniform of an American World War I soldier. Ghean copied his addresses, and hid the paper away.


  When she told the society she was leaving, it was met with dismay. She kept friends within the sect, and in time told one or two her secret. They kept it, and introduced her to the next generation of Watchers, who, in time, also kept her secret. She had been out of the Watchers sixty years when she found Atlantis again.

  







  Chapter Twelve

  "Back up just a bit," Joe said. "What's this Fleece you're talking about, and what sorts of other artifacts did these Houses have?"


  Methos looked up from his beer. "Jason's Fleece," he said, "the Golden one."


  Joe snorted. "That's mythology."


  "Most myths have some basis in reality. A Golden Fleece didn't actually come flying out of the sky to save Phrixus and and his sister Helle. Minyah rode up in a chariot, wearing the thing. She gave it to Phrixus as a gift, and he thanked her by sacrificing her to the gods." Methos' expression went sour, and he took a pull of beer. "Lousy way to end a couple thousand years of life."


  "Wait a minute. You're sayin' that the first Watcher lived thousands of years?" Joe's eyebrows wrinkled dubiously.


  Methos nodded. "Evidently rendering the wearer indestructible also prevented destruction from the ravages of age. It's part of why I assumed the Methuselah Stone would work."


  "You buyin' this, Mac?" Joe glanced at the third man, who studied his beer pensively.


  "I don't know, Joe. It sounds preposterous, but then, what would you say if someone came up and told you that people who lived forever and killed each other in mortal combat walked around with you every day?"


  Joe's eyebrows deflated, his head tilting in acknowledgment. "What else was there, besides the Fleece and the Methuselah Stone, if there were all these Houses?"


  Methos leaned back, stretching his legs under the table. "I wish you guys would coordinate your questions so I wouldn't have to repeat myself. I told Mac all this once already."


  "You didn't mention the Fleece," Duncan pointed out.


  "Don't be difficult." Methos lifted a hand, ticking points off on his fingers. "Fleece, Stone, Excalibur, Excalibur's scabbard, which was actually the better of the two icons, the Cauldron." He ran out of fingers, and began again. "The Grail. The Dragon's Teeth. The unicorns. A ring called Cuthmesh, which did approximately the same thing the Methuselah Stone did, but it was easier to carry."


  "Unicorns?" Joe interrupted in a strangled voice.


  "Why does nobody believe me about the unicorns?" Methos sounded aggrieved.


  "You have to admit it sounds a little unlikely, Adam," Duncan said soothingly.


  "They accept everything else I'm saying and they get hung up on unicorns." Methos took another sip of beer, glowering.


  "C'mon, Adam, they've pretty much determined there was no such animal. They were gazelles or rhinos or something. Nobody's ever found a unicorn skeleton." Joe shrugged.


  "Were they there?" Methos demanded. "All your researchers who are sure unicorns are gazelles? Were they there? Hmm?" He looked at Joe balefully. "They haven't found any skeletons because the bloody things all drowned when Atlantis sank. If Ghean manages to dig it up, you'll see." He sank back into the booth, scowling in offense at his beer.


  "How'd that happen, anyway?"


  "Oh, sure, now he wants me to tell stories." Methos turned his glare on Duncan. "Is that fair, I ask you? First he won't believe me and now he wants more stories."


  "I'm sort of waiting to find out what happened with Ghean, myself," Duncan admitted.


  "Vultures," Methos proclaimed.

  


  Ghean avoided him for three days. He made it easy enough, keeping largely to his tent during the hot days, venturing out at night to pace the desert and think.


  He was less concerned with the betrayal of his secret -- Minyah, he thought, would not allow that -- than he was with having irrevocably lost Ghean. To find her and tell her about her own Immortality now would serve as fuel to her fire of anger: why, she would demand, had he not told her at the same time he'd told her about himself?


  That she'd run away would not be an acceptable answer.


  Then again, Minyah might have already told Ghean the truth about herself.


  Methos sat down in the sand with a faint groan, looking up at the star-littered sky. Sharp-edged in the desert's clear air, only a few shone with any color, faint traces of blues and reds. The rest were stark, white against black. Methos smiled thinly at them. The universe presents itself as black and white, and we're offended when there are shades of grey inbetween.


  He didn't realize he'd spoken out loud until a woman's voice answered, from not far away. "It's a lot easier to see things in black and white. I thought you were all white, at first. A good scholar, a good man, someone to love."


  Methos looked up sharply. "Ghean," he said, softly. She continued, coming down the side of the dune towards him.


  "And then you told me what you were, and I thought you were all black. Something evil and unnatural, to be feared and hated."


  Methos closed his eyes against the stars, staying silent this time.


  "I have been thinking," Ghean went on, "very hard, these last few days." She sat down in the sand beside him, spreading a cloak out around her. Her hair was loose, falling over the cloak to brush against the sand. "I'm not very old, and I've always seen everything in black and white, I think. But you aren't black or white, are you?" It was not a question that needed answering. "You're grey. You belong to two different worlds, and that, if nothing else, makes you grey. You have to have different considerations. Do you try to do the right thing, Methos?"


  "I try to stay alive." He sensed, more than saw, Ghean turning her head to look at him, and shook his head a little. "I don't know if I try to do the right thing. I thought telling you was the right thing, not for survival, but because I love you. I have done things you would not consider right, to survive."


  Ghean nodded, and looked out over the desert again, quiet a while. "How old are you?"


  Methos shook his head a second time. "I don't know. A thousand years. Maybe more, maybe a little less. I don't remember much before I started keeping journals."


  "When was that?"


  Methos' mouth turned up in half a grin. "About ten minutes after they invented writing. Five hundred, eight hundred years ago."


  "You've been married before."


  Methos nodded. "Eight or nine times."


  Ghean glanced at him. "How many of them knew?"


  "Three," Methos said. "Two who saw me die and come back, and a third whom I chose to tell."


  "Why did you tell me?"


  Again, the half smile. "Atlanteans are long-lived, comparatively. It's easier than lying or acting out an old age I'm not actually achieving. You would have realized in a few years, ten years, that something was wrong. You're too intelligent to accept lies, in the long run. I would have to tell you the truth eventually. It seemed better to do it now."


  Ghean almost laughed, making a sharp sound. "I'm not sure if I'm flattered or insulted."


  "Be flattered," Methos advised. "It's not your age," he added, "that makes you see things in black and white. Most people never learn to see the world any other way."


  "Most people," Ghean said, "aren't in love with a thousand- year-old man. Tell me about being Immortal, Methos. It's hard to imagine. Everyone dreams of never dying, but what's it really like?"


  You'll find out, he assured her silently. Aloud, he said, "Exhilarating. And difficult. Watching those you love age and die while you remain eternally the same never ceases to be painful."


  "I don't believe anyone can remain eternally the same. Haven't you changed, since you became Immortal?" Ghean shrugged a shoulder, indifferently, as he glanced at her. "Mother explained to me how your Immortality works. That you live a normal life until you die violently, and then you can't die unless someone takes your head." She glanced back towards the town, and asked, "Will you and Aroz fight?"


  "If he makes it necessary."


  "Will you kill him?"


  "If I can."


  Ghean shuddered a little, drawing her cloak tightly around herself. "How many men have you killed?"


  Methos shook his head. "I stopped counting. The only time I see the faces clearly are in dreams."


  "You frighten me," Ghean admitted in a small voice.


  Methos sighed. "I don't want to. In most respects, Ghean, I am what you thought I was. I'm a scholar. My interest is in watching history, not making it. All I want is to keep seeing it happen. My luck is in that I have more time than most to do that."


  "And you'll really live forever."


  Methos smiled, with faint humour. "Or die trying," he agreed. Ghean looked at him, startled, and laughed.


  "I guess that's what we all do," she said after a moment. "How many others are there like you? Are they all as old as you?"


  "I don't know, and no. New Immortals are born -- made -- every day, but I don't know how many. There were some who were almost as old as I was, but I don't think I've ever met anyone older."


  "Were?"


  Methos looked up at the stars again. "We fight," he said. "It's what we do. The few I've met so far who were close to my age are dead now. I'm not. That's all that's important."


  "Were you the first?"


  The image of the axe rising and falling, blood dull in the pale moonlight, danced in front of the stars. "I don't know," Methos said. "I don't think so." Had the man he'd killed been his teacher, or some chance Immortal, whose life crossed with Methos', only to end in a rush of primitive instinct? Eyes closing, Methos tried to chase down the memories. The images faded again, to a grey blur that crystallized into surety only as the battle with the nameless stranger began. He shook his head, and repeated, "I don't think so."


  Ghean nodded, drawing her knees up under her chin, silent again for a time. Eventually, just louder than the wind, she asked, "How can someone like you love me?"


  Ah. Methos turned to face her, slipping his arm over her shoulders and pulling her against him. "How could I not?" he asked just as softly. "You're intelligent and brave -- bold enough to beard the lion in his den, even after I told you about myself. Your vivacity and love for life -- they remind me of why life is worth living, even after the long years. Without someone like you, there's just history, and history is about death. In a way, I need you more than you need me." He let the words fade into the darkness, wondering how much of it was true.


  Enough for Ghean to sigh contentedly, and snuggle against him. Methos smiled at the top of her head, relaxing.


  The warning tingle of pain and nausea that flowed through him a moment later made him stiffen, straightening to search the shadowed dunes. Ghean sat up, blinking curiously as she pushed a strand of hair back from her face. "Methos? What is it?"


  "Company," Methos growled, and scrambled to his feet, hand on the sword's hilt at his waist. Ghean remained where she was, seated in the sand, looking up at him in confusion. "Go," he ordered her. "There's another Immortal. Go back to the town. I'll meet you there later."


  Her eyes widened in alarm, pupils swallowing the brown in the faint moon's light. "No!" she protested. "I'll stay. I won't leave you!"


  A shadow separated itself from the night, easy strides across the sand marking Aroz's approach. Black eyed, black haired, black skinned, and black-robed, he stood several inches shorter than Methos, but the inches he lost in height were made up in breadth. His face was sharp-edged, craggier than Methos', with thin white scars under his cheekbones and on his chin. He stopped several feet from the pair, and bowed slightly to Ghean.


  "There you are, my lady. Your mother asked me to find you and send you home." Aroz's voice was at odds with his appearance, smooth and light, not the voice of a warrior. He lifted his eyes from Ghean to Methos. "Methos and I have business to attend to."


  Ghean shook her head, coming to her knees in the sand. "No. No, Aroz. Bring me back with you. I'll go back with you right now. With you." She climbed to her feet, hovering between the two men.


  "Ghean," Methos said gently. "Go on. It's all right. I will see you," he repeated firmly, "in a few minutes." The bronze blade he drew made a whisper of a sound as it left the sheath. Aroz drew his own blade. Methos watched it glint dull silver in the moonlight, and whispered a curse under his breath. The bronze blade he had come by was hard won and had taken time to forge, but the color of Aroz's sword suggested it was of the legendary Atlantean steel. "Ghean," Methos said more urgently, "go."


  Ghean whimpered, and then ran, tripping over her cloak and pulling herself up the sandy hillside with hands and feet. In mere seconds the desert swallowed the sounds of her flight. Methos' shoulders loosened, and he turned his full attention to the other Immortal.


  Aroz paced around him in a wide circle, sizing him up in a nearly ritualistic fashion. Methos turned slowly to watch him steadily, waiting patiently for Aroz to press the attack. Only when he had completed a full circuit around Methos did Aroz speak.


  "You have the reach." His light voice was pitched to carry just to Methos, and no further. "But I have the better blade. Make this easier on both of us, and let me take you. I will tell Ghean you fought well."


  "Thank you," Methos said, "but I'd prefer to carry my own tidings. Are you mad? We don't have to do this."


  "We do," Aroz disagreed. "If for no other reason than there can be only one."


  "Right," Methos grated. "The girl has nothing to do with it."


  "She would make a fine temporary prize, wouldn't she?" With a shout, Aroz sprang forward, the deadly steel blade whistling down towards Methos' weaker bronze blade. Methos danced backwards, withdrawing his sword just slowly enough that sparks darted along the edges of both blades as they clashed together. Methos winced, seeing threads of metal shard away from his sword. It would have to be a fast fight, or he'd be left without anything to fight with.


  Methos spun away from another charge, stepping just outside Aroz's reach and whirling to drive a wide, circular blow towards Aroz's back. Aroz, misjudging the length of Methos' reach, turned back to the battle, and all but into the swing of Methos' blade. Skin tore in a wide rent, and the younger Immortal staggered back with a startled gasp. Hardly defeated, he knocked the bronze sword aside, wrapping his free arm around his side to stem the blood flow before his Immortal healing factor knitted him back together.


  Methos pressed the attack, unwilling to let the advantage go. Too tall to effectively step inside Aroz's reach and still leave himself room to maneuver, he met a strike or two with quick parries, watching nicks fly from the edges of his blade as the two swords met. A third blow he deflected badly, deliberately, and crashed to his knees, leaving himself open and vulnerable.


  Aroz grinned in triumph, a flash of white against his pain- etched dark face. He took two running steps forward, sword lifted high for the final strike.


  Methos flicked his free hand to his belt, whipping out the table knife he wore there, and shoved it into Aroz's abdomen, just above the pelvis. Aroz staggered, shocked, and Methos rolled out of danger's way, to his feet, the knife in his hand. While the other Immortal swayed, Methos smashed his blade against Aroz's wrist, severing tendons. The steel sword fell to the sand. Aroz followed it, to his knees. Methos took a breath, and swung his sword back to deal the killing blow.


  "No!" Ghean's scream made both men jerk, looking up. Methos' sword stopped, a breath from Aroz's neck. Ghean all but fell down the dune, sliding to a halt a few feet from Methos. "Methos, no, please, don't. Please. I've known him my whole life. I don't want him to die."


  Methos rested his sword at the point between neck and shoulder, holding it steady and not taking his eyes off Aroz. "May I point out," he said, a little shortly, "that he was just trying to kill me?"


  "He won't do it again. Will you, Aroz? Please? Please promise me. I don't want you to die. I don't want either of you to die. Promise you won't try to kill Methos. Please?"


  For a long moment there was utter silence, broken by the harsh breathing of both warriors. Finally, Aroz inclined his head in agreement. Methos crouched and picked up the steel blade, leaving his own sword still at Aroz's neck.


  "Spoils of war," he said thinly. "Care to argue?" He waited a few seconds, then straightened again, throwing his bronze sword to the sand. "Didn't think so." He turned to stalk up the shifting sand dunes. Behind him, Ghean hesitated, looking at Aroz. Then she turned to run after Methos, catching up with him in a few steps.


  "Methos?" she whispered.


  "I told you to go back to the town," he snarled.


  She flinched, but lifted her chin. "I couldn't. Not with the two of you fighting. I couldn't bear to lose either of you."


  He shoved the steel blade into his belt and glared down at her. "You shouldn't have interfered. It's what we do, Ghean. I told you that."


  "I couldn't sit back and do nothing," she insisted. Her eyes were angry in the reaching light of the town's fires. Looking at her, Methos felt his own anger beginning to fade. He kept quiet until they'd reached his tent, and he'd held the door flap aside for her.


  "I don't suppose you could have," he said then, tiredly. He sat down on the floor cross-legged, withdrawing the blade from his belt again. For a moment he tilted it, studying the workmanship, and then found a cloth to rub over it, bringing more gleam to the metal. "But Ghean, you have to promise me. Next time, you can't interfere. It's one of our Rules. No mortal observers, no interference once a battle is met. Promise me."


  Ghean sat down across from him, pulling her hair over her shoulder and tugging on it while she considered him. "No," she said, finally. Methos looked up, surprised. "I can't promise. I can't imagine letting you fight to your death if I could prevent it. So I won't promise." Her chin set defiantely.


  Methos stared at her a moment, then laughed, setting the blade aside and placing his hands on either side of her face. Too late, he noticed the blood still staining his hand, from stabbing Aroz. Ghean noticed it as well, and Methos waited for her cringe.


  Instead, she lifted her small hands to cover his, with a steady strength. "I love you," she said. "I can't promise not to interfere."


  Methos couldn't stop the smile that worked its way across his face. "You are an impossible woman," he chided, and drew her closer for a kiss.


  "I am," she agreed. She nudged the steel sword away with her toes, and reached for the knife Methos had put back in his belt. "Let's put these away for the night," she whispered, "and find a less war-like way to distract ourselves."


  Methos' smile turned into a grin. "As you wish."

  







  Chapter Thirteen

  The lecture hall lights came up slowly, giving the audience time to adjust. Ghean took the time to scan the auditorium, searching for the Immortal she had sensed when she came onstage. The crowd was shifting, most people collecting their coats and bags and preparing to leave, although a select number began threading their way down to the stage, for a question-and-answer session. Ghean ignored them for a few moments, focusing on the seats that were empty just as the lights came up -- the three seats house right that had been abandoned at the beginning of the lecture.


  Quickly, she glanced over the few people approaching the stage, considering and discarding them as her fellow Immortals. Her eyes strayed back to the seats, no longer abnormal in the emptying room. She tapped her thumb against pursed lips, building the glimpse she'd caught of the trio leaving into a more solid image.


  Three men, all tall, and one had an awkward gait, as if his leg had been injured. The second had been of slender build, and the third inches taller than his companions, and wider of shoulder. It had to be one of them.


  It wasn't a great deal to go on. She beckoned to Michael, encouraging him onstage. "Could you field the questions for me?" she asked quietly. "I think I caught sight of an old friend in the audience, and I'd like to look him up." Close enough; the Immortal who had left at least shared the brotherhood of Immortality with her, and that could be stretched to friendship in a tight pinch.


  Michael, not tall himself, smiled benignly down at her. "Of course. I keep telling you that you don't get out enough. Go take a look. Don't forget the flight leaves at eleven tomorrow morning."


  Ghean nodded. "I'll be there with bells on. Thanks, Mike." She rose up on her toes to kiss his cheek, sending a blush through him that colored the top of his shiny head. Then she hurried backstage to find her coat and to reluctantly switch from the heels she wore to flat black shoes. Even in Atlantis she hadn't been tall, but at least she hadn't stood a full six inches shorter than most of the women, nevermind the men. No one was willing to take someone her size seriously. The only advantage to it was it made it absurdly easy to make people underestimate her.


  She pushed the back doors to the stage open, frowning thoughtfully around the hall, and went up to the main lobby. A bored youth sat behind the ticket booth, his head tilted back as he contemplated the ceiling "Excuse me?"


  The boy jerked upright, looking guilty. "Yes? Um, yes, ma'am? What can I do for you?"


  Ghean tilted her head at the door. "A trio of men left just after the lecture began. Did you see them, by any chance?"


  The kid nodded. "Yeah, an old guy and his sons, it looked like. The old guy walked funny."


  Ghean nodded. "That's them. Did you happen to see which way they went?"


  He deflated. "No, sorry. They just headed out. One of 'em didn't look very happy. Hey, he said somethin' about goin' to a bar or a coffee shop or somethin', does that help?"


  Ghean's eyes lit up. "It does. Thank you." She turned away, then, reconsidering, turned back again. "Was one of them wearing a long coat, kind of like mine?" She moved her hands in her pockets, making the tails of her coat swing.


  "Two of 'em were," the kid said helpfully. "Both the young guys."


  Ghean nodded slowly, lips pursed again. "Thank you," she repeated. "You've been very helpful." Thoughtfully, she crossed the lobby and went out into the Chicago night, wind instantly knocking hair into her eyes.


  She pushed it out of the way and began walking away from the university. The streets were quiet, a steady drizzle beginning to fall, and her walk was counterpointed by the absent pushing of wet hair from her eyes every half block.


  Whomever had been in the auditorium clearly didn't want to meet up with her. Possibly he was young, inexperienced, and didn't want to risk a battle. She pressed her elbow against the hilt of her sword, hidden beneath her coat, and shook her head. Curiousity drove her tonight, not the desire for a head.


  But if whomever it was intended to keep running should she coming looking, he'd have chosen a bar with a bolthole. Or at least, that's what she'd do in his shoes. The only question was, which bar with which bolthole?


  She crossed the street and continued up the block, walking under a streetlamp that sputtered on and off with a faint electric hum. A rag-tag sign hung above a door in the wall, and she backed up to read the sign, resting her hand on the doorknob.


  The rush of nausea hit so fast she swayed, yanking her hand off the doorknob as though it had caused the sudden illness. She backed up, staring at the door, and then a quick smile flashed over her features. She looked both ways down the street, almost missing the alley in the dark and rain. The grin returning, she walked down the alley to lean on the wall a yard or two down from the bar's back door.

  




  Methos broke off his story midword, an expression of intent assessment on his face. Duncan's eyebrows rose and he leaned out of the booth, glancing through the dim bar in expectation. Joe groaned. "Another one?"


  Methos swung out of the booth, pulling a fistful of dollars out of his pocket and throwing them on the table. "Come on," he said, looking over his shoulder nervously.


  "Life with him is never dull," Duncan murmured to Joe as they both slid out of the booth.


  "Not if you like running away," Joe agreed.


  Methos began pushing his way to the back door, using his elbows liberally to clear the path. "A very wise man once said there's no problem so big you can't run away from it, Joe."


  "Yeah?" the Watcher asked. "Who?"


  "His name was Trent." Methos opened the back door, gesturing Duncan and Joe through before him.

  




  Ghean grinned again as the door swung open. So I was right, she thought, in her mother's often-used phrase. That is always satisfying. She pushed away from wall, still smirking, head cocked to the side, to see whom it was she had trapped.


  The first man out was the one with the awkward gait, a good-looking man in his fifties. He used a cane, but perfunctoraly, as though it were old habit and largely unnecessary. Fond exasperation was settled into the lines of his face as he stepped away from the door, waiting for his companions.


  The second man she recognized with a shock, from the years spent as a Watcher. Abruptly, the grey-haired man came into context: he, too, was a Watcher. Joe Dawson, the almost-renegade, who had befriended his charge, Duncan MacLeod. They hadn't seen her yet, waiting on the third man. Ghean stepped back into the shadows a little further, watching with vast interest.


  MacLeod looked less exasperated and more amused than Dawson, an expression that sat well on his handsome features. Ghean had never seen him except in Watcher photograph files, and her eyebrows rose a little in appreciation. He was almost impossibly attractive. No wonder the list of lovers over the years read like a telephone directory. She grinned again at the thought, and then the third man stepped out.


  Her heart gave a violent lurch, pain of the missed beat settling into her stomach as she stared, disbelieving, at the man she had not seen in five thousand years. His black hair was cropped short, now, but the sharp cheekbones and thin, expressive lips were the same. In the darkness, his eyes would be black, deepset and not entirely comfortable with the present situation. Ghean pressed up against the wall, steadying her breathing.


  Methos turned to close the door with a solid thud, and leaned against it a moment, rubbing long hands over his face. "Let's find our hotel and hole up," the ancient Immortal muttered, loud enough to be heard over the rain. "I have had just a little too much fun tonight. I want a bottle of whisky and no more surprises."


  Duncan clapped him on the shoulder. "And then you'll tell us the rest of the story," he prompted. Methos dropped his hands to give Duncan a dirty look.


  Ghean grinned so hard her teeth hurt from pressing them together. Then she straightened her shoulders and stepped out of the shadows, accompanied by the sensation of coming home. The grin still fixed in place, she looked straight at the man she was going to kill. "Hello, Methos."

  







  Chapter Fourteen

  The rain increased from a drizzle to a more enthusiastic downpour. Methos went utterly still, much like a rabbit trying to avoid detection by a soaring eagle. After several seconds, water beaded and dripped off the end of his nose. For the same period of time, Duncan and Joe stood, nearly as motionless, transfixed by the small woman who'd appeared in the alley.


  Mary Kostani was even smaller in person than she'd appeared onstage, standing perhaps nine inches over four feet in the black flats she wore. Short, sharply bobbed black hair was not quite long enough to tuck behind her ears, and damp threads swung forward to stick to her cheeks. They highlighted brown eyes with a slight epicanthic fold and short eyelashes. Olive- toned skin appeared warm, even in the rain, the effect emphasized by a dark orange blazer, visible under her trench coat. She was grinning so widely it looked almost painful.


  The silence drew out as they all stared at each other. When it appeared a stalemate had been called, Ghean, without losing her grin, asked, "Were we going to stand here in the rain all night, or is there a more pleasant place for this little reunion?"


  Methos flinched, as though he'd been bitten. Duncan, casting a glance at his friend, struggled with and lost to a grin, not quite as profound as Ghean's. As he opened his mouth to speak, Methos cut him off.


  "How can you be alive?" It came out like an accusation. Joe and Duncan looked askance at the third man. Some of the humour fled from Ghean's face.


  "No one's taken my head yet," she said flatly, as deliberately obvious an answer as Methos' question had been, without coming anywhere near what he wanted to hear. "Really, Methos, aren't you going to introduce me to your friends?" She stepped forward to offer her hand to Duncan. Methos took an inadvertent two steps backwards. Ghean lifted an eyebrow at him, and spoke to Duncan. "I would say he didn't used to be this careless, but I'm not sure it's true. I'm -- "


  "Ghean." Methos came forward again, clearly irritated with himself for the retreat. "I saw the t--"


  Ghean cut him off with a quick gesture, tsking. "Don't spoil the punchline," she chided him. "My guess is you've been telling them all about us since you ran out of the auditorium."


  "I did not run."


  Duncan and Joe chorused, "You ran." Duncan took Ghean's hand, and bowed slightly. "Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod It's a pleasure to meet you. Do you prefer Dr. Kostani, Mary, Ghean . . . ?"


  Ghean smiled up at Duncan. "Ghean will do. Unlike my infamous husband here, nobody knows I exist." She watched the two mens' faces and nodded slightly. "So he'd gotten that far. I suspected he would have."


  "That's 'legendary'," Methos mumbled. "Not 'infamous'."


  "Ghean, then," Duncan replied. "And this is Joe Dawson."


  Joe stuck his hand out to shake Ghean's. "Nice to meet you."


  "You too, Joe. It's unusual company you keep. Now that the introductions are over," she said plaintively, "could we go somewhere dry?" The last was addressed to Methos, who scowled.


  "I did not run," he muttered, then brushed water off his face. "A hotel? Where are you staying, Ghean?"


  "Actually, I live in an apartment on campus. We could go back there, I suppose. It's only a few blocks. Would that do?" She looked from one man to another.


  "Do you have any beer?" Methos rubbed water off his nose again.


  "As a matter of fact, I do."


  "That'll be fine, then." Methos hunched his shoulders against the rain and walked down the alley, kicking puddles. Ghean watched him, not moving until he reached the end of the alley. Once there, he turned around impatiently to look at her, clearly waiting for directions. Then she followed him up to the street, and took the lead.


  The walk to Ghean's apartment was silent, the silence ranging from hostile and confused to outright curiosity as all four members of the group cast surreptitious looks at one another.


  Ghean was the most outwardly composed. A general amusement seemed to permeate her as she treaded through the rain, grinning frequently at Methos' bunched shoulders. The sing-song, childlike chant ran through her head: I know something you don't know!


  More than one thing. She pressed her elbow against her sabre's hilt a second time, eyes narrowing fractionally as she examined the man just ahead of her.


  Methos' whole body expressed outraged tension. Dead Immortals were not supposed to crop up unexpectedly at seminars. Most particularly, dead Immortals he was married to were not supposed to crop up. It was painfully obvious it was not actually impossible, despite the extraordinarily high improbability. He dropped his shoulders. Rain trickled down the neck of his coat. With a grunt, he hunched up again, forging over the curb and into the middle of the street before catching sight of Duncan turning up the sidewalk Methos had just stepped off. He frowned and altered his course to follow the Highlander.


  Duncan trailed a step or two behind Ghean, keeping pace with Joe. Every block or so the two caught each other eyeing the others, and exchanged slightly abashed grins. Joe lifted an eyebrow and looked quickly at Ghean: What do you think her story is?


  Duncan shrugged elaborately, shooting much the same look back over his shoulder at the sulking Methos: And what's his problem with her?


  Joe shrugged equally elaborately. The two men suppressed laughter, Joe ducking his head to grin at the sidewalk.


  "Right here," Ghean said suddenly, turning abruptly to climb up a short flight of stairs and dig keys out of her pocket. The locks clicked open and she herded the men inside to drip on her carpet. "Towels, anyone?"


  "Beer," Methos said, shedding his coat.


  Ghean pursed her lips at him. "Perhaps it's just fond memory, but I'm sure I remember you being somewhat more polite."


  "It was a long time ago," Methos said shortly.


  Duncan frowned. "Methos. There's no need to be rude."


  Ghean opened a coat closet, reaching up for a hanger. "Why, thank you, Duncan. Do you make a habit of rescuing damels who may or may not be in distress?" She hung her coat up and turned to collect Methos' and Joe's coats. Duncan got his own hanger, grinning.


  "I'm afraid so. Methos thinks it's a character flaw, but most of the damsels don't seem to mind."


  "I'm sure they don't. The beer is in the fridge, Methos. No one else wants a towel? Well, I do. The kitchen and living room are that way." She pointed down the hall and jerked her thumb to the left. "I'll be out in a few minutes." She disappeared into a second door in the hall, her flats clicking on the hardwood floor. Methos marched down the hall in search of beer, leaving Duncan and Joe behind. After a moment, running his hand through wet hair, Joe followed him, turning the corner into the living room.


  The room was elegantly decorated. Bookcases, the top shelves no more than five and a half feet from the ground, were stuffed with textbooks of histories and languages. Knicknacks were settled on top of the bookcases, one a photograph from the early twenties, obviously of Ghean, signed, 'Love, Grandma'. Halogen lamps bounced light off the ceiling and cream-colored walls, the warm lighting clashing with flourescent light from the kitchen at the entrance end of the room.


  A pale cream rug with splashes of crimson covering most of the floor. Joe started guiltily as water dripped onto the rug, and stepped back to the edge, dripping on the hardwood instead. Methos walked past him from the kitchen, carrying four beers by the necks in his long fingers. "College professors must be getting paid better these days than I remember." Ignoring his squelching shoes, the oldest Immortal crossed the rug to sit on an overstuffed loveseat several shades darker than the rug. Three of the beers went onto a glass-topped oak table. The fourth he kept, twisting it open as Duncan came into the room.


  "You left footprints," Duncan said disapprovingly. Methos tilted his beer back, shrugging his eyebrows.


  "You're too refined, MacLeod. Water dries. Have a beer."


  "You're always so free with other people's beer," Duncan commented, but came in to seat himself at a couch matching the loveseat. "Too refined? Aren't you the one who was calling me a barbarian a few days ago?" He reached for two of the beers, offering one to Joe as the Watcher came to sit on the couch as well.


  "Consistency is the hobgoblin of small minds." Methos grinned faintly.


  "Isn't there another one about rudeness being the last resort of the feeble-minded?" Duncan asked. "Why are you being so unpleasant?"


  "That's sarcasm, not rudeness."


  "That wasn't the question I wanted answered, Methos."


  Methos set his beer down and frowned at Duncan. "She should be dead," he said softly. "I don't like mysteries, MacLeod."


  "I can't believe we have no record of her," Joe said. "At least we have confirmed records of you, no matter how old the last ones are. I don't know how somebody could get by for five millenia without the Watchers noticing."


  "My mother did begin the Watchers," Ghean said, walking around the corner. "Maybe she told me all about them, and how to avoid them." She was dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt now, and her hair had been rubbed dry. It stood out from around her face, slightly fluffy. She stopped in front of Joe, displaying the inside of her left wrist to him. The Watchers tattoo, greatly faded, was still visible against her olive skin. "Or maybe I infiltrated them, learned how to avoid them myself, and then went on my merry way." As Joe gaped, she went past him to curl up in the single chair left empty, a dark red recliner. "Or maybe someone there has known about me all along, and has kept the records very secret, at my request, because of this." She pulled a black cord with a silver pendent out from under her shirt, handing it to Duncan and nodding towards Joe. She picked up her beer from the table as she settled back to watch the Watcher.


  Joe gave the pendent a perfunctory glance, looking back at Ghean. Then his gaze returned to the necklace, sharply, and he straightened, staring at the symbol in his hand.


  That the Watchers' symbol had been derived from the necklace he held there could be little doubt. Where the tattoo Joe shared with Ghean and Methos was rounded and undetailed, the necklace was visibly a ram's head, the horns' curve exaggerated to emphasize the features. Etchings, still visible after thousands of years, segemented the horns and drew out eyes and nostrils within the animal's face. In the encircling silver that surrounded the ram's head were thirteen studs, worn down with time but distinct all the same.


  Joe turned his wrist up to study the differences between the necklace and tattoo. Duncan leaned over to do the same, looking back and forth. Methos, elbows on his knees and beer held in both hands, watched the pair of men.


  "Or maybe," Ghean concluded after a few moments of silence, "it's none of those things at all. The necklace was my mother's."


  Joe looked up at Ghean, the necklace still cradled protectively in his palm. "Why a ram? Do you have your mother's records? They would be invaluable."


  "They would be unintelligible. I do have them, but I'm the only one who could translate them. How would you know if I was doing so accurately?"


  Methos turned his head to lift an eyebrow at Ghean. Her lips pursed, and she inclined her head. "I stand corrected," she acknowledged him. "A ram, Joe, was the symbol of my House. My mother considered the Watchers to be her children, as much as I was. In a way, by wearing that tattoo, you are of the last House of Atlantis. It makes you my brother, by Atlantean law, as it makes family of all the Watchers."


  Methos, silently and with a small quirked smile, slid his arm forward to display his inner left wrist. "Sister-wife," he said, somewhat drolly. "A custom I thought the Atlanteans had foregone."


  Ghean's eyebrows elevated, and she looked at Duncan with amusement. "Well?"


  Duncan grinned. "I'm afraid not. Just an ordinary Immortal. I don't belong to any other secret societies."


  Joe, reluctantly, offered the necklace back to Ghean. "I would love to read your mother's files," he said wistfully. "I wonder why we don't have copies of them."


  "Time, most likely," Ghean answered. "I was in the Watchers seventy years ago. I was astonished at how much information they'd managed to maintain over the centuries. The earliest records I could locate were written in Sumerian and heiroglyphics, and then later translated into Greek." A smile lit her brown eyes for a moment. "When I found those, I thought how awfully glad historians would be to get their hands on the translations. The Rosetta Stone had nothing on what the Watchers had done." She dismissed the thought, and went on. "For all that they were scarse, and terribly fragile, those oldest records suggest to me that you didn't lose much time at all, between the beginning of the Watchers and the records you've actually been able to keep. My copies of Mother's records are in Atlantean, but since the language drowned with the city," Ghean's face darkened a moment, and she looked at Methos. His expression remained bland. After a moment, Ghean continued. "Since it drowned with the city, I suspect the original records she kept weren't in Atlantean."


  Methos shook his head. "She kept them in Atlantean. It was far more sophisticated than any other written language of the time. Her disciples kept them in whatever language they wrote most fluently in; she didn't teach them Atlantean. You have her only copies in that language. She did the translations, both of her own records and many of her students' work, into Greek not long before she died. The originals were in tatters."


  "Greek," Ghean said in a soft, dangerous voice, "didn't come into existence for two thousand years after Atlantis drowned."


  Methos shifted his shoulders uncomfortably. "The Fleece worked. Your mother lived a very, very long time."


  Ghean's face went quite still. Five thousand years of drowning and rebirth, while her mother had lived down through the centuries. Betrayal upon betrayal.


  Joe was staring at Methos. "The Watchers," he said in a tone much like Ghean's, "don't have her records. We have nothing about or by the founder of the Watchers."


  "No," Methos agreed, "you don't."


  "Where are they?"


  "Safe," Methos said. "Hidden."


  Duncan finally spoke again. "You're a scholar, Methos. Why didn't you give the Watchers the Greek translations?"


  The smile filtered across Methos' face without touching his eyes. "There was far too much information about me in them."


  Ghean's face was incredulous. "You kept all that information from them to protect yourself?"


  Methos nodded, taking a sip of his beer.


  "How could you do that? How could you dishonor my mother that way?"


  Methos made a moue, shaking his head. "Minyah was a friend of mine. It's possible she knew more about me than anyone else ever has. I can't afford that knowledge to be public, even to as select a public as the Watchers. I have worked very hard for a very long time to make myself an unknown quantity. Believe me, hiding some records is not a particular transgression on the list of things I've done. It has been very successful." He looked directly at Ghean. "In fact, the only person who's been possibly more successful in hiding her existence for the last five millenia is you. How is it that you're alive, Ghean?"


  Ghean glanced at Joe and Duncan. "How far in the story had you gotten?"


  "You'd just forgiven me for being Immortal. Right after you stopped me from taking Aroz's head."


  "Oh," Ghean said. "There's a lot left, then."

  







  Chapter Fifteen

  Atlantis rose out of the sea like a giant's long-forgotten castle. Jagged mountains swept down into the water, waves beating an endless tattoo against the obsidian walls. Far above the sheer edges of stone that met the water, trees clustered along the mountains, rendering the sharp lines just faintly blurred with green softness.


  Tiny ports circled the island, large enough for the fishing boats that provided Atlanteans with their staples of life. Villages scattered up through the mountains at each port, roads spidering in towards the main city, all but nestled in the clouds.


  Methos leaned on the railing of their vessel, hands clasped loosely over the water as he looked up at the legendary island. The ship's captain had announced his sighting of Atlantis at midmorning, and since then, the slender Immortal had been on deck, watching the island as they sailed by. A glance at the sun told him it was midafternoon now. Ghean came up as he looked back towards Atlantis, and smiled at him.


