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Dead acoustics, watery Scotch, barstools designed for some other species, barmaids so surly that not even the legendary Dawson charm drew a smile from them, and the band. . . if the ghost of Jimi Hendrix himself invaded the lead guitarist's body, the guy still would be a no-talent hack.

Joe Dawson sighed.  {Should have known better. If word of a good house band travels more than fifty miles, it's an inflated rumor--and I'm exactly 51 miles from Maurice's club.}

With that grouse in mind, he tossed some coins on the bar and reached for his cane.  As he left the barstool, the door to the restroom opened and a woman emerged.  The light lined her profile, high cheekbones and full lips that told of African ancestry.

All thoughts of his waiting guitar and Maurice's good booze fled Joe's mind, replaced by an almost forgotten memory:

�

FLASHBACK: CHICAGO, EARLY 1960S

A crowded, raucous jazz joint.  Most of the clientele are Negro and the music is loud but the crowd is rapt, their attention focused on the club's tiny stage.  There, a lithe light-skinned woman with straightened hair pulled tight back sings the blues. Her red sheath dress shimmers as she sways, her body and soul caught up in her music.

At the very back of the club, tucked into an dark alcove behind some unused equipment, are two eighth-grade boys.  The light from an overhead EXIT sign casts shadows of their heads as they peep over the boxes--one round from its tight kinks, the other flat on top from a recent butch cut.

"Ain't she great?"

"Yeah--Uncle says she's better than Billie herself."

"Sure glad your uncle let us come tonight.  If we get caught here, he might lose his license."

The first boy shrugs.  "Nobody or nothing's gonna shut this place down.  Uncle knows whose baby needs shoes."

The second boy nods.  He knows already that Chicago runs on under-the-table money.

On stage, the woman sings the final song of her set.  The boys hush as she wrings the last drop of emotion from the music.  As the sound of her voice rises, their eyes widen as the pathos and strength in her song stirs them.

"God.  .  .  ."  More of a prayer than a blaspheme, it is the only sound made by either boy until after the singer leaves the stage and the house lights come up.  A pudgy black man in a tuxedo walks toward them and makes shoo-ing motions with his hands.  With the singer's spell broken by his actions, the two boys duck out into the night.

 They are halfway down the block before either finds a voice.

"Your ma's gonna kill us if she finds out where you've been."

The other boy shrugs with the nonchalance of a thirteen- year-old.

{Yeah, I'll get grounded for sure.  But, hey-- hearing Callie Hodges wail was worth every minute of it.}

�

{No.  No--it can't be.}

But, the more Joe watched the woman as she walked to the club's exit, the more he was certain.  Wherever Callie Hodges may have been in the past three decades, she was there now.

He hurried after her, driven by the excitement of a fan catching an unexpected sight of his heroine.  By the time he exited the club, the woman was across the parking lot between a delivery van and a white Renault.  An opened purse held her attention as she searched for her keys.

Joe called to her, his voice hushed with the fear that he might be mistaken.

"Miss Hodges?"

She looked up and her eyebrows arched with surprise.  Joe forgot his hesitation--despite the fine wrinkles and slight droop of skin beneath her chin, the woman was Callie Hodges, blues singer. Years could not diminish the pride in her carriage, the confidence in her eyes, the self-possession and control that he remembered so vividly.

"Miss Hodges, I'm--"

A dark shape stepped from behind the truck and blocked the woman from view.  Joe heard a strangled cry and the 'thud' of a dropped purse.  Another cry echoed in memory, that of Lauren's scream as she lost her life to Thorne the Immortal while he struggled in vain to help her.

"No!"

Driven by the disharmony of remembered and real terror, he rushed forward.  As he neared, the attacker pulled his victim out of sight around the front of the van.  Joe paused to grab the hinge of the van's rear door, his cane raised to ward off attack as he rounded the corner.

A quick yank took his footing from under him.  He pitched sideways, twisting as he tried to avoid the fall.  His shoulder hit first then his head smacked against the pavement.  A flash of brilliant light burst through his brain and the world disappeared.

�PART 1

His entire body ached and someone had filled his head with cold porridge.  Awareness slowly seeped through it-- he wasn't lying dead in a parking lot--that he knew by the scent of old leather and the sprawl of his body.  Something soft supported his head and back but the odd angle of his legs pressed their sockets painfully against his thighs.

{Forget that--where the hell am I?}

Nothing but silence answered.  Joe slowly opened one eye.  His cane was the first thing he noticed; it rested on the arm of the tan leather chair on which he sprawled.  He was in a room paneled in oiled wood and roofed with hand-hewed rafters centuries old. One wall was stout wooden shutters, all closed; the wall opposite held trophy heads of elk, bison, and extinct European animals, their eyes gleaming yellow from the wrought iron sconces and candles set among them.  At the far corner of the room, beyond an arrangement of carved tables and squat leather chairs on a turkey red carpet, a rack of high-powered rifles and a stainless steel counter and stove proved that he still occupied the twentieth century.

The silence held and no living creatures were in sight so Joe opened his left eye.  Another leather chair sat empty between him and a poster bed hung with ornate damask curtains and covered with a spread of thick white fur.  On the fur lay Callie Hodges. Her shoes and purse sat on the floor by the bed as if she were taking a short nap but her head lolled toward Joe and the dark hand prints on her throat explained her stillness.

Cold shivers spread from the clot of fear in his heart.

{Why kill an old woman then lay her out like a queen on ermine? Why bring me here, too?  Why aren't I dead in that parking lot?}

"You are awake.  Good."

The voice came from behind him.  Joe raised himself and twisted to see over the back of the chair.  The speaker was male, approximately Joe's age and height but no gray showed in either his thick moustache or short- cropped hair.  Khaki pants with a military cut and a sweater knit of thick cream wool clothed him. He stood with feet apart and hands clasped behind his back.  The at-ease position did not diminish his authority as he regarded Joe with disdain.

