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Disclaimer 

Well we didn't think of the Highlander Universe, although we wish we had, and all the characters from the TV show belong to Rysher Entertainment and Panzer Davies. We're borrowing them without permission, but there is no copyright infringement intended. There is absolutely no profit being made from HFS, it's all just for fun, and everyone's enjoyment. (Although after all the pulling out of hair and nail biting some of us are wondering where the fun went)! [:-)] The original characters belong to their respective authors, so if you like them so much you want to write about them, please ask ... beg ... plead with the people who created them. Most of us are sane ... sort of ... well we all volunteered for this project which has to say something about our mental health. We can guarantee that nobody bites! The stories are available to download, and you can print them out and keep them, but please don't try and sell them or anything unscrupulous like that. Feel free to show them to your friends, make copies, but please don't put them up on any web pages unless you have express permission from the author. You can link to HFS as much as you like though [:-)] we crave publicity. All actors are used without any permission. They were chosen because we admire and wanted to have them in our stories, but the cast lists only exist in our minds.

Explanation

Hi Peeps!

This is an extra disclaimer on top of our usual, since we think there are  some things you might want to know about this episode.

The characters of Aria Moore, Patrick O'Brien, Bernard Willis and Rebecca DeJenierre are all original characters created by Monica Jordan and Mike Breen.  They have pasts that are revealed in "The Irelander" series and the trilogy "All Good Things".  However, this story can be read as a  separate, stand alone item, you will find out all you need to know about the characters in the piece from the work itself. 

The cannon of this story is based on the first five seasons of Highlander, and what has gone before in HFS.  Any conclusions drawn in other stories concerning these charaters which applies to cannon characters such as Richie or Duncan or Methos or Joe, and does not ascribe to this cannon  has been, for the sake of a good story, ignored.  The pasts of these  non-cannon characters belong to their creators, Monica and Mike, not HFS.

Having made this clear, we strongly recommend you get on with enjoying the story (G).

�Teaser

UNKNOWN LOCATION - OCTOBER, 1997

"You mind telling me just what it is I'm doing here?"

"You'll find out," a voice said.

He looked around him.  The cell was completely dark, and he was  unable to make out even the smallest detail.  He had woken about an  hour before to find himself here after being knocked unconscious on  his way home from his usual day of playing his music for passers-by  on the Boston Common.

"Does this have anything to do with the Watchers?"

"What do *you* think?" the unrecognized voice said.

"That matter was cleared up a year ago," he said.

"So *you* say."

"So that *is* what this is about, isn't it?"

"Perhaps.  Eventually you'll find out.  And when you do, you'll be  dead."

He chuckled.  "If there's one thing I *don't* fear, its death."

"We know.  And we also know that the one thing you *do* fear *is*  death.  Oh, not your own, of course.  We know you nearly died in  Korea, and were ready to die last year *and* during the Sam Leonard  incident in the spring of 1995.  No it's not your *own* death you  fear.  It's the deaths of others.  The deaths of those you feel  responsible for.  People like Dawson."

"*Dawson*?!"  He was startled at that.  Dawson was a close friend,  but like himself, the "questionable" things had been cleared up long  ago. Unless...

"And then there's so-called 'people' like O'Brien.  And his wife.   And MacLeod.  All abominations."

He looked around, startled, trying to see something, *anything*.  No,  it *couldn't* be happening again!  It *mustn't* happen again! And yet  it was.

�

SEACOUVER INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, UNITED STATES - OCTOBER, 1997

Joe Dawson waved to the two figures who were emerging from the  airport.  One was a tall, well-built man, the other was a slender  woman. The woman waved back as the man tipped the skycap and  collected their luggage.  Joe popped the trunk and the man loaded the  baggage.  Once that task was done, he extended his hand.  

Joe took it and nodded.  "Good to see you, O'Brien."

Patrick O'Brien released the other man's hand.  "I wish it was under  better circumstances."

All three got into the car.  Joe pulled out of the pick-up area, saying, "You know how it is, O'Brien.  We can't *ever* see each other under anything *but* bad circumstances."

�

BOSTON, MA, UNITED STATES, APRIL 1995

Patrick and Dawson went to an all-night diner in Kenmore Square to talk. Patrick didn't want his Student Nancy to hear where this conversation would likely go.  Patrick was speechless.  He was afraid that something *like* this would happen, but he never, in his wildest dreams, thought that Sam Leonard, the young Immortal he'd taken in during the 1880's, would become a kidnapper, and possibly a killer.  Dawson could tell that he didn't believe it, and *wouldn't* believe it.  They ordered coffee, and Dawson placed the worn sax case down on the table.  "Your Watcher, Bernard, was supposed to meet me this morning after rush hour, but never made it, or called.  I drove to the train station and found that." 