  "The main port is around the next curve," she assured him. "You won't have to wait much longer."


  "How can you tell? One mountain looks the same as any other to me." He gestured at the craggy, weather-beaten stone a few hundred yards away.


  "I've made this journey since I was a little girl. Before my father died, he used to test me on the different ports, to see if I could pick out details to distinguish them." Ghean leaned against the rail, pointing towards a copse of trees that hung precariously out over the water, growing nearly parallel to the water below. "Those trees are how I know Atlantis is around the bend. It's the only place on the island they grow like that. Father used to tell me a story about them. He said that when Atlantis was young, it was a small flat island, without the mountains, good for farming. The waves touched shore gently, with hardly a ripple. A young boy who was very vain would watch himself in the water for days on end, while he was supposed to be keeping watch for enemy ships approaching.


  "One day, the enemies came, and he didn't notice. Because Atlantis is the favored island of the gods, the gods saved us from certain destruction by raising the land into mountains and difficult ports. To punish the boy for his carelessness, they changed him into that stand of trees, destined to always look into the waters and never be able to see his reflection again."


  Ghean smiled up at the trees as the ship passed under them. "I always felt badly for the boy. I can't imagine Atlantis being as beautiful as it is, if it were flat land. I never thought it was very fair of the gods."


  "Your people have kind gods," Methos said. "Most gods would have let the enemy overrun the island, to teach the boy a lesson by killing his family and leaving him the only survivor."


  "Maybe it's because our gods are kind that we've created a civilization unlike anyone else's."


  Methos smiled. "Possibly." The ship banked hard to starboard, and Methos glanced up. "Good gods."


  The port itself was vastly larger than any they'd passed. Ships of varying sizes and shapes were docked or sailing free, some with a multitude of sails catching the wind. Methos stared at one of these with fascination as it swung closer to their own ship, watching a dozen sailors nimbly traversing the deck and masts to better use the wind. Three masts. There were three masts on the ship! Methos leaned further over the railing, squinting against the sunlight on the water to try to get a better glimpse yet. One sailor caught his intense observation and grinned, waving a hand in greeting at the arriving ship. Ghean waved back. Methos, oblivious, continued to study the vessel until it was past. Only then did he turn his attention to the rest of the port.


  Sailing ships mingled with triremes, dozens of oars resting idle in the water in neat rows. Smaller vessels zipped between the larger ships, some piloted by children, who, laughing, would speed alongside their ship for a few moments, until outpaced. Whitecaps churned out of the water shone brilliantly white against the glowing blue of the harbor. An area in the distance had been roped off. No ships sailed there, but a number of people, ranging from child-sized to clearly adult, swam in the water there, their shouts of pleasure mingling with the general cacophany of the port itself.


  The scent of fish was stronger here than it had been on the open water, as fishing boats offloaded their catches in another section of the port. Men and women both worked the boats, calling directions to each other. Methos took it in as rapidly as possible, glancing from one area to another. "I've never seen a port this clean," he remarked to Ghean.


  She split a delighted smile. "We work hard to keep it clean." She pointed to one of the smaller skiffs, captained by a young boy. "They clean up after the ships coming in from the sea. The sewage systems here don't drain into the water. There are natural chutes in the mountains that we drain waste into. About once a moon they're burned clean, to keep disease from coming up."


  Methos looked down at her in admiration. "What everyone else couldn't learn from Atlantis," he breathed, and then, finally, looked beyond the harbor, up to the mountains.


  Just beyond the docks lay an enormous set of gates, opened now, their doors swinging outward as if to encourage the world to enter. Traffic, both horse and foot, moved up and down a broad road cut into the stone. The rise was just shy of dauntingly steep, and even from the water it was possible to see rest areas carved out of the mountains. People and carts, appearing improbably small from the distance, could be made out sitting or napping in the rest areas.


  "The city is just on the other side of the pass," Ghean said. "We won't be able to see it at all until we're at the crest."


  Methos grinned at her. "Until then, I'll have to content myself with admiring you."


  Ghean laughed. "You are not very good at extravagant compliments, Methos. You should practice more."


  "I will," he promised. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up in a wash of warning, and he turned, wary, to scan the ships closest to their own. Not too far away, he watched a man straighten with the same familiar expression of caution on his face. For a moment the two locked gazes across the water. Then the second man inclined his head, in acknowledgement, and returned to his observation of the port. Methos watched him for another few seconds before his attention went back to Ghean. "I will," he repeated vaguely.


  "Are you all right?" she asked, worry creasing her forehead. He nodded, looking over his shoulder as a second tingle of nausea swept over him. Aroz came up from below deck, scowling curiously at the nearby ships, and less benignly at Methos himself. Methos tilted his head towards the ship with the other Immortal on it. Aroz grunted in reply, coming to stand a few feet away from Methos and Ghean, his hands planted at his waist. Methos' battered bronze sword hung from Aroz's hip. Methos absently touched the hilt of the steel sword he now carried, as he nodded at the pass through the mountains.


  "How long does it take to reach the city?"


  "Only an hour or two. The road looks worse than it is. Coming back down takes no time at all."


  The ship banked again, to drift into dock. Ghean hovered impatiently at the gangplank, rushing down it and over the dock to the beach. Methos grinned, watching her spin wildly on the sand, and then went below to collect his journal, too precious to leave to the careless hands of shipsmen. Minyah, engaged in the same task, smiled at him as he left his cabin. "Let me guess," she said. "My daughter is cavorting in the sand like a child released from captivity." She arranged a satchel over her shoulder, and accepted Methos' hand up the ladder leading to the deck. He nodded as she turned to wait for him, and the older woman smiled again. "She has done that on every journey since she could walk. I sometimes think she would outgrow it, were it not for my expectations of her antics."


  Methos straightened, looking down at the sand where Ghean was engaged in animated conversation with a little boy. The child nodded eagerly and ran off, leaving Ghean to begin her dance on the beach again. "I don't know," Methos said. "The celebration seems very much in her nature. She might do it anyway."


  Minyah paused at the gangplank, watching Ghean fall to lie on her back in the sand, smiling up at the sun. "I am glad you came to an understanding," Minyah said as she began making her way down to the dock. "I will be pleased to have you as a son."


  "You just want to study me as a scientific anomoly," Methos accused.


  "There is that," Minyah replied equalably. "You know these last two months she has come to repeat all the stories you have told her to me."


  Methos laughed. "I would save everyone a lot of time if I simply told the stories to both of you at once."


  Minyah blinked mildly at him. "An excellent suggestion." She left Methos at the end of the dock with the suspicion that he had just been had. Bemused, he followed her, stopping on the waterfront beside Ghean.


  "We can't go up to the city yet," Ghean announced. "Ertros is bringing us iced coffee and chocolates to fortify us for the trip up."


  Methos shook his head at unfamiliar words. "Coffee? Chocolates? What are they?"


  Minyah chuckled. "I am not certain they can be qualified as fortifications. They are derived from a bean grown across the ocean. I think neither is necessary for survival, although they are most pleasant."


  "Chocolate," Ghean said firmly, "is necessary for survival. I always bring some when we leave Atlantis," she went on, looking up from her seat at Methos, "and they never last the whole ship's journey to land."


  Methos sat down beside her. "But what are they?"


  "Sweets. At least, the chocolates are. Coffee is bitter but wonderful. Ertros is nearly as tall as I am, Mother. By next summer he'll have outgrown me."


  Minyah looked down at her diminutive daughter. "That is not a difficult task, Ghean."


  "But I remember when he was born!" Ghean mock-wailed. "I'm getting old and decrepit!"


  Methos felt Minyah's glance slide off him, and didn't meet her eyes. "You are the freshest blossom on a young and slender tree," he assured Ghean, grinning. "How was that?"


  She clucked her tongue. "You can't smile. Smiling ruins the whole effect. Ertros!" She bounded to her feet again, waving at the boy who made his way across the sand.


  Shaggy-haired and bare-footed, he was about eleven, and only an inch shorter than Ghean. He carried a plate of mugs, heavy clay that would stand up to being dropped. There were eight chocolates, two for each cup. "You owe me," the boy said to Ghean severely. "It's hot, and I ran all the way up the beach to get this for you."


  Ghean eyed the four mugs. "It looks to me like I paid you back by buying you some coffee."


  "It'll do for starters," Ertros said smugly. He handed a mug to Ghean, then Minyah, and stopped before Methos, studying him suspiciously. "Who're you?" he demanded.


  "My name is Methos."


  "He's my betrothed, Ertros!" Ghean broke in. "We're to be married as soon as we can."


  Ertros' expression slide from suspicion to outright dislike. "He's awfully tall," the boy said critically to Ghean. "And pale. What do you want to marry an outlander for?" After all, his tone said, you've got me.


  Methos ducked his head, grinning at the sand.


  "Well, he's very nice," Ghean explained. "For an outlander."


  Ertros looked dubious, and offered Methos a mug. "Welcome to Atlantis," he said, with chilly precision.


  Methos fought back a smile and nodded his head gravely in reply. "Thank you. I'm honored to meet a man of the island who is such a good friend of Ghean's." He accepted the mug, looking curiously at the chipped ice in the dark liquid. "I've never had coffee before," he confessed to Ertros.


  The boy puffed up visibly. "Real Atlanteans drink it all the time," he said loftily, and took a swig from his own mug to prove it.


  Methos took a more cautious slip, aware of the anticapatory eyes of all three Atlanteans on him. The chilled liquid was considerably more bitter than he'd anticipated, from the slightly sweet scent of it. After another two slightly tentative slips, he slowly nodded his approval. "I think I could get used to this coffee."


  Ghean beamed, clearly pleased. "Now a chocolate," she proclaimed, and broke one of the pieces on the tray in half to pop in Methos' mouth.


  Bittersweet richness coated his tongue. For several seconds he didn't move, letting the bit of chocolate melt in his mouth. Then, in sheer disbelief, he stared at the mug of coffee. "They're made from the same thing?" He took another sip of coffee, trying to discover a similarity in the flavors. Something about the sharp edge. Perhaps. If he used his imagination. And closed his eyes. "That's wonderful."


  Ghean continued to beam at him. "I think he'll fit right in here, don't you, Ertros?"


  Ertros scowled. "I guess."


  Several minutes later, Minyah sighed contentedly over her mug. "We should begin the journey up to the city soon. A sunset over Atlantis would be an admirable way to introduce Methos to our home."


  "Is that your way of saying you've finished your coffee?" Ghean asked, teasing. Minyah nodded, unflappable. "Ah," Ghean said, in a precise mimicry of her mother. "So I was right. That is always satisfying."


  Minyah laughed. "Insolent daughter. I will forbid your marriage and betroth you instead to a toothless old minstrel who must sing tales of woe to earn his daily meals."


  Methos sucked his cheeks in, crumbling in on himself to appear smaller, and climbed to his feet to totter uncertainly towards Minyah. "Will I do, madam?" he creaked. "For such a fair prize I will sing my best songs, though I fear my voice is not what it once was." He blinked near-sightedly at her with eyes suddenly gone rheumy and watery.


  Minyah, unnerved, stepped back from the approaching Immortal, stilling herself after one pace. Her usual composure reasserted itself as she lifted one eyebrow. "How extraordinary," she murmured. "Despite the grain if your skin and the color in your hair, I see an old man."


  Methos pushed himself up straighter, a hand at the small of the back to suggest stiffness. "Not so old!" he said in the same raspy tone. "Young enough to get a fine child on that impertinent daughter of yours, to care for us in our old age!" He thumped an imaginary stick in the sand. Ertros jumped slightly, then looked abashed, casting a glance to see if Ghean had noticed his slip.


  She had not. Still sitting in the sand, Ghean clasped her coffee mug in loose hands, staring up at Methos' act. Minyah laughed, and Methos shook the character off, unbending himself to stand at his full height. "You're spilling your coffee," he said gently to Ghean.


  She flinched the mug upright. "Oh! Methos, that was - - was that you?" With an uncertain frown, she climbed to her feet, setting her empty mug aside on the plate Ertros had brought.


  "Of course it is." Methos extended a hand towards her. "Come. You have a city to show me."


  The trek up the mountains took a little over three hours. Methos was met with mildly curious stares as he walked, and the Atlanteans with him by delighted greetings and hugs. "I believe you'll have introduced me to the entire city by the time we reach the top," he commented softly to Ghean, after they'd been stopped for the fourth or fifth time.


  She laughed. "Just wait. I predict that in the next week our House will be flooded with visitors wanting to see my outland scholar."


  "I'm not that remarkable," Methos protested.


  "Scholars in Atlantis are nothing new. Scholars from outside are a rarity. You'll be very popular. Close your eyes. The city is just over the next rise." Ghean took his hand to lead him forward as Methos closed his eyes, lips quirking with mirth.


  Perhaps two minutes later, as the land changed from an incline to a decline, Ghean stopped. "All right," she decided. "You can open them now."


  Methos did, looking first at Ghean. Her mouth curled in expectation as she watched him. Light from the setting sun gleamed red in her hair and warmed her skin. For a few moments he simply admired her, disregarding the images that were her backdrop. Then, because she was waiting, he looked up and beyond her, to the city.


  Atlantis was the color of fire. Built of stone, it glowed like fading embers, the sun's dying rays reflected in soft-edged shadows that blended the city's edges into the mountains surrounding it. The road he stood on dropped sharply down to the gates. From his vantage, Methos could see the simple layout of the city, built around a central circle. Dominating the central circle was a temple, the roof a high dome that stood above any other buildings in the city.


  Streets webbed out from the temple circle. Without counting, Methos knew there would be thirteen major passageways, and innumberable smaller. The smaller streets fell in ever-widening circles, details lost to the setting sun. It was a city that had been planned, not one that grew up in a random pattern. The symmetry was awe-striking.


  "Gods above," Methos said quietly. "It's . . . I've never seen anything like it, Ghean." He glanced at the black mountain beneath his feet, and back at Atlantis. "The stone," he half- asked. "It looks white." He gestured at the walls, their true color returning as the light dimmed.


  "Legend says that the gods came down to look at the city our fathers built, and they were pleased," Ghean answered. "But it was not enough for the children of the gods, and so they struck it a thousand times with lightning. When the skies cleared, all the color had bleached from the stone, and so it has always been."


  Methos nodded slowly, looking over the city again. "How old is Atlantis, Minyah?"


  "Older than you," she replied, "and more enduring. Shall we go home?"

  







  Chapter Sixteen

  "You are very young to have studied so broadly." It was almost an accusation, from a scholar of Taurus. He was in his middle fifties, very slightly portly, and called Ragar. He also, very clearly, could not decide if he should be impressed with House Aries' new acquisition or resentful of it.


  Methos suppressed a sigh, wondering for the hundred thousandth time what this man would say if Methos told him the truth. "I have tried to keep an open mind and a wide base of studies," he said instead. "I find it's more practical, given my habit of travelling."


  Ghean and Minyah had not been in error, when they'd said Methos would be a featured attraction in the scholarly lineup. The past week Methos had spoken in depth with more people than he usually did in a year. Most of it had been fascinating, stimulating, and he dared imagine he'd made a few friends out of the constant throng of well-wishers and critical intellectuals. He did, however, feel like the prize bull at a market. A significant portion of the visitors had come simply to see what oddity Ghean had brought home from outside. An alarming number of those had returned later with their daughters. The daughters were evenly divided: either they were reluctant and refused to meet his eye, or he required constant motion to keep from being latched onto.


  Ghean sat through each display placidly, to crawl into bed late at night and giggle about it. Methos couldn't decide if he should be offended or relieved that the situation amused her. "What if I found one of them irresistible?" he demanded.


  Ghean propped her chin on his shoulder, smiling. "I'd magnanimously allow you to wed your new beloved," she said cheerfully. "And then I'd sneak into your house and kill you. Right in front of her. And then I'd cart your body off the island and marry you anyway. And I'd hold it all over your head for the rest of my life."


  "That's not fair," Methos said primly. A moment later, with admiration, he added, "You have a mean streak."


  Ghean's grin turned smug. "I do. You'd better not find any of them irresistible, hm?"


  "No one could ever be as stimulating as you are," he promised extravagantly, and pulled her over for a kiss.


  "No one in this lifetime, at least," Ghean replied.


  "You also have a morbid streak, wife."


  Ghean sniffed. "Not yet," she corrected. "Three whole weeks until the ceremony."


  "Doesn't Atlantean law provide that once a parent's blessing has been given to a betrothal, the couple are considered wedded?"


  Ghean nodded. "Mmmhmm. Unless something happens before the ceremony and they decide to not have the words said over them. Then neither is considered to have ever been married." Her eyebrows went up. "Where did you learn so much about Atlantean law?"


  "I spent some time at the library yesterday."


  "When? We had visitors from daybreak to dusk."


  "You had visitors," he said. "I snuck out while you were planning the ceremony." Methos grinned. "And here I was worried you'd be offended that I left."


  "I am," Ghean said. "Terribly. You'll have to make it up to me. Now."


  Methos became aware that Ragar had asked him a question and was waiting patiently for an answer. He blinked, shifting away the memories to search through what the man had been saying. "I've traveled ever since I can remember," he replied. Technically, it was true. "Studying the places and people I came in contact with seemed natural. I was lucky enough to learn to write, so I could keep notes on my studies."


  Ragar shook his head. "How do you survive? Most people aren't interested in histories. Most people don't have enough history." He clearly excluded Atlantis from that group.


  Methos spread a hand in depreciation. "Actually, nearly everyone loves history. They just call them stories. It's how I survive, by telling stories. Almost everyone is willing to offer a space by the fire and a bit of food in exchange for new stories, or even old ones. It's -- " Methos broke off as goosebumps raised on his skin, prickles of caution alerting him to an approaching Immortal. His eyes on the door, he said to Ragar, "Please excuse me? There's someone coming that I need to talk to."


  Ragar shot a startled look at the door. "Of course," he said, clearly puzzled. "Who -- " He, too, broke off, as a shadow appeared in the door. "You must have excellent hearing," the mortal scholar said to Methos.


  Methos twisted a small smile. "Yes," he agreed. "We'll talk more later, Ragar?"


  Ragar nodded, stepping past the new arrival to make his way out of the grounds. Methos stood, examining the man as he entered the room.


  He was tall, nearly Methos' own height, and judging from his coloring, no more of Atlantis than Methos himself was. Fine, narrow features were dominated by lively green eyes that added an animated attraction to a face that fell a little short of handsome. Brown hair was held back in a long tail, falling past his shoulders. He wore the sword at his hip easily.


  "Ah!" he proclaimed, and bowed extravagantly. "The great scholar Methos. At last, we meet."


  Methos' eyebrows lifted, amused but not relaxed. "You have the advantage of me."


  The man straightened, stepping forward to offer a hand. "My name is Karem. I'm afraid I'm only a warrior, nothing to make a fuss about on this island of studies."


  Methos clasped Karem's forearm briefly, then stepped back, still studying the other. "You're the one I saw on the ship last week."


  "I am," Karem agreed. "Terribly rude of me to take so long to stop by and visit, but I've been awfully busy. Do you realize this island is teeming with Immortals?"


  Methos inadvertently glanced through the door, as if expecting an army of Immortals to stand there. "I didn't. I haven't sensed any since I've been here." He gestured at a chair in invitation.


  Karem sat in a loose, fluid movement. "No, you wouldn't have. They're not like us. Somehow these people have discovered how to make artifacts of Immortality."


  Methos regarded the other man skeptically. "How?"


  Karem shook his head. "I have no idea. It seems to be common knowledge, but not bandied about. Each of the Houses apparently has one of these artifacts. That means if they're all in use, there are at least fifteen Immortals on this island, including you and me."


  "Seventeen," Methos heard himself say. "A man and a girl, like us." He sat down across from Karem, intrigued despite himself. "I've seen some of the wonders they've created. They've bred horned war-horses that are possibly the smartest animals I've ever seen. But Immortality artifacts?"


  "I was told about them by a man called Methuselah, years ago. He carried a stone, a giant crystal, and he said he'd been alive for nine hundred years. Can you imagine? A mortal, nine hundred years old? I tested him as best I could. If he wasn't older than I am, he was a brilliant liar."


  Methos' eyebrows crinkled curiously. "Where is he now?"


  "The islanders say he got tired of living, and gave the stone to his grandson. Apparently the grandson has been down in the harbor for weeks, building a boat. He says the gods have told him a disaster is coming and the only way to survive is to sail away from it."


  Methos nodded, with a faint grin. "I see. It grants immortality at the price of lunacy?"


  Karem shrugged. "The old man seemed perfectly sane."


  "Why are you telling me this?"


  "I want to learn how they're made. You're already an established scholar. They'll be more receptive to you than me." Karem leaned forward, eyes bright and eager. "Can you imagine, Methos? The ability to grant Immortality to our loved ones? Never losing the people we care about?"


  Thinking guiltily of Ghean, Methos murmured, "It's not our decision to make."


  Karem spread his hands expressively. "Who better? We have experience at Immortality. We can pick and choose those who would be best suited for it and bestow it upon them."


  "A world full of Immortals," Methos retorted. "Do their artifacts, if they work, prevent children? How long until the births so far outnumbered the deaths that there was nowhere to live? How would you feed everyone?"


  "The world's a big place, Methos! We wouldn't have to worry about it for generations."


  Methos rubbed his eyes with the tips of his fingers. "You sound like them," he accused. "Thinking of now instead forever. You could live forever, Karem. How long do you think they'd let you live if they realized you were born to live eternally, while they had to depend on trinkets and toys?"


  "If I gave them the toys, why would they be anything but grateful to me for sparing them from death?"


  "Because men are remarkably dense, Karem. They will kill what they fear, and they fear that which is different. They'd kill you, and me, and any other Immortal like us they could find."


  "So I'd choose my children carefully." Karem leaned forward again, strands of his ponytail falling over his shoulder with the movement. "It's what they'd be to us, Methos. Think of it. Children of our own."


  "We can't have children," Methos said impatiently. "At best they'd be -- disciples, students, to whom we'd be mentors. And sooner or later they'd turn on us."


  "Not if we kept how to make the artifacts a secret."


  Methos let out an explosive sigh. "What has been discovered once will be again. If your old man was telling the truth, Atlantis has had the secret of Immortality for nearly a thousand years. They've kept it secret, too. Take heed from their counsel, Karem. Let it lie."


  "Bah! I'll convince you yet, but I've no wish for quarrel with you. Are we still at peace?" Karem sat back, watching Methos.


  The scholar nodded. "We are. Think abou . . . " He trailed off, lifting his eyes to the door as the chill of warning came over him for a second time in the afternoon. Karem turned to face the door, dropping his hand non-too subtly to the hilt of his sword.


  Seconds later, Aroz appeared in the doorframe, expression as wary as both Methos' and Karem's were. Methos relaxed slightly, back into his chair, and gestured at the Immortal sitting across from him. "Karem, Aroz, of the House Aries. Aroz, this is Karem, an intinerant . . . troublemaker, I think." Methos grinned apologetically as Karem shot him an amused, mock-offended glance.


  Aroz looked over Karem with apparent disapproval. "A friend of yours?" he asked Methos.


  Methos tilted his head. "Time will tell. We've only just met. I doubt you're here for my company, Aroz. What do you need?"


  "Ghean is not here." Unnecessary as the question was, Aroz made it sound more like a statement.


  "Mmm, no." Methos shook his head. "When it became apparent I was going to spend the entire afternoon discussing obscure historical texts with Ragar, she went down to the market. Wait a moment," he said, as Aroz turned to leave, broad shoulders temporarily filling the doorway. "You've been a part of Atlantean society a while. "Did you know a man named Methuselah?"


  Aroz stopped, looking back over his shoulder. "He's dead now."


  "But you knew him," Karem interjected. "Tell Methos about his crystal, his immortality stone."


  Aroz cast a look down the walkway towards the distant market, and, sighing heavily, came back into the room to stand in a wide-legged stance, arms crossed over his chest. "I met Methuselah when I was very young," he admitted. "Nearly two hundred years ago."


  "Hah!" Karem barked triumphantly. "You see, Methos? They do have the gift of Immortality."


  Methos ignored Karem, frowning studiously at Aroz. "Why doesn't everyone here have artifacts that extend their lives?"


  "Don't they?" Aroz came further into the room, to sit stiffly. "What's the average mortal lifespan, Methos?"


  Methos waved his hand. "Thirty, thirty-five years."


  "Atlanteans live an average of sixty."


  "Yes, I know. I assumed their lifestyle, their knowledge -- "


  "Maybe. Maybe not. I don't think they're sitting on a well of spring water that lets them live forever, but they live twice as long as the rest of the world, and some of them do have objects that appear to protect them from death."


  "How?" Methos shook his head.


  Aroz split an ugly grin. "I don't know. Maybe they're right, and the gods did favor them."


  "Why only one for each House, then, if that's how it works? Why not for everyone?"


  "There are at least two Houses whose artifacts aren't related to Immortality, at least not directly. The war-horses, though I'm told they don't age, are Taurus' gift from the gods, and there's a box of bones for Scorpio, which are supposed to transform into warriors when planted in the dirt."


  "That seems unlikely," Karem said dryly.


  "So does Methuselah's crystal," Methos said. Karem conceded the point with a brief nod. "But why not one for everyone?" Methos repeated.


  Aroz lifted a thick shoulder and let it fall. "Legend says that the final artifact was hundreds of times more powerful than any of the others, that the gods poured far more into its creation than any of the others. There was nothing left to make smaller gifts with."


  "How careless of the gods," Methos murmured. "What was it?"


  "A book."


  "A book?"


  Aroz nodded. "That's what they say. It was created and lost before Atlantis had written language."


  "What was in it?" Karem asked.


  Aroz spread his hands. "Who knows? The secrets of alchemy, of science, perhaps nothing at all. It doesn't matter. It doesn't exist anymore."


  "What if the book explains how to make the artifacts?" Karem's voice was eager.


  "Then it's better off lost," Methos said, and stood. "Enough of us handle Immortality badly. Giving it to all mortals would be disastrous."


  "Who are you to make that decision?" Karem demanded.


  Methos' voice sounded thin to his own ears. "I am the oldest Immortal." He paused at the door to slip his sword-belt on, then walked out through the gardens and down into the city.


  Karem's eyebrows elevated slowly, and he looked at Aroz. "Is he?"


  The black man shrugged, standing to follow Methos. "Ghean says he claims to be a thousand years old. Do you know anyone that age?"


  Karem shook his head as he, too, came to his feet. "No. Who's Ghean?"


  Aroz's face shut down. "Methos' betrothed."


  Understanding glittered in Karem's eyes. "You love her," he guessed, as they left Methos' suite. "Perhaps she was intended for you, before he arrived?"


  Aroz stopped at the head of the garden path, watching Methos as he grew smaller with distance. "Never aloud," he said grudgingly. "An understanding between her mother and I."


  "Why not just take his head?"


  "I tried," Aroz answered emotionlessly. "I lost. Ghean stopped him from taking my head."


  "He has weaknesses, then. He can be swayed by her. Maybe that can be used against him to your advantage."


  "Why my advantage, and not yours? A thousand years of power would make someone very strong."


  Karem stepped down the path towards the city. "I want his influence with the scholars in Atlantis more than I want his head. Once I've obtained that, who knows?"


  Aroz followed, letting out a sound of amusement. "I won't wait if I have the chance for his head," he warned the other man.


  "She'll only die, you know. Is it worth it?"


  "She's one of us," Aroz said. "Not yet Quickened. We could have eternity."


  "Really," Karem breathed. "How very interesting. All that untapped potential. You'll have to introduce me to the girl. Does she know?"


  "No. She knows about us, but not that she's one of us."


  Karem nodded. "What does she know about Atlantis' history?"


  Aroz shook his head. "She's studied to be an architect, not a historian. Minyah, Ghean's mother, is the one you'd want to talk to for history."


  "Mmm. Let's find a drink at the marketplace, Aroz, and you can tell me about Minyah."

  







  Chapter Seventeen

  Moonlight's hard shadows mixed with the softer, flickering edges of candlelight shadows. Methos sat with his head dropped, long fingers pressed against his temples and forehead. The papers spread over the table in front of him were written in Atlantean, recognizable but painfully archaic. He hadn't moved in four hours, other than turning pages and sipping coffee.


  Karem's stories had intrigued him more than he wanted to admit. Artifacts of Immortality were a tempting focus of study, even if they didn't work. If they did, having the knowledge to make them, whether he used it or not, would be stimulating.


  Two weeks of friendly banter and scholarly exchanges had built a camaraderie between Methos and the mortal scholar Ragar. Methos had slowly convinced Ragar to tell him the stories of Methuselah's crystal, and then of other artifacts.


  He'd asked Minyah where the Fleece of House Aries was. She looked at him thoughtfully before bringing him into one of the smaller, unused rooms in the house. It was filled with wool cloaks, dyed through a spectrum of yellows, all hanging on small racks set into the walls. "Can you tell which one it is?" she'd asked curiously.


  Methos pursed his lips slightly, walking around the room. His footsteps on the stone floor were muffled by the wool that virtually lined the walls. After several minutes, he returned to Minyah's side. "Not at all," he confessed. "It's a cloak? I was expecting . . . a sheepskin, I suppose."


  She crossed the room unerringly, to select a mid-length cloak dyed pale gold. "This one." Folding it over her arm, she presented it to him. He took it gingerly, half expecting some sort of backlash.


  It looked, and felt, like a perfectly ordinary cloak. "You're sure?"


  Minyah nodded. "Quite. Somewhat more elegant than flinging a sheep's skin on over one's shoulders, I believe. It produces no special feeling, nothing like your sensation that warns of other Immortals?"


  Methos shook his head, inspecting the cloak more carefully. "Nothing. I would never be able to choose it out of a room full."


  "I thought not." Minyah sounded smug. "Our gifts of Immortality are utterly unrelated to yours."


  Methos looked up from the cloak. "Did you know Methuselah?"


  Minyah nodded. "Certainly. In truth, I never thought to test our cloak, despite knowing his crystal worked. Many of us saw him as something closer to the gods than we are, a protector left from the early days of the island. That the gift could be passed on did not occur to me. Shall we test it?"


  "Test it?" Methos looked skeptical. "How? It won't work for me; I'm already Immortal."


  Minyah took the cloak back, slipping it over her shoulders. "It is supposed to protect the wearer from harm." She nodded at his sword. "Strike at me."


  Methos' eyebrows went up in horror. "And if it doesn't work? I really don't want to explain to Ghean that I accidentally chopped her mother in half ten days before the wedding."


  Minyah laughed, and extended her hand. "Give me your knife, then. I will test it myself, in the same fashion that you showed Ghean your healing ability."


  Reluctantly, Methos unsheathed the little blade and placed it in her palm. "Don't cut too deep," he warned. "If it doesn't work, I'd hate to see you crippled. A scholar needs her hands."


  Minyah nodded, shifting her grip on the hilt, and considering her other palm. "I find this somewhat alarming," she announced, then took a quick breath and sliced the blade over her palm. A sharp cry of alarm escaped her, and Methos caught her wrist to turn her palm towards him, flinching in anticipation.


  The skin of her palm was whole, not even creased by the blade's path. Shocked, Methos looked at the knife, which remained unbloodied. "Dear gods."


  Minyah stared at her palm with as much surprise as Methos. "By the gods," she agreed softly. "So it is true. It protects the wearer."


  "Minyah," Methos said, slowly. "May I try it? Our healing doesn't stop a wound from happening, it just heals it faster. It might work . . . ."


  Minyah, still looking wide-eyed at her hand, pulled the cloak off and handed it to Methos. He swung it on and took his knife back from Ghean's mother. With less trepidation than she had shown, he drove the knife towards his palm.


  Both mortal and Immortal startled violently at the sharp crack of the horn blade shattering. Methos lifted it to study the jagged pattern where the tip had broken off, then turned his hand up to gaze at the unbroken skin. I could be invincible. With a shiver, he pulled the cloak off again and handed it back to Minyah. "That is not for me," he said softly, intently. "Not for any of my kind. If it fell into the hands of the wrong Immortal, if he were the last one -- destroy it, Minyah, before handing it to an Immortal again. Destroy it."


  Minyah folded the cloak over her arm. "The last one," she repeated. "You battle to the death, but why?"


  Methos turned away. "Put the Fleece away," he asked softly. "I don't want to watch you do it. Because there can be only one. Someday there will be a Gathering, and the last of my kind will come together to fight to the end. There is a prize, of some sort, for the last one." He heard her cross the room, shifting cloaks aside as she hung the Fleece.


  "What is the prize?"


  He shook his head, back still turned to her. "I don't know. None of us do. It could be anything."


  She came around to stand before him, eyes calculating and thoughtful. "Do you want it?"


  Methos looked down at her. "I want to live."


  I want to live. Methos rubbed his eyes again, before pushing his stool away from the desk so he could stand. The Fleece, stored with the dozens of other cloaks, was painfully tempting. More than once he'd found himself retracing the route to the storage room, only to deliberately walk away when he'd realized his goal. The distinct belief that wearing the cloak was cheating kept flashing through his mind, coupled with an irrational suspicion that it would somehow stop working at the precise wrong moment. Such a device would encourage complacency, reliance on an outside resource, and that could be -- would be -- his undoing. Survival was a solitary pursuit.


  With a quiet sigh, Methos reassembled the papers he'd been going through. After nearly two days of meticulous research, he was certain that the histories would not provide him with the details of how to create the artifacts, nor with the location of the mythical book of Aquarius. Still, he would finish reading them in the morning.


  Barefooted, he padded into the bedroom, watching Ghean sleep for a few moments. Relaxed in the dim moonlight, her hair flowing over the edge of the bed, she looked little more than a child, her twenty years reduced to fourteen or fifteen. With a smile, he slipped out again, hesitating briefly in the main room before blowing out candles and picking up his sword and making his way down towards the city.


  The streets were deserted, even the market entirely closed down for the night. Methos glanced absently at the moon and the position of the stars, judging it to be well past midnight, closer to the new dawn than last night's dusk.


  The city glowed, the white stone reflecting the moonlight with an eerie, unreal edge, as if lit from within. The shadows were blued, full darkness unwilling to encroach on the city's streets. It lent an aura of peace to the sleeping town, lulling Methos' walk into a slow and leisurely pace.


  He had almost reached the temple at the city center before he realized it was his destination. He paused at the door, considering the blade he still carried, sheathed, in his hand. He knew of no mortal enemies on the island, and Immortal enemies could not fight on holy ground. Never-the-less, Atlantis had no tenements requiring temple-goers to abandon their weapons outside the sanctuary, and after a moment's debate, Methos stepped inside, sword still in hand.


  The weeks in Atlantis had not afforded him more than a few minutes' visit in the temple. It had been enough to register fine architecture and artwork, but little else. Now, he thought, the wait had been worthwhile. The circular building was domed, the roof set upon wide pillars at even intervals. Head tilted back to study them, Methos walked further into the temple, coming to the center of the room and placing fingertips on the altar that dominated the building.


  The pillars were carved, each in its own distinct style, as if each of the thirteen had been commissioned by a different artist. The Houses of Atlantis were represented there, beasts and creatures from the stars rendered in white marble to hold up the dome of the sky. Some were stunningly lifelike, the effect added to by the shadows cast by the moon's bright light. Methos turned to find the ram of Aries, whose wide horns supported his section of the ceiling. With a self-mocking smile, Methos bowed to the stone animal, amused at the real respect he felt. Though his own gods, if he'd had any, were long dead, there was still a small degree of familiarity in acknowledging the gods of others.


  Scattered cushions were the only seats in the temple. Atlantis' religion was more one of quiet contemplation than gathered masses, though the central altar saw monthly sacrifices from each House, as its constellation grew dominant. Faint, discolored traces of blood stained the stone, rendered innocent by the lighting.


  Methos withdrew from the altar, fingers sliding off smooth, worn stone, and knelt on a nearby cushion, sword held loosely across his thighs as his eyes slowly drifted shut. Time slipped away, the meditative silence of the temple helping to loosen the restraints of memory.


  The arrogant claim of a few weeks ago came back to him: I am the oldest Immortal. The oldest, but not the first. Not unless somewhere in the forgotten days of his past he had made up the rules that governed him, governed them all.


  It seemed like he should remember doing something like that, and so it stood to reason he had not.


  Memories prompted by centuries of journal-keeping, remembered because they had been written down, surfaced. Heads he'd taken, ages of the Immortals who had died. None of them had been older than he. But what about the first one? With a heavy breath, Methos let all conscious thought slip away from him, giving himself up to the flickers of memory.


  The first head, the first Quickening. The electric thrill still jolted his fingertips, raising hairs on his arms. Power was left, but the man whose head he'd taken was gone, memories of his life swept away on time's river as much as any mortal life might be lost. For an instant, the thick features came into focus: wide nose, heavy cheekbones and wild, wild hair, frantic eyes visible in flashes under it. Methos snatched at the image, trying to follow it to more knowledge, only to watch is dissolve. Hunger and fear, rage and despair, replaced it, the sensations remembered more in bone and muscle than in mind.


  With thoughtless determination, Methos pursued even those shreds of memory, wading through the grey blur of time. On one level, he noticed the prickle at the back of his neck as he sat in the temple, noted the arrival of another Immortal. Beyond the awareness, he ignored the physical, falling deeper into memory in search of answers.