"You can cook, yes?"

"What am I doing here? What did you do to Miss Hodges?"

The man's eyes narrowed.  "You are here for me to decide whether you live or not.  Can you cook?"

Joe nodded.

The man glanced at Joe's legs before resuming his stare.

"Can you clean?"

Joe swallowed once then met the man's icy gaze.  He held it long enough to show that he wasn't cowed before answering that he could.

"Good.  Then you live--for now.  As to Mrs. Ayles, you must wait. The answer will cause you to forget your predicament."

The man walked to the empty chair and sat down.  He rested his head on the leather cushion and closed his eyes.  He did not relax; his body stayed taut as if he waited for something which was expected but could not be seen.

A fresh chill ran through Joe that had nothing to do with the breeze from his captor's passing.  He leaned forward to examine the woman on the bed.  Perhaps it was only the power of suggestion, but the marks on her throat appeared faded and smaller.

Instinctively, Joe shook his left arm to settle his shirt cuff low on his wrist.  A quote from his training came back to him: "Keep the secret; stay alive.  If only one is possible--keep the secret."  He'd done both once with Duncan MacLeod but the icy man seated before him didn't seem the friendly type.

Too many questions and fears tangled in Joe's brain to allow answers or calm to emerge.  At best, he was being held captive by a murderous madman.  At worst, he was a Watcher caught between an Immortal and his new, possibly unwilling Student.

{Great-I'd rather be stuck between a mother grizzly and her cubs.}

With that cheery thought, Joe settled back to wait and Watch, just in case Callie Hodges did come back from the dead.

�

{.  .  . one thousand twenty-eight, one thousand twenty- nine, one thousand thir--}

The man before him straightened in his chair then leaned forward. A second later, Callie Hodges gasped for breath and shivered.  Her eyelids opened and her hands gripped the fur beneath her as she grimaced and shook her head.

Excitement overrode Joe's fear.  Watchers seldom witnessed this inexplicable act; they usually saw beheadings, not "temporary" deaths.  Since Duncan MacLeod had entered his life, Joe had seen Immortals return to life lots of times--hell, both Mac and Richie had used that ability to save his life and he their lives--but the thrill it prompted still overwhelmed all other emotions.

That he was watching a new brand-new Immortal made it that much more special and important.  Damn few Chronicles started before an Immortal took his first head.  The chance to record how a Teacher explained the facts of Immortal life to his Student was an opportunity most Watchers would die for.

Joe winced.  {Poor choice of metaphors--this one just might come true.}

"Good morning, Mrs. Ayles."

Callie fixed her attention on the man who leaned close to her. Joe sat up but stayed quiet, his Watcher-trained memory and senses ready to record and remember every word and action without attracting either Immortal's attention.

"Who are you?" she asked.  Her voice had a Midwest rasp that was softened by a slight Jamaican lilt.

The man bowed his head as if greeting royalty.

"I am Nadir Kuli.  It is my pleasure and honor to welcome you to Immortality.  You are now a princess of the Universe."

Callie placed her hands on the fur spread and shoved herself to a sitting position.  She tipped her head to one side and stared down at Kuli.

"'Immortal?'  'Princess?'  You have the wrong woman, Mr. Nah-deer Koo-lee.  I'm too arthritic to be exulted and I'm too old to buy any line of bullsh--"

She stopped suddenly and raised her right hand before her face.

"My fingers don't ache anymore.

She next checked the rest of her body, wiggling toes and shifting joints until every part had been bent or prodded.

"Nothing hurts.  What did you do to me?"

Kuli chuckled softly.  "I did nothing but find you, my dear Callie.  Some infidel had taken your life and left you like garbage in the gutter.  I recognized your greatness and brought you here for your safety and instruction."

She stared at him with eyes wide with disbelief.  "So you're not kidding an old lady.  You really meant to say 'Immortal?'"

Kuli nodded.  "A very few special people are meant to rule this world.  To them Allah gave the wondrous gift of Immortality.  You are one of the elect, chosen to enjoy the fruits of long life and the wealth of the ages.  I have the immense privilege of instructing you in the ways of Immortality."

"Why should I believe you?"

Joe wished that he could see Kuli's expression.  In his mind, he matched the smoothness of his voice and the inclination of his head with a confident smile and a piercing gaze, just like an eagle eyeing a fish clasped in its talons.

{Hell--Immortality is not a gift, not from Allah or any other god.  If anything, it's a burden--more pain than pleasure.  That's what Kuli should be telling you, not some crap about ruling the universe.}

Kuli left his chair and walked across the room.  Callie's gaze followed him then she glanced at Joe.  Her eyes widened in recognition but Kuli returned before she spoke.  In his hands he carried a kitchen towel and a chef's knife, its ten-inch blade pointed to the floor.

He stood at the foot of the bed.  Joe could see both him and Callie in profile.

"I am Nadir Kuli and I am Immortal.  I will not age and no mortal wound can kill me."

He drew the edge of the knife down the length of his forearm.  Joe faked surprised in case Kuli glanced his way.

Callie paled as the blood flowed down his arm then she gasped at the immediate and complete healing of the deep slice.  Kuli wiped the blood away with the towel and tossed it to the floor by Joe's chair.

He offered the knife to Callie.  "Would you like to test it for yourself?"

Callie took the knife from him but she ignored his extended arm. Instead, she pricked her wrist with the point of the knife.  The shallow cut barely bled before it closed.

"Damn--you aren't fooling."

"No, my princess; I am not.  I am Immortal and I am 213 years old. I was raised by herdsmen who found me along the caravan route between Tabriz and Bakhtaran.  Because my intelligence, my spirit, and my prowess was evident from my earliest years, they named me for Nadir Shah, the greatest warrior-king of Persia.

"When I was forty-four, I died my first death at the hands of a rival clan.  They attacked our camp and left no one alive--or so they thought.  I tracked the raiding party down and slaughtered them then I took back both our goods and flocks and theirs."

He pointed the knife at a rug beneath his feet.  "This carpet was woven from the hair of their camels.  It reminds me that it is better to be victorious than to be defeated."

Callie started to interrupt but Kuli held up his empty hand.

"Hear me out.  Soon after I had avenged my family, a woman rode into my camp.  I felt the same sensation that you felt as you awoke.  The woman acted like no female I had ever met--she held herself with great dignity and authority and I felt awe in her presence.  When I demanded to know her name and reason for being in my camp, she ordered me to be quiet.  Such was her power that, without thinking, I obeyed.

"She told me that the sensation that I felt was how Immortals recognized one another.  She also explained that I had been chosen by Allah to rule mortals and to strive in combat for the lordship of all Immortals."

"'Combat?' I have to fight?"

Callie tensed and her voice squeaked the question.  Kuli sat down and took her hand.

"Immortal combat is for men only.  Your place is to rule and inspire."

Joe kept his disgust from showing on his face.  {Oh, you're slick, Kuli.  You've answered all her questions and told her damn little truth.}

Callie relaxed but her head shook from side to side.  "It's unbelievable but I can't explain it any other way.  I guess I have to buy it."

"Test everything that I tell you, Callie.  You'll soon see that I tell you only the truth."

"Okay--then who is that?"

She pointed at Joe.  Kuli glanced over his shoulder and shrugged.

"A mere mortal.  He is our servant while we are here."

"Where's here?"

"My chalet in the southeast of France.  After I have instructed you in the ways of Immortals, we will travel to more suitable accommodations--a palace with the finest of furnishings and servants for your every want.  Until then, this one will do."

Kuli stood and bowed to Callie.  "Please excuse me while I show this mortal his quarters.  I will return to your presence in a short while."

He pointed to the towel on the floor.  "Pick that up and come with me."

Joe grabbed his cane and struggled to his feet.  Kuli made no move to help him and Callie watched with stunned fascination as he used the chair arm to support himself while he snagged the bloody towel with the tip of his cane.

When he had the towel in hand, Kuli walked off.  Joe turned and followed, noting that a matching poster bed stood behind where he had been seated.  Between the two beds was an open door that led to a bathroom.

Outside, the sun shone high in the eastern sky although the breeze blew down glacier-cold from the mountains above.  The ground was sloppy, a mixture of thawing snow and soggy meadow loam.  A black Mercedes was parked by the cabin door; behind the auto, a rickety silver travel trailer balanced on two flat tires and a pillar of stones.

Joe set his cane in the mud and hoped he could stand upright in the slop.  He looked about him but saw no signs of civilization or hope of rescue from the mountains that ringed the cabin.

Kuli turned and stared dispassionately at Joe.  All his warmth and charm had been left inside with his new Student.

"You weren't as surprised as I thought you would be."

Joe stared back just as coldly.  "You weren't as honest as I think you should be."

Kuli raised an eyebrow.  "*You* know about Immortals?'

Joe bristled at the belittling tone in Kuli's voice but training and pure Dawson stubbornness kept him from losing his cool.

"Yeah.  I've a friend who happens to be both Immortal and one hell of a lot more honest than you."

Kuli's mouth curved upward but the motion brought no joy to his face.  He clasped his hands behind him and rocked slightly on his heels.

"So you think that I am telling lies to Mrs. Ayles? Why would I act so dastardly towards such a fine woman?"

Joe sighed.  That question had no apparent answer.

"All I know is that you're not telling her the whole truth."

"Do you think that she would believe you more than she will me?"

"It's bad enough that she has to be Immortal.  Seeing you tell her lies is disgusting."

Kuli's disdain burst forth at Joe's answer.  As the Immortal laughed, Joe shook with suppressed fury.

"Tell you what, mortal.  I will tell Mrs. Ayles my truth and you may tell her yours.  May the best man win."

Joe met Kuli's steady gaze and ignored his smirk.  Well aware that he was not only breaking his Watcher oath but also betting all hope of his own survival, he agreed with a sharp nod of his head.

"Now that this is settled, tell me--can you walk ten kilometers to the nearest village?"

Joe snorted.  "Do I look like a mountain goat?"

"Then I won't worry about your escaping.  If you tried, I would track you down and kill you before you lost sight of this chalet."

Joe suppressed a flinch while he wondered if Kuli would run him through with his sword or merely shoot him from the cabin window.

Kuli waved his hand at the trailer.  "You will sleep there.  Your coat is hung by the door but I understand that the oil lantern inside provides sufficient heat and light.  If you wish to complain, remember that I could have waited until your attacker had finished with you before I rescued Mrs. Ayles.  Although I chose to save your life yesterday, I see no reason to repeat the favor.  You would not be the first mortal killed by me."

"So I heard."

Kuli ignored Joe's jibe.  "I expect you to cook and clean and serve Mrs. Ayles's every whim.  The well is beyond the trailer; rinse out that towel then wait by the door until one of us calls for you."

His orders completed, Kuli returned to the warmth of the cabin.  A moment later, a shutter by the door opened.  The glass reflected the clear mountain sky but Joe knew the scenic view did not interest Nadir Kuli.

{You won't see me trying to escape.  The world doesn't need another evil Immortal, if that's what you're after.  If you have other plans for Callie Hodges then you'll have to go through me. She deserves honest answers and I don't care what it takes--I'll see that she gets them.}

Shaking with anger and fear but strengthened by his vow, Joe pivoted on his right leg and headed toward the well.
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Joe spent the next few hours by the cabin door, trying to stay both out of the wind and in what little warmth the sun brought.  From inside came the sounds of conversation but the voices were too faint for him to hear what was said.