  Nothing came forward. No faces, no teachers, nothing of the Immortals who had come before him. Briefly, the face of an old man, toothless with age and utterly bald, filled Methos' mind. With it came a dozen other glimpses of faces, men and women and children whose presence spoke faintly of family to the ancient Immortal. As quickly as they'd come, they were gone, leaving Methos with a small smile playing at his mouth. He spoke without intending to, voice quiet in the stone temple. "Zethres het'dyan, Nolan."


  Karem's voice broke him out of his reverie entirely. "What did you say?"


  Methos opened his eyes to regard the man crouched on a cushion some feet away. "Zethres het'dyan," he repeated, the words suddenly awkward in his mouth. "It means . . . 'your memory is mine', roughly. It's something you say to someone who is dying or leaving, so they'll know they won't be forgotten."


  "Who is Nolan, then?"


  "He was . . . " Methos freed one of his hands from around the sword, lifting it to pinch the bridge of his nose. "A friend," he said finally. "A mortal."


  "I didn't recognize the language."


  Methos dropped his hand to look across the room again. "Neither did I," he said, with no particular humour. "What are you doing here?"


  "I might ask you the same thing."


  "I was meditating," Methos said dryly, "until you interrupted me."


  "With a sword on your lap?"


  Methos shrugged, unfolding himself from the cushion. "We live and die by the sword. Why not pray by it, too? You ask a lot of questions, Karem."


  Karem smiled, easily. "It's the best way to learn. Have you learned anything else about the Immortality artifacts?"


  "No." half a dozen explanations and appendages leapt to mind, and Methos closed his mouth firmly on them. No need to let Karem know he'd actually been researching the artifacts. Better to let him think he'd dismissed the stories entirely.


  Karem remained where he was, crouched over the cushion. "Have you looked?"


  Methos showed half a smile, shaking his head. "No, again, I'm afraid. Maybe in twenty years when they're used to me."


  "I want it now."


  "Why?" Methos paused at the door, looking at the other Immortal. "Is someone dying, or are you anticipating a challenge you can't win without a crutch?"


  Curious, Karem looked up. "Do you think they'd work for us?"


  Methos shook his head. "Our Immortality doesn't work that way," he lied smoothly, then grinned quickly. "What if it turned out to be catastrophic?" What if it did? There was no recompense for trying to stab myself, but I wasn't in battle with another Immortal. "I wonder if there's a rule we don't know about. 'No using Immortality artifacts.' Like no fighting on holy ground."


  Karem glanced around the temple. "What happens if we fight on holy ground, O Oldest Immortal?"


  Methos spread his hand. "I don't know. I've never tried. Good night, Karem." He stepped through the temple doors, letting them swing shut behind him. Outside, he stopped a moment, looking down the broad avenue that lead into the city. Who taught me that we couldn't fight on holy ground? After a few seconds, he let the question go, along with the other half-remembered memories of the night. Whomever it had been, whomever he himself had once been, were both lost to time. Methos walked down the steps and back into the city, leaving the questions behind in the sanctuary of the Atlantean temple.


  He returned to the house as the sky began to bleed grey with dawn's arrival. Ghean sat up in bed, blinking tiredly at him through long strands of hair. "Where have you been?"


  "Setting old ghosts to rest," Methos said after a moment. "Or trying, at least. I didn't mean to wake you."


  Ghean's smile was rueful. "I haven't been sleeping well. I wake up and wonder if it's the morning of the ceremony yet."


  He chuckled. "Not for three days."


  Ghean pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. "Mother says you've been studying about the House artifacts."


  Methos nodded. Ghean's expression turned wistful. "Do you suppose they might work? That I could live forever with you?"


  A pang of guilt went through Methos. "You'll inherit Aries' artifact when your mother dies, Ghean. If it works, you'll find out then."


  "I'll be old when she dies, gods keep her. I want to be young forever, like you are. I'm the last of my House, Methos, and we won't ever have children. I don't want my House to die out."


  At a loss for words, Methos sat on the edge of the bed, wrapping his arm around Ghean's shoulders to pull her close to him. Marry a mortal, then. The thought came and went. Married to him or not, Ghean would never bear children. "The artifacts seem to work," he said into her hair. "I'm looking for Aquarius' artifact. It's supposed to be a book, maybe one that explains how to make the other talismans. It was apparently lost a long time ago."


  He felt, more than heard, the little sigh of relief that indicated she believed he was not abandoning her to old age. Guilt filtered through him again, and he fell silent, unwilling to betray her secret to her. Muffled against him, she spoke, and he leaned back to hear her better.


  "It's supposed to be under the temple," she repeated. "At least, that's where we always looked for it when we were little. We would stage great hunts every year. There's nothing under there, though, no way to get under it. So we would usually get chased off." She laughed quietly. "During my ninth summer, a friend of mine took an axe and started chopping at the stone. He only scarred it a little, but I've never seen the priests so angry in all my life."


  "Under the temple?"


  Ghean nodded. "The older children tell the younger ones, and it goes down through the years. Nobody's ever found anything under it, though. The temple's the oldest building in Atlantis, and the floor is solid stone."


  "Why didn't any of the scholars tell me that?" Methos asked wonderingly.


  "Because it's a children's story, I suppose. I'm sure that some of them went looking once they reached adulthood and didn't have to hide from the priests anymore. There's nothing there. Everyone would know, if there were."


  "Would they?" Methos asked. "If someone found the Book of Atlantis under the temple, would they tell everyone? Or anyone? It's supposed to be the city's greatest treasure. Why risk it?"


  Ghean's voice became offended. "It is the greatest treasure. Atlanteans aren't brigands or thieves. It would be safe."


  "Maybe. But more likely someone would get drunk and mention it to an Outsider, and the island would be overrun by armies of men searching for the gift of Immortality."


  "The gods would protect us," Ghean said confidently. "They have always protected us from outlanders. At any rate, there's no room under the temple. Nobody can hide something so well that thirty generations of children couldn't find it."


  Methos laughed. "All right," he acquiesced. "You have a point there."


  Ghean looked out the window, considering the rose-colored sky, and then glanced sidelong at Methos. "I don't suppose my lord could be persuaded to come to bed for a few hours. I know I'm not as stimulating as intellectual pursuits, but I do try . . . . "


  Methos struggled to keep laughter off his face. "I could use a few hours' sleep," he agreed blissfully, and laughed aloud when Ghean caught him in the face with a pillow.

  







  Chapter Eighteen

  "Tell me about the room under the temple." Methos looked across the high desk, his fingers steepled. Ragar paled, eyes widening as he opened his mouth, on the verge of asking how Methos had learned of it. Within a fraction of a second he regained control over his expression, shock panning away to mild perplextion.


  "Room under the temple? I don't know of any such thing. The temple is set into the bedrock of Atlantis."


  "It must have been difficult to carve out the room, then." Methos stood, coming around the desk to lean on it, studying Ragar from above. The mortal scholar returned the ancient Immortal's gaze with evident confusion.


  "Truly," Ragar protested. "I know of no such room. What purpose would it serve?" Deep in his eyes, Methos read the faintest calculation as Ragar judged how much innocence he should claim to. Methos sighed, straightening away from the desk and pacing the room with long, idle steps.


  "My guess," he said, turning his head to speak directly to Ragar while he moved, "is that there is a tunnel, probably leading from House Aquarius, probably very deep through the stone, that leads directly to the room. A maze is more clever, of course, but also a great deal more work, and I have yet to discover anything in Atlantean history that indicates the ownership of slaves. It's not impossible, of course; histories are easily adapted, but for theory's sake I'll trust the texts."


  "We are the favored of the gods," Ragar said stiffly. "We have no need to enslave other races."


  "Ah," Methos smiled. "So the tunnel was dug by Atlanteans?"


  "I don't know what you're talking about," Ragar repeated, narrowly keeping from snapping out the words.


  "The stone is soft enough to carve," Methos continued thoughtfully. "The sacrificial altar outside the temple seems to have a room for pooling blood beneath it; I presume it drains into the waste crevasses Ghean told me about. How long do you think it would take to break into the other room, if I went into the blood room and started chiseling my way towards the temple?" He reached the far side of the room and began circling back the other way, still watching Ragar. "Probably from House Aquarius," he repeated, "from a room possibly hidden underground itself; the architects of Atlantis are too astute to fail to notice an extra wall or wing on the outside of a house that wasn't available from the inside." Ragar frowned a little. Methos smiled in response, nodding slightly as he went on. "The room built, the tunnel dug, the hidden room beneath the temple carved out, and the Book of Atlantis stashed there, safe from prying eyes, and called lost."


  "How did -- " Ragar burst out, then groaned at his self- betrayal. "How did you know about the Book?"


  Methos came around to sit back at the desk. "How much of it did I have right?"


  "I only know about the Book by legend," Ragar tried, knowing the lie would be dismissed. Methos waited, and after a moment the round scholar sighed. "Enough of it," he said grouchily. "How did you know?"


  Methos tilted his head, letting a shoulder rise and fall. "A few of the right questions, a few of the right people, at the right time. Then some simple deduction. The children tell stories about a room beneath the temple, though none have ever seen it. It seemed unlikely that at least a few of the more enterprising of them wouldn't be able to find it, if such a thing existed." He leaned back, regarding Ragar. "Were you one of the ones who did?"


  Ragar's expression was caught between defeat and the remains of a childhood pride. "I was," he allowed. "There are a few in every generation who do. They're almost all brought into the circle who know and protect the truth, and they virtually all become scholars."


  Methos' eyes narrowed. "Almost all? What about the ones who aren't?"


  "There are always one or two who aren't suited for the task of protecting the Book. Gods, man," Ragar said, staring at the dark look clouding Methos' face. "What do you think we do, drown them? They're given a drink that makes them susceptible to believing what they're told. We give them a story about a dead-end tunnel outside the city, and encourage them not to talk about it. They rarely do."


  Methos relaxed a bit, nodding. "What about the ones who do?"


  Ragar shrugged. "There's a dead-end tunnel outside the city. It's maintained so it won't be dangerous, and they lose interest."


  Methos brushed the explanation aside, satisfied the refined Atlantean culture wasn't hiding a barbaric underside. "I want to see the Book, Ragar."


  The other man shook his head, almost violently. "No one outside of Atlantis has ever read it. They would never let you near it."


  "I'm not interested in what 'they' would do. Apprentice me, adopt me into your House; I don't care." The germ of an idea finally focused in Methos' mind, the real reason the hidden book was of such interest to him. If it really held the secrets of Immortality, perhaps he and his kind were explained in somewhere in its pages. Older than you are, Minyah had said of the city. Maybe somewhere in Atlantis' past, those who had held the power to create the artifacts had crossed paths with the first of those who would be Immortals, born throughout the centuries and living on down through them. Methos looked up, eyes intent on Ragar's face. "Ragar, please. This is very important to me, for reasons I can't explain."


  Ragar studied Methos shrewedly. "Can't," he asked, "or won't?" Dismissing the question as he asked it, Ragar added, "It was written in the earliest days of Atlantis, Methos. The language is barely decipherable to those of us who have spent our entire lives studying it. You wouldn't be able to read it."


  Methos, with frightening certainty, said, "I will be able to read it, Ragar. Just get me to it."


  Ragar went still, the peculiar stiffness of an animal being hunted. He said nothing, completely absorbed by his examination of Methos, as though another moment's study would produce a flash of insight that would explain Methos. Seconds stretched into more than a minute before he broke the pose. "If I do this for you," he said slowly, "you will tell me what it is that you're hiding."


  "I'd risk my life by doing that, Ragar."


  "I risk mine by smuggling you in to see the Book!" Ragar snapped. "Is it a bargain, Methos?"


  Methos fell silent, once more regarding his companion. In time, he inclined his head. "It is a bargain, Ragar. The Book, and then my story. How do we do this?"

  


  In the end, it was remarkably simple. The entrance beneath the House Aquarius garden was left unguarded, simply to avoid broadcasting the fact there was something worthy of guarding. A significant portion of the afternoon was spent waiting patiently for Herdon, the head of the household, to make his daily journey down into the city. When finally he did, Methos and Ragar took the hill up to the House, in hopes of visiting the lord of Aquarius. His wife apologetically explained his absence, and escorted them out through the garden, glad of the chance to show off the wild flower arrangements. The door was left open by a judicious shove of a rock in the crack, and half an hour later they snuck back in, hurriedly following the twisting paths to a dead end wall. Ragar put his shoulder against it, shoving lightly, and it swung inward, leaving Methos studying the width of the walls all around with some curiousity.


  "Come on," the rotund scholar hissed, and disappeared down a ladder built into the wall, barely two feet from the door. Methos followed, swinging the door shut again with a faint grating of stone.


  "I hope that opens again from down here," he said, once he reached the bottom.


  "It does," Ragar said. "There's even a remarkably clever device which uses mirrors and allows you to check the surrounding area to be certain no one is there when you come out again."


  "Good idea," Methos said. "Was it installed before or after someone got caught?"


  Ragar struck up a light, lifting it to grin at his Immortal companion. "After," he allowed. "There were more recruits that year than usual. Someone came out in the middle of a birthday party."


  Methos laughed. "Poor planning, that." He glanced around. The room they stood in was hardly large enough to deserve the name, bleeding into the tunnel only a few feet away. Frowning down the tunnel, Methos realized with mild dismay that the only reason he had head room at the moment was to permit the ladder stretching above him. He sighed, rubbing his neck in anticipation of stiffness, and gestured. "Your territory. You first." Which will prevent me from walking unwary into any traps.


  It took longer than he expected. The tunnel wound more than he'd anticipated, and after the third sharp turn, Methos asked, "This was dug this way on purpose?"


  Ragar stopped, lifting the light close to the wall to allow it to reflect. "No," he explained. "The first fifty or seventy hards had been carved out when someone broke through to a chute in the stone. They followed it to its end -- or as close as they could. It comes out under water, actually near the harbor. After enough surveying, they determined that it passed within yards of the temple, and so they used it." He gestured with the little lantern, making light bounce off the walls. "See how smooth the walls are? My teacher thought there had been a river through here, once. If you follow it the other way, it comes out in a deep basin outside the city."


  "Where the blocked-off tunnel is?" Methos guessed.


  Ragar grinned, and nodded, continuing down the pathway. "Indeed. There's more than fifty feet of solid packed rock between that blockaded end and open tunnel." He swung the lantern forward, indicating the far end of the tunnel. "They didn't want to risk water damage to the Book, so the other end has also been blocked off. It's one of the things initiates do. Everyone must add at least ten feet of new stone during the three years they're students. Each time there's an earthquake, someone goes tearing down to check on it, but so far, nothing has budged the stones we've set in."


  "Earthquakes?" Methos said. "Are there a lot of those?"


  Ragar nodded dismissively. "I'm surprised you haven't felt one. You've been here a month. Usually there are one or two every moon that are strong enough to feel, but nothing damaging. You get used to it. Those of the island don't usually think much of them."


  Methos laughed. "I'll try to adopt that cavalier attitude, Ragar. It may take some time."


  "There are no earthquakes where you come from?"


  Good question. "No, though I've felt them a time or two in my travels. Disconcerting, to have the earth shift under your feet."


  Ragar laughed, about to respond, but pulled up as the men rounded a corner and faced a dead end. Methos frowned at it curiously. "Either that's a door or your initiates have been a little too thorough."


  "The former," Ragar chuckled, lowering the lantern to inspect a small crevasse in the stone. Two faint clicks sounded as he poked his finger into the niche. The wall swung back silently. "The Book," Ragar said a little dryly, and gestured Methos into the room.


  "You first. I insist." Though Methos kept his tone light, Ragar glanced at him sharply before stepping through the doorway into the room beneath the temple.


  It was only slightly smaller than the temple itself, Methos saw as he followed the mortal into the room. To his relief, it was also carved a little higher than the tunnel had been, and he straightened, rubbing his neck as he looked around. The top of his head barely missed brushing the ceiling; had his hair been cut short, the ceiling would have bent it.


  Ragar circled the room, lighting torches spaced evenly every few feet. A longish table dominated the room, half a dozen chairs scattered around it. The door directly behind Methos appeared to be the only exit or entrance, and Methos squinted at the walls as he followed Ragar around. "You said the initiates worked to fill the tunnel from the other side. "I don't see another door," he said when he'd completed a circuit.


  "You wouldn't see that one if it were closed behind you," Ragar commented, "but there's only the one door into this room. This is all hand carved, remember. We left the river chute a few minutes ago. The other door you're looking for was built between the natural tunnel and the one we created, back where we turned. It's beyond there that they add to the blockade."


  "I don't mean to be difficult," Methos said after a moment, "but there are no books in here."


  "Oh." Ragar crossed the room again, locating a chisel in the stone apparently distinguished from the others in some fashion. The same double-click that the door had made sounded, and a large slab of rock detached itself from the surrounding stone. The scholar lifted another slab out from within it, and set it on the table, pressing his fingertips against seven points on the stone in rapid succession. A hairline crack appeared in it, and he slid the two halves apart.


  "Minyah has a box like that," Methos said with mild fascination. "How do you do that?"


  "I have no idea. I don't make them." With delicate precision, he lifted a tome from the black stone box. Methos' eyes widened. It was bound, in a fashion the Immortal had never seen. The outside covers were a warm dark wood, heavy paper within held in place by long leather thongs. The cover was carved with the circle that symbolized the Houses of Atlantis, thirteen studs rising from within the depressed wood. Within was the elegant pouring jug of water that represented Aquarius, simplified from the rendering in the stars. The covers included, the book was nearly five inches thick, by far the largest volume of any sort Methos had ever seen. "Gods of heaven and earth," he murmured, reaching a tentative hand towards the work. "It's beautiful."


  Ragar held it in place by way of his fingertips, barely touching the wooden cover. "If you damage it," he said levelly, and Methos looked up.


  "I won't," he said swiftly, before Ragar had time to complete the threat. "I won't. I would sooner die." While the statement was wildly untrue, it soothed Ragar, who lifted his hands to nudge the volume towards Methos.


  "I would suggest you read and absorb quickly," Ragar said. "In time, you may be accepted into the circle of protectorates, but until then, this will be your sole opportunity to study it."


  Methos was already pulling a chair towards himself, a long leg stretched out to hook the nearest and drag it across the floor towards himself. Judging it close enough without looking, he sat down on the very edge, clumsily enough to almost slide off. Impatiently, he hitched it forward, and carefully drew the book across the table to open it.


  Glyphs, startlingly familiar, leapt off the page as he lifted the cover and folded it back. The ancient Atlantean script he had studied only the night before blended in a seamless combination with symbols clearly the ancestors of the Sumerian text he had first learned to read and write in. For a few seconds, the Immortal stared at the first page, then looked up at Ragar, hazarding a guess. "Atlantis taught Sumeria to read and write."


  Ragar nodded. "Eight or nine hundred years ago. Our written language was already evolving -- that," and he gestured at the book, "is more than a thousand years old -- was already evolving beyond the cuniform to an easier script. The concept and some of the symbols were explained and translated over to their tongue. I wonder if it was really generousity or an unpleasant smugness that prompted our ancestors to offer the least efficient form of writing we had available."


  Methos looked down at the book, hardly breathing. "More than a thousand years?" he asked wonderingly, all too aware that the wonder would be interpreted as awe of being in the presence of something of such great age. It was partly true, but the hope that the Immortals might be explained in the thick pages struck a deeper chord in the ancient man. "Did Atlantis not develop a pictography script first?"


  "Our written language was given to us by our gods," Ragar said with easy confidence. "The Book is the first written document in our history. When we had the Book, we had writing."


  Methos glanced up, about to argue the logistics, then firmly shut his mouth. With silent focus, he turned his attention to the Book, deciphering the text with increasing rapidity as the Sumerian language came back to him.

  


  The gods came down from the mountaintops, tall and slim and dark, just as the people who would call themselves Atlanteans were. They brought with them strength and wisdom, and taught the people of the island how to build magnificent stone structures, a hundred times more stable and comfortable than the wood and grass houses they lived in. From the tribes, they selected the brightest and best of the islanders, and showed them the pictures in the stars. These represent us, the gods explained, as they shall represent you. The thirteen selected were given Houses, and an astrological symbol to define themselves by. Their families became the people of the Houses, and those who were not selected became the people of the city, in time spreading beyond the town to establish smaller villages around the island.


  Fantastic sailing ships brought stone from far away to build the heart of Atlantis, and over generations, the buildings of the town were replaced and rebuilt with the white stone. Through it all, the gods helped and watched patiently, never changing, never aging, only teaching and enduring.


  Twelve generations were born, lived, and died, as the city grew. As the thirteenth reached adulthood, the gods bestowed gifts on each of the Houses. The wild, horned war-horses were tamed, and Taurus taught to ride; the twin Houses of Gemini given sword and scabbard and taught the art of war and peace. So it went, for each House, until Aquarius, the last to receive its gift. The Book was presented, and the people taught to read and write. The history of Atlantis was preserved within it, and even more, instruction on how the gods had done what they had done, and how Atlantis could repeat these feats, in time.


  So great a gift was this last that the gods could no longer stay among the people. They returned to their mountaintops, and Atlantis moved on, secure in its place as the favored of the gods.

  


  Methos rubbed his eyes, frowning slightly at the text. Too little of it indulged in the history; when the gods left Atlantis, they left behind a book of diagrams and formulas, only prefaced by the stories he truly wanted. Pages and pages detailed the building of ships, of pyramids, the arts of smithery and warfare, but of the gods themselves it said nothing. Had they themselves been Immortals, a community isolated and advanced beyond anything the world could imagine? Had they, eventually, been unable to stay out of the Game, and chose the remote Atlantean island to carry on their work? Or were they in truth nothing more than the work of active imaginations, an acceptable excuse for nearly impossible leaps in technology, fed to the people to quiet their fears?


  It was a little more than halfway through the Book that the formulas became utterly indecipherable to the Immortal reading them. Accompanying notes were legible, but incomprehensible: "Cellular decay reversable by influx of select hormones; see diagram." "Genetic structure unstable; positive results expected through DNA bonding. Untested." Methos' shoulders dropped, and he looked up at Ragar, clearing his throat to speak for the first time in hours.


  "How much of this can you understand?"


  Ragar glanced at where Methos had the book open to, and shook his head. "Turn back about thirty pages. The first half we've been able to follow; it's concrete material, building and smelting. You saw the diagrams of the three-masted ships?" He barely waited for Methos' nod before he continued. "The instructions are sketchy. The gods, evidently, didn't think we needed all the details, just the general idea. It's only been the last few years we've successfully built those. Much of the information is like that. It was just before I was born that they perfected the process for making the steel that your sword is made of." He nodded at Methos' hip, and the Immortal touched the hilt of the blade, thinking momentarily of Aroz.


  "Where you are in the book," Ragar continued, "is beyond what we can really understand. Even the diagrams are -- " He broke off, shaking his head. "In time, we'll be able to decode the meaning. We are not yet advanced enough, I suppose. It's a little humbling."


  Methos sighed, turning through the pages with rapid movements, scanning them for further text that might hint as to who the Atlantean gods had been, or if they might have had some connection with his Immortal brethren. "They left a thousand years ago?" he asked. "Would your old man, the one they call Methueslah, would he remember the gods?"


  Ragar shrugged. "He might, if he were still alive. He died not long after giving his crystal to his grandson. He didn't often talk about the past, anyway. He said the only way to live that long was to think about tomorrow, not yesterday."


  "Wise man," Methos murmured, reluctantly closing the Book. "Why did he give up the crystal?"


  Ragar carefully lifted the Book, replacing it in its black stone box. "He said he was tired of living. That nine hundred years was certainly longer than mortal men were meant to live."


  Mortal men, perhaps, Methos thought. "I can't imagine tiring of living."


  Ragar laughed as he slid the box home into the wall, seamlessly absorbed into the stone. "You're young, Methos. Thirty years, perhaps? I've seen fifty-four years, and there are days when I think I am ready to lay down this life and join the gods on their mountaintops."


  Methos lowered his eyes to hide a smile as the other man slapped him on the shoulder companionably. "Did you find what you were looking for?" Ragar asked curiously.


  Expression under control again, Methos looked up to shake his head. "No. I should have expected as much, I suppose. I occasionally think there are no answers to my questions."


  "There are answers to all questions," Ragar said philosophically, "if we only know where to look. Come. It's a long walk back, and you have a story to tell me."

  






  Chapter Nineteen

  Ragar had nothing to say when Methos was finished with his tale. He left the Immortal at Aries' gates, to make his way back down into town and have a quiet drink while he digested the improbable history fed to him by the tall scholar. A little weary, Methos climbed the hillside up to the house.


  Minyah greeted him at the door, an amused glint in her eyes. "Ghean has been looking for you," she warned. "Two days until the wedding, and her betrothed nowhere to be found. She has gone down to the city to find you."


  Methos groaned softly, running his hand back through his hair, loosening the tie that bound it at the nape of his neck. "I haven't missed anything of importance, have I?" he asked nervously. "No unexpected rituals that the ceremony can't be completed without?"


  "No," Minyah said, "but she will want a magnificent apology. You may wish to begin thinking about it."


  Methos glanced over his shoulder, back down the hill he'd just climbed. "Have you had the evening meal?" he asked. "Maybe we could share dinner and look for her together."


  Minyah smiled. "I would enjoy that," she agreed, "but if you think my presence will curb Ghean's tongue, I believe you will be greatly disappointed."


  Methos grinned, and offered his arm gallantly. "I can only hope. Meanwhile, I'll practice my apology on you."


  Minyah laughed. "A moment." She retreated through the door, re-emerging a few seconds later with a neatly woven satchel slung over her shoulder. A glance inside showed Methos a bundle of parchment, bound together at the top of the bag.


  "You anticipate my company to be so dull that you bring papers along with you?" he teased, as she slipped her arm through his.


  "No," she said placidly. "I will listen to your practiced apologies, and write down the parts that you should keep. Did you find the Book?"


  Methos blinked, as much at the sudden change of subject as the new topic. "Am I that transparent? Does Ghean know I went looking for it?"


  "Ghean," Minyah said placidly, "is not as much a study of human nature as I. At worst she thinks you are, mmm. Engaging in activities only a bachelor might be permitted to do, for the last time. At best, and knowing Ghean, this is probably her thought, she thinks that you are out searching for the perfect gift for the ceremony."


  "Oh dear," Methos murmured. "And what might the perfect gift be? I only have two days to find it."


  "Something symbolic of the House, perhaps. She is very proud to be the last daughter of Aries."


  Methos looked down at Minyah, curiousity drawing his eyebrows together. "Is Ghean your daughter by birth?" he asked frankly.


  Minyah's own eyebrows rose in elegant arches. "What an impertinent question," she said. "No, she is not. I found her in the hills behind our House, only hours old. Whyever do you ask?"


  "Our kind seem to be born without family," Methos shrugged. "At least, a number of Immortals I've talked to have been foundlings. I haven't asked every one I've met."


  "And you? Were you born without family?"


  Methos shook his head. "I don't remember," he said distantly. "It seems probable."


  "You find it distressing," Minyah ascertained. "Your inability to remember."


  Methos shook his head a little."Not distressing. Vaguely irritating, perhaps. I remember an extraordinary amount. It makes me wonder what it is I've forgotten."


  "Perhaps you should take comfort in the advent of writing before you had lived a thousand years and forgotten it all."


  Methos quirked a smile. "That's the thing," he said. "I might have."


  The conversation died away as they entered the busy town market. Methos peered over heads in search of Ghean, finally chuckling at himself. "She's so small that there could be a single person between us and I wouldn't be able to see her." Only sense her. Ghean's potential Quickening didn't have the radius of a full Immortal's warning circle, but if they passed by each other, the peculiar tingle would alert him to her presence.


  "I would suggest we try the Bull's Tavern, then," Minyah said, turning down a side alley. "It is her favorite place to eat. She and Aroz often used to go there."


  "You couldn't have said that in the first place?" Methos demanded, half dancing around the crowd to regain Minyah's side.


  She smiled up at him, nearly a grin. "I could have," she admitted, "but I would have missed you bobbing around the people like a tall seabird. I deemed the spectacle worthy of a short delay."


  Methos couldn't stop the laugh that spilled out. "I see where Ghean developed her sense of humour," he said accusingly. Minyah inclined her head with a modest smile. Then, without warning, she stepped to the left, abruptly disappearing into a suddenly coalescing group. Methos blinked down at the sea of dark hair, recognizing Minyah several seconds later by her satchel. Weaving through the throng a second time to catch up with her, he said, "That's twice you've abandoned me. Am I to take this as a rever--"


  Nausea swept over him, a quick rush that left him chilled. Methos straightened, momentarily blessing the height that allowed him to scan the mass of people with an easy glance. Karem's head, light among the darkness, moved off to the right, towards a table, without looking to see what Immortal approached. Methos looked ahead, following Karem's path to its end, and touched Minyah's shoulder. "I've found Ghean. This way."


  They circled towards Ghean's table, Minyah using the satchel to swat someone out of the way, and looking wide-eyed with indignation when he frowned down at her. Methos laughed as the fellow looked startled, then, with an apologetic and sheepish grin, stepped out of the way. Minyah's eyes danced as she grinned back at Methos. "The trick," she explained, "is making them think it was somehow their fault."


  "I think women have been doing that since the dawn of time," Methos commented, guiding Minyah to a halt at Ghean's table.


  Hidden in what amounted to a corner of the open tavern, Ghean sat across from Aroz and Karem both, the latter just settling down with three mugs of the sweet ale that the Atlanteans drank almost as much as they did coffee. "I see you're able to entertain yourself in my absence," Methos teased, and Ghean looked up with a startled glance.


  "Methos!" Ghean shoved her bench backwards to launch herself towards him for an exuberant hug. Over her head, Methos saw Aroz scowl at the table, expression black. "Have you met Karem?" Ghean demanded, releasing the hug and stepping back. Belatedly, she noticed her mother. Minyah stood to the side, vivid amusement written across her face as her daughter had eyes only for the outland scholar. "Mother!" the girl went on. "We've been talking about history. You'll be a great help. Methos, Karem is as interested in the House artifacts as you are. Perhaps you should pool your resources and try to find the Book together."


  Methos closed his eyes momentarily, struggling to keep the dismay off his face. "Perhaps," he agreed with Ghean. "though Karem claimed to be no scholar, and thus without hope for studying the artifacts. We have met," he added, and inclined his head towards Karem in greeting.


  "Ghean tells me you've been staying up late reading about the artifacts," Karem said, words belying the glint of steel in his eyes. "Not holding out on me, old man, are you?"


  "What ever would I do that for?" Methos asked dryly, swinging a long leg over the bench to sit. "I haven't found anything useful at all."


  "You spent half the day missing and found nothing useful?" Karem's skeptiscism colored his tone, now.


  Methos cast a brief glance at Ghean. "Telling your woes to strangers?" he asked. "The trauma of a missing betrothed?"


  "He's not a stranger," Ghean explained, sitting on one side of Methos as Minyah took the other. "He's a friend of Aroz's, and Aroz is family." She smiled across the table at the dark man, whose face went even bleaker.


  "Perhaps I should get the newcomers something to drink," he offered, standing. "Minyah?"


  Minyah smiled up at him. "A cup of coffee, please. Methos?"


  Methos nearly refrained, entirely too aware of how little Aroz desired to bring him anything. A moment's reconsideration of the hours since he'd eaten or drank prompted him to say, "Ale, please," instead, while avoiding looking straight at Aroz.

  


  Karem studied the three across from him with open interest, green eyes scanning from one face to another. Ghean all but vibrated with life, chattering merrily back and forth with Methos and her mother. She was quite lovely, dark eyes large and long hair swishing over her shoulders as it framed her animated face. Energy poured out of her; the effect was child-like, compounded by her small size and easy trust. He let a smile crease his face and answered a question absently as he watched the young woman.


  Even more than the enthusiasm for life that radiated from her, the power of her potential Quickening enthralled Karem. He had met very few women Immortals, and those he had met were vastly different from this woman. They had certainly been bigger. Karem doubted the little Atlantean's ability to wield sword or axe well enough to defend herself against a larger opponent, even with the best of teachers.


  Which Methos would no doubt be. Karem's eyes narrowed momentarily as he turned his regard to the Immortal who had claimed the title of oldest. He looked the part of a scholar, paler than Karem himself and with the long black hair tied in a tail at the base of his neck. An unpleasant grin slid over Karem's features as he considered the exposed neck. So very polite of him to get his hair out of the way for a clean blow, he thought. With the Quickening of a thousand years in him, Karem would hardly need any of the Atlantean artifacts to insure the eventual Prize.


  But the chances of obtaining any of those trinkets -- especially the legendary Book -- were that much more slim, without Methos' help. Karem let the humourless grin fall away entirely, presenting an open and friendly face as he considered the third of the trio.


  Minyah was more delicate than her daughter, high cheekbones and pointed chin almost elfin. Torchlight lent a hint of red to her hair, clasped away from her face in curls by a golden headband. She disputed the theories that were put forth about the Book with easy logic, apparently unaware of Karem's eyes on her.


  He very much doubted that was the case. Historian she may be, but more a student of human nature. Karem suspected she was entirely aware of his eyes on her, perhaps even flattered by it. She would be far more useful than Methos, being long accepted in the halls of Atlantean scholarship. Karem knew from Aroz that Minyah was a widow of more than a decade. The grin came back as he considered the possibilities, added to by the unexpected benefit of Minyah's attractiveness. The widow comforted, the competition slaughtered, and Ghean for himself after Minyah died of old age -- unless, of course, she could find him some of the artifacts. He might grace her with one of them, let her live, in that case.


  Ghean, Karem decided, would be his one way or another. It was not that he particularly wanted her, although she was pretty enough. It was that Methos and Aroz wanted her, and the anticipation of their deaths as sweetened that much more by the knowledge that he would possess what they had desired. It would be easy: Ghean would have only adoration for the man who led her beyond her mortal life, and Methos was not the man to do it. She'd make an entertaining little prize, until it came time to take her head. Pretty or not, there was no reason to let sentimentality stand in the way of the ultimate prize.


  Aroz -- Karem looked up from the conversation to cast about for the other Immortal -- Aroz would simply be disposed of as soon as convienent. His loyalty to Ghean and her mother would prove bothersome. Karem needed disciples, not bodyguards for his concubines.


  And he needed that Book. Karem frowned slightly, once more returning his attention to the conversation. Eventually it would slip, and he would have the location. It would only be a matter of time before he gained the secrets of the artifacts from it, and time he had in abundance.

  


  Aroz returned with the second tray of drinks, still scowling at everyone in general and Methos in particular. The Immortal scholar showed none of the respect due the women of Aries. Aroz seethed inwardly at the easy familiarity Methos had with Minyah; arguing back and forth, the two sounded like old companions, equals in a longtime friendship. It was preposterous and insulting for a commoner, no matter his age, to presume such an air with a member of any House. As another commoner, it was not Aroz's place to encourage Minyah to reprimand the ancient Immortal for his audacity. Bitterly, he held his tongue.


  The way Methos treated Ghean was worse. Aroz handed the mugs out and regained his seat next to Karem, glowering across the table at Methos. A thousand years of living had not taught him how to appreciate Ghean's precious vitality, the dark warrior thought angrily. Methos seemed content to share her with the world, watching her actions with no attempt to rein her in. It was as though she was an exotic bird, trying her wings, and he the keeper, too reluctant to clip them. Unless he learned to contain her, in time Methos would lose her to another; lose her to Aroz, who would better keep that vibrance safe. Aroz had kept Ghean safe her whole lifetime, watching her grow. Her entire life, he had waited patiently for her to be a woman, so that he could keep her safe for eternity. The memory of the pale outland scholar would fade.


  He glanced Karem's way, over his mug of ale. Karem remained an enigma to Aroz, his single obsession seeming to be the possession of the artifacts. He spoke eagerly enough of his children, those he envisioned handing Immortality to as though it were a simple gift, no more than the exchange of words or smiles. There were certainly mortals who should live eternally, including the only one who sat at the table with him, and Aroz had no compunction against picking and choosing which ones should be granted the gift. Karem, though, appeared to have something larger in mind, a kingdom under his own rule, perhaps, and Aroz found that unlikely. The Game was simple. It didn't allow for crystals or rings of unlikely power, and so in time, they would cease to be of use to Karem. In the end, it would come down to who was the better swordsman, who wanted most to live, and no Immortality artifact would change that. Aroz shrugged at his mug, looking up to see Ghean smiling at him.


  "Don't be such a sourpuss," she said, reaching across the table to touch his hand. "The ceremony is in two days. Won't you be happy for me, old friend? Is there not even one smile within you for me?"


  Aroz dreged up a smile, tinged with regret. "I am happy for you," he lied.


  Methos, tasting the lie in the words, threw a twisted smile at the table. I wonder how long it will be until we battle again. Without Ghean to cry mercy, this time I will take his head. I would hate to spend my married life looking nervously over my shoulder, waiting for him to come.


  Ghean smiled, pleased. "Thank you, Aroz. That wasn't so bad, was it? You'll stand in place of my father, won't you? I'd like to have all of my family together for the ceremony, and you're a part of it."


  It was a kinder way to distance herself from him than Methos would have tried. He watched Aroz struggle with the request, and give in, nodding his head.


  "I would be honored, Ghean." The bass voice sounded more angered than honored, but everyone at the table knew it was the only answer Aroz could give.


  "Pleasantries aside," Karam said, face so innocent it almost entirely diluted the sarcasm in the words, "I wonder if I could impose on you, Minyah? Your expertise on the artifacts is clearly far greater than Methos', and I would greatly enjoy learning what you know about them."


  The intended barb slid by without the desired effect, as Methos nodded a little. "She's more likely to be able to determine the location of the Book, if it still exists, than I am," he said, sounding almost apologetic. "An entire lifetime in Atlantis, versus a few weeks." He shrugged, playfully rueful. "I'm outclassed."


  "In that, you are entirely correct," Minyah said serenely. The grin that shot across her face ruined the effect, and everyone laughed. "I would be delighted to instruct you in what little I know, Karem. Perhaps Methos would like to join us, as he has finally confessed his interest in the artifacts as well?" She lifted an eyebrow at Methos curiously.


  He opened his mouth to protest that it wasn't necessary, then stilled the words as he took in Minyah's expression. She's -- not afraid; I don't think Minyah is afraid of anyone. Wary. Of being alone with Karem. Methos couldn't blame her, and changed his sentence while still inhaling to speak it. "I'd be delighted," he admitted, adding a touch of chagrin at having been found out. "I'd no doubt have gotten further myself if I'd had the presence of mind to ask you, Minyah."


  "No doubt. Men, however, often seem reluctant to ask the help of a woman." Minyah picked up her coffee mug and smiled over the brim of it at each of the men in turn. "I suspect it is due to fear that they will confirm that women are far more intelligent than they are."


  For a moment, Methos, Aroz and Karem became a monument to consolidarity, properly offended on the behalf of their gender. Ghean laughed, applauding her mother, and Minyah's smile turned to a grin.


  "I trust you will remember that in the future," Minyah said to Methos, who gave up his expression of mock outrage to join the laughter.


  "I'll try," he promised. "Meanwhile, I propose our study sessions don't begin until next week? The ceremony is in two day -- "


  "A day and a half," Ghean interjected.


  "A day and a half," Methos corrected, grinning, "and most of us here are rather intimately involved with it." He shrugged at Karem. "A few days' delay won't make that much difference."


  Karem frowned very slightly, glancing over the others at the table. Finally, he shrugged himself. "I suppose not, at that," he agreed with well-feigned pleasantry. "Forgive my eagerness, Minyah. I've never been good at patience."


  "Few of the young are," Minyah said in a tone so dry Methos shot a sideways glance at her. She arched an eyebrow back at him, elegantly. The corner of her mouth turned up, self-mocking, and she lifted a hand to gesture briefly at her own eyes. It is something in the eyes, she had said when she'd deduced Methos' secret; something, apparently, that she could discern in many Immortals. Methos sat back, mouth held in a tiny purse as he regarded Minyah.


  She could be very, very dangerous to Immortals, if she chose to be, he realized. How old? How many lifetimes do we have to lead before she can see it in our eyes? Or is it the first death that marks us? Methos turned his head to study Ghean, who smiled back up at him curiously.


  Nothing but the tingle of potential Quickening marked her as Immortal. Her eyes were bright, full of life and excitement, untouched by the deaths he could see in the faces of his two truly Immortal counterparts across the table. Looking back at Ghean, Methos wondered when those changes would settle into her face, invisible to all but those who knew how to look for them.


  Karem was grinning apologetically, unaware his secret was betrayed to the Atlantean scholar sitting across from him. "Perhaps patience will come to me as I age," he agreed. Methos could hear the underlying tinge of amusement, so often injected into his own words. Sometimes it was the only way to maintain sanity, to pretend as if Immortality and great age were a colossal joke, one only the Immortals were in on. Mocking, the words ran through Methos' head: I know something you don't know!


  Except this time, Minyah was in on the joke. She smiled, nodded, and said, "Perhaps," with such polite disbelief that Ghean blinked in surprise.


  All trace of humour fell away from Karem's face. Cooly, he stood, looking down at Minyah. "And perhaps not," he agreed, acidly. "Maybe you're right. What a pity that would be for you." He turned and stalked away through the thinning crowd.


  Methos watched him a moment before speaking to Minyah. "That may have been a mistake."


  "I do not care to be laughed at," Minyah said irritably. "Particularly by children who think they are my better."


  Aroz, voice slightly strangled, said, "He's more than four hundred years old, Minyah."


  "Never-the-less," she snapped, "my statement stands. He is a child, eager for toys beyond his understanding, and I do not care to be mocked."


  Ghean was staring after Karem in dismay. "He's one of you, too?" Her voice rose to a higher pitch. "Is everyone going to live forev--"


  Methos, non too subtley, elbowed Ghean in the stomach, wincing apologetically as he did so. Ghean's expression exploded into outrage. Aroz half lurched to his feet, snatching for his sword, an action immediately echoed by Methos.


  Minyah's voice cracked out: "Stop this!"


  Both men froze, eyes locked on each other across the table, hands comfortable on sword hilts, entirely ready to do battle. A little circle of quiet washed out from their table, as other patrons turned to watch the commotion. Aroz, finally, snarled, "Later," and slammed his sword fully back into the sheath, regaining his seat.


  "Later," Methos agreed. "Ghean, I'm sorry," he said as he sat down again. "You were becoming uncomfortably loud." You don't understand that this is a serious game, Ghean. You will, in time, but until then I cannot allow you to betray me. "I'm sorry," he repeated. "Are you all right?"


  Ghean rubbed her stomach sullenly. "I'm fine. Is everyone going to live forever but me?" she demanded more quietly. "It's not fair."


  Methos exchanged uneasy glances with Minyah. "Life has never been fair, Ghean," the woman said, "but I am quite certain I will not live forever. Perhaps you will be lucky and will be like them."


  Ghean looked up at Methos, eyes pleading. "Will I?" she asked. "Could that happen?"


  Methos closed his eyes, releasing a soft sigh, then looked at Ghean. "I don't know." If you die before your time, yes. If one of us tells you, yes. If you do not die, no. "I don't know, Ghean. We don't make that decision." He looked over at Aroz, whose face was pinched, though he nodded his head in agreement after a few seconds. Methos sighed again, shaking his head, and repeated a third time, "I don't know."

  







  Chapter Twenty

  How dare she! How dare an upstart of a mortal act so superior towards him! Karem stalked though the temptying streets with no heed for passers-by. Most prudently stepped out of his way ahead of time; a few of the less lucky were nearly bowled over as he plowed by with no regard.


  Thwarted at every turn! Betrayed by Methos -- what a little gem Ghean was, open and trusting to a fault. It was a pity he hadn't had more time to talk with her alone. He'd have pried every movement Methos had made out of her within an hour or two.


  Karem had to admit, the ancient Immortal was a good liar. After nearly half a millenium, he wouldn't have imagined anyone could lie to him so successfully, yet he'd genuinely believed that Methos had spent no time fussing with the artifacts.


  Maybe it was the temple's aura, blinding me to the truth. The thought almost made him laugh, and he slowed his angry rush forward somewhat. No, the truth was that Methos was an astonishingly good liar, and Karem arrogant enough to believe he couldn't be lied to. He should have known better. Next time, he would. In the meantime, no irreversable damage had been done. Whatever Methos had found out, if anything, Karem would learn from Minyah.


  His expression darkened again, thinking of the scholar. She couldn't possibly know the truth about him, and yet she had targeted her barbs so well. No: it was merely the arrogance of physical maturity that had given Minyah her certainty. She appeared fifteen years older than he. There was no reason for her to believe anything else. That she didn't trust him was quite obvious, but he didn't need her trust. He needed her knowledge, and to gain that, fear was as effective a tool as trust.


  Two days until after the wedding. Karem twisted his mouth as he slowed again, walking by the temple. He could afford a few days.

  


  Just after midnight, Methos jerked upright, hand closing on the covers in search of a sword that wasn't there. Ghean pushed herself up on her elbows, blinking tiredly at him. "What is it?"


  The Immortal swung out of bed, shaking his hair back over his shoulders. "A nightmare," he answered. "Go back to sleep. I'm going to get a drink of water. I'll be back soon."


  Ghean nodded, eyes already closed again as her head dropped into the pillow. Methos watched her for a brief moment, bending to brush the back of his hand across the air above her cheekbone. "I love you," he whispered, and picked up the sword by the bed to go out and meet the Immortal who waited for him.


  The moon had faded to a sliver, its light reflected poorly from the garden walls and making monsters of trees and shadows. Methos walked the path cautiously, flat sandals offering little purchase and causing the gravel stones to shift slightly under his weight. Each movement cracked like a richocheted shot to Methos' ears, forcing him to abandon any pretense of silence.


  Aroz sat on one of the stone benches, elbows on his knees and hands hanging loosely, head dropped as he studied the ground. He was dressed as Methos was, in the lightweight pants that Atlanteans customarily wore to sleep in, shirt left behind in his quarters. His sword lay on the bench beside him, bronze glinting dully in the light. As Methos stopped a few yards away, Aroz lifted his head, expression unreadable in the half light. After a few moments he stood, sword gripped loosely in his hand. "I wasn't sure you would come."


  "We don't have to do this," Methos said tiredly.


  Aroz smiled thinly, casting a glance back at the small house Methos had come from. "You struck her. I am still her bodyguard. Even if we were not Immortal, her honor would still be at stake."


  "She was about to expose us," Methos pointed out. "Loudly, and to a sizeable group of people. I couldn't allow that."


  Aroz shrugged. "Who would have believed her?"


  "Someone might have. I didn't live as long as I have by letting people announce to random strangers that I'm Immortal. I couldn't take the chance."


  "And so you prefer to strike your beloved?"


  Methos sighed. "I elbowed her. I didn't belt her." A fit of unwise honesty prompted him to add, "And yes. I will stop someone by any means necessary from blurting out our secret."


  "Even the woman you are to marry."


  Methos tilted his head back a little, weariness in the movement. Eyes still on Aroz, he said, "Yes. There will be a time that she understands, Aroz, but it hasn't come yet. She's still mortal."


  Aroz looked up towards the house again. "How long will you continue to allow her to be unaware of what she is?"


  "Allow?" Methos straightened his head, staring at Aroz. "I don't allow or disallow anything, Aroz. I'm old, not omnipotent. It's not my choice when or if she becomes Immortal." He, too, glanced back towards the house, and then his shoulders dropped. More softly, he admitted, "I don't think I could bear to lose her to old age, not knowing the potential is in her. A few years . . . five or six. She'd still be young."


  "And if she hates you for keeping it secret? What if you lose her to that?"


  Methos looked back with a wry smile. "Maybe she'd let me make it up to her in a few hundred years. I don't expect the marriage to last after she learns, truthfully. It wouldn't be fair to her."


  Aroz shook his head. "Then why not tell her now? Let her make the choice now?"


  "Why not tell her yourself?" Methos said shortly, lifting his eyebrows when Aroz looked away uncomfortably. The older Immortal let the silence draw out a few moments before speaking again. "I won't tell her yet because Immortality changes us all in a fundamental way, and Ghean is still very young. I don't want to see her vividness fade. Not yet." He closed his eyes, calling the image of Ghean's smile to mind. "Let her enjoy that passion while she can. It might not survive the first death." Methos could hear the sorrow in his own voice, and smiled sardonically at it. When he opened his eyes a moment later, it was to find Aroz staring at him, a quizzical frown wrinkling his forehead.


  "You really do love her."


  Methos groaned. "Of course I do. You think I want to marry her so you can't have her? Don't be stupid, Aroz. I haven't kept my head a thousand years by courting that sort of idiocy."


  Aroz stood quietly a few minutes, eyebrows still drawn down as he examined Methos. "I don't understand you," he said eventually.


  Methos snorted, a sound of amusement that shook his body. "You're not the first, and you won't be the last. Does your lack of understanding go so far that it requires us to fight, Aroz? Because whether it does or doesn't, I'd like to get it over with so I can go back to bed."


  Aroz's expression darkened again, and for the third time he looked towards the house where Ghean slept. "I have protected her all her life, at any cost. Will you do the same?"


  At any cost except my own life. Methos nodded slowly, the caveat remaining unspoken. "I will."


  Aroz nodded once. "Then we have no real quarrel. Much as I would like to stand in your place, I haven't got the heart to deprive Ghean of her groom mere hours before the ceremony." He lifted his sword, leveling it at Methos. "Do not betray her," he said flatly.


  Methos smirked. "I'll expect to find you waiting, if I do." He took two steps backwards, effectively dismissing the other Immortal. Aroz nodded again, and turned his back, walking swiftly from the gardens.


  Methos waited until Aroz was entirely out of sight before releasing a slow breath. Someday I won't be able to avoid that battle, he thought waspishly. It might be better to force it now, when I know I can beat him -- but I'd no more divest Ghean of his presence at the wedding than he'd deprive her of mine. With a sigh, Methos turned back towards the house. He'd taken only a step or two when an indistinct tingle shivered down his backbone. He lifted the bared sword blade instinctively, searching the darkness for the Immortal whose presence he'd been warned of.


  "It's only me." Ghean stepped out from behind a tree barely two feet away from him, a blanket clutched around her shoulders. "I thought I was being quiet."


  Methos lowered the sword, slipping an arm around Ghean's shoulders. "You were. How long have you been out here?" The awareness of her potential Quickening thudded at the back of his head, a headache timed to match his heartbeat.


  "Just a few minutes," she answered, snuggling against his side. "You'd been gone too long to get water, so I got up to look for you."


  Methos encouraged her to begin walking with a brief squeeze. "I didn't think you'd really woken up at all." A little hesitantly, he asked, "You were listening to us?"


  Ghean nodded against his ribs. "I'm glad you didn't have to fight him," she said softly. "I love you both."


  "I know," Methos said, equally gently. "I'm glad too." He pushed the door open, escorting Ghean inside. She padded back into the bedroom, dragging the blanket up onto the bed with her, and curling into a small lump in the center of the bed. Methos laughed quietly, leaving his sandals by the side of the bed as he climbed in with her. She rolled over sleepily, looking up at him with half lidded eyes.


  "You won't fight him?" she asked drowsily.


  Methos laid his hand along her cheek, smiling down at her. "I will try not to," he promised. "Someday I might have to, but I'll try not to."


  Ghean smiled contentedly, eyes drifting fully closed as sleep claimed her again.


  She hadn't heard, Methos concluded. Had she heard the debate of whether or not to end her mortal life, he was quite sure Ghean would be fully awake and full of angry questions. He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her against his chest, and let sleep find him again, as well.

  


  Ghean had kissed his cheek just past daybreak and told him to find something to keep busy for the morning. Thus far, Methos' method of entertainment had been nervously pacing the outer wall of the temple, manfully dismissing the urge to peek through the windows. A quick glance at the sun told him he'd been at this task for almost four hours. He was relatively certain he would wear a path in the stone tier the temple sat on before the sun reached its zenith and it was time for the ceremony.


  A burst of giggles from inside nearly forced him to break his vow to not spy on the women inside. They had been doing that all morning, and Methos' curiousity was eating him alive. He slowed next to a window, then fixed his gaze on his toes, finally smiling at himself. One would think hundreds of years of practice would reduce the apprehension of getting married. He laughed. One might also think that hundreds of years of warfare would numb one enough that each new battle wouldn't send a surge of adreneline through the body. One would be very wrong, and, Methos decided, one should not pursue the comparisons of marriage and battle any further. Grinning, he resumed his methodical walk around the building.


  Minyah appeared from within the temple, hazel eyes merry. "Ghean tells me that it is time for you to bathe and dress for the ceremony," she announced.


  Methos shot another glance at the sky, eyebrows lifting. "It's not for almost two hours," he protested.


  Minyah nodded solemnly. "True," she agreed, "but Ghean is certain that you are wearing a path in the stone and that you will trip in the groove when you enter the temple. Such an ignominous entrance would be inappropriate for the husband of a wife of Aries." The words were delivered with utter sincerity, the grin developing across her face completely at odds with her tone. "Had she realized you would occupy yourself by carving a new riverbed with your feet, she would have given you specific tasks to do." Minyah's voice gave way to the laughter showing on her face. "I told her men never know what to do with themselves on the day of the ceremony. I see that age makes no difference, and I was correct." Minyah looked distinctly smug. "That is always satisfying."


  Methos threw his head back and laughed. "Minyah, are you ever wrong?"


  The woman scholar grinned. "No," she said self-assuredly, "and in the unlikely event I should be, I would not admit it. Go and bathe, Methos. Here." Minyah stepped forward, holding her hand out, palm up. "This is for you."


  Curious, Methos lifted the package out of Minyah's hand, raising an eyebrow for permission to open it. She nodded, stepping back again with a small smile.


  The box was a tiny replica of the one the Book was kept in. Methos studied it a moment, finding the pressure points that slid it open by the faint indented marks in the wood. It popped open, revealing a length of soft leather slipped through a silver pendent. Methos picked it up, turning it over in his hand to examine the delicate replica of the House Aries symbol. Sunlight bounced off the etchings that segmented the ram's horns, and the silver studs that represented the Houses glittered faintly.


  "It is a hair tie," Minyah explained, gesturing at the short leather strip. "Our House laws only allow necklaces to be worn by those born or adopted to the House, but there are no laws against other versions of the symbols being worn as jewelry. I hoped it might welcome you to Aries properly. Your hair is quite long enough to wear it." Minyah sounded anxious for the first time since Methos had met her. He looked up with a reassuring smile, reaching out to take her hand.


  "Thank you, Minyah. This is the first time I've ever recieved a gift from a parent who knew the truth. It . . . means a great deal to me." Methos closed his hand protectively over the piece. "Thank you," he repeated. "I will treasure it."


  Minyah clapped her hands together, dismissing sentimentality with the sharp sound. "Excellent," she said, clearly pleased. "Now you must go and bathe. Take your time," she advised. "I am not certain the priests would appreciate you returning to wear a rut around their temple."

  


  A little while later, Methos closed his eyes, sinking into the bath until only his hair floated on top of the water, a black spider's web hovering on surface tension. Heat seeped into him slowly, and he drifted in the darkness, listening to the sound of his blood coursing in his ears. Tension slowly ebbed out of his shoulders, and Methos smiled sleepily into the water. One of the overlooked advantages of Immortality was the ability to submerge himself until all his cares filtered away in the peculiar silence of underwater, without ever having to come up for air. The Atlanteans were the only people he'd ever met who bathed with at least weekly frequency, a habit he found blissfully luxurious. The cleverly-laid pipes that carried both hot and cold water from the mountain springs made private, heated bathing extraordinarily easy, and Methos wholeheartedly approved. I wonder if I could stay in Atlantis until the rest of the world catches up to their level of civilization. The thought made him giggle, and he surged out of the water laughing, hair streaming over his face.


  "I thought you were never going to come up."


  "Yagh!" Methos leaped backwards, half scrambling out of the bath in a frantic search for a blade before the voice settled into a familiar place in his mind. Edgily pushing wet hair out of his face, Methos glared balefully at Ragar, who was laughing openly at the startled Immortal.


  "I'm sorry," the portly scholar said, not sounding in the least bit repentant. "I've been sitting here for at least five minutes. If I hadn't believed you before, I'd have to now."


  Trying to hold on to the scowl, Methos settled back into the hot water, ducking his head under to smooth hair back from his face. "You scared me," he said accusingly, and Ragar laughed again.


  "Evidently. I really didn't mean to, but I must say it was worth it. I've never seen anyone levitate out of a bathtub before. I got your note. I can't decide if you're astonishingly arrogant or painfully humble."


  "Probably arrogant," Methos said. "Why?"


  "Because after telling me a story which is outrageous and difficult to believe, and after I've abandoned you to think seriously about this absurd story and try to draw conclusions about it, you send me a note asking me to stand for you in your wedding. The day before the wedding. That is not usual, my friend."


  "Oh." Methos took a handful of soap, scrubbing it through his hair. "I didn't know I was supposed to have someone stand as a witness for me until yesterday morning. You were the only one who came to mind. I don't make friends particularly easily, Ragar, but I'd consider you a friend."


  "Would you?" Ragar asked curiously. "Can a thousand-year- old man make a mortal friend that quickly?"


  Methos smiled a little wistfully. "A thousand-year-old man has to, Ragar. Taking time to make up my mind could too easily take the rest of your life. I have to decide very quickly if I want to be friends with someone." He ducked his head again, rinsing his hair. When he sat up, he added, "If I didn't consider you a friend, and trustworthy, you can be sure I wouldn't have told you about myself."


  "How can you be certain I'm trustworthy?"


  Methos grinned faintly. "Nobody's pointed at me and started telling stories yet. If you tell people about me, I'd have to run, and then you'd never learn the stories I have to tell."


  Ragar pulled a face. "Sometimes being a scholar is too transparent a calling. You're right: your secret is safe. But this wedding thing -- "


  Methos leaned forward. "I'd be honored if you'd stand as my witness, Ragar. I know it's presuming to ask, given we've only known each other a month and I only asked yesterday, but I would very much appreciate it. It would be the first, and probably the last time that nearly everyone intimately involved with the ceremony would know who and what I really was. That's something I'd like very much."


  Ragar closed his mouth as Methos spoke, pressing his lips at the man in the bathtub. "It's all about you, isn't it?" he asked curiously. "Nothing else really matters."


  "Other things matter," Methos said stiffly.


  "Just not as much."


  Methos was silent a moment, mouth pursed as he looked for a way around an honest answer. After a moment he shrugged, and nodded. "Just not as much."


  "Mmm." Ragar folded his arms, thinking. "I'll stand for you," he said after deliberation, "but I want to ask something equally greedy."


  Methos twisted a grin. "And what's that?"


  "Remember me," the mortal scholar said. "In your journal, or however it is that you keep the days and years and centuries straight in your mind. I would like someone, a thousand years from now, to remember Ragar the scholar, even if he never did anything particularly spectacular with his life."


  "You earned the trust of a thousand-year-old man," Methos said a little dryly. "That's not something that happens every day."


  Ragar shook his head, not to be put off. "That's what I want in exchange, Methos. Remember me, and live, so that I will have made some small mark on history, even if it's through just one man."


  "I will remember you," Methos promised softly. He glanced at the water, a small smile reflecting back at him. Out of all the promises he'd made over the last weeks, it was the only one he was sure he could keep.


  Ragar nodded, satisfied, then stood energetically. "Well, get out of the water," he ordered. "You have a wedding to dress for. It's only an hour away!"


  Butterflies rattled Methos' stomach, swinging the pendulum into an iron-cast nervousness. You're ten centuries old, he scolded himself. You should be able to handle this.


  "Five more minutes," he mumbled pleadingly to Ragar, and sank underwater again to the sound of laughter.

  







  Chapter Twenty-One

  Minutes before noon, Methos stepped into the temple, flexing his fingers restlessly. His hair, only just dried, was smoothed back from his face, bound neatly at the base of his neck with Minyah's gift, the silver glinting under the direct sunlight as he entered the temple. The tail of hair hung to his shoulderblades, falling over bare skin. A golden sash held cream pants tightly at his waist, a thin double-belt of leather buckled over it, hanging down one hip slightly to hold the steel sword he had gained from Aroz.


  The sword had caused some hours of debate; Atlantean males traditionally went unarmed to their wedding ceremonies, though the other men in the ceremony were expected to wear theirs, to fight off potential invaders. Methos flatly refused to go unarmed when others would bear weapons, holy ground or not. Ghean eventually relented, her revenge being a six hour modelling session while the women squabbled how best to arrange the ceremonial robe over an inconvienent sword. Methos stood through it stoically, preferring the wait to being caught without a blade. Eventually a discreet slit was decided upon, and Methos given strict instruction on how to move to make certain the sword wouldn't cause the robe to fall in a mis-shapen fashion.


  The floor was warm under his bare feet. For a moment he frowned at his toes, then glanced to the side to see if others were unshod as well.


  Minyah was, at least. Standing to the side of the temple with a gentle smile, she wore a sleeveless dress the same cream color as Methos' pants, belted at the waist with an identical golden sash. Her heavy silver pendent hung to below her breastbone, on a silver chain for the ceremony instead of its usual leather strap. A gold cloak, a few shades lighter than the belt, fell from her shoulders, and her hair was bound up in a delicate golden headdress, curls falling loose down her back. Methos shot her a quick smile, glancing away before his attention snapped back to the slender woman. The cloak she wore was mid-length, lightweight, and he suddenly suspected he'd seen it before. His eyebrows rose questioningly, and Minyah winked, very deliberately, before looking away again.


  Methos nearly laughed aloud, scanning the temple for the Immortal he knew Ghean had invited. Karem stood across the room, arms folded over his chest. Out of all the occupants of the temple, he was the only one who did not wear any of the deep gold that was the color of House Aries. His tunic and pants were dark green, emphasizing his eyes, and the only belt he wore was to support the blade at his hip. Methos nodded a greeting, letting the excitement of the day be the reason for the smile he couldn't stop. One of the precious Immortality artifacts right under his nose, and he'll never know. Methos' grin grew wider, and he finished looking around the room.


  Ragar and Aroz stood side by side, the stout scholar with a pleased grin plastered across his face. Aroz, on the other hand, looked much as though he were trying very hard to look pleasant, the result being a somewhat alarming glower, confused by his mouth turning up when he remembered to smile. Dressed in the cream of the wedding party, his robe already over his shoulders, he made a striking contrast to the smaller man beside him. Like Methos, he wore a sword, though his was sheathed across his back, the dark leather of the harness a black streak across the golden robe and all but blending in against his bare chest. He looked, Methos determined, decidedly dangerous. For a moment, the ancient Immortal cast his eyes to the pillars that supported the temple dome, offering brief and remarkably sincere thanks to the gods represented that he stood on holy ground.


  He was left grinning at the temple gods. Someone had climbed up among them and left wreathes of wildflowers tangled about the heads and shouldres and tops of the creatures portrayed. Aries' ram was crowned in the gold worn by all the House members, the flowers rakishly hanging over one eye, barely kept in place by the curve of a horn. It gave the carving a mischievious air, and Methos smiled again before examining the rest of the temple.


  Sunlight spilled between the pillars, highlighting the flower-braided ropes that held in place sheets of brilliantly colored wildflowers which cascaded down the temmple's inner walls. Woven with unfathomable patience, the symbols of Atlantis were splashed in white against the vivid rainbow of flowers. Each was minutely detailed with a myriad of tiny, pale flowers, different shades picking out eyes and nostrils on the animals, or shading the curve of a jug to render the illusion of three dimensions. Methos rocked back on bare heels, inspecting the weavings with admiration. It was absolutely impossible that Minyah and Ghean had done all thirteen of the weavings themselves that morning. He would have to ask, later, who had done them, and compliment the crafting that went into them.


  Aroz cleared his throat. Methos spun, eyebrows elevated, and went still as Ghean padded into the temple from the glare of the noonday sun. For a few brief seconds, the dazzling light backlit the tiny woman, creating a halo that glowed warmly before fading as she stepped away from the temple entrance. Her steps were dainty, the dress brushing the floor so nearly that a more normal stride would cause her to step on the hem. Bare toes peeked out from under the gown as she came forward.


  Unlike any of the others, Ghean wore red, the gown dyed a deep crimson, darker than blood. The sash at her waist was the gold of Aries, and trailed down the back to blend with a wide slash of gold inset into the skirt. The back of the dress was cowled, crimson warm against the smooth olive tones of her skin. Ghean's waist-length hair was bound up in a perfectly smooth bun, surrounded by a delicate tiara of gold, the symbol of Aries worked into the metal at the crown of her head. A length of the thick black hair was left to swing free, washing down over the back of the tiara, creating a glittering mark where the gold suddenly appeared. Smiling shyly, Ghean offered her hand to Methos, over-full sleeves of the dress falling away to expose her fingertips.


  "You are positively radiant," Methos whispered as he took her hand. Ghean's smile exploded with pride. Together, they knelt before the altar as the priest circled around to stand in front of them. Dressed in pristine white embroidered with the symbols of all thirteen Houses, he beamed genially down at the couple, gesturing Ragar and Minyah forward.


  "Do you have the robe this man is to wear?" the priest boomed out, and Methos fought the urge to look back over his shoulder. Aside from the wedding party, only a dozen or so guests actually attended the ceremony; the mass of people remained outside to greet the couple as they exited, a welcoming from all Atlantis to their new lives together. The priest was evidently an expert at making certain the crowd outside got to hear what was going on.


  Ragar began to unfold the robe as he and Minyah came forward. "We do," he replied, not quite as loudly, but equally formally.


  For a moment, Methos thought the sharp crack was the sound of the robe being shaken out. The violent shake that followed nearly before he could register the sound corrected the belief. As the walls groaned and shuddered, he jumped to his feet, pulling Ghean against his chest protectively.


  "Earthquake," Minyah explained, voice astonishingly calm next to the alarm Methos felt. "It will pass in a moment."


  For long seconds the rumbles continued, settling into an almost rhythmic pattern before they began to fade away. Methos let out a slow breath, and Ragar grinned at him.


  "I told you you'd feel one sooner or later. They're not so bad -- " The round scholar broke off as a second jolt shook the temple, far harder than the first. Unable to keep his balance at the unexpected second shock, Ragar dropped to his knees, surprise clear on his face.


  At the same time Minyah gave a sharp cry, and Methos whirled, reaching a hand out to catch her an instant too late. She fell backwards, reaching back to catch herself. Methos winced at the motion, able to see before she hit that the angle would shatter her wrist.


  As the floor danced beneath their feet, Minyah bounced off the stone slabs, unharmed. Struggling to sit up, she lifted her arm, staring at it in astonishment before tentatively prodding at it with her other hand. Green eyes widened, and she looked up at Methos, touching the uninjured hand to the shoulder of the golden cloak she wore.


  Karem's shout of outraged realization overpowered the dull, insistent rattle of the earthquake. "You bitch! You're wearing one of the artifacts!" He surged forward, lifting his blade to strike at the woman on the floor. "You lying bitch!"


  "No!" Ghean's scream cut thorough Karem's voice as she flung herself forward, blocking the man's path to her mother. Karem's expression dropped into feral delight.


  "You first, then," he snarled. "I always wanted to taste the power of an unquickened Immortal." The sword swung down to the sound of Ghean's screaming. The tiny woman threw her arms up, twisting away from the falling sword, her cries silenced abruptly as the blow cut her nearly in half. Kicking her out of the way, Karem raised his sword a second time, to strike at Minyah.


  "GHEAN!" Aroz crossed the intervening space in no time, blocking Karem's blade. "You will not do this," he panted, and knocked Karem's blade aside, pressing an attack.


  "Holy ground!" Methos' scream was all but lost in the cacophany of battle. "You can't do this! We're on holy ground!"


  The earth lurched again, sending the ancient Immortal sprawling on the floor next to Minyah. Above him, Karem's sword clashed against Aroz's in an angry ring of metal. "You can't do this!" he screamed again.


  As he spoke, it seemed that the sun went out. Methos shot a frantic look through the pillars that supported the dome, the black clouds boiling in through the sky all the answer he feared. Blindly, he reached for Minyah's wrist, clamping it in a vice grip. "Run!" he shouted above a new and howling wind, and hauled the woman bodily to her feet as he scrambled to stand. "Run!" he yelled again, and shoved her towards the door, grabbing for Ragar's collar, where the scholar remained on his hands and knees, having been unable to regain his feet. Methos virtually threw the other man at the door, then followed, shoving the two mortals along in front of him. Ragar bolted into the square as he was pushed through the door. Methos nodded, yelling, "Run!" at the man's retreating back.


  Minyah stopped just outside the door, whipping around to face him, curls lashing her face in the black wind. "Ghean!" she cried.


  Methos grabbed the front of Minyah's cloak, pulling her centimeters from his face. "Ghean is dead!" he bellowed. "For the sake of everything you hold dear, keep the cloak on! Now, RUN!"


  For the barest instant, Methos looked over his shoulder at the battle being fought in the temple walls. Aroz had the advantage for the moment, but Methos could see grief blinding him, and knew it would be mere minutes, at best, before the fight was ended.


  "What's happening?" Minyah remained at his side, screaming. Methos snatched her wrist again, keeping her from returning to the temple.


  "Holy ground!" Methos shouted again, and turned from the temple and ran, dragging Minyah behind him. The earth buckled and bent beneath their feet, sending the Immortal leaping from point to point, hauling Minyah with him.

  


  At once, as if orchestrated, the pillars shattered, sending the temple's dome crashing down against its thick walls. Aroz flinched at the implosion of sound, staggering to keep his feet as the ground twisted violently again. Lightning smashed outside the temple, blackening the ground and sending acrid smoke into the flower-scented room. He met another blow from Karem, silently cursing the inferior bronze blade he carried. Had he still the steel sword Methos had taken from him, the battle would already be over.


  Karem leaped onto the altar, beckoning with one hand as he tracked Aroz's movements with his sword. "First you," Karem growled, "and then your precious Ghean and all her sweet untapped Quickening. And then that bastard Methos, and then that lying bitch Minyah. And then the clock is mine, and the world with it." He grinned, vaulting off the altar again, and moved to the attack.


  Aroz backed up, fury blinding his defense. "Over my dead body," he grated, and Karem laughed.


  "Exactly," he hissed.


  Across the room, Ghean inhaled sharply, the sound entirely lost in the crash of swords and shaking earth. Disbelieving, her fingers crept down to feel her ribs, where the sword had struck. There was blood, blending with the crimson gown, and a wound, but far smaller than it seemed it should have been. As she pulled the dress away from the gash, the bloody injury inexplicably knitted itself before her eyes. She pushed to her feet in confusion, reaching up to touch her head. The golden crown was crooked, nearly falling off her head. With a rough movement, she pulled it off, throwing it on the floor to roll towards the door. Just beyond the opening, it curved to roll in a circle, clinking against the outer wall of the temple. As if the tiny sound were a catalyst in the raging storm, the doors were moved by winds, slamming shut with a boom only slightly less loud than the falling ceiling had been minutes before.


  "Aroz?" Ghean whispered blankly, as the opponents in the battle before her became clear. Although he couldn't have heard her, Aroz suddenly looked her way, breaking off the fight to run across the floor towards her.


  "Ghean! Stay out of the way -- it will be all right -- "


  Karem's laughter followed him, harsh over the sounds of the storm. Languidly, the slender Immortal crossed the temple behind Aroz. "Enjoy this, Ghean," he advised. "Aroz's death is going to be the last thing you ever see. Except, of course, your own," he added thoughtfully. "How does it feel, knowing your pathetic beloved preferred keeping his own neck whole to saving yours? Betrayal is a bitter dish, mmm?" Karem's expression became perfectly even, his voice flat. "Now, Aroz."


  Aroz wheeled, sword at the ready. "Now," he agreed. Ghean slid to her knees, tears draining down her cheeks as she watched in silent, miserable confusion. The wind outside suddenly stopped, as though a wailing woman had lost all the air in her lungs to sob with. The earth's rumblings shuddered and came to a stop, leaving the collapsing temple unbearably quiet.


  Half a dozen blows were exchanged, rapid and loud in the eerie silence. Karem threw a series of strikes at Aroz's head, each parried with unbelieveable speed. The fourth time, Karem jerked his sword around halfway through the blow, an awkward, ugly motion that Aroz didn't expect. Before he could rework his defense, Karem slammed his blade into Aroz's side, the same motion that had felled Ghean only minutes before.


  Aroz slid to his knees, defeat etched in his face, more colored with regret than despair. Very calmly, he turned his head to smile gently at Ghean. "I loved you," he said clearly. The words were left hanging in the air as Karem's sword swept down to behead the other Immortal.


  Ghean screamed.


  Outside, the wind began its howling again. The temple stone roared out as the earth convulsed again, and lightning bombarded into Karem through the temple roof and windows.


  The Immortal flung his head back in a shout of triumph, feeling the first wash of the Quickening dance through him. Something's not right. The thought had barely formed when the pain of the Quickening exploded into agony, a thousand times worse than any Quickening Karem had ever felt. Pain fogged his mind, scoring his throat raw with screams. Dimly, the warning Methos had shouted out came back to him: holy ground.


  The Rules.


  Once met, a battle is not to be interrupted until there is a victor.


  No mortal may see the battles of the Immortals.


  Holy ground is our sanctuary, and there are no battles to be fought on holy ground.


  "Nooo!"


  The blade fell from Karem's hand, only inches from where Aroz's lay. Lightning turned to pure fire, hammering into the blades, leaping from bronze to stone to flesh. It burned hotter than open fire could burn, melting the temple's stone floor into smoothness, and Aroz's body into a grease patch on the floor, charcoaled bones shattering into dust. Karem disintegrated more slowly before Ghean's horrified eyes, collapsing in pieces to the floor, his screams echoing above the fire's roar.


  The stone boiled. Frantic, Ghean ran to the altar, perching on it as she sobbed a supplication to the gods. "Please, please, please. Save me, please. Please." The litany gave her no release as the fire swept up the walls, melting away the fractures in the stone, rendering imperfections invisible. The door faded into obscurity, the windows reduced to smooth curves in the walls.


  The air was too hot to breathe. Under her, the altar slipped, stone beginning to reform into the liquid that the rest of the floor already seemed to be. Ghean closed her eyes and screamed until her lungs could take in no more oxygen from the broiling temple air. She was unconscious before the flames reached her.

  


  In the moment that the winds stopped and the earth ceased its shaking, Methos skidded to a halt, jerking around to stare back through the fractured city towards the temple.


  "What?" Minyah gasped. "What is it?"


  "I don't know," Methos answered. "Maybe they've stopped . . . ."


  "Stopped?" Minyah demanded breathlessly. "Then Ghean . . . ?"


  "Maybe," Methos said again. Stop, he prayed. Don't let them do this. Stop while we're all still alive.


  The wind screamed anew, and Methos swore, yanking Minyah back around. "Dead," he grated, and began to run again. The earth's shaking redoubled, stone crashing in pieces down into fractures as they split open around the runners.