At mid-afternoon, Kuli ordered him in to prepare supper.  Joe chose a simple meal: steak, baked potatoes, tossed greens, and a fruit crisp.  Both Immortals had dressed for the meal, Kuli in black tie, Callie in a copper-colored gown that turned her eyes to gold.

While he served and cleared, Callie tried several times to catch his attention but he studiously ignored her.  Careful consideration of the problem during the hours of waiting outside had convinced him not to discuss Immortality in Kuli's presence.

{Why give him the chance to shoot whatever I say about Immortality full of holes? I'll grab the first chance I can to talk to her in private.}

That opportunity came after supper.  Kuli asked Callie's permission to retire outside "so that he could exercise without disturbing her" then he left.  Joe noticed Callie watching him intently as he cleared the table but she said nothing until he had began washing the dishes.

"You were at the nightclub last night, weren't you?"

She made it sound like an accusation.  Joe sighed as he considered the problems of Kuli's unheard lies.  He had no idea what the Immortal had said about him.

A bit of bartender lore came to mind--women love to tell men their life stories.  If he started Callie talking about herself then he might get the opening that he needed.

"Yeah, I was there.  The music sure wasn't up to any thing you ever did."

She stared open-mouthed at him for a moment.  "You heard of me?"

"I saw you perform in Chicago 'long about '61 or '62.  Man, you were great."

Callie's astonished expression melted into a wistful smile.

"April, 1961--so long ago, might as well be someone else's history."

"Oh?"

"I gave up performing that winter.  Want to know why?"

Joe turned from the sink filled with dishes and propped himself against the counter.

"Yeah--tell me."

"I met a man.  I know--a singer's supposed to devote her life to her audience and not get distracted by love but I couldn't help myself.  There was something about Caleb; he was the handsomest man I'd ever seen and he promised me the world if'n I'd leave the stage and go with him."

"Love 'em and leave 'em.  It's an age-old story."

Callie's laugh caught him by surprise.

"Honey," she said, "you got the wrong tale.  I'm telling the 'happily ever after' one.  Caleb Ayles was in his last year at the seminary.  A church in Jamaica was supporting him until he got his degree.  He asked me to marry him and go with him when he graduated."

Joe grinned sheepishly at his mistake.  "And you went?"

"And I never once looked back.  We joked about how he preached and I teached since I turned into a pretty good grade school teacher. We were perfectly happy for thirty-five years."

Her joyous smile shrank.  It looked as if she were biting the inside of her cheek as she stared into the distance.

"Caleb died last year.  All the life left our home with him.  I just couldn't stand the emptiness so I decided to take some of our savings and come to France.  I always wanted to see the places where Josephine Baker performed.  That's why I was at that club last night."

She paused a moment then said, "You were right--that band surely stunk."

Joe's chuckle matched her own.  They laughed together for a few moments then fell into a silent but comfortable camaraderie.  Joe weighed his options but Callie spoke first.

"Nadir says you're an expert on Immortals."

His comfort vanished.  {Great--they're on a first- name basis already.}

"Not an expert.  I've had the chance to observe a few Immortals close-up.  You look long enough, you learn things.”

Callie left the table and walked over to Joe.  He noted how her bearing and attitude had changed over the past day.  At the club, she had appeared confident, a woman happy with herself despite age and aches.  Now, Callie held herself aloof and superior, as if Immortality truly had placed her in the company of the gods.

She stopped an arm's length from him.

"How did it feel when you found out that you weren't the top of the heap, that we get to rule while you get to die? Nadir says that you sounded mighty jealous to him."

"Jealous?" Joe loaded the word with scorn.  "I've seen the baggage carried by Immortals, the grief, the guilt, the boredom from years and years and years of living.  Hell, lady--there's enough pain in my life; why in God's name would I want centuries' more of it?"

"What about the wealth, the power, the authority?"

"What about the hiding, the nightmares, the complete loneliness? How can you make friends when you have to kill your own kind and you can't trust anyone else with your secret?”

"Nadir said we can't be killed!"

"All it takes is a stroke of a sword.  Once your head leaves your shoulders, all the fun is over."

Callie's hands went to her throat.  "Nadir said that the first time is the only time.  Once our Immortality is triggered, we are safe forever."

Joe swung around and stuck his face into hers.  Only his need to keep a grip on the counter's edge kept him from grabbing her and giving her a good shake.

"Kuli is lying to you.  Immortals don't rule the universe.  They aren't all-powerful.  Beheading will kill you.  Immortals are part of a game--kill or be killed until there is only one left.  There's no honor or glory or any fancy throne--anything Kuli says about that crap is a lie."

Callie drew back from his vehemence.

"Why would he lie to me?"

Joe took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  "I don't know."

She seemed to take courage from his admission.  "Then why should I believe you and not him?  Maybe you have some other reason beside jealousy for wanting to fool me."

For an instant, he considered telling her about the Watchers, how mortals had gathered centuries' worth of information about Immortals. He couldn't risk it; she might tell Kuli and Kuli would use it against him.

"Callie," he pleaded, "I have no reason to deceive you.  I'm not Immortal.  I can't ever be Immortal.  Nothing I can do will stop you from being Immortal.  Everything I tell you is the truth; I've no reason to lie."

The proud smile returned to her lips.  "I guess I'll see about that. When you finish with the dishes, that will be all."

With that, she marched into the bathroom and closed the door behind her.

Joe slammed his fist onto the counter.  {Damn--now I don't dare slip up about anything.  One mistake or contradiction and she's smart enough to catch it.}

�PART 2

The interior of the trailer was all that Kuli's mountain cabin wasn't--cramped and dirty, lit only by a smoky kerosene lantern hung in the center of the ceiling.  The sole modern amenity was a chemical camping toilet; a metal pitcher and basin served for shower and bath.  The entire unit swayed and creaked with every motion as Joe settled himself in for the night.

{If I kept a dog in a kennel this small, I'd get carted away as cruel.}

He stripped to his shorts and propped his prostheses in the corner formed by the trailer's wall and the alcove that held the bed.  Size was the only good feature of his quarters--no part of it was out of reach.

Except maybe the door.  Joe eyed the lantern swaying on its hook and wondered what his chances would be if it decided to fall and break.  Panic flashed through him at the thought of being trapped in a burning trailer and he fought to keep his shakes under control.

It wasn't fire that truly bothered him; it was nerves, pressure, and the certainty that Kuli had no intention of letting him live. Joe listened to the oil sloshing in the bowl of the lantern and felt for a moment like Dorothy in Oz as she watched the sand run through the Wicked Witch's hour glass.

{A classic no-win situation.  If I gain Callie's trust, Kuli will kill me.  If I lose the bet, Kuli will kill me.  If I say nothing, he'll kill me anyway because I know too much.  What I really need right now is Kuli's Watcher to report in--"Hey, guess who my Immortal just kidnapped!"}

Joe sighed.  {With my luck, the guy is right now recording the whole thing for Kuli's Chronicles and saying nothing to nobody--just following his instructions to "never interfere."}

A few choice words expressed Joe's opinion of his predicament and his options.

{Bet Mac would be impressed by my efforts.  He's not the only one willing to save ladies in distress.}

But would convincing Callie that Kuli was deliberately fooling her really help her?  Suppose Kuli wasn't lying--what if he really believe what he said?

Joe lay back and considered those questions.  Immortals passed their history and lore through word-of-mouth, Teacher to Student, in a chain probably unbroken since whoever or whatever determined the Rules of the Game.  Like any oral tradition, sometimes the story got corrupted in the telling.

{Maybe Kuli is telling her what he was taught.  Maybe his Teacher believed that Immortals actually ruled the world; there are stranger things in the Chronicles.  Hell--maybe that woman he talked about was Amanda on a wild tear.  She'd think it hilarious to tell some pompous ass that he really was a Prince of the Universe.}

Although the mental image of Amanda spinning a tall tale for Kuli made him chuckle, it didn't help Joe decide if the Immortal was mistaken or deliberately lying.

{I might as well pick one and lying just feels right.  Kuli's got some scheme and he needs a compliant and deluded woman to help him.}

The thought of Callie Hodges Ayles, preacher's wife and blues singer extraordinaire, being that woman fired his resolve.

{Not while I'm alive.  Damn the rules; damn the danger.  While I'm at it, damn Kuli, too.}

That settled one question.  He rolled over, ignoring the creaks and complaints of the rickety trailer at his shift in position, and considered the other one.

Would telling Callie the truth about her new life help or hurt her?  Yeah, knowing about swords and the Game would keep her alive after she got away from Kuli--if she got away from her captor.

Joe grimaced while he faced that nasty fact.  Giving Callie the true facts about Immortality probably guaranteed her the same fate he faced--death as soon as it suited Nadir Kuli.

{Good thing he expects me to fail--maybe I can at least give her enough info to keep her alive after Kuli is done with her.}

It wasn't much of a hope but, with the chill seeping into the trailer and only the heat from the oil lamp, a threadbare blanket, and his coat for warmth, Joe was unable to work up any more optimism.  He rolled back over and waited for sleep to calm his worries until morning.

�

The mountains about her were straight out of National Geographic; the meadow at her feet could have been the set for "The Sound of Music" and the late afternoon air was so fresh and light that, if she could bottle it, she would chose it over the finest perfume. Even the companionship of Nadir Kuli, his stories, his deference, and the lovely meals and clothing, were all that she could ask. Callie, however, was deep in thought and barely heard Nadir's tale of how he bested an Immortal and won from him his palazzo in Northern Italy.

Over the past two days, whenever Nadir had been occupied elsewhere, Joe Dawson had filled her ears with another version of Immortality.  His stories told of challenges and combat for both men and women, of irrevocable death and a transfer of power called the Quickening, of a final gathering of Immortals that would end in the death of all but one.  That one would hold all the memories and power of every other Immortal and would gain a Prize.  This, according to Joe, was what drove Immortals although none knew what the Prize would be.

She walked along and tried to sort out how she felt about the two very different versions.  Nadir's was simple and compelling--why wouldn't there be something more advanced and more powerful than human beings? After all, evolution went up, not down.  It made perfect sense that such evolved beings would have their own separate culture and would be more powerful.

On the other hand, Joe was so earnest.  It seemed so very important to him that she believe him and his version.  He also was trying hard to be fair about it; he hadn't once mentioned Nadir in a bad way or dumped on him.  Callie suspected that Joe thought Nadir was the mugger who killed her; the mortal had let that much slip during one of his hurried chats with her.  He also admitted that he could not prove it.

"Some Immortals," he had said, 'hunt down pre-Immortals just for their Quickenings; they're easy prey.  Others kill them because a youthful Immortal has a better chance in the Game.  A few use new Immortals as bait to trap experienced Immortals."

"You think Nadir wants to use me like that?" she had asked.

Joe had shrugged.  "I wish I could tell you.  I think it's likely but I can't prove it."

As she walked along, Callie wondered if Joe didn't simply resent Nadir's treatment of him.  Maybe Joe's Immortal friend had an ulterior motive for telling him this convoluted myth about Immortals.  Maybe that Immortal liked fooling mortals with fancy stories.  Nadir's version, after all, was much simpler and easier to believe.

"I don't think you have heard a word that I've said, my princess. What has captured your attention?"

Callie stopped and turned to face Nadir.  "Do you know that Dawson thinks you're lying to me about Immortality?"

Nadir smiled.  "Oh?  Why does he think that?"

She told him all that Joe had said to her.  Nadir's smile never drooped, not even when she relayed the mortal's suspicion that Nadir had deliberately murdered her to trigger her latent Immortality.