  "Methos!" Ragar's bellow came from above as he waved wildly. "This way!" He turned and continued up the hill. Methos glanced around in search of a better path before shrugging and giving chase, still hauling Minyah behind him. It was the road leading out of the city, down to the harbor, and it seemed as good a choice as any.


  Ragar, panting, stopped to wait for the duo following him. "There are boats," he puffed, "if we can get to them we should be safer -- " Beneath his feet, the earth split open. Ragar fell, silent with surprise, flinging a hand up in a cry for help at the last moment. Methos sprang forward, reaching, only narrowly snatching his hand back in time as the earth slammed shut again centimeters from his fingers.


  "Damn!" For a few futile seconds, the Immortal beat his hand against the stone. "Damn!" This time, it was Minyah who grabbed Methos by the arm, pulling him to his feet.


  "Run," she whispered in near exhaustion. "We have to run." Methos nodded silently. They darted forward again. Screams punctuated the sounds of grinding rock as others tried to survive the maze of randomly opening stone. The road to the harbor was frighteningly empty, given the numbers of people in Atlantis. Methos cast one more rapid look over his shoulder at the black sky swallowing the city whole, wondering how many had already died in the streets there.


  He tripped, crashing onto his face as he looked back towards the road, pulling Minyah down on top of him. A boulder broke off from the cliff wall above them, falling too rapidly to roll out of the way. Its silent fall ended with a soft bump as it virtually bounced off Minyah's cloak, rolling a few yards away harmlessly. Methos lay on his belly, breathless for several seconds, watching the boulder settle, before managing to blurt out, "Thanks for thinking to wear that today."


  Minyah's laugh was high pitched with hysteria. She clambered to her feet without answering, once more tugging Methos up as well. They ran, intent on avoiding the opening fissures, jumping madly over those that appeared.


  The ground fell away as they leapt. Minyah screamed, watching the black stone of the mountain road drop fifteen feet as she plummetted towards it. She expelled a hard gasp of shock as she landed, unharmed, and began running again, pulling Methos behind her.


  Again and again the land fell away, until an abrupt drop plunged them into the salt water of the bay instead of onto stone. "Keep the cloak!" Methos yelled frantically. Minyah clutched one hand to the throat of it, the other still clinging tightly to Methos'. "Boat boat boat boat boat," Methos raved, kicking madly to keep his head above the water. "Must be a boat."


  "Forget the boat!" Minyah screamed. "Swim!" She released his hand and struck out through the grey waves, intent on putting as much distance between herself and Atlantis as possible. Methos stared after her for a split second, then set out after her, less agile but equally enthusiastic.


  The scream of stone minutes later made them both turn, almost against their will, to look at the drowning island. Stone continued to shatter as Atlantis dropped in surges, yards at a time, visible to their panicked eyes. "Swim!" Methos shouted again. "The undertow!"


  Minyah blanched, setting off again with a stronger, more steady stroke. The waters around them roiled, each new breaking wave bringing with it the bodies of drowned Atlanteans. Unexpectedly, Minyah came up short, cutting off a choked scream. A boy's body floated in front of her, expression peculiarly content in the chaos. Methos stopped beside her to glance at the body, and closed his eyes. The child was Ertros, who'd had a crush on Ghean and whose stories had lead Methos to the Book of Atlantis. "Come," Methos said softly, unhappily, to Minyah. "We can't help him." It hurt to speak, his throat rough from screaming. He began swimming again, putting the image of the dead boy out of his mind.


  "Methos." The weak cry came several minutes later. Methos turned in the water just in time to see Minyah disappear under a wave. Cursing, he dove, searching the murky waters for her, fighting against the pull of the waters back towards the sinking island. An impossible amount of time seemed to pass, as he snatched at bodies, drawing them close to study their faces in the greyness. A strong current pulled him back the way he'd come, and he swore again, kicking towards the surface. He cast about in a frenzy, shouting Minyah's name as the water drew him back towards Atlantis.


  "Damn," he whispered once more, and put his energy into escaping the determined pull of the drowning civilization.

  


  An hour later, the skies were beginning to clear. Methos rolled over in the water to search the slowly calming water for the remains of Atlantis. As far as he could see, the water was unbroken by any land mass. On the wind, he could smell the faint scent of blood as sharks found the gourmet meal left for them by the drownings. Wearily, he began to swim again.

  




  Methuselah's grandson was right, he thought fuzzily, an indeterminable time later. The world ended. I wonder if his boat made it away safely.

  
     



  I wonder why Minyah decided to wear the Fleece today.

  
     



  Methos wasn't sure if it was two or three days later when the sea washed him ashore. He lay in the sand, trembling with exhaustion. The painful throb of another Immortal's approach crashed over him long before he had the strength to fight, and he squinted his eyes shut for a moment, gathering the will to stand. He struggled to his feet, barely able to stand, and waited to see if he would have to fight.


  The other Immortal stopped some feet away from Methos, an unpleasant smile creeping across his face. Not quite as tall as Methos, he was broader, and the right side of his face was badly scarred, the injury running over his eye. "Hello, brother," he said.


  Methos rocked back in the sand, staring at the other Immortal. "Am I your brother?" he asked with light-headed curiousity.


  The thick man folded his arms across his chest and jerked his head out at the water. "Ships say a whole island sank out there. Did you have anything to do with that?"


  Methos, slowly, said, "In a manner of speaking."


  "And you're half dead now." The unpleasant smile fixed itself firmly on the scarred man's face. "Way I see it, you have two choices. You could be my brother, or you could be dead. I could use a man who can sink an island."


  Methos turned his head slowly to look out over the water, beyond the horizon where Atlantis had been. If I had killed Aroz, this would never have happened. I never would have lost Ghean. If I had told Ghean what she was, I wouldn't have lost her. The Rules be damned, he thought, and returned his regard to the scarred man. "I've never had a brother."


  The smile turned to a grin, no more pleasant as it split the scarred man's face. "You do now," he said. "I'm Kronos, and we are going to rule the world, brother."

  







  Chapter Twenty-Two

  Joe shot a sharp glance at the ungainly rock that sat on the bookcase, then turned horrified eyes to Ghean. She followed his look, and turned a smile on the mortal man, full of bitter resignation and betrayal. Over his years as a Watcher, Joe had become accustomed to the world-weary expressions that would settle in the eyes of his Immortal charges. It had always marked the greatest difference between mortal and Immortal. Much as Joe loved life, the grief of losing friends over his mortal span of years was pain enough. To continue through centuries, watching loved ones fade and die, was the worst kind of hell the Watcher could imagine.


  You are all dying! Methos' words came back to Joe, and he looked at the oldest Immortal briefly. Duncan's story of Methos' desperation to find a way to save his beloved Alexa came back to him, and Joe shivered in the warm room. No: death could take him, in its time. Unlike most men, he knew he would be remembered for lifetimes far beyond the end of his. It was enough.


  After a moment, his eyes came back to Ghean, the acrid smile gone from her face but deep-set in her eyes. Hers had been a hell worse than the other Immortals had suffered, even with the pain of lost friends. Eternal life and eternal death, in eternal captivity. The hairs on the back of his neck stood again, and Joe glanced at the grey stone on the bookshelf once more.


  "Yes," Ghean answered the unspoken question. "It's the same stone. I kept it as if it were a precious talisman, a piece of jewelry so valuable it couldn't be parted with." Her faintly accented voice was self-mocking. Joe looked at her.


  "It is. It bought you your freedom, didn't it?"


  Ghean looked at him curiously. "To say this on so few hours' acquaintance is perhaps presumptuous, but I would have expected that comment more from Duncan than you, Joe."


  Duncan, his own expression of consternation fading after Ghean ended her tale, smiled a little. "E'en Joe has his moments o' grace, Ghean." He cleared his throat, as though to clear the accent thickened with emotion away.


  "Don't do me any favors, Mac," Joe said dryly.


  The Highlander grinned at Joe, before looking towards the fourth, and still silent member of the group.


  Methos sat deep in his chair, elbows propped at awkward angles on the arms, long fingers steepled in front of his nose. Over them, he regarded Ghean, ignoring the genial banter meant to lighten the mood of the room. His black eyes were no longer lost in memory, but in thought, as he studied the woman whom fate had kept him from marrying.


  Ghean turned her attention back towards Methos, serene calmness settling over her face. For an instant, Joe imagined he could see Minyah, the first Watcher, looking out from her daughter's face, in that steady contemplation. "Tell me what happened to my mother," she said imperiously.


  "I thought she'd died," Methos answered, fingers still against his lips. "After I couldn't find her, I assumed the cloak had been torn off her in the water and that she'd drowned."


  "And you did not look further." Ghean's voice was soft.


  Methos ignored the question. "I didn't see her for a thousand years." His glance ran to Duncan and Joe, and slid off them again. "Not until after the Horsemen disbanded."

  


  Heat rose in heavy waves from the desert floor, warping the air so greatly that Methos made a habit of looking twice before feeling any assurance that objects were truly visible and not figments of a heat-strained imagination. More than weeks had passed since he'd last seen a traveler through the wasteland; months, at least, had gone by, and perhaps more. After a thousand years of warfare, the silence was welcome, even in the inhospitable desert.


  His oasis was a tiny one, a patch of green in the desert so small that passing nomad tribes stayed only long enough to water themselves and their animals before moving on, unwilling to encroach on the little home Methos had dug himself out of the sand. It couldn't possibly be me, he thought sarcastically. Reflections in the water, when it stilled, showed him the face he turned to visitors.


  It was not a face he would want to long sojourn with. The changeable eyes had gone to black, fathomless darkness whose first and most easily read expression was rage, seconded by hatred. The features, always sharp, were chiseled thin with an everlasting anger that fed in his belly, churning and boiling. Hair framed his face, unkempt, the top once chopped short and finally growing out. Left to its ragged path, it completed the aura of complete disdain for humanity that radiated from his slender form.


  The approaching traveler was either real or a remarkably persistent hallucination. Methos turned from his perch at the edge of the oasis, flinging a loose length of fabric over his face and shoulder to cut down the sun's glare. The waterhole was easily enough found, and without an offer of hospitality, perhaps whomever it was would move on. A millennium of battle was hard to set aside, and the more Methos could avoid mortals who provoked his temper, the better. In a year or two, or a few decades, if necessary, he would rejoin the world. Until then, the solitude suited his need to reconstruct himself from what Death had left him.


  Some of the passion for killing had left him already. Had he gods, Methos would have thanked them, as he settled to his knees in the sand under a slim tree, the scarf falling away from his face again. A thousand years had gone by since he had turned his back on the Rules learned in a nebulous past. He killed where he wanted, fought whom he chose, and hunted with his brothers, sharing spoils and graciously offering Quickenings back and forth, the unfortunate victims left to listen while the Horsemen debated about whose turn it was to take the head. The power had been heady, but in time it grew sour. Mortals were little sport, and only his brother Horsemen equaled his skill with a blade. Even the rush of the Quickening seemed dulled, when he never doubted he would be the victor in Immortal combat.


  Then came Cassandra. Beautiful and wild beyond compare, she'd stolen Methos' heart more solidly than she'd imagined. Beauty and fire or not, though, she was far less appealing than keeping his head was, and Kronos had wanted her. Kronos, the ringleader, the most vicious and the best with the sword, the master of Time.


  Methos had never been the strongest, only the smartest. He let Kronos take Cassandra, and then watched her run away into the night, and didn't stop her.


  The thousand-year reign of the Horsemen began to draw to an end, after that. It had not been easy, spreading the seeds of dissent so carefully and subtly that the blame rested on no one, least of all Methos. He'd clasped arms with his brother Kronos, the last of the four to part ways, and promised, "Someday. Someday, we'll ride together again, you and I. Until then, brother."


  And then he ran like hell into the desert, to an insignificant oasis that had once been someone's holy ground, and there he stayed, in search of sanity. It was long in coming, but at least the killing rage was fading.


  The traveler's camel was slurping noisily at the water. Methos closed his eyes, willing the newcomer away, only to open them again almost immediately. He was safe enough from Immortals, here on the ancient holy ground, but the Rules wouldn't prevent a bloodthirsty mortal from taking his head. The faint shift of sand underfoot made him turn his head, looking to the approaching stranger.


  Slight, and wrapped in the loose robes that kept the desert heat from killing, the interloper stopped a few yards from where Methos knelt. After half a minute's silence, Methos heard a language he had not heard in ten centuries, spoken by a voice he thought dead those many years.


  "They told me that I would find a madman alone in the desert if I passed this way," Minyah said smoothly, and pulled her scarf from around her face. "Never did I imagine he might be a friend from a thousand years gone by."


  For long seconds, Methos stared up at the Atlantean scholar, speechless. "A friend?" he asked in disbelief. "Is that what I am?"


  "You saved my life," Minyah answered evenly. "Had you not dragged me out of the temple, I would have died as certainly as Ghean did. I do not think any of the House artifacts are remarkable enough to compensate for fires as hot as the earth's core itself. I saw the sea boil in places where Atlantis' stone fell from the island as it melted. I would not have wished to die in those fires."


  "I thought you drowned."


  Minyah inclined her head, and dropped to her knees where she stood, still a few yards from the Immortal. "I waited to. The water's pull dragged me under, but in time it released me again. When I finally reached the surface, you were gone."


  Methos opened his mouth to offer an apology, and was left wordless. Minyah crooked a smile. "And you would do it again," she said in understanding. "For a long time I was angry at you. It took centuries before I was able to understand the need that compelled you to run from the temple, to abandon those who fought or died there. The desire for survival in itself, that is understandable. But for you, it is more, is it not? It was not something I understood Immortality well enough to see, in Atlantis. Only retrospect gave me that wisdom. It is not only survival, for you. It is survival at any cost."


  "I betrayed that instinct once," Methos grated suddenly, as Minyah's words ceased. "I let Ghean stop me from killing Aroz in Egypt, and in the end it cost us everything." The chill of Death's mask settled over his face, the cold lines comforting. "Love's lessons can be hard. It's not a mistake I'll make again."


  Minyah came to her feet in a smooth motion, crossing the sands with a few steps, and resting her fingers atop Methos' head. "My dear Methos," she murmured after a moment, "what has happened to you this thousand years?"

  


  Methos broke off his narrative to frown uncomfortably at Ghean. "She stayed a while," he said. "Years, I think. I told her about the Horsemen, and she, in turn, told me about the Watchers. We parted as . . . very close friends. Over the years we met up again, now and then, and exchanged tales. Her files on me were frighteningly complete."


  "It's good you were friends," Ghean said softly. Methos closed his eyes, exhaling gently, and looking at the petite woman again when she spoke again. "But what happened to her, in the end? I want to know."


  "She died," Methos said tiredly. "Isn't that enough, Ghean?"


  Ghean, insistently, said, "No. She was my mother, Methos. I want to know."


  Methos lowered his face against his steepled hands, sliding his fingers along the bridge of his nose to press at the inner corners of his eyes. He held the posture so long that Ghean glanced uncertainly at Duncan and Joe. Just as she pulled in a breath to speak, Methos' voice broke the silence. "All right."

  


  "Yours?" The twins were just in their teens, both tall and slender, and madly running through the surf, soaked to the skin. Methos stared openly, first at the children, and then at the unaging mortal beside him.


  "Not by birth," Minyah said, amused. "For all the artifacts' wonders, they do not turn back the years, only hold them at bay. My child-bearing days were over while Atlantis still stood." She stood, looking out over the blue water. "I miss it sometimes," she said. "I hardly recognize myself, from my oldest journals. I knew so little, then. Is that how it always must be?"


  Methos shook his head. "You were always knowledgeable, Minyah. The world has changed, and you've watched it happen. It's that way for all of us."


  She folded her arms under her breasts, pushing the cloak back over a shoulder. "I was proud of my knowledge, then. I knew there was always more to be learned, but I was proud of what I had." A hand drifted up to touch the edge of the Fleece. "Were my gods wise or foolish, Methos, to give us these gifts? Mortal life is so short, but the world has so much potential. Part of me wants everyone to share in it. The greater part fears what might happen if all people were given this gift."


  Methos rested his chin on his knees, watching the water and the children playing in it below. "War. There's always war. Artifacts would be hoarded, and only the rich would be able to afford them. For most people, it would be the same as it is now. For the dangerous ones, the ambitious ones, there'd be no way to stop them." He glanced up, eyes hazel in the sunlight. "My kind of Immortality is less dangerous. I can die. I don't know if you can."


  Minyah laughed, settling down beside him on the rock again. "Can you? Three thousand years, my old friend, and you still think you can die?"


  "I wouldn't keep my head if I didn't know I could lose it," Methos said, and then nodded at the children. "Where did they come from?"


  "Nephele, the first wife of Athamas the king. He lost interest in her, and left her. He remarried Ino when the children were small, but she does not like them very much. I have played nursemaid, and helped to raise them. I have missed children, over the years.


  Methos nodded again. "What will you do?"


  Minyah glanced away from the children to look at Methos. "What do you mean, what will I do?"


  "Our kind were not meant to have children, Minyah." Methos smiled faintly down at the water. "I forget," he said after a moment, "that you and I are different. Despite there being no warning at your approach, I think of you as one like me. Even we old ones categorize things in the most familiar manner, whether or not we know better. But that aside, Minyah, they'll grow old and die, while you go on eternally. Watching it happen to friends is bad enough. Can you stand to watch it happen to your children?"


  Minyah sat silent a long time. "The war-horses drowned with Atlantis," she said eventually. "They tell stories about them, did you know? They call them unicorns. Noah took Methuselah's crystal away with him on his arc. I have the Fleece. Did you ever wonder what had happened to the rest of the artifacts, Methos?"


  Methos glanced at the woman. "I hadn't. I'd assume they'd all sank with the island."


  Minyah shook her head. "I have searched out fabulous stories about magical items over the years. The cauldron, the sword and scabbard, the grail; I've found them. Even Cuthmesh."


  "Ring of life," Methos translated, and looked at Minyah's hands. But for her silver pendent of Aries, her jewelry had changed throughout the centuries, never to anything ostentatious or flashy. Now, her right middle finger bore a simple gold ring. Methos reached over to lift her hand, folding her fingers over his. Barely visible even in the bright sunlight remained the faint lines of an etching that had once scarred the ring more noticeably. "House Leo," he guessed from the lay of the still-lasting marks.


  Minyah nodded. "I only found it a few months ago. I tracked it nearly two centuries. A rumour here and there about a magic ring, a half-remembered tale about an ancient man who wore it -- eventually I found the man who wore it."


  "And how did you get it from him?"


  Minyah gave a sideways smile. "I stole it."


  Methos' eyebrows shot up. "You?"


  "It is not much like me, is it? He was a small man, black of heart. He'd woven a tale of woe, and gained it from the last owner, before killing him. He was a warlord, not well loved. I became his lover, and slipped it off his finger one night. I understand he died not long after." There was no sympathy in her voice, and Methos shook his head.


  "Judging who lives and who dies?" he asked.


  Minyah lifted a shoulder, let it fall again. "We all die, in the end. You have just reminded me of that. I judged him unworthy of special protection. I cannot find distress in that."


  "Do you think you need the protection of both the ring and cloak?"


  "No." Minyah shook her head. "I will wear the ring, and put the Fleece away." She nodded down the beach at the children. "When they are older, unless they are as you are, I will give them the artifacts, or have them sip from the cup if I have discovered how it works."


  Methos' eyebrows went up again. "You don't know how it works?"


  "No," Minyah said in a voice full of chagrin. "Neither water nor wine drunk from it brings eternal life." She laughed suddenly. "And for two thousand years, there has been no coffee to try it with. I miss coffee."


  Methos grinned, thinking back to the bitter drink. "So do I, now that you've brought it to mind. Have you tried blood?"


  "Blood tastes nothing like coffee," Minyah said primly.


  Methos laughed. "In the chalice, Minyah, in the chalice. Have you tried sipping blood from it?" Curiously, he added, "How did you determine water and wine didn't work?"


  "Mice," Minyah answered, "pet mice. They died in the usual time." She looked thoughtful. "I have not tried blood. Perhaps I should."


  "Will the cup work on mice?"


  Minyah looked up Methos solemnly. "It has not, so far."


  Methos grinned. "Well, where is it? We'll try it, with blood."


  "Egypt," Minyah replied. "Somewhere safe," she added evasively, and Methos laughed.


  "What is it about old age that inspires such a lack of trust?" he asked teasingly. "Eventually you'll have to go get it, and we'll see if blood works."


  "What made you think of it?"


  The skull, silver hammered into the inner curve and glinting over the eyes, flashed through Methos' mind. Kronos, toasting his brothers. Thick, cooling blood dribbling crimson over the whitened bone as the skull was passed from one Horseman to another, each draining some of the blood away. Methos could no longer recall who the enemy whom they'd 'honored' so had been. "You don't want to know," the Immortal answered.


  Minyah's eyes narrowed. "Do not credit me with over-delicate sensibilities, Methos," she warned, before allowing, "You are most probably correct. It is likely I do not want to know."

  


  Methos stayed nearby, watching Phrixos and Helle grow, mildly horrified at the rate they aged. "Is it this way for mortals?" he asked Minyah one morning, watching the twins tear out of their father's Palace for a day of riding.


  "Ghean grew fast," Minyah said, "though not this fast. The days are shorter, now. They do not need our supervision today, Methos. Come back in and I will make you breakfast."


  "You made breakfast yesterday," Methos said idly, returning. "I'll do it today. Then we can sit around in the sunshine and tell each other how much better the old days were."


  Minyah laughed. "As you wish." She glanced towards the clear skies. "Truly, rain would be better. The drought has gone on a long time. Queen Ino has sent to the Oracle at Delphi for advice on how to end it."


  "It'll eventually rain no matter what Ino does. I don't suppose I could go tell her that?"


  Minyah chuckled. "No, Methos. She is the Queen. Friends of the nanny, no matter how close a friend he is, do not tell the Queen that the weather is beyond her control."


  Four days later the messenger from Delphi arrived, bearing the news that to end the drought, young Phrixos and his twin sister Helle must be sacrificed. Minyah went into a silent rage, certain either Oracle or messenger had been bribed to bring the requirements back by Ino, determined to rid her life of the memories of Athamas' first wife.


  Phrixos accepted the news readily enough, obviously willing to sacrifice himself for his people. Helle, always the quieter of the twins, agreed without argument when Phrixos did.


  Noon, three days hence, would see the sacrifice. The hour was not traditional for sacrifices, but Ino argued that the sun would be best able to see the able-bodied youths at that time, and the drought would therefore end that much more quickly. The gods would be pleased, and rain would come again.


  Methos watched from a cliff above the waters. From his vantage, the scene unfolded in silence.


  The children walked forward, unafraid, to the altar by the sea. Helle glanced towards the sky, to the sun almost at its zenith, and smiled at her brother. Phrixos took her hand, returning the smile, and both faced the sacrificial priest.


  Down the beach, sand flew underhoof. A chariot, well-crafted and sure, was driven by the dark-haired mortal woman, her golden cloak snapping out behind her in the wind. Another curve, and she would be there.


  Helle stepped forward. Methos' muscles tensed, judging the distance that Minyah had left. She would be too late by mere seconds. The knife glittered down, and blood flowed from the suddenly limp child, while behind her body chaos broke loose.


  Minyah's sword cut down two guards in an instant, the momentum of the chariot bringing strength to her blows. Methos had not known her to ever carry a weapon, much less that she knew how to use one, and for a moment he regretted his decision to not join her on the rescue.


  "No," he'd said, flatly, and touched her face. "No, Minyah. They're mortal. They'd die anyway. I won't risk my head for them. The reward for disrupting a sacrifice is to become one yourself, and I don't want to find out of I can survive having my heart cut out. Walk away from it, Minyah. They're not worth your life."


  She'd regarded him cooly. "Perhaps they are not worth yours, Methos. My life is my own to dictate, and I choose this risk."


  "Minyah, they'll take the cloak from you, and the ring. You'll have no protection. Underneath this," and he fingered the edge of the cloak, "you're mortal. You won't stand up again from a mortal blow."


  "If that happens," Minyah said evenly, "you will take the artifacts if they can be found, and hide them somewhere safe." She hesitated, her hand over her breast, and then she lifted her Aries necklace off for the first time since Methos had known her. "Take this," she said quietly. "You know where my papers are, the Watcher records. There is a box among them, one of the stone boxes the artists used to make, in Atlantis. There are letters there, for Ghean." She lifted a hand to ward off his protests. "I know she is dead. They were written by a fanciful mother, when I was very young, long before I knew I would survive down through the centuries. Put this with them, and seal the box again, and leave it in the archives, somewhere hidden, if I do not come back."


  Methos slowly folded his hand over the necklace. "I don't want to lose you, too," he said distantly, and Minyah smiled.


  "We all die, Methos. If it goes badly, perhaps I will see you again in the mountaintops of Atlantis."


  Methos' fingers closed tightly around the necklace, the silver imprinting a mark on his palm. Phrixos was in the chariot now, bodily hauled there by the small Watcher. Settled crookedly over his shoulders was the Fleece, and a blade shattered against it as someone scrambled into the chariot. An arrow, fired from only a few feet away, split its tip and fell backwards from Minyah's upper arm. Even from the distance, Methos could see the horror washing over the priest's face and the panicked gestures that determined Minyah as the enemy. The chariot wheeled, and sped away through the surf.


  Ten hours later, Phrixos returned to the palace rooms Methos shared with Minyah. Silent, the boy held out his hand, curled around something. Methos extended his own hand, and the golden ring of House Leo fell into his palm.


  "She asked me to give this to you," Phrixos said quietly.


  "She's dead," Methos said, less a question than a statement.


  "To end the drought," Phrixos answered. "A sacrifice was needed. She offered herself, and I did as the priests wished."


  Methos looked behind himself, out the windows. A fine rain drizzled down, discoloring the beach sands. "She raised you," he said. "Helle was already dead. They both had to die?"


  "The priests would never have allowed Minyah to live."


  Methos looked back at the boy. "You know so little," he said, tired pity filling his voice. "Go away, Phrixos. Live your little life, and remember that you chose death for the two women who were your family." He brushed by Phrixos, and stopped. "Where is the cloak?"


  "The Fleece? Gone away on a ship to be hidden beyond the edge of the world. It has a dark god's magic in it."


  "You know so little," Methos whispered again, and walked away from the palace by the sea.

  


  "It was almost a century, before I heard the myth of the Golden Fleece. I hardly recognized it. She chose her death, Ghean. I'll never understand why." For the first time since he'd begun his dialogue, Methos opened his eyes, looking over templed fingers at the tiny Atlantean woman.


  Ghean returned his regard, expression steady. "You hid the box in the archives in the Paris offices."


  Methos shrugged a shoulder. "A long time ago. I thought someone would eventually find it, but the papers were in Atlantean. No one would have been able to translate them. I never imagined you would be alive, or find it."


  "I'm full of surprises," Ghean murmured, and then stood. "Gentlemen, much as I have enjoyed your company, it is a quarter to four in the morning, and I'm to catch a plane in seven hours. Perhaps our paths will cross again someday."


  "Oh, I imagine so," Methos answered, standing. "Ghean, it has been positively fascinating to see you again." He bent to brush a kiss against the diminutive woman's cheek. "We'll have to do it again."


  "Perhaps a little sooner than four thousand years," Ghean suggested, and smiled as she accepted handshakes from Joe and Duncan. "Good night, my friends." She escorted them to the door, leaning in the frame as they went down the steps. "Good night, Methos."

  







  Chapter Twenty-Three

  Duncan stared at Methos through the downpour. "Greece?"


  The ancient Immortal shrugged, stuffing his hands in his pockets. "It's a convienent hopping-off place on the way to Atlantis. Sure. Why not?"


  "Why d'ye want to go to Atlantis? Weren't you the one tellin' me it was better left drowned?"


  "That was before Ghean was alive," Methos answered steadily. Joe stepped between the two men.


  "Some of us," he said, "come down with colds if we stand around in the rain all night. Could we hail a cab and discuss this back at the hotel room?"


  Methos frowned up at the apartment. "Generous of her to call one for us, yes. All right, Joe." The slender man walked down the street, towards the main thoroughfare. Duncan hurried to catch up, then paused a moment, waiting on Joe's slower gait.


  "What bloody difference does it make if Ghean's alive or not? I'd think ye'd be glad t'see her."


  Methos clicked his tongue. "There you go again, Highlander. Thinking." Shoulders hunched against the rain, he stopped on the street corner, rocking back onto his heels as he waited for a cab to appear. "Atlantean was an obscure tongue, Duncan, as difficult a code to crack as the Navajo language." Methos looked thoughtful, as water dripped off his nose. "They may be the only two languages I've ever learned that didn't seem to have any relation to any other."


  "I'm sure you have a point," Joe said.


  "Patience, Joe. Don't I always get to the point?"


  Joe and Duncan exchanged glances. "No," the Highlander said.


  "Actually," Joe added, "you seem to take great pleasure in being cryptic and avoiding the point alltogether."


  "It's part of my charm," Methos explained. "But my point is, until Ghean turned up alive, I was the only one who could translate any Atlantean texts."


  The rain bounced off the pavement, tiny circles like ballerina's skirts rippling out from puddles. For a few moments, the steady patter was the only sound, and then Duncan asked, "And this is important how?"


  "Well," Methos said reasonably, "no one knows I can read it." His grin was disguised by the darkness.


  Joe ran a hand backwards through wet hair. "Methos," he said dangerously.


  Headlights flashed in the distance, and Methos squinted down the road. "I think it's a cab. The real point, Joe, is that Atlantis -- it is a cab." He stepped down off the curb to hail the oncoming vehicle.


  "Lousy night for it," the cabbie said cheerfully as they climbed in. "What're you doing out in the rain?"


  "Getting wet," Methos offered, and remained stubbornly silent for the remainder of the trip to the hotel. Once there, Duncan paid, as Methos protested, wide-eyed, "What? You think I have money?"


  "I can't afford to keep you, Methos," Duncan said as they entered the hotel. "You're going to have to go mooch off someone else soon."


  "Just as soon as I get myself killed," Methos promised, and Duncan groaned.


  "You're not still on about that, are you?"


  "If you don't get to the point about Atlantis soon," Joe threatened, "I'll shoot you myself, and I won't doctor the records."


  Methos turned an alarmed look on Joe. "You wouldn't."


  "Try me."


  Methos held up his hands in defeat as Duncan opened the room door. "The point is . . . okay, who gets his own bed?" he demanded, staring in dismay at the two double beds. "I forgot about that when we dropped off the luggage." He glared impotently at the room.


  Longer than it was wide, the decore was identical to virtually every other hotel in America; neutral brown carpet hid both dirt and wear from foot traffic well, and the walls were painted a non-descript rust. Heavy grey and brown curtains cut the sound of rain on the far end of the room, and a small round table with an overbright lamp was settled between two chairs just in front of the window. Paintings of wildflowers, stiff colors looking like a paint-by-numbers canvas, hung over each of the beds, reflecting in the mirror that hung by the television. The mens' luggage was piled neatly on the counter beneath the mirror.


  "Joe does," Duncan said firmly, and lifted a finger to point at Methos. "After all, we're having the night out with Dad. He deserves to not have to sleep with squirming youngsters."


  Methos squinted. "I'm older than you are. Didn't anyone ever tell you to respect your elders?"


  "'Out of sheer frustration, I shot Adam,'" Joe dictated dreamily. "'It was fine; I'd known for some years that he was actually Methos, the oldest Immortal, and I was tired of him not getting to the point. The record has now been set straight.' They'll probably run me out for not telling the truth in the first place, but hey. Nobody ever actually asked me."


  "The Book," Methos finally burst out, impatiently, at Joe. "That book was two thirds full of information I couldn't comprehend forty-five hundred years ago. Information science is just now getting to, Joe. Cloning, DNA manipulation, God alone knows what else. It was so completely unfathomable to me that I didn't even know where to start. Today, they'll know where to start, and I shudder to think what could be done with it."


  Joe sat on the edge of one of the beds, staring at Methos in genuine disbelief. "The Book? Methos, Atlantis sank nearly five thousand years ago. What makes you think it still exists?"


  "Ghean does." Methos said darkly, and flung his greatcoat over the back of a chair. "I would have said that was impossible. At this moment, I'm reluctant to discount anything at all as impossible."


  Duncan came out of the bathroom with an armful of towels, tossing them to the other two and keeping one for himself, rubbing his hair as he spoke. "Why are you so angry that she's alive, old man?"


  Methos caught his towel, wiping his face dry. "I don't like surprises, Mac. Surprises can be dangerous."


  The Highlander pulled his towel over his shoulders, hanging onto both ends of it in front of his chest. Dark hair stood out in slightly curly spikes, settling around his face. "Is that it?"


  Methos closed his eyes. "Why don't you spit it out, Mac?"


  "He's touchy, for someone who dances around the point all the time," Duncan observed to Joe, then looked back at Methos. "She was trapped for four and a half millennia, Methos. You sure it's not guilt that's making you angry?"


  Methos opened his eyes, regarding Duncan. "Yes," he said. "They were fighting on holy ground, MacLeod. I had no idea what was going to happen, but I was dead certain no one at ground zero was going to survive it. She was dead as soon as Karem cut her down. It appears I was wrong."


  "She was Immortal," Joe said quietly. "But you left her body."


  "Do you think," Methos demanded angrily, "that I haven't thought that a hundred times in the last few hours? A thousand times in the last forty-five hundred years? Do you think I haven't what-iffed the situation to death?" He threw the towel down over his coat with a snap. "The goddamned world looked like it was ending, and I made a judgement call. Karem and Aroz were fighting between me and her body, and she'd been damned near cut in half. I did not have the time to scoop up the pieces and run. The world is a very simple place, Joe. If it comes down to me or the other guy, I'm always going to chose me. Always. You're thousands of years too late to make me feel guilty for choosing my life over hers."


  "And yet you saved Minyah." Duncan's voice was soft, the words almost a question. Methos sighed, anger draining away.


  "She was mobile. She was also in front of me. I had to get her out of the way so I could move, and no, I am not pretending that my own best interests were what motivated me. I am not a heartless monster, Mac, and I was not a heartless monster then." A smile drifted across Methos' face, without humour, without touching his eyes. "That came immediately after.


  "I would have saved Ghean, if I'd thought I could, and still get out of there alive. Now, knowing what happened to her, knowing that she survived all those centuries in that prison," Methos shrugged, "I would do the exact same thing."


  "Is it really that easy for you, Methos?" Duncan asked, his voice tinged with a sort of faint, horrified admiration.


  "After five thousand years? Yes. It really is. Death before dishonor, come home with your shield or on it: they're concepts that don't belong in my world, Duncan. I can live with dishonor. I can't live without my head."


  Duncan quirked a curious smile. "Does dishonor mean anything to you at all?"


  Methos shook his head. "No. Someone else might percieve my actions as dishonorable, but my own judgement is the only one I'll accept. There are a few people whose opinion is important enough that I'll alter my instinctive behavior for them, but ultimately I'm the only one who gets to judge me."


  Duncan's smile turned half amused. "You've risked your head for me and Joe both."


  "So you're two of the ones whose opinion matters. Can we stop this line of conversation before anyone gets embarrassed by the gushing sentimentality?"


  Duncan chuckled. "It might be worth pursuing, someday. The oldest man's perspective on what makes a worthy human being."


  Methos snorted. "You should have tried that back in Atlantis, Duncan. I was a lot more introspective in those days."


  "I wasn't there," Duncan pointed out.


  "I guess you've missed your chance, then." Methos sat down in one of the chairs beneath the window.


  "Methos," Joe said thoughtfully, "how do you know that what's in the Book is stuff that shouldn't be messed with? You said yourself that it was over your head, when you read it. It might prove incredibly useful for today's scientists."


  "Sure," Methos said, "and the Horsemen might have advanced civiliation a thousand years by uniting everyone in fear against them. But it didn't happen. Whatever's in there, Joe, we're just now beginning to understand. I'm not at all enthusiastic at handing over the secrets of eternal life to the masses, not anymore now than I was then."


  "But you went after the Methuselah stone for Alexa," Duncan said. Methos gave him a sharp look.


  "No one ever said I was consistent, Highlander. If I could pick and choose everyone who got Immortality, without ever risking my own head, sure, I'd do it. But I can't, and what I said then still stands: people with Immortality at their fingertips are eventually going to notice us. Whether it's because we survived a mortal blow while not wearing one of their precious artifacts, or if it's because someone realizes we're not filling ourselves with the cocktail of drugs that keeps everyone supple and youthful, eventually the top's going to be blown off the whole Game. I want no part in furthering that. It'll happen sooner or later. It doesn't need my help, or the Book of Atlantis' help."


  "What if it had a cure for cancer somewhere in there?" Joe asked. Methos turned the look on him.


  "Alexa's dead," he answered flatly. "Nothing changes that, Joe. Everyone dies. It just comes sooner for some people than others."


  "But if you could have saved her -- "


  "God damn it, Joe. Yes, if I'd had the Book and it had a miracle cure for cancer, I'd have used it. I'd have even given it to the world, just so that some doctor somewhere could make it work, if I couldn't. But it didn't happen. Ever heard the phrase 'no use crying over spilt milk'? The milk's spilt, Joe, as far as Alexa is concerned. I can't do anything for her anymore but remember her. If the Book is still in one piece, it's not yet spilt, and I'd rather keep it that way."


  "Maybe Ghean doesn't want it," Joe suggested.


  "I don't know what Ghean wants, and that makes me nervous. She knows where it is now, though, and I'd just as soon I was the first one who got to it."


  "How?" Duncan demanded. "Do you have a submarine stored somewhere?"


  Methos pressed his lips together. "Unfortunately, no. I suspect there's going to have to be a rather large donation to the Atlantis research fund by a historian who would like to join the team on their dives."


  Duncan eyed Methos suspiciously. "And just who is providing this rather large donation?"


  "Aren't you the skeptical one?" Methos chuckled softly. "It'd be a lot more in keeping with Adam Pierson if you provided it. I can transfer the money into your account."


  Duncan glowered at Methos through his eyebrows. "Are you saying you actually have money?"


  "I'm five thousand years old, MacLeod. I have more money than God. Adam Pierson is usually dead broke, though. I wouldn't borrow really significant amounts of cash from you, but one must keep up pretenses."


  "Uh-huh. And just what do I get for fronting you this money?"


  Methos tilted his head. "A chance to see the ruins of Atlantis, of course." He turned to Joe. "You going to join us?"


  The grey-haired man shook his head. "Nope. I'm keepin' my feet on dry land. You can tell me all about it if your submarine doesn't implode."


  "We'll tell you all about it anyway," Duncan said. "Wouldn't that be a nicely dramatic way to die, Methos? Sudden compression? You could burst to the surface in agonized awe, trembling with relief to be alive."


  "You're making fun of me," Methos accused.


  "Would I do that?" Duncan grinned. "Then I could go back and tell Joe how you handled your first death, and how proud I was of you, and how I planned to walk you through those first uncertain days while you became accustomed to being more than mortal."


  Methos hid his face in one hand. Duncan's grin grew wider as he warmed to his topic. "We could invite Joe, the old friend of the mortal Adam Pierson, to your first sword lesson. He could write up a lengthy tribute to my astonishing skills and your child-like awkwardness. He could comment on my never-ending patience, and your clumsy attempts to emulate me. 'If only Adam will turn out like Duncan,' he'll write. 'The world would be a better place to have two such men.' And I, modestly, will share my meager knowledge, and send you out in the cruel world to fend for yourself against men and women a hundred times your youthful years -- "


  "Enough!" Methos roared, dropping his head onto the table with laughter. "I don't think I've ever heard you accolade yourself so outrageously, Mac. With any luck, I never will again. Shut up, man, and go to sleep."


  Joe grinned suddenly. "I think I'll put a passage in it about how I've always thought of Adam as a son, and how it gladdens my soul to see that this child of mine will endure through the centuries. How does that sound, Mac?"


  Duncan nodded solemnly. "Very good. Very touching. We'll have to add something about how his boyish charm is tainted by the sudden cynicism of death, and how we hope a few years will give him the acceptance he needs for that roguish sense of humour to re-emerge."


  "Maybe comment about how he often seemed alone, and how we're afraid that this new difference in him will set him further apart from his fellow man -- " Joe broke off with a burst of laughter.


  Methos staggered from the chair to the second bed, hands pressed over his ears. "LA LA LA LA LA," he more shouted than sang, and dove onto the bed, pulling a pillow firmly about his head. "La la la la la! I can't hear you!" He remained there, ensconced in the pillow, until the chortling Highlander turned the lights out for the night.

  







  Chapter Twenty-Four

  Ghean leaned her head against the window, looking down six miles to the featureless ocean below. A yawn cracked her jaw, and she passed her hand over her eyes, trying to rub away weariness. She had learned, over the last decades, to sleep in cars and trains, allowing the gentle motion to lull her into rest, despite the speed at which they traveled.


  Planes remained a different matter. To travel so far above the earth's surface, at a nearly unfathomable rate, still seemed to her to be unnatural. Each time an air pocket was hit, and the plane dipped, she came bolt upright, fingers clenched around the arm rests. After concerned colleagues asked about her welfare, Ghean began to purchase not only her seat, but the one next to her, assuring privacy in her personal terror. Extended turbulence she could meet with a calm exterior, though she would slip a hand under her leg to clutch at the seat so tightly her hand cramped. She appreciated, on a sheerly intellecutal level, the technology that allowed her to fly from Chicago to Greece in a matter of hours. It was a journey that would have been undertaken with great care and some trepidation from Atlantis' shores, and it would have been a voyage of many months. She knew it had been made, or a similar one: the coffee and chocolate had come from the part of the world they now called South America. Many of Atlantis' scientists and scholars would have embraced the wonders of the twenty-first century.


  Despite this, Ghean could not sleep on planes.


  Books provided too little respite from the hours-long flights. Though she had shed the habit of translating written work into Atlantean in her mind in the early thirties, she was still a slow reader. Fiction held little interest for her, and scientific texts were frequently written in a prose to uninspiring to take her mind off the miles of air beneath the airplane. On the rare occasions that a technical piece of literature captured her attention, she would devour the article or book in her slow, intensive way, and then read every other piece by the author she could locate. These infrequent happenings made air travel almost pleasant: it was the only time she could spend uninterrupted hours deeply involved in reading.


  Mostly, though, Ghean spent entire flights with her forehead pressed against the window, waiting in dread for the plane to fall out of the sky. That she was guaranteed survival from even the most horrific wreck -- barring the unlikely event that schrapnel would separate her head from her shoulders -- did not reassure her in any way. It was the falling that frightened her, the uncontrollable plunge towards the earth.


  More than four thousand years, she thought tiredly. There's so little difference between free fall in the air and the weightlessness of the temple. Should I fear it more or less for its familiarity? Idle fingers twisted her ring around on her thumb. When she noticed the nervous movement, Ghean stopped it deliberately, placing her hands neatly in her lap.


  The bright, hard light of the tiny overhead lightbulb leeched color from her hands, rendering them a pasty yellow. The scars on her fingertips were more visible, the ruined pads bouncing a different quality of light back at her. Ghean lifted one hand, propping her elbow on the armrest, and stared at her fingers, trying to remember how they had looked before her captivity.


  "What happened?" Michael's soft voice, behind her, made Ghean flinch violently, reaching for the blade she couldn't carry on the plane. "To your fingers," he added, coming around the seats to take the one next to Ghean. "I always wanted to ask, but it seemed terribly invasive."


  Ghean closed her hands into loose fists, hiding the scars. "A chainsaw. I tried picking one up by the blade when I was very small, and somehow the power switch got knocked on. It shredded my fingers."


  "My God," Michael said. "You're lucky your hands weren't cut to pieces entirely."


  "So I've been told," Ghean agreed. "Why are you awake?"


  "Guilty conscience," he smiled, then shook his head. "I woke up a little while ago, and just called back to the university. Apparently we've had a windfall."


  Ghean's eyebrows lifted a little. "Publisher's Clearinghouse called?"


  Michael laughed. "Very nearly. Evidently someone at the lecture last night was quite taken with the topic, or perhaps the speaker." He dropped a wink behind his round glasses. "A gentleman called at the University this morning with a cashier's check for one point five million dollars, for the Atlantis excavation fund."


  Ghean's eyebrows went a little higher. "How extraordinarily generous. And what did he want in return?"


  "So young, yet so cynical. He wanted to join us, along with a friend of his, on the explorations. Apparently one is a historical scholar of some repute, and the other -- the donor, in fact -- owns an antique shop."


  Ghean's eyebrows lowered, something of a respectful smile playing around her mouth. Very clever, Methos. It's not a tact I expected. "Did these distinguished gentlemen have names?"


  "The donor is a fellow called Duncan MacLeod. Apparently he's more along for the ride; it's his friend who's chomping at the bit for the opportunity to see Atlantis. He may imagine there's a paper or a book in it somewhere, though I'll be damned if I'm giving away those rights to the first fellow who comes along."


  Ghean pursed her lips, lifting a hand to tap her thumb against her mouth as she searched for the name Methos had asked her to call him. "Adam," she said after a moment. "Adam Pierson, is he your scholar?"


  "Good Lord," Michael's eyebrows sailed up from behind his glasses. "You know him?"


  "I have known Adam," Ghean said, rolling the words in her mouth with a certain delight, "a very long time."


  "Well!" Michael sat back, pleased. "The University's slavering over the check, of course, but they wanted to check in with us before actually accepting it." He paused, thoughtful. "I imagine they'd tell us to go straight to hell if we declined, but since Dr. Pierson's an old friend of yours, I'll let them know it won't be a problem at all for them to accompany us."


  "Just Pierson," Ghean interjected. "The research sub is tiny enough, and MacLeod's a big man."


  Michael looked at her, startled. "Mr. MacLeod is the man with the money, Mary."


  "Adam," Ghean said firmly, "is the one who wants this. Just Pierson, or neither of them go. Duncan will accept it."


  "You know him, too?" Michael asked in surprise. Ghean smiled faintly.


  "I met him last night, in fact. Adam introduced me. Adam Pierson was the friend I saw in the audience after the lecture. He . . . studies myths." Certainly that had been Methos' task in the Watchers. Ghean grinned at the irony, and stretched her toes out under the seat in front of her. "I'm sure he'll make a fascinating addition to our team. His knowledge of the ancient world is unparalelled."


  "Really," Michael said with interest. "I don't think I've ever heard of him."


  "He's very withdrawn," Ghean explained blithely. "I don't know if he's taught anywhere except in private institutions, and I don't think he's published anything in years, if ever. He's the sort of person who likes knowledge for its own sake, although he adores lecturing people." She narrowed her eyes at the seat back in front of her, idly following the folds in the leather as she thought. I may as well paint him impossibly bright, she decided. My own knowledge can only be pressed so far under the guise of inspiration; if I can use Methos to 'crack' the secrets of Atlantis, so much the better. "I would hazard a guess that he knows more about the Atlantis legends and possibilities than anyone else on the planet."


  "Excepting you," Michael half teased. Ghean shot a brown- eyed smile at him.


  "Except me," she agreed. "Really, though. His knowledge on the ancient world is extraordinary. I'd wager money on him being able to make a good stab at translating Atlantean text, if we find any. If there's any ancient language it resembles, he'll be able to construct some sense out of it."


  "Mary Kostani," Michael said, amused, "I don't think I've ever heard you wax quite so lyrical about anyone's talents before. Just how good of friends were you?"


  "We were . . . very good friends," Ghean said, with half a smile. Something about the phrase bothered her, and she fell silent a moment, the smile fading to a frown before she shook her head. "But it was a long time ago. Things have changed."


  "Ah. A falling out? Well, I'll restrain my curiousity. So shall I give the U a call back and tell them we'd be glad to accept Mr. MacLeod's generousity and we'd be delighted to invite Dr. Pierson along on the exploratory vessel? How old is this fellow, anyway? He can't be too much older than you if you were, ah. Such good friends. But if he's as widely read as you suggest . . . " Michael trailed off with a frown. Ghean brushed the concern aside with a wave of her hand.


  "I don't look old enough for my credentials, do I?" she asked teasingly. "Adam and I both began studying the ancient world when we were very young." Something resembling amusement colored her brown eyes darker a moment. "Perhaps past lives haunt us, somewhere deep in our souls, and cannot be put to rest until we have settled their accounts for them."


  Michael started to smile, but it faltered. "Sometimes, Mary," he says nervously, "I can't quite tell when you're joking."


  Ghean's smile was real this time. "Isn't it more interesting that way?" She pressed her head against the seat back, tilting it towards the crack between the seats. "Go call the university back, Michael, and make noises about how flattered we are that such a distinguished scholar would be interested in our little project. It's a drop in the hat compared to what we'll ultimately need, but it's a nice gesture and it certainly won't hurt the coffer. External support is bound to beget more external support, and we're going to sink an awful lot of money into the Mediterranean the over the next decade."


  Michael grinned, standing to return to his own seat. "You don't think in the short-term, do you, Mary?"


  Ghean turned her head to rest her forehead against the window again. "You have no idea," she said quietly.


  Methos was going to be a complication. Ultimately, his presence would be convienent; at least she would not have to track him down. At least she knew now that he was still alive, instead of having to wonder.


  Somehow, Ghean had never really believed Methos was dead, even once she was able to truly comprehend the magnitude of years that had gone by since she was trapped beneath the sea. She didn't, she supposed, really believe he could die, not after his demonstrations of healing, and not after the ease with which he had bested Aroz. She had been marked by him, marked with the conviction that he would endure.


  It was a conviction Methos would no doubt appreciate and encourage. Ghean smiled faintly at the grey waters far below. It wasn't true: Immortals could die. Some were easier to kill than others, and Methos would not be at all easy to take. It could be done, though. He was the superior swordsman, of that there was no doubt, but Ghean had passion on her side. She noticed again she was fiddling with her ring, and painstakingly folded her fingers together in her lap.


  She'd thought Atlantis might cause the ancient Immortal to surface eventually, but she hadn't imagined it would be so easy. What would you have done if he'd never come forward? If he'd been dead? Unconsciously, Ghean shook her head. Illogical as it was, Methos had to have been alive. Ghean needed that to go forward with her life; needed the potential reunitment as a focus, however fuzzy. With six billion people in the world, it was impossible to imagine she might find one extraordinarily old man. It was equally impossible to imagine she would not: she had forever to look.


  Another smile curved Ghean's lips. I wonder what the odds of finding him were. They must have been pretty good. And now he's invited himself along on my quest. How extraordinary.


  Had he thought about it more carefully, Ghean was certain Methos wouldn't have revealed the location of the Book of Atlantis. It was a treasure she'd barely considered, its status legendary even in her mind, and yet she had its resting place now. The temple had been so nearly utterly destroyed. Would the room beneath it have survived the sinking, or the fire that melted the temple's structure? Methos had mentioned the blocked- up tunnel leading out to the harbor. Ghean wavered between guesses, hypothesizing first that the tunnel had been crushed by the settling stone, leaving the room unflooded, then theorizing that the water had burst through the blockade, drowning the room beneath the temple as well as the temple itself.


  She rejected out of hand the idea that the room and Book had been destroyed together. It was not that it wasn't possible; it merely did not fit into her plans. Thus far everything, including Methos' appearance, fit at least loosely into the groundwork she had mentally laid out. The Book would also do so.


  The Book. Ghean nestled back into the airplane seat. Her diminutive size was enough to make coach seating nearly comfortable; the roomy first class seats were luxurious. She tapped the call button for a flight attendent. A tall young man appeared moments later, smiling. "What can I do for you, ma'am?"


  "Brandy, please," she requested, and smiled as it was delivered in under a minute. "Thank you." Lifting the glass to her mouth, she looked out the window again, almost content despite the flight.


  The original plan had been to search out the remaining artifacts. Atlantis' ruins were secondary to the tiny woman, more a bitter reminder of a childhood lost than the archaeological find of the century. Somewhere in the drowned city there would be items of remarkable power. The century she'd been reborn into was nearly advanced enough to unravel their secrets.


  So many of the artifacts had been lost to time. The Fleece, her own family's gift from the gods, was gone since the days of Jason and the Argonauts. For an instant Ghean's expression darkened as she dwelled on the legend. If Methos had been telling the truth, Minyah had only been dead a few decades, or perhaps a century, when that adventure happened. Two millennia of life ended by a child's selfishness; two thousand years while Ghean lived and died in a lightless prison beneath the sea. She shivered, and pulled her thoughts away before she spiraled down into pointless rage at the wasted centuries.


  The chalice, found and lost again in Christ's time; the cauldron destroyed, according to Welsh legend, when a living man climbed in it to end the evil of raising men from the dead. Ghean thought it curious that three of the thirteen artifacts appeared in the islands of Britain, when the others were so widely scattered. The other two, the sword lost to a lake and the scabbard to battle, were almost the last to be lost, by legend and history's tales. Arthur who bore the magical blade had lived only fifteen centuries ago. Ghean wondered if Methos had been there, and if he'd recognized the blade as Atlantean work from a life he'd left behind long ago. She sighed, closing her eyes as she sipped at the brandy.


  The unicorns died with the island, and Methuselah's stone she had seen herself, nearly all the crystals kept safe in a Watcher safehouse for more than a century. Once it had belonged to an Immortal woman, a teacher called Rebecca. The pieces had been scattered to her students over the years, and recollected by the Watchers as those students died. Only the last piece had been missing, still the safeguard of one of Rebecca's pupils. Ghean regretted, briefly, not taking the time to seek out which of the remaining students had the last piece, but she'd left the Watchers long before the technology for excavating Atlantis had been available, and the recovery of the final crystal was not important enough to pursue it at the time.


  Even the Dragon's Teeth seemed scattered around the world. Both Greek and Chinese legends told tales of stones cast to the ground to sprout undead warriors, and so it seemed safe to believe those gifts were irretrievable as well.


  There were others, though, House artifiacts that had never appeared in legend or history. Cuthmesh, the ring of life, had been one. The Book had been another. A girdle, of a fine steel, had been spoken about when the artifacts were mentioned, and a helmet, both reputed to protect their wearers from danger. They must still be somewhere beneath the waves, and they could be studied, perhaps replicated.


  But the Book would be the ultimate treasure. Ghean swirled her brandy, slowly, studying the pattern of flowing liquid. The hole in the temple would have to be expanded, but it might be possible to pump the water out, leaving the floor empty of most of the water, making excavating down beneath it possible, without flooding the room below if it remained dry. Another sip of the brandy, and Ghean frowned, uncertain if the temple would be able to take the pressure of the water outside without it being equalized from within. No matter; it was a task she didn't have to worry about today. If Methos was right, the Book was sealed in a box like the one that had held her mother's papers. Short of physically cracking it open, it wouldn't leak, and so was safe even if they had to let water in to the secret room.


  The idea of the Book was still too new: Ghean could barely imagine what she might do with the knowledge kept in the pages. The dearest thought to her at the moment was to use it to rebuild Atlantis, encouraging people to turn to that lifestyle, the reward perhaps being artifacts that would grant extended, possibly eternal, life. The skill to do it had to be in the Book, and it seemed a fitting tribute to the city that had died in such an untimely fashion.


  Methos wouldn't approve, with his unwillingness to share Immortality with the world. Fortunately, Methos would only be part of the equation as long as he was useful. Ghean turned her attention out the window again, lifting her brandy glass to her mouth to sip at the dark liquid. The light bounced off her ring, catching in the engraved lion's head that marked the surface of gold.

  







  Chapter Twenty-Five

  Methos stood on the Mediterranean shore, hands shoved deeply in his pockets. Despite the heat, he wore his greatcoat, the heavy black wool stirring slightly in the breeze off the water. The wind had more success with his hair, ruffling it in slightly varying patterns, leaving a few black strands to stand up straight when it faded away. Kahki pants and a white polo shirt, open at the throat, were something of a concession to the temperature. The sandals that left his toes bared were the greatest indication that Methos had left the chillier climate of Chicago thousands of miles behind.


  He stood with his eyes closed, tasting the salt and fish in the air. It had not been so very long since he'd last stood on the beaches along the Mediterranean Sea, not even by mortal standards. For Methos, the few intervening years since he'd brought Alexa to Greece were barely a blink, an infinitesimal fraction of his thousands of years.


  Alexa. Time dulled grief, but Immortality was a double- edged sword. It made time peculiarly fluid, making the years after a death seem to be nothing at all, until suddenly it was decades, not days, and years since he'd thought of her at all. But a scent, or gesture, or smile would bring it back in a rush, leaving him -- or any Immortal -- surprised in a net of memories from a lifetime before anyone near him had been born.


  It would happen. Methos knew it, and a part of him was relieved for it; to remember everything and everyone gone every day would drive anyone insane. There would be a sweetness to the memories, the distance making the pain easier to bear.


  For now, though, it was still raw, and Methos kept it close to his heart. He wasn't ready to let Alexa go. She'd been something special, something he didn't see often, courage and pride mixed up with fragility, a fragility reflected in her dying body. Methos closed his eyes, remembering her face: round, with gentle eyes, and a shy smile. Her hair was thin. He'd never asked if it had been thicker before cancer invaded, only brushed it and buried his face in the scent of it. It wasn't fair. It was so damned unfair.


  A hundred miles off the coast, drowned beneath the sea, lay the potential cure for the cancer that had eaten Alexa from the inside out. Methos opened his eyes, looking out over the blue waters. The cure might be in the Book, and Methos didn't want to give it to the world.


  What kind of heartless bastard am I? he wondered, but even voiced to himself, the question was without venom. It wasn't the right thing to do, there wasn't any question about that. Duncan would damn the consequences and hand the Book over to medical science on a silver platter. If it meant potential Immortality for the world, so be it. Duncan would accept that with open arms.


  Methos smiled thinly at the waves. The Highlander had changed him. Less than a decade ago, Methos wouldn't have stopped to consider what another's actions might be, or whether his own were right or wrong in the eyes of another. Now, at least, he thought about it. It generally took Duncan's actual presence to make the ancient Immortal go against his base instincts, but it was a remarkable change to have affected in such a short period of time.


  Duncan was back in Seattle, at any rate, and unable to translate the Book anyway. He was welcome to hand it over to science; they could puzzle over it together. Methos didn't necessarily object to the knowledge being available -- to tell the truth, he admitted silently, I'm extremely curious to read it again, now that we've reached a place where I can understand more of it. Who imagined studying at Heisenberg would lead here?


  Who imagined an aborted ceremony nearly five thousand years ago would lead here? Methos shook his head, turning to walk slowly down the beach. He simply didn't want the kind of knowledge available in the Book to be misused, and he was far too old a student of humanity to believe anything else would happen. The answer, then, was to either destroy it, or control it.


  He'd prefer to control it. Methos was also too much the scholar to willingly destroy the Book; he'd wept, when the Library at Alexandria was burned. It was possible humanity would someday reach the point where his kind and mortals could live together; it was possible that the day would come that Immortality would be parceled out to everyone, not just the wealthy.


  It was possible that pigs would sprout wings and fly away. Until all of those things came to pass, Methos wanted to be the one with the Book. He didn't trust anyone else. It's a limited existence, he thought, amused, but I've grown accustomed to it. He angled up the beach, heading back to where he'd parked. The sharp cries of seagulls slowed him, and he looked back out over the water, pain tightening his features. Guilt he'd left behind a long time ago, but regret seemed unavoidable. If only, he thought. If only Ghean had rediscovered Atlantis a few years earlier. If only I'd thought to look there myself. If only the cancer hadn't been so bad. If only, if only, if only. Alexa would want me to give the doctors the Book.


  Alexa is dead.


  Methos turned his back on the water, and finished the climb to his car.

  


  He was almost surprised that Ghean wasn't waiting for him there. She knew he'd come to Greece; the University of Chicago had returned Duncan's call, politely falling all over itself in its eagerness to accept the donation to the Atlantis fund. They were almost rabidly apologetic at Dr. Kostani's insistance that only Dr. Pierson accompany her in the undersea explorations, although, the harried woman on the other end of the line assured Duncan, he was most defeinetely welcome if he wished to stay at the land base. Duncan had looked at Methos, and demurred. Methos was fairly certain the Highlander had an absurdly romantic notion in his thick Scottish skull, and had rolled his eyes at Duncan as he'd hung up the phone.


  It wasn't, Methos agreed, that the idea was unappealing. Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, but bears it out even to the edge of doom. If this be error, and upon me prov'd, I never writ, nor no man ever loved. A smile curved Methos' mouth as he recalled Shakespeare's words. No one was more qualified to pass judgement on love's ability to pass through the centuries. Until the gut-wrenching shock of seeing Cassandra again, Methos had always relegated those eternal loves to fond memory, only reflective of the true feeling. Her pale eyes, hidden away in thousands of years of his memories, gave the lie to the reflection, and the truth to Shakespeare's sonnet. Ghean's unexpected reappearance had much the same effect on Methos, down to the sick, thudding disbelief in the pit of the stomach that somehow brought all of the good moments to mind.


  Ghean still had her intensity, the dark-eyed focus that made the rest of the universe fade away. Watching her, as they'd exchanged stories, filling in what had happened in Atlantis and after, had been breathtaking. The short haircut that hit at her cheekbones highlighted her eyes in a way the hip-length style she'd worn in Atlantis never could have. The innocence had been lost, as he'd feared. Whether it was the first death, or the ensuing thousands of years of captivity that had broken naievete away from her was irrelevant. Replacing it was anger, a fire that burned a little too near the surface. It was, in its own way, equally compelling, perhaps even more so, for the danger inherent within.


  It was what kept the idea of rekindled romance nothing more than a charming and idle thought. Passion, Methos thrived on. It was one reason Duncan, and even Joe and Amanda, had come to matter to Methos. They each had an astonishing passion in life -- Duncan for his rigid code of right and wrong, Joe for his belief in the Watchers, and Amanda in her sheer joy in going beyond the borders of legality. Methos had his own passions, more tempered; scholarship, the practice of medicine, and, above all else, survival.


  Ghean had passion in her anger, but no visible focus. It was not, Methos was certain, that the focus was not there, but merely that he couldn't see it. Far too many years separated them to be able to intuitively guess what she might be thinking or plotting. Until he knew, Methos wouldn't let sentimentality cloud his judgement.


  And yet, he teased himself, you expected her to be waiting for you. Arrogant old man.


  It wasn't impossible that she might have been waiting. The University had offered him a room in the small complex they were renting for their land base, but Methos had declined. The key word in their description seemed to be 'small'. Methos was uncomfortable with placing himself so near to another Immortal, particularly one he didn't entirely trust. Though he'd never slept through the tingling headache that announced another Immortal's arrival, the warning wasn't a constant: once an Immortal entered the range of sensitivity, the feeling faded away. Methos prefered not to risk the proximity being so close that the warning would be useless, and had rented himself a room in a non-descript bed and breakfast. The University had the name and room number, and Ghean could have learned from the proprietor that Dr. Pierson had asked directions to the beach that morning.


  Methos pulled the car up to the bed and breakfast, shaking his head. All of which, he decided, was a great deal of trouble, and for someone who's busy swearing off revitalized romances, you're spending a lot of time hypothosizing how Ghean might 'happen' to come across you. Grinning, he locked the car door and took the stairs up to the second floor of the bed and breakfast two at a time.


  Halfway up, the chill of warning slashed through him. Glancing over his shoulder to assure himself there were no mortals lurking, Methos withdrew his sword, taking the last steps more cautiously. At the head of the stairs, he craned his neck around the corner, peering down the hallway.


  Ghean stepped out of his room, hands spread deliberately wide and open at her sides. "They let me in," she called. "I explained I was a work collegue. I don't," she added, a smile crossing her face, "think they believed me."


  Methos sighed, coming around the corner and down the hall without resheathing his sword. "Don't do that to me," he said irritably. "I behave badly when surprised."


  "Only when you're surprised? You seem to have displayed bad behavior extensively since we've become reaquainted." Ghean went back into his room, Methos a step behind her.


  The room was pink. The walls themselves were an inoffensive pale rose, just enough color to them to warm the room. Alone, it would have been pleasant. Unfortunately, the decorater hadn't stopped there. A fuzzy carpet, a few shades off fuscia and with loops coming out of the weave, reflected off the walls, leaving both floor and walls brighter than they'd originally been. The curtains over the small window almost defied putting a name to the color; Methos had reluctantly decided they were closer to magenta than anything else. The bedcovers were not only pink, but were embroidered with heavy red roses. The effect was overwhelming. Methos had literally taken a step backwards when shown into the room, dismay on his features. The proprietor had shrugged helplessly. "It is late in the season. We are redecorating rooms. This is the only one not torn up."


  It didn't get better with repeated exposure. Methos considered buying a pair of sunglasses just to deal with the glare of the room, although he loathed wearing them outside. Ghean was grinning at the decor. "It's very you, Met--"


  "Adam," he corrected before she finished the word. After an audible pause, she continued.


  "Adam. I think they call this being in touch with your feminine side?"


  "I make a terrible woman, G--Mary." Methos grimaced. "I'm too flat-chested, and I just can't disguise the Adam's apple. I have," he added, "been surprised a lot since your reappearance."


  "Isn't life more exciting that way?" Ghean sat down on the bed, leaving the chair -- covered with a pink plush -- for Methos. He eyed it distastefully, and sat, kicking his feet up on the dresser. He hadn't examined it, but concluded it was probably made of rosewood, to keep in theme.


  "No, it's more unpredictable. I don't like unpredictable. Speaking of which, what are you doing here?"


  Ghean's eyebrows rose, disappearing beneath her bangs. "Is my appearance unpredictable?"


  Methos cast a glance at her, then chuckled despite himself. "I was expecting you while I was down at the beach," he confessed.


  "I see. I'll have to work on my timing, then." Ghean folded her arms, leaning against the headboard. "I've painted a glowing review of you, Methos. Michael's expecting a venerable old man, or a child with a genius behond compare."


  Methos leaned backwards in the plush-covered chair, tilting it precariously far and snagging the door with his fingertips to swing it closed as Ghean used his real name again. Her eyebrows lifted a second time, curious. "You're going to have to learn to call me Adam."


  "Why? We're behind closed doors now."


  "Don't be difficult."


  Ghean dimpled, an almost apologetic smile. "I'm terribly sorry, Adam. But since we are behind closed doors, can't I use your true name?"


  Goosebumps ran over Methos' arms, even under the greatcoat he hadn't shed. A true name is a thing of power. And you, despite your years, are a superstitious old man, he chided himself. "You can call me Methos," he agreed. "But watch it in public, Ghean. Legends are confirmed by chance encounters and evesdropping, and I much prefer my status to be legendary instead of confirmed."


  Ghean lifted a hand to her lips, pursing them and tapping her thumb against them idly. "Were you this paranoid in Atlantis, Methos?"


  "No," he said shortly. "but I was a lot younger then, too."


  Ghean was silent a moment, folding her arms again. "Tell me about your life, Methos," she asked quietly. "Tell me about the life I might have lived."


  Methos studied her a few seconds. She wore a white silk tanktop tucked into an above-the-knee black skirt. The tank left her arms bared, and there was more muscle in them than Methos remembered from Atlantis. She'd left her shoes, black pumps, on the floor, and had her ankles crossed in front of her on the bed. The necklace of Aries was caught in her arms, the silver chain loose against her neck. Her hair was held back by a white headband, leaving her bangs down. She looked astonishingly kitten-like, brown eyes tempered with curiousity. Methos shut his eyes against the image, and stood to pull his coat off and drape it over the back of his chair. "Another time, Ghean. Tell me about this role I'm supposed to play."


  "You sound like I've assigned it to you." Ghean's face lost the odd youthfulness and settled into more determined lines. "It was your idea to tag along on my exploration."


  "Yes, but you told your Dr. Powers that I was inutterably clever. While I'd never disagree, I need to know how far my supposed boundaries stretch."


  "He's known me for years," Ghean defended herself. "I can only push my own apparent knowledge so far, before it starts to look suspicious. You wanted to come along. The least I could do was make you useful to me."


  "I live to serve," Methos said dryly. "What do I know, Ghean, or shall I just make it up as I go along?" He steepled his fingers, listening intently as Ghean outlined the history she'd sketched for Michael. "Good God," he burst out when she was done. "You told him I could translate Atlantean?"


  "Don't be silly," she said smoothly. "I merely suggested that if anyone could, you could. Besides, there may be nothing left. The papyrus and scrolls won't have survived."


  "Unless they're encapsulated like the Book was," Methos said.


  "Even so, the room might have been destroyed, Those boxes won't hold up under being crushed into a pulp, no matter how well made they were." Ghean took a pillow and switched ends of the bed, rolling onto her stomach and folding the pillow under her chin to she could keep watching Methos.


  Methos arched an eyebrow. "Do you think it was destroyed?"


  Ghean hesitated. "I don't want it to have been," she said. "There isn't a great deal left to the city, Methos. Without something like the Book, I'll never prove that Atlantis really was the great advanced civilization of legend. I want it to be there."


  "How were you going to do that before I told you about the Book's location?"


  Ghean shrugged a shoulder. "Dig up the sewer systems, rebuild the art that I could. Hope for the miraculous preservation of texts. The Book would make it much easier."


  "Papyrus was heavy. It might have survived underwater, if it was in anything sealed or partially sealed. Is that what you're looking for, Ghean? Ease of fame and fortune?"


  Ghean's eyes glittered as she looked up at Methos. "No," she said softly. "I want Atlantis back."


  Methos shook his head. "It's gone, Ghean. It's been gone for thousands of years. The past doesn't come back."


  "I did," Ghean said. "You did. All we need is the island, now."


  "I doubt you're going to be able to raise it from the sea floor, Ghean. Somebody doesn't like it when Immortals fight on holy ground. Atlantis is drowned for good."


  Ghean shifted again, sitting up cross-legged with the pillow hugged across her middle. "How did you know?" she asked. "How did you know that something terrible would happen?"


  Methos spread his hands. "The Rules," he said helplessly. "No fighting on holy ground. I didn't know what would happen, and I didn't want to stay to find out. I have no recollection of ever having been in a similar situation prior to Atlantis. I just trusted the Rules."


  "Why?"


  Methos shook his head. "Because they're the first thing I remember? I don't know, Ghean. It was holy ground, the Rules state there's no fighting on holy ground, and the sky was boiling black. It seemed likely that running was the best option. I can't give you a better reason. I don't remember watching someone else fight on holy ground and the world exploding. I just wanted to run, and so I did."


  "A lot of people would call you a coward," Ghean observed softly.


  "A lot of people," Methos said, "would be dead. What do you want me to say, Ghean? Do you want me to say I'm sorry? I'm sorry you were caught in an oubliette for four and a half millennia. Does that help? Does it make it better, or make it all go away?"


  Ghean's shoulders tensed as she looked at Methos. "Are you sorry you didn't try to rescue me?"


  "No," Methos said, and watched everything gentle drain from Ghean's face. "You're asking me to be sorry for putting my survival first, and I won't do that, Ghean."


  She stood up, putting her shoes on and placing the pillow very carefully back at the head of the bed. "The first expedition leaves at seven, Tuesday morning. We'll be meeting a ship anchored out in the Mediterranean, and we'll go out to the site from there. Please be on time." She brushed past him, stopping just inside the door to look over her shoulder. "You could have lied."


  Methos listened to the staccato clip of her heels going down the hallway, standing to go to the window when the sound faded entirely. Pushing the curtain aside, he looked down into the parking lot. Ghean came out a moment later, climbing into her car and slamming the door with a hard dull thud. Seconds later the car disappeared down the road. She hadn't been an enemy when she came in, but Methos was not certain she was not one as she left. Poorly, if honestly, handled, he thought mockingly, and turned away from the window, letting the curtain drop.

  







  Chapter Twenty-Six

  The research vessel was called Retribution. Methos scowled at the peeling letters on the prow, waiting for the gangplank to be lowered to the dock. "You couldn't possibly have named it that deliberately," he said to Ghean, who stood a few feet away. She glanced up at the ship, and laughed.


  "It was donated by an oceanographer about fifteen years ago," she explained. "He was going through an ugly divorce and got rid of the ship as a tax writeoff. His only stipulation was that it be named Retribution."


  Methos glanced back at the ship with a little more approval. "I like his sense of humour."


  "The University liked his donation. We rebuilt it from the inside out for this project. The equipment's not quite as modern as I'd like, but funding doesn't keep up with technology."


  "I'd ask if there have been funding problems, but I spent the last decade in research."


  Ghean shot Methos an amused look. "Have they gotten stingy?" she asked, deliberately not naming the Watchers aloud. "When I worked with them, they were remarkably generous."


  "You probably fluttered your eyelashes at the buereaucrats. I didn't even recognize my own boss. Funding wasn't a particular concern of his, not for someone who insisted on chasing wild goose tales without any sort of verification over centuries at a time."


  Michael Powers joined the pair as Methos finished speaking. "Dr. Pierson?" he asked uncertainly, looking up at Methos.


  "The same," Methos agreed, and offered his hand to the smaller man. "Dr. Powers, I presume."


  Powers looked uncomfortable in the heat, his round face pink with exertion and sunburn. He also looked very slightly dismayed as Methos confirmed his identity. "You're younger than I expected," he said as he shook Methos' hand.


  Actually, I'm much, much older than you expect. "It's a curse," Methos said genially. "No one wants to take me seriously because my face doesn't seem to want to age. I expect I'll be grateful for that in a few decades. In the meantime -- well, Mary told you I'm something of a recluse. An inability to look properly old and stuffy is part of why I am." Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Ghean lift a hand to cover a broad smile.


  Powers grinned. "It's a trait you share with Mary. I've known her six years and I swear she hasn't aged a day."


  "Blarnier," Ghean said, letting the smile come through now. "I'm just short, and exceptionally good at applying makeup. And you're charmingly deluded."


  Michael shook his head, grinning again as he looked at Methos. "Mary said you two were old friends. Was she always this modest?"


  "Mmm," Methos said, and shook his head. "No." Before he could continue, Ghean lifted a hand threateningly, and Methos warded off the pretense of a blow with mock alarm. The tense exchange in the bed and breakfast seemed to have blown over. Methos was relieved; he'd handled it inelegantly, and had no desire to spend several days cooped up with an edgy Immortal.


  "I'm sorry you weren't able to join us at Saturday's dinner party. It was something of a fundraiser, but there were a number of ancient-world scholars there. I'm sure your input would have been fascinating. Mary said you weren't feeling well after the long plane flight."


  Methos' eyebrows went up a little. "A little of that, and a little terminal shyness, I think it was. I've never thought my social skills were my strongest point." He looked over Powers' head at Ghean, one eyebrow lifting higher. Ghean shrugged, failing to look even slightly apologetic. Methos grinned in spite of himself. The conversation hadn't blown over. Ghean'd deliberately failed to mention the dinner in retaliation for his honesty. It made him something of a boor in the eyes of his new colleagues, and that, evidently, leveled the playing field. "Touche'," he mouthed at Ghean, and the corner of her mouth twitched in acknowledgement.