Telling everything to Nadir drained her and left her shaky and afraid of what she would hear from Nadir.

{Please, let there be a simple explanation.  I'm too old to swing a sword and kill people.  Make Nadir give me a good reason to believe him.}

"You look frightened.  Come over here, sit down, and I'll tell you why that mortal is trying to scare you."

He led her to a low rock ledge and offered her his arm for support.  She looked down to pick a comfortable spot then she looked back at Nadir.  His wide generous smile eased her worries as she settled down to hear his explanation.

He took her hand and patted it.  "I had hoped to spare you this until we were safely away from here and from Dawson but I wasn't aware of how far he had gone.  It's time you learned the truth about him and about Watchers."

�PART 3

Something had happened during that walk before dinner.  Joe noticed it as soon as the two Immortals sat down to supper. Although Kuli had dressed for the meal, Callie still wore the jeans, cream turtleneck, and red embroidered vest that she had put on for her walk.  During supper, she refused to met his questioning gaze.  Kuli, however, swaggered with such superiority that Joe wanted to stick him with the serving fork and deflate his smugness.

He did and said nothing about it.  Even armed with a serving fork, he'd lose any physical confrontation with Kuli and, until he knew what had occurred between the Immortals, he didn't dare risk a verbal one.  Waiting until Kuli left for his evening practice so he could pump Callie in private seemed the safer course.

Callie, however, took the offensive as soon as the older Immortal left the cabin.  She marched over to the sink and cornered Joe there.

"Show me your left wrist."

A small voice in the back of his head yelled at him to close his mouth and show the lady his wrist but Joe stayed motionless, stunned by her demand.

{Oh, shit.  Kuli knows.}

"Well?  Cat got your tongue?"

Her sarcasm broke the spell. He propped his cane against the counter, unbuttoned his cuff, and stuck his arm out at Callie. She jerked back as if surprised by the sight of the blue tatoo high on his wrist.  Her lips moved but several seconds passed before words came out.

"You--you *are* one of them."

Joe brought his arm back to his side and shook it to settle his sleeve into place.

"'One of them' who?" he asked.  "What has Kuli told you this time?"

Although he had tried not put any accusation in his questions, Callie answered with force and anger.

"You know who I mean--Watchers, mortals who kill people like Nadir and me out of fear and hate.  You've been lying to me, Joe Dawson, because you want to make me easier to hunt down and kill!"

The fear that knotted his innards threatened to choke off his breath.  Joe gasped several times before he could speak.

"Callie, please believe me.  This is nothing but another of Kuli's lies.  There are Watchers--I admit it and I'm one of them.  We've been following Immortals for hundreds of years but not to hunt them, only to record who and what they are."

Callie jerked her head higher.  Her fixed stare held no trust or compassion.  Joe closed his eyes and sighed while he sought for the words to convince her.

{You promised her the truth.  Tell her the whole story--maybe it will ring true and she'll buy it.}

Slowly, with several breaks to wait in vain for any reaction from the Immortal before him, Joe told Callie about the Watchers.  He also told her about the Hunters and how he and Duncan MacLeod had finally killed James Horton, their leader and his brother-in-law, outside a Paris cemetery.

"Immortals aren't an abomination; Hunters are.  They perverted their Watcher oath so we tracked them all down and took care of them."

"There aren't any more?"

The disbelief in her voice struck like a blow.

"I wish I could tell you that, Callie.  All I can say is that, as soon as we find one, he's a goner."

Her lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed.  Joe hoped she was thinking about what he had said.

"You killed any Immortals?"

For an instant, Joe was again at the dojo's door, cane in one hand and a gun in the other.  He again saw Richie was on his knees, his shirt dark with sweat and blood, with Mac standing over him, sword ready to take his Student's head as the Dark Quickening overrode even that strongest of obligations.

In memory, Mac fell again to the dojo floor and died--but not a final death, not the kind of death meant by Callie and her question. The knot of fear inside Joe loosened as he began to answer her question with an honest "No."

"Keep telling yourself that, Joe.  Maybe you'll start to believe it."

Methos' words, their flat syllables laden with accusal, halted his answer.  Joe froze as memory recalled the dark sidewalk where his friend, the oldest Immortal, had verbally slapped him down while he tried to pick up the pieces after the Jakob Galati affair.

Nausea churned his stomach as Joe felt again all the shame and guilt of that night.  Mac had turned from him despite his efforts to save him from the wrath of the Watchers.  Methos, the man who had risked everything to nurse him back to health, had given him nothing but scorn.  The Watchers, whose organization had been ripped apart by their reaction to Galati's killing spree, had handed him nothing but suspicion in return for his actions.

He had denied the guilt and shame ever since, even after things were patched up with both Immortals and the Watchers. Now, with Callie's safety and life depending on him and his answers, Joe finally admitted the truth to himself--he'd screwed up royally.  No matter how deeply he buried Jakob Galati in memory, the Immortal had every right to haunt him.

Joe stared unseeing at the wall far beyond Callie.  There was no way out of this mess--a lie would break his word to the new Immortal, would justify her tossing out every honest thing he had told her.  But the truth--hell, telling her the truth would ensure her hatred and distrust.  She'd turn to Kuli and never, ever look back.

He stood there, caught between two equally awful choices.  Before him, Callie peered at him with concern and fear.

{There isn't a choice--you know that.  Just do it and get it over with.}

Joe reset his stance and leaned heavily on his cane.  He met Callie's wary gaze and drew in a deep breath.

"I'm responsible for the death of Jakob Galati.  I didn't swing the sword but I might as well have. "

Callie gasped at his words.  Joe kept his eyes focused on her face.

"I promised you the truth so here it is.  A group of Hunters killed Galati's Immortal wife and almost killed him.  For revenge, he hunted down dozens of Watchers, innocent men and women who were keeping their Oaths.  The Watchers decided that the people responsible for the killings were Duncan MacLeod and me.  Our leaders would have shot me at dawn if Galati hadn't beaten them to it.  He gunned down me and most of the Watcher hierarchy."

Callie's head began to shake as if she wanted to deny his story. Joe ignored her.  His words, now released from deep inside him, refused to stop their flow.

"I survived only because Mac came back to rescue me.  He then found out about Galati and told me.  I decided on my own to . . . ."

His mouth hung open as his voice quit.  He didn't see Callie any more.  Instead, scenes from that horrible week flashed before him--the basement under Shakespeare's bookstore, his scouting out the new Watcher headquarters with "Adam Pierson," his secret meeting with Jack Shapiro in which he agreed to sell out a trusting Jakob Galati.

". . . I decided to trick Galati into surrendering himself to the Watchers.  I told him that he would be safe with me but he wasn't. I had arranged to have him shot then brought to headquarters.  My superior took his head while he was still trussed up like a roped steer.  I lied to stop the killing and Galati believed me."

Again, Joe saw a Parisian street scene.  This time, the sun shone and a Watcher held a gun while Jakob Galati died at his feet.

"You bastard!"

The words were Galati's.  The voice was Callie's.  Joe's answer to them both was the same.

"You got that right."

The look of wide-eyed horror on Callie's face told Joe all he needed to know.  He made no move to stop her as she turned and bolted for the bathroom.  As far as he was concerned, the slam of the door behind her not only cut off access to her, it cut off her trust in him.

Joe leaned over the sink, sickened by his long-denied actions and by his loss of Callie's trust.  His body shook and shuddered from the emotional strain but the only release he allowed himself was a single low sob.

�

A loud pounding on the door of the dilapidated trailer almost shook him from the narrow bed.  The oil lantern above swayed wildly on its nail while Joe snarled back at whoever had awakened him.

"Whad d'ya want?"

Kuli's voice replied that he must dress and come out quickly.

"It's still dark out."

"Bring the lantern if you need light."

Joe pulled on his clothes and coat then he opened the door.  He made his way down the three steps to the ground by holding onto the door frame and his cane with his right hand while the lantern in his left hand lit his way.

Kuli and Callie stood together on the far side of the shuttered cabin.  Scattered piles of stones about their feet promised poor footing so Joe picked his path with care.  The awkward oil lamp cast a feeble light compared to the electric torch held by Kuli. Joe muttered a silent curse against the selfishness of the arrogant Immortal.

Both Immortals wore coats; Callie a short mink jacket over jeans, Kuli a long tan duster.

{Traveling clothes.  Wonder where we're going now?}

When he was six feet from them, Kuli shone the torch into Joe's face.  Too light-dazzled to walk further, he stopped and waited.

Kuli aimed the torch at the ground between the two men.  Joe held up his lantern.  While his eyes adjusted, he searched their expressions for clues as to what was coming.  Kuli gave him a wide, mirthless smile.  Callie avoided his gaze.  Her face was haggard but she stood tall and proud, as if she ignored him out of disgust and not shame.

Joe's own self-disgust matched hers.  {I'm sorry, Callie.  My best wasn't good enough.  I hope whatever Kuli has planned for you isn't as bad as I think it will be.}

Kuli said something in a low voice and Callie took the torch from him. The older Immortal stepped forward into Joe's path.  In the lantern's yellow light, he seemed taller, broader, almost demonic.  When he spoke, his voice held all the warmth of an Alpine glacier.

"Callie has told me what you are and what you did.  Would you repeat it for him, my princess?"

Joe flinched at the flatness of her words.  "He's everything you said he was--a hunter and killer of Immortals."

Kuli nodded.  His face was expressionless but his eyes burned with the triumph of victory.

"Hand me the lantern, mortal."

Fear liquified his bones and his mind yelled its protests: {I die now? Wait--not now--wait!"} but Joe refused to weaken before his captor. With teeth clenched to keep the protests locked inside him, he handed over the lantern and stood as straight as the uneven ground let him. Kuli set the lantern on a heap of stones near him.  A flourish of his coat reveled a longsword, ornamented only by a ruby set in its hilt.

Joe had expected the bright curve of a scimitar and his astonishment seeped through his control.

"Did you expect a long life as reward for your killing, mortal?  You are more a fool than I thought."

Kuli reached out and grabbed him by the lapel.  A sharp yank sent him sprawling on the ground at the Immortal's feet.  Joe eyed the well-shined loafers before his nose and considered spitting but his mouth was too dry for that defiance.  Instead, he set his hands beneath him and began to push himself up.

"Hold it there."

Joe froze.  A sideways glance showed him Kuli, his feet apart and his sword raised for the killing stroke.  A final burst of panic threatened to overwhelm him.  Joe fought it down and held still, his neck stretched out in the hope that Kuli meant to behead him quickly and not to hack him to bits.

A brilliant light shone in his face.

"Wait.  I want to do it."

Joe looked up.  Callie help the torch on him but she addressed Nadir Kuli.  Her face was tight with anger and determination.

"He lied to me.  I want to be the one who kills him."

Kuli said nothing but his eyes were wide with amazement.  Callie stooped to set the torch down then she held out both hands.  Her Teacher raised an eyebrow but Callie held her ground and he acquiesced with a formal bow.  Callie reached for the sword but its weight almost pulled it from her grasp.  She shifted her grip and moved into Kuli's position as he stepped back.  Over her shoulder, Joe could see a smirk spread across his face.

Callie lifted the longsword over her head and struggled to maintain her footing.  Panic again tightened Joe's guts as he watched the sword wobble in her grip.

{Oh God--this is gonna hurt.}

The tip of the sword descended in an arc that slid sideways and flattened.  The blade swished over his head to cut into Nadir Kuli's ribs.

"Aaaarrrrrrrrrghhhhhhh!"