  " . . . you specialized in ancient languages? Is that correct, Dr. Pierson?"


  Methos blinked, turning his focus onto Dr. Powers again. "Adam," he said absently. "We're going to be working together, after all. No need for such formality. Myths and languages, yes. They tend to go hand in hand. It's difficult to decipher old texts if you know nothing of the language. I like to think of myself as a purist, translating as accurately as possible."


  "It's a pity we'll never know how accurate any of our translations are," Michael said rather mournfully. "There are moments when I reel with the arrogance of trying to choose the best words for languages dead thousands of years."


  "Oh? Are you a translator, Dr. Powers?"


  "Michael," Powers corrected, "if I'm supposed to call you Adam. No," he added hastily, "not myself. Man in general, I meant."


  Methos twisted half a smile. "From the myths and legends we do have, Michael, I think it's safe to say that arrogance is a failing mankind has had since history began, and no doubt long before."


  Ghean turned to face Methos as he finished speaking, her dark eyes unreadable. Methos thought she was about to comment on the conversation, but she hesitated a moment, then said, "They've finally got the gangplank down. Shall we board?"


  The ship managed to be bigger inside than it was outside, though it wasn't small from the outside. Conspicuously abandoned by Michael on deck, Ghean showed Methos down to the tiny cabin that was his quarters. "It's a little isolated," she said, navigating the narrow passageways, "but I thought you might prefer that. Michael's cabin is down on the other end, next to mine. He tried very hard to exchange yours for his."


  Methos smirked. "He and Duncan should talk," he said softly, and glanced into the cabin. He had no more than two inches of clearance above his head. The decor was compact, unattractive, and extremely functional. A hard-looking bed with a blanket turned at military corners filled one wall; a shelf above it with webbing across the opening allowed a place to store luggage. Methos dropped his small suitcase on the bed for the moment, turning to survey the rest of the room. A desk and a closet took up the other long wall; if he stood in the middle and stretched his arms, he could touch both walls.


  "Small," Ghean said dryly, "but you weren't expected."


  "Why do I have the feeling you insisted that I would be content with standard quarters, despite having handed over an obscene amount of money to your excavation fund?"


  Ghean flashed a smile. "Because it wouldn't make any sense to donate all that money and then use it to fix up a room so you could live in indulgent comfort while joining us on the explorations."


  Methos looked down at her. "Of course," he agreed. "I've lived in worse."


  "Besides." Ghean's smile was abruptly underscored by a veneer of steel. "It's my party, and I don't want anyone to forget that. Including you."


  For a moment Methos was captivated by the zeal in her eyes. Reflected in the excitement there was a girl anticipating a journey home, her wedding day, a lifetime with her beloved. The motion of lowering his head to kiss her was checked just as the muscles began to tense; instead, Methos lifted a hand to flick an ironic salute at Ghean. "Aye, aye, ma'am," he said solemnly.


  She dismissed the action entirely. "There are reports in the conference room, or what we call the conference room, anyway. It's actually the mess hall. You may wish to look at them. They detail what we've found so far; you'll probably want the information so you don't overstep the limits of our current knowledge."


  Methos nodded. Leaving his coat behind, he followed Ghean through the narrow halls to the dining hall. As she opened the door, he laughed. "Where do you actually eat?"


  There wasn't a flat surface in the room, including the floor, that wasn't stacked with files, papers, or maps. Some piles were more precariously balanced than others, usually on chairs, suggesting the material had been moved hurriedly for ease in sitting or studying another piece. Flourescent light glared down on the papers, reflecting brilliantly off the grey walls. Without the mass of paperwork, the room would be extraordinarily dull; with them, Methos had to squint briefly while his eyes adjusted to the peculiar light level.


  "Usually frantically running down the hallways. Mealtime seems to signal either a disaster or a discovery, around here." Ghean pushed aside half a dozen reports, digging through a pile to find what she wanted. "This," she said, and laid out a fat pamphlet on the table, "and this and this." She planted two more texts, of increasing thickness, on top of the first. "Geologic history of the Mediterranean," she said, tapping the top one, then bumping it aside half an inch to prod the second. "A history of the project," and she pushed it away to get to the third. "And a location record and theories on use of the artifacts we've found. Some of them are painfully wrong. Worse than watching the floodlights ghosting over houses I once visited is hearing the wildly inaccurate hypothises the other archaeologists are coming up with. Don't you want to shake them and yell until they listen, sometimes?"


  "I tend to bury that desire in my own best self-interest," Methos said, "but there are moments, yes. These days, I go rant at MacLeod when a particularly disasterous interpretation makes the news." He frowned at the stack Ghean had set aside for him. "Actually, I think that's how I ended up here. I was going to poke fun at the poor fool who thought he'd found Atlantis." He looked up at Ghean, expression wry. "Goodness, wasn't I surprised."


  Ghean laughed, and moved an eighteen-inch pile of papers off a chair, depositing them neatly on the floor instead. "Sit," she said, "and read. I'll make a concerted effort to not surprise you again for at least fifteen minutes. You're much more pleasant when you think you're in control." She walked past him, then stopped with her hand on the doorknob, looking at him curiously. After a moment she shook her head and stepped out, letting the door latch behind her.


  Methos frowned after her. "Everybody's more pleasant when they think they're in control. It's a very nice illusion," he muttered, and sat, turning the frown on the pile Ghean had left him. Reluctantly, he pulled the first report towards himself, and began to read.

  


  Ghean tapped a forefinger against her thigh as she walked back down the hall from the ship's mess. It was obvious, now that she'd hit on it. Methos' security blanket was control. At no time had he been out of control, in Atlantis. The circumstances had changed from moment to moment, certainly, but never so drastically or unexpectedly that he hadn't had time to consider his options.


  Or, more likely, he'd played out potential confrontations and events well ahead of time, factoring in what he knew of human behavior to help him determine the most likely course of events. It seemed an exhausting task to Ghean, but she was beginning to appreciate how little she knew Methos. Her childhood experiences with him had been less than a single facet of the man, though he'd tried to show her more when he'd told her the truth about himself. Her own lack of sophistication had thwarted Methos' ability to expose himself to her as much as his own habits of privacy had. With time and maturity, she would have been better able to accept him. Those things had not been offered to her, although they should have been. The centuries Methos had seen -- even that her own mother had survived -- should have been Ghean's to encounter as well.


  Ghean rubbed her fingertip against the gold of her ring, feeling the smooth surface bump slightly over the scars. Until the earthquake, Methos had been in control. When the quake struck, he panicked and ran. Ghean couldn't entirely blame him for that -- she'd watched many of her friends do the same, as they grew up, and they were accustomed to the sudden shaking of the earth. A smile flitted across her face. She could perhaps forgive him for panic.


  You're asking me to be sorry for putting my survival first, and I won't do that, Ghean. The words flashed through her mind, and the smile faded away. It hadn't been panic. It had been a deliberate and calculated choice to run. To abandon her, when he knew she would be resurrected from the blow that fell her. To be so very certain that choice was right, he would neither offer apology for it nor lie to spare her feelings. That was how easy it was for Methos, when he was in control.


  Ghean made her way up to the deck, leaning on the railing. Wind pushed her hair back from her face, and she smiled without teeth into it. There would be no more surprises, then. To the best of her ability, Ghean would allow Methos apparent control of the tenuous relationship between them. It would make the final betrayal that much more satisfying, to watch him grasp at the threads he thought he'd woven as they came unraveled around him.

  


  Down in the mess hall, Methos leaned back, rubbing his eyes with one hand. It was no wonder new archaeological treasures kept being discovered on the Mediterranean floor, despite it being well-explored. A history of the seabed activity detailed earthquakes of a 4.0 magnitude or higher occuring at least yearly for the last half century, and sometimes there were many in a year. While not enough to do much more than rumble on land, and knock a few jars off their shelves, every quake did resettle the sea floor a little. Eventually it made a difference, exposing new land and what it carried for explorers to find. It seemed almost inevitable that Atlantis would have been found; Ghean's knowledge of where her ancient home had been merely made it easier.


  The report actually traced the seabed's history back several thousand years, citing quakes that had rocked the Mediterranean area more than three thousand years ago. One or two had been significant enough that Methos actually remembered them; his own journals cited the volcanic eruptions and earthquakes in 79 AD, when Pompeii was buried and preserved forever in a fall of ash. Much earlier, while Methos rode with the Horsemen, had been the destruction of Minoan Crete. Both disasters had made Methos curious as to whether or not they'd been triggered by Immortals fighting on holy ground. It had only been a year or two since Joe Dawson had confirmed that the eruption at Pompeii, at least, had been preceded by a battle on holy ground. So I was right, Methos thought, deliberately shaping the words as a rememberance to Minyah. That is always satisfying.


  He picked up the earthquake report again, flipping through it to the early twentieth century. Ghean had broken free from her prison in the early months of World War I, she'd said. From the report, Methos guessed an earthquake in early October of 1914 was the one that had finally twisted the temple stone enough to give way a little. Its epicenter had been considerably north of Atlantis' location, but it had measured a 7.7, enough to do damage over a widespread area.


  Methos looked through the other reports perfunctorily. Had he not known the truth, the history of the development of the Atlantis Project would have been fascinating. As it was, Methos had a difficult time reading it as anything other than a cover story. It was a good one: young Mary Kostani's remarkable education and passion for finding the lost civilization could and had inspired research and funding on a cause most scholars would prefer to leave alone, for fear of ridicule. The report was liberally scattered with instances of 'genius' and 'prodigy' by Ghean's colleagues. Methos grinned every time he came across them. 'Astonishing leaps of intuition leading to daring precepts about the day to day lives of ancient citizens'. Ghean must love this. I certainly would. I'm surprised she doesn't have to go through a door sideways to accomodate the ego this must have given her. Of course, he thought as he picked up the final report, she's short.


  Halfway through a minutely detailed description of a mug inscribed with Taurus' bull, Methos let the papers fall to his lap. Someone's going to find House Aries artifacts sooner or later. Michael Powers, at the very least, is going to recognize the symbol from Ghean's necklace. Anyone else who's worked with her for any period of time at all probably will, too. He looked at the description again, glancing over the accounting of the circle and the points within it that circled the bull's head. From the House itself, he noted absently, but why hasn't anyone noticed Ghean's necklace is that same layout? Does Powers know the truth?


  Methos rejected the thought out of hand. Powers wouldn't have made a joke about Ghean's apparent failure to age if he'd known she was Immortal. She must have an explanation prepared, Methos decided. She couldn't be that clumsy. Or could she? She's very young, he reminded himself.


  A warning rush of nausea swept through him. Methos stood, reaching for his sword, and then let his hand fall away, on the chance that Ghean was not alone. He did, however, step around the table, so it was between him and the door when it opened a moment later. Ghean leaned on the doorknob, brown eyes dancing. After a quick look over her shoulder to be certain no one had followed her, she smiled up at Methos. "We're almost there. The ship will be anchoring in a few minutes, and we'll drop down for a preliminary dive this afternoon to decide what area we want to begin in. Well, Methos. Are you ready to go back to Atlantis?"

  







  Chapter Twenty-Seven

  The little submarine held six, seven if everyone was on good terms and one was as tiny as Ghean. Methos had no idea how the University had been able to afford it. His best guess was that Ghean had, via a sponsor, fronted the money. Even in as little as sixty or seventy years, it was easy to build up a mass of cash, if you knew you would outlive any fluctuations in the stock market.


  Unlike the Retribution, the sub's equipment was state of the art. Uncompartmentalized, it didn't look more than fifteen feet from end to end, and a significant portion of the walls were filled with computer screens. The pilot's seat and array covered most of the front end, tiny windows of information beeping quietly as they displayed and redisplayed data, updating it every few seconds. Immediately behind and to the left of the cockpit, an alarming-looking armed waldo was set up in front of the largest screen, which flickered grey. Opposite it was a camera, set up at an angle to look out a porthole, and next to that, a seat. The back of another terminal setup made a back for the seat at exactly the wrong height to provide comfort. The rest of the submarine's interior essentially reflected the layout of the camera and seat, with an extraneous porthole at the tail end. In front of both, sturdy black metal boxes, one with 'electrical equipment' stenciled on the outside, had been stacked up to make haphazard chairs.


  Methos, too tall to stand comfortably in the compact tube, laughed as he stepped in. "I feel like I'm watching Titanic again," he said to Ghean. She grinned back.


  "Only ours isn't a set. Since you're here, Adam, let's put you to good use. Know anything about mapping software?" She lead him through the tangle of seats and terminals, stepping over boxes on the floor.


  "I forgot to brush up," Methos said. "Too bad I missed the dinner party. Someone could have reminded me." Once seated, it wasn't too uncomfortable. There was a porthole behind his left shoulder that he could see through if he twisted at the proper angle, and he had head room. To make up for it, there was no leg room. Methos decided wisdom was the better part of valor, and didn't complain.


  Ghean shrugged deprecatingly. "I could always hope. Luckily for you, the computer does all the work. If this goes off," and she flicked a finger at an unlit light, "call him." Ghean pointed over her shoulder with her thumb as a long-haired young man, taller than Methos, crawled into the sub.


  "What about me?" he asked, ducking towards the duo.


  "Adam, this is Jerry. Jerry, Dr. Pierson, one of our sponsors. Jerry keeps the computer systems running."


  "I'm the resident geek," Jerry agreed, and stuck out his hand. "Mike mentioned you at the party Saturday, but said you couldn't make it. Too bad. Mary actually put on a party dress. It was worth seeing."


  Methos grinned. "Hi, Jerry. I'm sorry I missed it. It's been a while since I've seen her dressed up."


  Ghean leveled an icy stare at Methos. He widened his eyes innocently, saved from having to defend himself by Michael's arrival with two others. "Mary Jerry Adam," Michael said absently, without looking at any of the three as he addressed them. He had a video camera in one hand, a battery case in the other, and went to prod at the camera behind the pilot's seat.


  Behind him came a man in his mid forties, with a stiff military haircut. "Afternoon," he said pleasantly, offering his hand to Methos. "Dan Franks. I'm the pilot. Presumeably you're the honored guest. This is my wife, Anne." He stepped aside to present a blonde woman in her late thirties.


  "Hi," she said, "no relation."


  Methos blinked, then laughed. "No, I don't imagine you are. Adam Pierson. It's a pleasure." He shook hands as they were offered, then watched curiously as Anne seated herself in front of the waldo. "I gather you drive the robot?"


  Anne glanced over and nodded. "Handy. I volunteered for this job because I get to stare dreamily out the window and imagine life in Atlantis when I'm not working." She grinned. "It's quite the sight, Dr. Pierson. You're in for the experience of a lifetime."


  Methos looked up momentarily to meet Ghean's eyes. "I'm sure I am."


  Ghean smiled, more an expression of acknowledgement than humour. She dropped into her seat, just in front of Methos, and turned to look at the pale water outside.


  "Finished the systems check fifteen minutes ago," Dan announced. "Unless anybody forgot to stop by the bathroom, we're ready to go." He waited ten seconds, then grinned with satisfaction. "Seal up the hatch, would you, Pierson? Anne, check it."


  Methos stood, half grinning at his toes as he did as he was bid. He and Anne did an awkward little dance around each other, as he tried to regain his seat while she went to check the seal. They ended up grinning broadly at each other, and Methos backed up with exaggerated steps to get out of her way. Fortune, more than skill, prevented him from setting his foot down on a box, and he wavered briefly, regaining his balance more solidly after Anne stepped back again. "Nice and tight," she reported. "You all right there, Adam?"


  "Fine," he answered, returning to his seat. "Just working through a life-long desire to be Charlie Chaplin. I just don't have his knack for physical schtick."


  "Charlie Chaplin never had to work under these conditions," Jerry observed.


  The sub broke loose from the Retribution, sinking into the Mediterranean waters. Methos looked out a porthole, watching bubbles rise rapidly by. "You're certainly right about that."

  


  The light change was gradual as the submarine sank into the sea. Fifty feet down, Methos noticed the sub's internal lights for the first time; by fifty meters the light from the water outside was of a peculiar, ethereal quality. Aside from the occasional school of startled fish, the outside scenery was not particularly captivating. The others bantered back and forth lightly, and Methos listened with half an ear for a few moments, watching as the submarine descended into darkness. Within minutes it was too dark to make out more than vague shapes. Methos took his gaze from the porthole, glancing instead at Ghean, wondering suddenly how well she handled the submersions, considering her history.


  She sat, staring fixedly out a porthole. Methos could see tiny tense muscles along her jaw, though her shoulders appeared relaxed. Her breathing was deliberately even, long slow breaths through her nostrils. Her posture was rigid, but for her shoulders; Methos imagined the stiff muscles along her spine, and for a moment considered reaching out to comfort her.


  Probably not a good idea, all things considered.


  Almost as though she'd heard him, Ghean turned her head to look at Methos. Her eyes were black, expressionless in the off-colored lighting of the submarine. She watched him for several seconds, silent and stonyfaced, before returning her attention to the growing darkness outside the porthole.


  Michael finally succeeded in the arcane adjustments he was making to his cameras, and sat back, satisfied. He caught Methos' intent study of Ghean, and grinned broadly, gesturing at the pair with a tilt of his head, murmuring to Anne. The blonde woman looked over her shoulder to smile as well, and Methos lifted his eyebrows quizzically at the two. Anne pulled an innocent moue, and Michael averted his eyes, chuckling.


  I'm surrounded by matchmakers. Methos couldn't help grinning, which, he knew, would only add fuel to the fire. Leaning forward, he interrupted Ghean's reverie to ask quietly, "Didn't you tell him we were just friends?"


  Ghean's gaze snapped back to him. "Yes," she replied, "I said we were very g . . . " Her voice faded away entirely, color draining from her face. "Very good friends," she repeated, barely more than a breath. Her chin moved fractionally, as if a blow had been taken and almost entirely absorbed. "Just like you said you and my mother were."


  Oh, shit, Methos thought with perfect clarity.


  "You utter bastard," Ghean said precisely, out loud, in a tongue dead for forty-five hundred hears. Every head in the submarine snapped around to stare in open interest at the petite woman.


  What happens if there's a Quickening underwater? A small portion of Methos' mind darted off on the tangent. We can't fight here. There's not enough room. And I don't know what else would happen, but it would be extremely unpleasant for the mortals on board. "Ghean," he said, in his most reasonable tone, using the same language she'd spoken in, "you had been dead for a thousand years. I thought she'd been dead that long, for gods' sake."


  "She was my mother!"


  "By adoption," Methos hedged, and winced at the argument. "Ghean, after that long, what difference does that sort of relationship make? We were both at hard places in our lives and we found an old friend when we needed one. It's not unusual for Immortals to become lovers -- "


  Ghean erupted out of her seat, an explosion of movement startling and effective despite her diminutive size. "My mother, Methos! She was my mother! You were about to be my husband! 'You were at hard places'. Don't try that, you son of a bitch. She was my mother. You slept with my mother!"


  Methos closed his eyes, hard. "Dammit, Ghean. That relationship, Minyah being your mother, was a thousand years dead. She was a friend when I needed one. Old friends become lovers -- "


  "Oh, clearly. I was your lover, Methos, and I don't see you trying that tact with me!"


  Methos' eyes snapped back open. Is that all it takes? "When have I had time?" he demanded. "Do you think you're not still beautiful? Do you think I don't want you? Gods above, Ghean, I loved you. I mourned for a thousand years. I became someone else someone else entirely to walk away from the pain. It took that long to put away the grief. And then you show up out of the deep blue sea," Methos flinched mentally at the unfortunately accurate phrase, "and I find out that loving you didn't go away with the pain. What do you think I'm doing here?"


  Ghean's eyes and mouth vied for a winning position in roundness. Methos didn't dare look at the rest of the sub's crew to see their expressions. The absolute silence was more than enough to suggests what was on their faces.


  "The . . . Book . . . . " Ghean faltered. Methos let weariness settle into his face.


  "What was I supposed to say?" he asked. "Especially after the story you told us about your captivity. Forgive me if I couldn't come up with a delicate way to say 'I still love you, give me another chance'. A book isn't worth a million and a half dollars, Ghean. I thought if we spent time together . . . ."


  Ghean dropped back into her seat, still staring at Methos. "You said . . . on Saturday. You weren't sorry."


  Methos spread his hands, helplessly. "I'm not sorry I've survived. I can't be sorry for the choices I've made, Ghean. They're what make me who I am. I can regret the consequences of those choices." A sad smile played over his features, then fell away. "You're the only Immortal woman I ever wanted to marry, Ghean."


  "Oh," Ghean said faintly, and turned away abruptly to resume staring out the porthole. Methos let out a long, slow breath, eyes closing. When he opened them again a moment later, it was to find the four other crew members gaping at him.


  "What," Michael, the first to regain his voice, "the hell was that?"


  "A language Mary and I made up when we were children," Methos answered, addressing the question he thought most needed answering first, "and a lover's quarrel. I apologize for subjecting you to that." He closed his eyes against the audibly restrained silence. After several seconds, he heard Dan turn his chair back around to being piloting again. A few minutes later, conversation picked up again, giving Methos the privacy he needed to sort through what he'd said.


  How much of it did she buy? More to the point, how much of it was true? Enough of it, he decided reluctantly. Enough of it for the rest to sound true. It seemed unlikely that mere seduction would be enough to calm Ghean's fury, but it had obviously been a step in the right direction.


  It wasn't entirely untrue, Methos temporized. There were still strong feelings for the Atlantean woman in him. It had taken a few days after the initial shock of her appearance to sort out what he did feel. Mostly, it seemed to be great fondness, tempered with disbelief and distrust, rather than an abiding love. Her re-emergence in his life inevitably sparked a curiousity about a potential relationship, but that had nothing to do with his decision to bribe the University into allowing him passage on the ship to Atlantis. Never-the-less, the idea apparently could be used to appeal to Ghean's more romantic nature.


  Ghean's a romantic. Methos' eyes popped open suddenly, and he caught Anne staring frankly across the sub at him. Caught, she blushed and looked away. By the time she looked back, his eyes were closed again. You're judging her by your own standards, dammit, and she's not as old as your memory tells you she has to be, Methos reminded himself forcefully. She's been the princess locked in a tower for eons, and she didn't escape into the world until very recently. She's certainly still young enough to be a romantic. Maybe that kind of hope is the only way to deal with eternal captivity.


  I would make a lousy princess in a tower, Methos concluded wryly.


  Ghean had been the only Immortal woman he'd ever wanted to marry. The disaster surrounding that was more than enough to put him off the idea permenantly. Methos noticed he was holding his breath, and let it out in a long exhalation. The goal, ultimately, was possession of the Book, preferably to hide it away somewhere as inaccessable as it had been for the last four and a half thousand years. If romance was the easiest way to reach that goal, so be it. Methos twisted half a smile. I've had more unpleasant tasks. Just as long as I don't get carried away.

  


  Ghean stared at the blackness beyond the porthole, barely hearing Methos as he explained the outburst to the other crew members. His words were still ringing in her ears. It was just barely possible she had misjudged his motives. She struggled with the idea, caught between worried suspicion and wanting to believe.


  The belief was beginning to win out. It was the question of control that brought Ghean down that path. Methos had been careful with his description of his relationship with her mother. Had she not used the same phrase to characterize her own relationship with him, she wouldn't have hit on the truth. Methos couldn't have anticipated the random chain of events to prepare the lie in advance. It gave credence to his words.


  So did the language. Unlike Ghean, who still thought in Atlantean at times, Methos would have had no reason to speak the language in at least three thousand years. Translating lies into a tongue long put out of mind on an instant's notice wouldn't be an easy undertaking. It was possible, perhaps even likely, that he had been telling the truth. He was still in love with her.


  For a moment, Ghean tried to examine her own feelings towards Methos. Prominent was betrayal, and that wound made even deeper by her new knowledge. The union between her mother and Methos made a certain sense, though, once Ghean thought on it. Methos would have believed that Minyah was his only access to the girl he'd loved, to Ghean herself. Being with Minyah was not so much seeking comfort in the arms of an old friend, but searching desperately for what he had lost, in the person who had been closest to Ghean. Ghean shivered lightly. To have used Minyah in that way was not only reprehensible, but pathetic. Ghean could almost feel sorry for Methos.


  Pity, then, was another aspect. Anger, though, was greater, and bound up irrevocably with betrayal. She could still see him as attractive, however, and he obviously still loved her. Ghean would allow him in her bed, if that was what he desired. There would be physical pleasure, at the least, and in the end the treachery of taking his head would be that much more satisfying.


  Ghean glanced over her shoulder quickly, to half smile at Methos. His eyes were closed, a small smile on his own lips. Imagining us together, Ghean guessed, and her smile turned to a grin. The elaborate plans of revenge she'd built over the years to occupy herself were crumbling beneath the vastly more satisfying reality that was playing out. She hadn't imagined she'd have so much power over the ancient Immortal. With one hand, she would give him the world, and with the other, take it away when he least expected it. Everything would be hers. His power, her revenge, and most of all, the memories he'd made over thousands of years; years that should have been Ghean's to live. Still smiling, Ghean closed her eyes, and slept as the submarine continued its way to the ocean bottom.

  







  Chapter Twenty-Eight

  The sea lit up in a sudden flood of light. "Water's nice and clear down here, long as there haven't been any quakes," Dan said. "We're about fifty meters from the bottom. Take a peek, Adam. You'll be able to see the city any minute now."


  Methos twisted around to gaze out the porthole, a queer thrill of anticipation running through him. Forty-five hundred years ago his first look at Atlantis had been from above, looking down the mountain slope to the glistening metropolis. Today, the water still hid the vista, but Methos rebuilt the image in his mind.


  It wouldn't be the same, of course; nothing was ever the same. You can't go home again, the saying went. Not true; it's just easier to see the changes that took place while you were gone, Methos thought. It's much harder to see the ones happening while you're there. Methos had long since learned to recognize the changes that took place around him, a gift much harder for mortals to grasp.


  He was more than a little surprised, overall, that there was anything at all to return to. In the frantic minutes while he and Minyah ran from the epicenter at the temple, he'd seen buildings crumble and be swallowed whole into the crust. The old city must have been well built, for anything to have survived.


  "There we go," Michael breathed, "Atlantis."


  Methos opened his eyes to look through the light-stained water. "Jesus," he said inadvertantly, and clamped his teeth together to prevent further commentary.


  Even in the light's rapidly fading radius, it was obvious far more of the city had survived than he could have imagined. Streets were still visible, only a few feet below the submarine. Loosely collected sediment stirred into a fine film as the sub's engines disturbed the water. Shattered buildings lined the streets, walls crumpled in, leaving enough foundation to make vivid the separation of boulevards and buildings. Methos leaned forward, not quite pressing his nose against the glass to look as far to the sides as he could. They were too far from the city's center for the temple to be visible, and from the width of the street below, he suspected they were on one of the narrow cross-streets that sliced through the major roads.


  As the submarine moved slowly forward, Methos could see that there were, in fact, huge chunks of land that had been left smoothed by the quake. A building broke in half in front of them, a small plain of black rock replacing the second half. Methos closed his eyes a moment, contrasting the absolute stillness of the drowned city to its last panicked minutes. Memories of voices echoed in his ears, terrorized screams and calls for help. The sound of rock, tearing apart and resealing itself without rhythm, ground out the voices, and was in turn replaced by the boiling of water as it drank the city down into the ocean.


  Methos could feel the pulse in his throat, throbbing nearly as hard as memory swept him up as it had those many millennia ago. The sheer, stark stab of hope that had jolted through him in the moment that everything had fallen silent ripped into him again, making his heart lurch with a sickening double-beat. Devestation replaced it a breath later, as it had then, as his thoughts reeled through the next seconds, the redoubling of the quake that sent Atlantis to the sea bed. His muscles felt again the stretch as he reached for Ragar's hand, an instant too late, and memory jarred his feet with the falls from one broken piece of road to another.


  There was a hand on his shoulder. Methos jerked back, eyes flying open to see Ghean leaning towards him. "I actually think it's taking you harder than it did me," she said in quiet astonishment.


  Methos pushed the heel of his hand against his forehead, wiping away beaded sweat. I was there. You were dead.


  Michael gave him a sympathetic smile, across the sub. "It's hit us all pretty hard," he said. "Can you imagine how terrifying it must have been?"


  Through a dry throat, Methos answered, "I think I was." He inhaled sharply, feeling the lack of air in his lungs.


  "There are ghosts here," Anne said, in all apparent seriousness. "I've driven a lot of waldos through a lot of wrecks, but I've never seen anything like Atlantis. Something happened here, something that shouldn't have."


  Methos and Ghean locked eyes, neither willing to look away. "You're right," Methos agreed softly, and shook himself, willing himself towards steadiness. "You're sure this is Atlantis?" The question was meant for Michael; Ghean knew, and Methos had never doubted her.


  "The carbon dating completely fails to match any of the legends," Michael said slowly. "At least, what we've found doesn't. We've found artifacts dating back six thousand years; from the stories out of Egypt, they should be either twice that, or only four thousand years old."


  "Thera," Methos guessed.


  Michael nodded. "It exploded in 1627BC, thirty-six hundred years ago. It drowned Crete. I have to admit that I was a believer, not that long ago -- that Crete had been Atlantis, I mean. When Mary pinpointed this location as the city, I assumed anything we found here would date back to then; that the quakes set off by Thera's eruption had perhaps sunk another town, too." He shook his head. "The youngest material we've found is a little more than forty-five centuries old. Whatever sank this place, it wasn't Thera. Not the eruption that drowned Crete."


  The round doctor looked out the porthole, shaking his head again. "This is Atlantis," he said. "I can feel it in my gut." He glanced back at Methos, with a self-deprecating grin. "Nicely scientific, eh?"


  "Careers have been made on less," Methos said, returning his gaze to the city they drifted through.


  Beneath the crust of sea grime that roughened the once clean lines of the city, the stone was still white, untarnished by its centuries beneath the sea. Under the sub's flood lights, they glowed an unnerving pale blue, the color of moon shadows on snow. Dan changed directions, turning down a wider street; within seconds, Methos saw it as one of the main avenues. There was no way to determine if they were heading into town or out, and he frowned in frustration out the window.


  Ghean reached over the back of the ledge in front of him, and tapped the terminal window at his elbow. "It's mapping," she reminded him, "figure out where we are."


  Methos blinked at the screen, then nodded quickly. "Jerry? Can I make it tell me what's been mapped previously?"


  The self-proclaimed geek nodded. "Sure. Here." He came over, tapping out a sequence. A smaller window opened lower in the screen, covering a quarter of the original image. "Navigate with the arrow keys," Jerry instructed, and returned to his seat.


  "How many dives have there been?" Methos asked absently, studying what Jerry'd brought up.


  "This is the fifth," Ghean answered. "We went back to the States to try to get more money to fund more."


  "It worked," Methos said dryly. Ghean grinned.


  Methos studied the screen intently, trying to overlay his memories of the city onto the map. After several minutes, he concluded memory was making it more difficult than it would be to study it fresh; he was expecting streets and buildings where the map showed only empty stretches of rock. Still, four of the streets spidered inwards, and the additions from the new mapping the computer did indicated they were traveling towards the city center. "Did you find the temple?" he asked thoughtlessly.


  Michael looked away from his camera to lift an eyebrow at the Immortal man. "Temple?"


  Methos tapped the smaller window in his screen. "Look at the layout. There's obviously a central point. Governments and religious instutitions go at the center of almost any ancient city."


  Michael nodded. "There's a building there. Except for one obvious point where the rock was broken, there are no entrances, no decorations, nothing that might indicate it was a temple."


  Methos closed his eyes, building the image in his mind. Three diases, the temple centered on the last one. The House symbols, holding the temple roof above its thick walls. And, carved on the outer walls, artistry of the gods coming down out of the mountains to share their gifts with the citizens of the fishing village that became the legendary city. Opening his eyes, he studied Ghean's profile. Could the fire have melted all that away? If so, what had happened to the room below, and the Book? "Is it higher than the city around it?" he asked aloud.


  "Yeah," Michael said, "but who would build a temple without doors?"


  "Someone who didn't want their gods disturbed," Jerry said to his computer, and looked up defensively when Michael spun to stare at him with interest. "What? Doesn't the geek get to be esoteric and wise sometimes too?"


  "You seem a little . . . grounded in this century for that, Jerry, that's all," Anne grinned.


  "Hey, I've got a degree in philosophy."


  Anne's eyebrows shot up. "You do? What are you doing here?"


  "Philosophy doesn't pay very well." Jerry shrugged.


  "You may be on to something there, though," Michael said slowly. "We call our churches the houses of God. An ancient civilization may have taken that idea more literally."


  Ghean kept her gaze fixed on the window, biting her tongue as a debate ensued. The irritating thing, she decided, is that it's not actually an unreasonable deduction. It's certainly more likely than the truth. She looked over her shoulder at Methos, who was still absorbed in studying the map as it built itself.


  The ghost city disturbed her. Its uncorrupted image was far more deeply imprinted on her than it had been on Methos, and that she couldn't recognize even what direction she faced in frightened her. The team's inspection of the temple weeks earlier had left her bewildered; only the temple itself was in any way recognizeable, and that because of the the hole she'd chipped herself more than anything else. They'd found pieces from different Houses, and generic pottery, but everything had been settled in the buildings or streets within the boundaries of the city. The Houses themselves, once built in Atlantis' hills, were too far out to locate in the initial sweeps. Worse, there was no way to reasonably suggest going beyond the city itself. There was as of yet no reason, and their resources were too limited to make idle jaunts to satisfy curiousity practical. Ghean didn't care which House she found, as long as she could fine one. It would give her a sense of perspective, allow her to place the ruined streets and buildings into the memories she had of Atlantis.


  "Care to explore, Adam?" Michael asked suddenly. Methos and Ghean both looked up, equally startled out of their respective musings.


  "Explore? Perhaps I'm a little narrow-minded, Michael, but somehow the idea of popping out of the sub for a quick jaunt through the streets doesn't entirely appeal to me." Methos grinned, and Michael laughed.


  "Look, practicality dictates we take this in a pretty methodical manner, mapping out the city and then focusing on what we think will be the biggest motherlode of information. If we can find a place with access to the sewer system, that'll be our number one stopping place; sewers tend to have more information about a culture than anything else."


  You're going to be badly disappointed by Atlantis, then, Methos thought. Even after all the centuries, the recollection of his astonishment at Atlantis' unique sewer system was vivid.


  "However," Michael was saying, "we've been given an unexpected donation by an extraordinarly generous fellow," he grinned, and flicked a salute at Methos, "and it seemed like we ought to bend to his whim today. You won't get another chance, Adam, so what would you like to look for?"


  "Buried treasure!" Methos said promptly. "Pirate's gold!"


  Anne laughed. "All men are little boys," she said, "and little boys always want pirate treasure."


  "It doesn't seem very likely," Methos grinned back. "What if we took a spin around the outer edge of the city?" He nodded at his screen. "It looks like you've found some boundaries. I wonder if there's anything beyond them."


  Ghean glanced at him, an eyebrow arched. "I thought you'd want to look at your so-called temple."


  I do, but I haven't thought of a way to get into the temple and under it with the sub. I think I'm going to have to go swimming. "I was looking at the symbols on that cup you found, the one with the bull's head. There are points outside it. I have a hunch that the city's laid out like that. The central point is that temple, and maybe there's something in the outlying area that might be of interest." Methos widened his eyes, shrugging. "Who knows?"


  Ghean's grin was slow and approving. "Who knows?" she repeated. "Shall we, Dan?"


  "Sure. The readings say we're in sort of a valley here, maybe the original structure of the island, who knows. I'm going to go up a ways, maybe halfway up the valley wall, and we'll buzz around about there. How's that sound?" Dan looked over his shoulder too briefly to obtain approval, and pulled the submarine up through the water.


  Methos met Ghean's eyes again, half smiling. The gods lived on the mountaintops; the thirteen Houses had been built halfway up, between the gods and the people they'd been raised from. "Sounds like a plan," Methos agreed. "Let's see if we can follow the path of one of these wider roads up. Maybe it'll lead to something."


  "Sure." Dan nodded.


  "Don't get your hopes up too high," Anne advised. "I'd hate to see you disappointed on your first dive."


  Methos quirked a smile at the blonde woman. "You'd hate to see me put a stop on that check," he teased.


  "Too late," Michael said cheerfully. "The University called me yesterday morning to say it'd been cashed in and credited to our fund."


  "Ah well." Methos spread his hands. "If I'm disappointed, I'll have to just live with it, then. I've been disappointed before."


  "Wise man," Jerry said, without looking up from what he was doing. "You could be a philosopher too."


  Methos grinned. "I don't know enough about computers."


  Jerry looked up with a laugh, touching a finger to his nose. "On the nose, buddy," he grinned, "you got it on the nose."


  "Mountains coming up," Dan reported. "Keep your eyes peeled. We'll see if Adam's feeling lucky today."


  "Do ya feel lucky, punk?" Ghean grated in a singularly terrible imitation of Clint Eastwood. "Well? Do ya?" Anne shot her a grin as Methos focused out the window.


  Barely two minutes later, he murmured, "Yes, I believe I do. Mary." He nodded out the porthole.


  "What?" Michael demanded sharply, jumping to his feet to step across the sub and look out Methos' porthole. "Did you find -- oh, my God. Anne, Anne, give me the camera, Anne." He held out his hand, fingers beckoning impatiently as he leaned over Methos' shoulder. Anne handed it to him, switching sides of the submarine to look out Ghean's porthole with her.


  One of the Houses, at least, had survived the fall of Atlantis almost entirely intact. The outer wall nearest the submarine hade been partially shattered, and the sub's flood lights cast light into a home unvisited for forty-five centuries. Unlike the guest house Methos had lived in, this was a part of the permenant structure, and even the furniture within was designed with eternity in mind. A stone table still stood, cracks at the bases of the legs where it once had melded with the floor. Fragmented pottery lay across the floor in pieces, the sediment in the alcove so low that from their vantage the patterns were still visible, though not decipherable. Slender pieces of stone lay in lengths around the floor; chairs with broken legs and backrests suggested where they had come from.


  "Handy Handy Handy," Michael was chanting, "get Handy in there, Anne." He had the camera up on his shoulder, filming. "My God, Adam, you're a genius."


  "Just lucky," Methos demurred, and lifted his hand to block the camera's lens as Michael swung it to face him. "I'd rather not be filmed, please."


  Jerry finally untangled himself from his computer to lean over and stare out an unoccupied porthole. "Are you nuts? This is the find of a lifetime, and you don't want on-film credit for it? Damn, can I have it, then?"


  Methos kept his hand up, a determined smile of apology fixed on his face. "Please, Michael." I'd hate to have to expose your film. I'm too fond of my head to see it displayed on the Discovery channel with the other five thousand year old treasures.


  Michael snorted in disappointment, turning the camera back to the apparent dining room setting. "You're not much of a glory hound, are you, Pierson? Anne, have you got Handy ready yet?"


  "I'm afraid not," Methos murmured.


  "One more minute," Anne promised. "All right, I'm launching him now." Arms in the waldo, she reached up, twisting her hands. The submarine shook a little as the two-fisted robot detached itself from the bottom and dropped into the water. "Okay, Michael, here's your eyes." Her screen flickered, light changing as the headlamps on Handy added to the wash of light. "In we go . . . ." The little robot swam up to the break in the wall, looking absurdly slow to the watchers inside the sub. A few seconds later, as the camera perched on its top sent back detailed images of the pottery on the floor, everyone scrambled for a good look at Anne's screen. A plate, nearly whole, was a few feet in front of the robot. Anne carefully extended a hand, clasping with the waldo. A moment later, the plate was held directly in front of the camera. "Damn," Anne said. "That's pretty."


  A shallow, curved groove had been carved into the outer rim of the plate. Below it, baked into the clay, ran a pattern of dancers and bulls; each quarter of the plate had a different step in the dance. In the center of the plate, only a few shades darker than the clay itself, was a representation of the bull of House Taurus.


  "They must have been bull worshippers," Michael proclaimed in a hushed voice. "The pattern, the bull's head -- it's the second time we've seen that. Look, it even has the thirteen bullets around it like the cup did." He made a quick circle above the screen, pointing out the faded detail. "It's beautiful. Anne, can we bring it in?"


  "Sure." Anne lowered the plate away from Handy's eyes, tucking it away out of sight, apparently under the robot.


  "He's got a pouch down there," Ghean explained quietly to Methos. "Not much can fit in it, but it means we can bring more than one thing up at a time."


  "Go on, go on," Michael said excitedly. "Let's see what else there is. Go look behind the table."


  "Wow," Jerry said a moment later.


  A fourth chair lay behind the table, completely intact. Handy hovered above it, focusing on the legs -- less slender than they'd appeared lying on the floor, but elegantly carved to maintain the illusion of slimness. The back was squared off, but open, the symbol of Taurus carved into the stone.


  "How the hell did that survive falling over?" Anne demanded. "Want me to pick it up?"


  "Do you think we can bring it out?" Michael asked breathlessly. Anne bit her lower lip. Methos was almost surprised the robot didn't make a similiar motion.


  "I'll try," she said after a moment. "I hope that back doesn't fall out when I pick it up." The robot rotated around, looking for the best angle, then gently nudged one claw under the chair back. For a few seconds, everyone held their breath. Nothing broke. Anne closed the claw very slowly, then reached out to take a hold on the upper leg. "Moment of truth," she exhaled, and lifted.


  The chair remained intact. Dan let out a cheer, narrowly stopping himself from clapping Anne on the back. She reversed the engine very slowly, backing out of the corner, and the little robot swung around once it was in the clear, slowly and carefully making its way back out.


  "We got a winner here, guys," Anne said. She lowered Handy's arms to their lowest point, and reeled it in, letting its automatic mechanism dock it under the sub again. "I vote we go topside before something happens to it."


  "Right, right," Michael said eagerly, and grabbed his camera again to film as the submarine began to leave the area. "Did you see that?" he demanded in general. "Hardly any damage, very little crusting, nothing. I wonder why. Maybe it's the stone. This is going to make everybody very, very happy." Still filming, he looked at Methos, leaving the camera pointed at the window. "Maybe you should choose all our destinations for us, Pierson. Looks like you're a lucky charm."


  Methos chuckled, moving back to his seat. "Maybe. Maybe I just got lucky this time. Let Mary decide the next one. It's her project." She'll have a much better idea of where to find treasures than I will, now that we've gotten ourselves situated. "I'll just sit in the corner and look modest about this find, and let the rest of you do all the work."


  "Just like a man," Anne tsked, grinning. "Let's go show off our new toy."

  







  Chapter Twenty-Nine

  "I want to know what's going on."


  Ghean stared tiredly at Michael. The party in celebration of the new find had still been going on at nearly 2am, when she gave up and dragged herself off to bed. She'd been asleep no more than fifteen minutes when someone pounded on her door. After trying fiercely to ignore it, she climbed out of bed, pulling her robe on, and blearily answered.


  Michael was not the person she expected to see.


  Ghean pulled her robe more tightly around herself, squinting up at her coworker. He wasn't drunk; Michael didn't drink. Ghean could think of no other reason that he might arrive on her doorstep at two thirty seven in the morning. "What?"


  "I want to know what the hell is going on," Michael repeated. He jabbed a finger down the hallway, towards the other end of the ship. "With you and Pierson."


  Ghean, befuddled, said, "Why?"


  "That was no made-up kids' lanugage. I've been thinking about it all evening. There was too much structure in it, even to somebody who doesn't know it. Kids don't do that. I remember. What the hell was it?"


  That explained his silence in the later hours of the party. "It was my native language. What does it matter?" Ghean reached for her ring to play with, only to remember she'd taken it off on the way to bed. She tugged her necklace instead, the pendent in the palm of her hand.


  "I never heard anything like it. What's your native language?" Michael frowned at Ghean's hand as she tugged on the necklace. "That necklace," he said after a few seconds, "it's got bullets around the outside. Just like the bull decorations we've found. Where did it come from?"


  Ghean's eyebrows traveled upwards, slowly. "My mother. Michael, it's the middle of the night. Go to bed."


  Michael's frown grew deeper. "You told me you were adopted."


  Ghean sighed. "I was. So?"


  "So you have a picture on your bookcase at home. From your grandmother. Who looks exactly like you."


  Ghean closed her eyes momentarily. Sleep deprivation evidently allowed Michael uncomfortable leaps of intuition. "I found my birth mother," she hazarded. "My grandmother was still alive. The picture was from the twenties, when she was young. Michael, why are you grilling me like this?"


  Rather than answer, he studied her face intently. "You're not wearing makeup," he said quietly. "You haven't gotten older, have you, Mary?"


  Impatiently, Ghean said, "Everyone gets older, Michael. The light's kind to me, that's all."


  "And it's not your grandmother," he continued, as if she hadn't spoken. "It's you. It looks exactly like you. Exactly. And Pierson's just like you, isn't he? It's why you both know so much even when you don't look old enough to. How do you do it? What was that language?"


  Ghean pressed her eyes shut. "It was Atlantean," she said, forcing as much sarcasm into the words as she could. "Adam and I are both really five thousand years old and we were there when Atlantis sank. Is that the kind of story you want to hear, Michael? I can make some more up if you want." She opened her eyes, and saw that he believed her. "Gods of heaven and earth," she said, and stepped back into her room. "I suppose you'd better come in."


  Though the tale Ghean told Michael was considerably abbreviated, it was still dawn when she finished. She explained the artifacts, and then the very different Immortality that actually kept her alive. Through the entire telling, Michael sat in stunned silence, examining her face, as if he were trying to find the years that she'd lived hidden somewhere in her eyes.


  "So they're all lost?" he asked, when she was done. "The artifacts?"


  Ghean shook her head, tossing her golden ring to him. "This is one of them. I didn't even know it until a few days ago. I just thought it was something my mother had left me, a reminder of Atlantis. You can keep it," she offered, "after I'm done with Adam. I won't need it then, and if I regain the Book and the ability to make them, I'd make one for you anyway. It's more fun for you to have one of the originals, though, don't you think? I think there are two more, still in Atlantis somewhere. Don't," she said, uncomfortably, as Michael gawked at her, the ring balanced in his palm. "I think I should have told you this a long time ago. Call it a repayment for the deception."


  "Thank you," Michael finally said, astonished, and handed the ring back to her. "After you're done with Adam?" he echoed.


  Ghean smiled, and put the ring back down beside the bed before standing, to pull her rapier down from above the bed. Despite the story she'd told, Michael scrambled backwards, startled.


  "Christ Almightly, you actually use a sword?"


  "It would take a very long time to remove someone's head with a Swiss Army knife," Ghean pointed out, and unsheathed the blade, letting it catch the light. After a moment, she leveled it horizontally across her torso, held in her right hand. Her left hand she wrapped around the blade. She winced, feeling skin and then flesh separating, and released the blade, turning her hand up to show Michael the gashes. Horror warped his features, slowly turning to amazement as the wounds healed before his eyes.


  That, Ghean thought, must have been what I looked like when Methos cut open his hand the first time. She cleaned the blood off the sword and resheathed it, slipping it into the shelving above the bed again. "I'm going to take Adam's head," she answered finally. "He heals the same way you just saw me do. The ring is my buffer. In fair combat, I'd never beat him. He's got too much experience, and a reach I can't match." Ghean gestured briefly at herself, indicating her height. "The ring will counter it. If I can't be hurt, eventually I'll beable to take his head."


  "You really only die if someone takes your head," Michael breathed.


  Ghean nodded. "Anything less and I'll survive. It might kill me, but within a few minutes I'll revive."


  Michael, uncertainly, asked, "You have to kill him?"


  Ghean glanced back at the sword as she sat down again. "He's less use to me now that you know the truth," she said. "You can have your share of ephiphanies about the site now. I'll tell you what we're dealing with. I think," she added, "that we should stick with the House findings for several dives, before going back into the city and to the temple. We've obviously found a site worthy of excavating, and it would look peculiar to go back to the apparently barren temple right away. Adam would wonder why you agreed to it."


  She shook her head. "He's still in love with me. I thought it would be more fun to play with that, draw it out, as long as I needed him. But I have you now, and I'd rather work with you than him. I imagine Dr. Pierson will meet with a fatal accident in the next few days."


  Ghean hesitated, watching Michael's face. "Understand, Michael," she said quietly, "that I am part of a Game that mortals know nothing about, and so is Adam. I won't lie to you: I'm motivated by revenge. But in the end, there can be only one, and I'm not eager to lose my head. With Adam's power combined with my own years, I'll be undefeatable." With a smile, she turned to lift the golden ring of Leo between two fingers. "As soon as I'm done with this, you'll gain Immortality, Michael. It would be a pity to lose me to a silly Game when we could spend centuries together, wouldn't it?"


  Michael glanced at the ring, then at Ghean, a sheepish smile crossing his face. "You're the old hand at this," he agreed after a few seconds. "It's just a little much to take in all at once."


  "I know," Ghean said wryly. "You're handling it better than I did. It'll get easier, in a few days. Just stay steady, until then. It's probably best if Adam doesn't find out you know the truth."


  Michael nodded quickly. "Of course." He closed his eyes tiredly. "Thank God we don't have a dive today. I'd be stretched out on the floor sleeping."


  "There's not enough room in the sub to stretch out," Ghean grinned. "Go to bed. Everybody's going to be sleeping late today. I'm not sure the party had ended when I left."


  Michael nodded, more wearily this time, and climbed to his feet. "Good night, Mary."

  


  Jerry arrived at the party less than an hour into it, waving a camera and herding the rest of the submarine team into a pose with the stone chair they'd retrieved. Once the shot was taken, Methos gallantly insisted he be allowed to take a picture with Jerry in it, and switched places with the young man. Glancing over the camera, he took the picture, popped open the back to expose the film, and closed it again before handing the camera back to Jerry. "Can't wait to see them. I see other cameras arriving, and I'm not much of one for being caught on film. I believe I'll call it an evening." There were polite protests, and Methos made his escape within a few minutes. There are times that I wish Immortality had more a more exotic side to it. Something like vampires are supposed to have; no reflections, and pictures can't be taken of them.


  The Retribution was extraordinarily quiet, virtually all of the crew cheering the day's success at the party. It's as good a time as any, Methos decided, and went down to his cabin. At least I've got all night. He glanced out the window as he unzipped the suitcase that still lay on his bed. The sun had almost set, vivid colors fading to grey. Within a few more minutes, it would be dark. With the party below, it was unlikely anyone would notice him creeping around on deck.


  Methos piled his clothes on the bed, grinning faintly at what was left in the suitcase. Always be prepared. I wonder if I should confess to Duncan that even I have my moments of being a Boy Scout. He draped the wetsuit over the bed, pulling a loosely packed backpack out after it. Then again, why ruin his illusions?


  The only real trick would be getting up to the submarine dock without anyone noticing he was wandering around in a wetsuit. The party helped that enormously, as did his isolated cabin. Bloody thoughtful of them. Methos grinned, stripping down to pull the wetsuit on. I should have invited Amanda along on this caper. She's more of a sneak than I am. Oh well. Not even a Boy Scout can think of everything. It was fully dark by the time he'd finished dressing a few minutes later. Methos slung the backpack on, poked his head out of the cabin, checked the hall, and scurried up to the deck.


  There wasn't as much as a close call. Minutes later, he slid into the submarine tank, kicking down several yards beneath the bottom of the ship. Drifting, he pulled the backpack off to take flippers, goggles and a headlamp out of it. The latter's battery was guaranteed for twelve hours of use without recharging; Methos had determined that if he was gone for more than nine, his luck was up. Still too close to the surface for the light, he decided. Flippers and goggles on, he strapped the light around his head, pulled the backpack back on, and began kicking downward.


  The Mediterranean at its deepest was around forty-five hundred feet. Where Atlantis had sank, it was only about three thousand feet deep; Methos thought it shouldn't take more than an hour, even with the currents, to make it to the bottom. The pressure would not be comfortable, but neither, he thought dryly, would it be killing. Ghean had survived in it without pulverized bones or ruptured organs for centuries. Immortals are astonishing things. Methos glanced at the watch wrapped around the wetsuit's arm. Two hundred meters. He switched on the headlamp, turned the watch to a compass reading, and began the swim into the depths with determination.

  


  It took longer than he anticipated. The currents pulled him off course, and he spent more time swimming laterally than he'd expected. Every few feet he cleared his ears, hearing the faint internal squeal as the tubes tried to adjust to the rising pressure. Still, two thirds of the way down, his eardrums burst, sending him into a convulsive ball, clutching his head at the pain. Blood tinged the water around him very faintly, swept away in seconds. The continuing pressure would probably prevent them from healing, which was just as well. Methos had no desire to repeat the eye-crossing pain every few minutes. He was getting light-headed, and slowed the descent. Whatever element of his Immortal body allowed him to pull oxygen from the water, it required time to adjust to the lack, just as if he were traveling high in the mountains. He drifted a few minutes, waiting for the unsteadiness to pass, then began again, invigorated.


  Eventually the sea floor came into the range of his headlamp. It was another half hour's search to find recognizeable sections of the city, and longer still to navigate towards the ancient temple.


  Disconcerting as exploring sunken Atlantis in the sub had been, the sensations were measureably more disturbing without the protective walls separating Methos from the sea. Anne was more than right. Atlantis had ghosts, and too many of them had faded faces and voices in Methos' memory. He kicked up a side alley, broken walls on either side of him sullen reminders of the past. Ahead and to his left was an open area, city floor broken up, but largely intact; the layout suggested the area had never been walled. Methos hesitated there, swimming towards a wall shattered at half its height at the back of the empty stretch. Grime coated the wall, and he reached out to brush some of it away, leaving streaked lines against the wall. A few more swipes cleared much of the sediment away, and exposed the lower half of a carving in the stone.


  Memory, rather than intuition, completed the image. Another bull's head, though not encompassed in the circle of the Houses. Methos turned in the undisturbed water, looking across the floor again. The outer perimeter of his headlight brushed the back corner of the Bull's Head Tavern. A tabletop, broken in two, lay on the ground, wooden legs long since rotted away. For an instant, the activity of the pub the last time he'd seen it passed over him: voices, raised in general pleasantry; close- pressed bodies manuevering around each other; Minyah, just outside the tavern, making someone apologize for something she'd done. Sour-faced Aroz, reluctant to greet him, and Karem, calculating how best to use him. Most vividly, Ghean, laughing in delight to see him, her brown eyes bright and excited, leaping up to hug him. Methos clamped his eyes shut, shaking his head to dislodge the images, and shoved violently off the floor. From here he could find the temple, if he could let memory guide him without overwhelming him.


  It was easier than he'd feared. Within minutes he'd found the temple, crouching on the top just above the hole Ghean'd chopped out. It was impossibly small. Methos ran a finger around the edge of it. She couldn't have been much more than skin and bones -- and hair, he reminded himself. He took the backpack off again, opening it to pull out a small hammer and chisel. They weren't the most effective tools, but they would insure the temple roof wouldn't crumble inwards and bury the floor entirely, and they'd do the job. Methos pulled the backpack on again, more to keep it out of the way than anything else, and began diligently breaking away a larger hole in the stone. It was fast work, made easier by not needing to make room for an oxygen tank to pass through. A glance at his watch told him he'd been in the sea for close to three hours. Methos estimated he had another four before he needed to head for the surface again.


  Less than twenty minutes later he kicked down into the temple. Ghean's story of captivity came back to him, and he fought the urge to swim back out again as fast as he could. Get ahold of yourself, old man. Half walking, half swimming, Methos circled the temple. I have no idea which wall the Book is on. Dammit. The center, then. He moved into the middle of the room, looking in disbelief at the utterly flat floor. The altar had stood a little more than three feet in height, and there was no suggestion it had ever been there at all. He looked up, letting the light play over the smooth walls, and shuddered, again quelling the desire to retreat. After a few seconds, he knelt, sliding out of the backpack a final time. Chisel and hammer still in hand, he cracked a wedge out of the floor, then abandoned the tools for the pack.


  Two dozen shaped explosives lay in the bottom of the pack, waterproofed and set off by an electrical charge. Not entirely certain how much of a hole it would blow under the conditions, Methos set the first into the wedge he'd dug out, then collected the backpack and swam towards the opening in the ceiling again. As he reached it, a thought struck him, and he turned, watching the floor shimmer as the light ran over it. The texture changed twice, two strips near each other, where the stone turned to metal slag, boiled into the floor. Methos stared down at the legacy of the swordfight, and shook his head. I warned you it was holy ground. Then he kicked through the ceiling to the comparative safety of the Mediterranean, and set off the charge.


  Sediment-filled water roiled out of the hole behind him in a rather satisfying manner. Methos waited for it to settle before going in to inspect the damage he'd done. An opening perhaps two feet wide and half a foot deep was gouged in the temple floor. Methos cleared the rubble out of it, set another charge, tamped it with some of the excess stone from the first explosion, and swam outside again. It can't possibly be more than twelve feet down. If it is, I'm in trouble. He went through the sequence another nine times, drifting in the water outside as the explosions tore holes in the temple floor. Wash, rinse, repeat, Methos thought idly as he set another charge. His shoulders brushed the ragged edges of the tunnel he was creating, but there was enough room for passage.


  After the dozenth explosion, there was no rubble to be cleared away. Methos kicked down through the roof slowly, catching himself on the rough walls he'd made to look around the room below the temple.


  It was water-filled, of course, but the walls were whole. The water, Methos suspected, rushed in as the charge blew away the last of the ceiling. Rock scattered around the table directly below his head supported the theory. Methos kicked down into the room, righting himself.


  Aside from the hole in the ceiling, it looked exactly as it had the last time Methos saw it, more than four and a half thousand years ago. The table and its chairs were undamaged, except for a few scars on the table, which looked new. Stone and the sudden onslaught of water had almost certainly caused them. With a quick, satisfied grin, Methos sat in the center of the table, closing his eyes to reconstruct the scene from the past.


  Ragar had crossed the room to the left of the table from the door. The door, Methos recalled, which he wouldn't be able to see if it were closed. He opened his eyes and inspected the walls.


  Forty-five hundred years ago, Ragar had been right. The stresses of the earthquake and sinking had changed the dynamics of the room slightly, though, and there was a visible line in the wall where the door sat. Had he not known it was there, Methos would not have seen it for perhaps days or years. He closed his eyes again, trying to remember the angle Ragar had passed the table at.


  Standing, he echoed the movement as best he could, coming to stop at a point a third of the way around the room from the door. The release had been at waist height on the Atlantean scholar. Eyes closed again, Methos begain exploring the chisels in the wall with his fingertips. Patience, he thought. This is the part that will take patience.


  More than two hours had passed, unnoticed, before the soft double-click signaled that the right catch had been found. As smoothly as it had thousands of years earlier, a slab of stone slid out from the wall. Methos opened his eyes, half disbelieving that the gamble had paid off. Stone in stone, the Book's heavy protective case sat within the extended rock. With something close to awe, he lifted the stone box out. Cradled protectively across his chest, he brought it back to the table and his backpack, emptying the remaining charges out of the latter. He packed the Book carefully into the backpack. The charges he left scattered on the table; he wouldn't need them again, and it would perplex Ghean for a few seconds before she realized what he'd done. The idea made him grin, as he pushed up out of the room, and then the temple, to leave Atlantis with his buried treasure on his back.

  







  Chapter Thirty

  Three hundred feet below the surface, Methos abandoned the flippers, headlight and goggles. The last was an unspeakable relief. Methos rubbed his eyes, feeling circulation restore as the pressure from the goggles was eased. He watched the flippers rotate heel-down into the water and sink into the darkness, and wrapped the goggles around the headlamp, letting them go as well. He could feel pressure against his eardrums again, indicating they'd healed sometime in the journey back to the air.


  The water was getting marginally lighter in color, indicating the coming dawn. He'd taken longer than he hoped, and he wasn't entirely sure where the ship was. He checked the backpack absently, then finished the swim to the surface.


  It took several minutes to pick out the ship from the surrounding water in the still-dull morning light. It was more than half a mile away, the horizon bending behind it. Methos muttered a curse and dove under the water again, swimming a few yards under the top. It had been an incredibly long night, and Methos wanted nothing more than a few hours' sleep.


  At least he had the Book. Methos grinned into the water. He hoped it hadn't been damaged or destroyed by the sudden onslaught of water he'd let into the secret room, but the relevant fact was that it was in his possession, not an unknown. If it was damaged, so be it. At least it wasn't a factor to worry about, anymore.


  Methos dove under the Retribution, turning on his back to look for the submarine dock. He broke the surface silently when he found it, his nose just above the water. Not needing to breathe underwater is a wonderful advantage, he thought as he pulled himself up the ladder, but I truly prefer inhaling and exhaling. Hidden behind the sub, he peeked out of the dock, watching for feet and listening for voices. After several seconds of silence, he climbed all the way out of the water, walking swiftly to the door that led down to his cabin. As the door closed behind him, he let out a soft breath. Almost home free.


  With the thought came the gut-wrenching warning of an approaching Immortal. Oh, no. Only a few yards down the hall, Methos looked over his shoulder to see Ghean open the door he'd just come through, a rapier sheathed at her hip. For an instant, neither of them moved, as Ghean took in Methos' wetsuit and the backpack slung over his shoulders. Then her eyes widened as she deduced the meaning of the costume, and started forward.


  Methos ran.


  He had the advantage of longer legs, a short headstart, and the fact that he was running for his life, while Ghean was only running for his head. He didn't bother with the first set of stairs at all: a long, low leap sent him to the foot of the steps, wet feet slipping in a hard landing. He scrambled forward before he'd truly regained his feet, tearing down the hall to barge into his cabin before Ghean reached the head of the stairs.


  So close! So damned close! I am not fighting in a wetsuit, dammit! With one hand Methos slammed the door shut and the lock closed on it, the other flinging the soaking wet backpack onto the bed. God didn't intend man to get in or out of a wetsuit in a hurry. Methos cursed, yanking the zipper down and jerking the rubbery outfit off, leaving his arms clammy. He hopped up and down on one foot, pulling the suit down while trying to reach for his sword with the other. After two futile attempts, he fell sideways on the bed, kicked the wetsuit off, and struggled into the jeans he'd left on the floor the night before.


  He heard Ghean try the door, and opted for his sword instead of his shirt. A sharp crack fragmented the doorframe around the lock. Ghean kicked it open a fraction of a second later, just as Methos flung the sheath from his sword and brought the sword up to a defensive position. "Witnesses," Methos spat out. "We can't fight here, dammit." More to the point, I can't fight here. The room's to her advantage, both for her size and blade. Damn!


  "Everyone's asleep," she grinned back. "We most certainly can."


  Without taking his eyes off her, Methos reached for the backpack. "I'll destroy it," he said flatly.


  Her eyes flickered to the pack. "You're bluffing. You want it as much as I do."


  "I assure you," Methos said through his teeth, "I want it far less than I want my head." He threw the pack full force at her face. Ghean stumbled backwards, sword dropping as she tried to catch the unexpected projectile. Methos rocketed past her, back the way he'd come, up the stairs and tearing back out onto the deck. He could hear Ghean's curse, and a pause before her footsteps followed him. She's got the Book. I thought that might be too much for her to pass up. He slid across the deck on wet, bare feet, spinning to face the door as she came charging out.


  Even with the adreneline of anticipated battle running high in him, Methos couldn't help noticing that Ghean looked splendid. She wore a crimson blouse tucked into smooth black pants, meeting soft black boots which were clearly tractioned, from the ease with which she moved on the slick deck. Her eyes were bright, with both anticipation and the light of the coming dawn reflected in them, and her color was high from the dash between decks. The necklace of Aries glittered against the blouse, and as she dropped into a guard position, Methos saw the ring Cuthmesh bounce the early sunlight. Ghean threw the backpack across the deck as she completed her guard stance. The pack cracked against a bulwark, settling into a heap, an enigmatic prize for the winner to collect.


  In comparison, Methos was bedraggled. Barefoot, his jeans were half buttoned and clinging uncomfortably to the salt water left on his skin. Goosebumps were collecting where water didn't roll down his bare arms and chest, and he could feel his hair drying in random spikes where it was escaping from the slicking back that the sea had given it. The opposing images made him grin, and Ghean's expression blackened.


  "No," Methos said hastily, and backed up, lifting his sword protectively. "I'm not laughing at you. Ghean, we don't have to do this. All I want is the Book. Go live your life. God knows you deserve the chance."


  She advanced without breaking form, scooting easily across the deck with her right foot leading. "We do have to do this," she corrected. "All I want is your head. The Book is just an extraordinary secondary prize."


  "What possible good will it do? The years are never going to come back to you, Ghean."


  "What good will it do?" Ghean lunged forward with the words, making first contact with the blades, nothing more than a faint scrape of metal. "It'll make me feel a hell of a lot better, that's what."


  Methos disengaged her blade with a tap, shaking his head. "Forgive me my selfishness," he said, "but I'd really rather you didn't feel better at the expense of my head."


  Ghean drew herself up momentarily, looking at Methos down the length of her blade. "Your selfishness," she said precisely, "is exactly what I cannot forgive."


  Sometimes, Methos congratulated himself, you have a real talent for finding the one irrevocably wrong thing to say. "Try," he suggested. "You'd be surprised how much easier life is if you can forgive people their little faults."


  Ghean surged forward again, keeping her attack on a low line. The tactic was sound for a woman of her height; a high attack would bring her opponent's sword into play at a level uncomfortably near her neck, and the lower attacks kept anyone of greater height slightly off-balance in meeting them. "Little faults," Ghean snarled, in time to the clash of blades parrying. "Failing to mention my Immortality. Refusing to fight for me on our wedding day when I was attacked. Leaving me for dead when you knew I would waken again. Abandoning me to hell for forty five centuries. Saving my mother. Sleeping with my mother. Which of those, Methos, is a little fault? I'll be happy to forgive you for it." Each sentence was highlighted by a quick attack, less designed for blood than eventual weariness.


  "I would have mentioned the Immortality," Methos protested. "I thought we had time." He no longer backed up, but nor did he go on the offensive, merely answering the attacks in a steady pattern. "Ghean, this could go on all day. People are eventually going to wake up."


  "It'll just have to be over soon, then." She shifted her attack, moving from high to low in a rapid, smooth sequence. Methos shook his head slightly, meeting it again.


  "I'm better than you are," he said, almost tiredly, "and we're in the middle of the ocean on a metal ship full of mortals. Whether they're awake or asleep, it's going to end very badly for them, don't you think?"


  Ghean straightened again, falling back out of his reach. "You won't even take me seriously," she said softly. "Fight me, Methos. The challenge has been made. You can't walk away from it."


  Methos sighed. "Have it your way."


  Ghean's jaw set, and she nodded, satisfied. Her next lunge Methos met with no more enthusiasm, but greater dedication. He could see the surprise in her eyes at the power behind the blow. Then something else colored her expression: pleasure, apparently. Methos took the fight to high ground, throwing a blow at her shoulder with the two-handed sword he used. Ghean tangled her rapier in the other sword, thrusting it away, and retreated.


  They tossed offensive and defensive back and forth, blades sparking as they smashed together, bleeding red with the rising sun. The ring of metal on metal was loud to Methos' ears, but the mortals on the ship continued to sleep, protected from the sounds of battle by the heavy steel floor and walls.


  Ghean's grin grew wider as none of Methos' blows hit home. He, in turn, remained serious, expression black with displeasure. Ghean's moment came as they whirled around each other. Sunlight bounced off Methos' own sword, reflecting brilliantly into his eyes, and for a moment he was without vision. Ghean lunged forward, scoring a thin red line across his belly before he could knock the rapier off course. He fell back, touching his fingers to the cut to test its depth. It would heal within the minute.


  "I can draw your blood," she said into the abrupt silence, "but you'll never take mine." Secret delight crackled in Ghean's brown eyes. "I'm surprised you didn't recognize it." She lifted her sword hand to display the ring she wore around her thumb. "The ring of House Leo, Methos. It protects me. You're going to die." The words were chanted, almost a sing-song.


  Methos looked at the blood on his fingers, and raised his eyes to Ghean. She would read the expression on his face as horror, and correctly, but the reason she would attribute it to would be painfully wrong. She thinks it's like the cloak. "Oh, Ghean," he said very quietly. "I did love you."


  Ghean laughed, throwing her arms wide to the sky, embracing the morning sun. "Too late!" she crowed. "Today you pay--"


  The blow that sent her to her knees was identical to the one that brought her the first death centuries ago. Methos' sword came down in a wide arc, half gutting the tiny woman. Her rapier fell from numb fingers as she crashed to her knees, one hand wrapping disbelievingly around her midsection. Incredulous, she lifted her head, brown eyes staring as life drained from them. "How --?"


  "The ring brings eternal life, not protection from external harm," Methos said softly. "I did love you once, Ghean," he repeated, his voice gentle. Without taking his eyes from hers, he swung the sword up and over, the weight and speed of nearly a full circle racing down to sever her head from her neck.


  I did love you. The thought burned through Methos' mind, and for an eternal second he stood in the sudden stillness, letting grief be his companion. The Retribution. It'll conduct the lightning. She'll bring the ship down with her, unless --


  Methos turned and ran for the edge of the ship, vaulting one-handed to the waist-high railing. He took one deep breath as the sky begain to boil, and launched himself from the railing out into the sunrise.


  The lightning caught him as he broke the water's surface. Already colored golden-red by the rising sun, the Mediterranean added blue fire to its palette, flashes of electricity slicing through Methos as he fell deeper through the water.


  Pain rocketed through him, twisted back at him from the water itself, playing through every cell of his body in a rush so fast his skin burned. The sea seethed, flinging him out to meet the lightning falling from the morning pale sky. It danced down around him, a ragged pattern of rapid-fire shocks that surged through the water, up through the soles of his feet and back through his body, until it reached the threshold between pain and excrutiating pleasure. Methos flung his head back in a wordless shout, the only release the Quickening allowed. In a few seconds, it lasted forever, and then dropped him back into the ocean, spent.


  It was more than two full minutes before Methos was able to open his eyes. His sword was still in hand, hilt markings dimpled deep in the flesh of his hand. Loosening his grip on it a little, he righted himself in the water, weary, and turned towards the ship.


  Michael Powers stood on the deck, hands light on the railing. He watched, silent, as Methos swam weakly back to the ship, and dove under to search out the submarine dock again. One-handed, he pulled himself up the ladder. Powers, still wordless, offered Methos a hand; after a moment's hesitation, Methos accepted it, letting the mortal help him onto the deck. The two stared at each other, Methos marked with exhaustion, Michael with unhappy understanding.


  "She told you what we were," Methos said when the silence drew out too long.


  "Her ring didn't work," Michael replied.


  Methos shook his head. "No," he said, "it didn't." He glanced at the body, then back at Michael. "There was a freak storm this morning," he said quietly.


  Michael licked his lips, and nodded, swallowing hard.


  "Thank you," Methos said, and went to pick up Ghean's sword, pausing at the Retribution's rail. "Do you want it?"


  Michael shook his head mutely. Methos nodded, and dropped the rapier over the side. It made a tiny ripple as it disappeared into the water. "You don't want to watch the rest of this," Methos advised the mortal man. Without responding, Michael turned away, walking belowdecks. Methos closed his eyes momentarily, and rid the deck of Ghean's body in the same fashion he'd done the sword, after finding a weight to bind it with. Blood was washed away with a bucket of water. The deck was scored black under the blood, a long trail of charred steel where lightning had followed his mad leap off the ship's railing. He toed at it, and then, still soaking wet, Methos went below to get the sheath for his sword. He hesitated, then took the wetsuit as well, finding another length of chain on deck to weight it with before dropping it over the side of the ship. Sword strapped to his back, he returned to the submarine port, staring into the pale water.


  The Book. Methos looked up. It lay where Ghean had tossed it, crumped against the edge of the bulwark. He smiled without humour, and went to collect it, re-tying the sword to the outside of the pack. He glanced at the submarine port, then vaulted over the edge of the Retribution, following the same path he'd sent Ghean on.


  Seconds later he resurfaced, and began, for the second time in his life, swimming away from Atlantis towards the safety of shore.

  







  Chapter Thirty-One

  The newspaper spun twice as it was thrown down the counter, landing with the text upside-down at Joe's elbow. Joe glanced up to see who'd tossed it, then, with his eyebrows lifted, rotated the paper around to read the short article.


  "Freak storm claims lives


  A brief and violent lightning storm at dawn on the Mediterranean Sea claimed the lives of two research doctors. Mary Kostani of the University of Chicago, recently acclaimed for finding the legendary city of Atlantis, and unaffiliated researcher Adam Pierson died Wednesday morning when a freak storm came up. The two were the only ones on the deck of the research vessel Retribution, thanks to a late-night party the evening before. Dr. Michael Powers, a friend of both the deceased, said he came up from below decks just as the storm was ending. No bodies have been found. Neither Kostani nor Pierson have next of kin; Kostani's assets were left to the University.


  "We're usually a crew that's up early," Powers said in a subdued interview Thursday afternoon. "We had a fantastic find Tuesday afternoon, and we were celebrating until late. I guess we were lucky, if you can call it that. Mary was the mover behind this project. I'd like to see it go forward, in her memory."


  When asked about Pierson, Powers shook his head. "I only met him recently," he said. "He was a recluse, no family. It was his discovery, in fact, that we were celebrating. I guess that means I should thank him for saving the lives of a lot more of the crew, no matter how inadvertantly.""


  "Nice, isn't it?" Methos asked. "I like the part about how I saved everyone's lives."


  "What happened?" Joe asked pragmatically.


  Methos shook his head. "Adam Pierson turned out to be an Immortal. He'll need a Watcher, Joe. Make it somebody we can trust." Methos turned his head towards the door as a warning tingle washed through him. "Company," he added, and sat on a bar stool.


  "What happened?" Duncan asked before the door closed all the way.


  Joe poured drinks for himself and the two Immortal men in his bar. "I know this old guy," he said to Methos, "named Dawson. I think he'll keep an eye on Pierson a while. Way the Watchers figure it, Pierson's gonna need some training with a sword, and we all know Duncan MacLeod's been pallin' around with Pierson for a while now. Probably been waiting for Pierson to get himself killed, so he can be his teacher." Joe lifted a shot of whisky at Duncan. "Mac's like that, y'know."


  Duncan picked up his own shotglass and touched it to Joe's. "He is," the Highlander agreed with something of a smile. He looked at Methos again, eyebrows lifted. "Methos? What happened?"


  Methos lifted his glass to look at the amber liquid. After a brief silence, he touched his glass against his friends'. "I survived."

  







  --The End--