Callie scrambled out of his way as the Immortal toppled forward.  He landed a scant foot from Joe's shoulder and the gush of blood from the gaping wound flowed over his fingers.  Joe drew back, landing on his right hip.  He fought to keep from falling backward while Kuli placed his hands over his ribs and twisted onto his right side.  

"What in the name of Allah--?"

Above the two men, Callie swayed, the point of Kuli's sword pressed into the ground for support.  Her voice shook when she answered him.

"You said to test everything to see if it were true.  Well, this is the test.  If you're right, no mortal wound will kill you.  If Joe's right, then you're a dead man."

She panted and gasped but she didn't falter as she swung the sword high overhead.  Kuli moaned but blood loss had weakened him too much for escape.  The blade flashed in its downward arc through air, bone, flesh, and earth.  Kuli's head rolled past Joe until a large gray stone blocked its flight.

Joe gaped at the upside-down head, its mouth and eyes opened full wide.  His own head nodded agreement--total astonishment was the only possible reaction.

"Joe!  You okay?  Is he going to heal?  Joe?  Joe?  Oh--what the hell is *that*?" 

That rising panic in Callie's voice broke Joe free of his shock. About him a fine mist had begun to swirl, its source the body of the dead Immortal not two feet away.

{Oh, shit--I'm 'way too close.}

Joe started to throw himself backward, an instinct reinforced by Watcher training.  The sight of Callie, her head and arms tossed back in full-fledged fright, caught him.  He couldn't leave her alone, untaught, for her first Quickening--no matter what the danger was to him--not after she had saved his life.

The mist shifted its flow toward her.  The air began to crackle as power was drawn from the surrounding elements to the one surviving Immortal.

"It's Kuli's Quickening--his power.  It's yours now.  Don't fight it--stand up to it and accept it." 

Callie's head bobbed.  Joe hoped that signalled comprehension of his shout for there was no time to explain more.  The first bolt of lightning struck just as he finished.  More sparks and bolts snapped and sizzled about him.  Joe buried his face in his arms but hot air seared his lungs and the smell of ozone filled his nostrils.  Bits of earth and rock pelted his back and thighs and he prayed that the fury about him would not melt or rip apart his prostheses.

Suddenly, as swiftly as it built up, the electricity dissipated. Fearing latent sparks, Joe waited a minute longer before raising his head from the shelter of his arms.

Quiet had returned to the mountain.  Gouts of earth marked the strikes of lightning and a scattered heap of plastic and glass showed where Callie had set Kuli's electric torch.  The soft glow of the intact kerosene lantern lit Kuli's inert form, his longsword, and Callie, who lay collapsed by it, her hands still clasped around its hilt.

Joe pulled himself over to her and shook her gently.   She lifted her head and moaned.

"That was a Quickening?" she asked.

Joe stifled a relieved grin.  "Yeah--a pretty strong one.  You okay?"

She sat up and patted her hair with both hands.  "I look a mess?"

Joe didn't bother to stifle his chuckle.  "You look alive."

She nodded and grinned back at him.  The grin quickly faded.

"You know why I did that?"

He shook his head.  "I haven't had much chance to think about it."

Callie looked him straight in the eye.  "Nadir Kuli was telling me nice pretty stories and you were handing me stuff that was painful and hard to face.  For a while, I forgot that life isn't always nice and pretty.  Sometimes life is painful and hard to face."

She took a deep breath.

"You could have lied about Jakob Galati.  I wouldn't have known and I doubt Kuli would have, either.  You didn't, though.  You told me the whole stinking, ugly story with no excuses or sugar-coating.  I fretted all night but I couldn't explain why except in one way--you were keeping your promise to tell me the truth."

Callie's chin began to tremble and she suddenly looked centuries older than her six decades.  She reached for Joe's hand and held it tightly.

"Thank you."

Her control broke and she sobbed.  Joe pulled her to him and held her while she cried.

�

The morning sun lit some changes to the clearing by the cabin.  A cairn of rock marked the place where Nadir Kuli lay.  The Mercedes was idling by the cabin's door.  Callie and Joe stood together by the open trunk.

"Are you sure you don't want anything from the cabin?"

Callie quickly looked back at the cabin then over to Kuli's grave. She shook her head "no" but, to Joe, she didn't look too certain about her decision.  He gave her arm a reassuring pat.

"Kuli didn't have a mortal family so there's no one to inherit.  Why shouldn't Kuli's last Student get his possessions?"

Callie grimaced.

"I'm not doing the Immortal bit.  I'm going straight back to Jamaica and my own students.  I've led a long life and I miss Caleb something fierce.  If somebody wants my head, I'll let them have it."

"How about that school of yours?  Could it use some money?"

Her laugh was sharp and bitter.  "Know a school that doesn't?"

Joe reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a leather billfold. "How about you take Kuli's money back to Jamaica with you?  It would buy a whole pile of textbooks and other worthwhile things."

Callie eyed the billfold with suspicion.  Joe opened it and showed her the paper money and a sheaf of bank ATM and credit cards.  her doubtful expression softened and Joe chuckled to himself.

"Wait a minute.  What good will that plastic do me if I don't know his code numbers?"

Joe cracked a tiny smile.

"Do you know which dates and numbers Immortals are most likely to choose for their account PINs?"

Callie shook her head.

"I do.  Where do you think the Watchers get their funding?  If no family or Immortal claims the money, we take it."

She stared at him for several seconds.

"Is it legal?"

Joe's concealed mirth spread into a wide grin.  He lifted his eyebrows and let his face show how happy he felt to be alive and able to help her.

"Hell, no."

It took a few seconds more but a grin finally lit her face.

"Well, since you're still being honest with me about it, I guess I have to accept.  It's only for my school, mind you.  Not one cent gets spent on me."

Joe grinned his agreement.  "You drive me to the bank; I'll take it from there."

(The scene fades as Joe holds the driver's door open for Callie.)
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