"How do you know it was Sam?"

"Four Watchers have been killed by an Immortal over the past two months."

"What makes you so *sure* it's an Immortal doing the killing?"

"They were all beheaded, by someone who knew how to use a sword *well*."

"So?"  Patrick got up from the booth.  "You're not convincing me, Watcher. Go to the police."

"My friend's life is at stake here!  And if my information is correct, he's *your* friend too, or *was* until he told you he was a Watcher.  And not *just* a Watcher, but a damn good one at that.  After all he watched *you* for thirty five years before you found him out.  Will you just *hear* me out!"

"Very well," Patrick said sitting again, "but make it quick, Watcher.  I'm not a patient man."  Then he realized what else Dawson had said.  "Thirty five years?"

"Yeah.  There was twenty years that you didn't even *see* him."  He then changed the subject.  "The first Watcher to be killed was Stephen Conway. He was assigned to Leonard.  Then watchers assigned to Diego Gonzalez, Paul Kellman, and your girlfriend Rebecca DeJeniere were killed identically, by beheading.  In each case, Leonard was there, and what's more, he knew each Immortal."

It all fit together now in his mind.  Sam's recent obsession with the Watchers, his being more tense than usual, his constant references to Mei-Ling and Daruis, and how they died...

"*If* you're right," Patrick said, "That means that he's going to kill Bernard apparently for me."

Dawson nodded.

"And what do you expect me to do about it?"

Dawson sighed, knowing this was the hard part.  "He has to answer for his crimes, O'Brien.  The man's a killer, and probably insane.  I know he's your old student, but..."

"Now wait just a damn minute, Dawson!  I am *not* going to kill him."

"Ok, let me ask you this.  If it were Rebecca or Nancy in danger, would you kill him?"

"That's not the point.  Facing your Student in a duel to the death is something *every* Immortal prays they'll never have to do."

"Uh huh.  Now would you kill him?  Yes or no."

Patrick paused, then said, "Yes."

"And if it were Connor MacLeod in danger?"

"Yes."

"And one of your colleagues at Harvard, or your former fiancee, Michelle Taylor?"

"Yes."

"And Bernard?"

Patrick was silent.

"I thought so.  It's not so much facing your Student as it is rescuing a Watcher."

Patrick sighed and said, "It's hard to face your Student period.  But this whole concept of Watchers... I'm still not comfortable with it.  Hell, I only found out about it a few *days* ago."

"I can certainly understand *that*.  MacLeod and I went through a period where he wanted absolutely nothing to do with me, except use the organization's information.  We had some trials and are now close friends. He understands that our *only* motivation is history."

"Ok.  I understand the Watcher perspective now, so *you* have to understand the Immortal one.  Facing and killing your Student is like facing and killing family.  You *can't* know that feeling.  You *can't*.  I, thankfully, don't."

Looking the Immortal square in the eye, Dawson said, "I do."

"What!?" that got Patrick's attention.

"I killed my own brother-in-law, James Horton, the Watcher who began the Hunter splinter group.  I shot him in the heart at point-blank range." That Horton had worn kevlar that night over a year ago and had survived, O'Brien didn't need to know.  He had pulled the trigger and had watched a man he had called "friend" and "family" sink, apparently lifeless, into a river...

"Dawson?"

Patrick broke Dawson out of his revere.  He looked up at Patrick.

"Dawson, I'll talk to him.  I'll see if there's *any* way that we can walk away from this.  I will try to stop him until my blade is at his neck. While there is breath in his body, I will try to stop him.  Only if there is no other way, will I kill him.  That's as far as I can go."

"That's all I ask."

�

SEACOUVER INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, UNITED STATES - OCTOBER, 1997

"I wish that was only a joke."

"Unfortunately," Joe said, "it isn't."  He turned to Rebecca, attempting to bring a bit of levity into the situation.  "Do you still get mistaken for Rebecca Horn?"

Rebecca smiled.  "Not anymore.  Not for at least a century or so."

Joe turned serious again.  "You do realize why I feel uncomfortable asking  MacLeod to help, don't you?"

Patrick nodded.

"*I* don't," Rebecca said.  "He's your friend, Joe, and friends help  each other."

"He doesn't know Bernard," Patrick said.

"I don't want to get anyone else involved unless it's necessary."

"Oh, I see.  It's a guy thing, right?"

"Exactly," Patrick said.

"So why am *I* here if it's a guy thing?"

"Because you insisted."

"Can you save the marriage talk for later?" Joe said.  "We've got  more important things to discuss."



�Part 1

JOE'S BAR, SEACOUVER, UNITED STATES - OCTOBER 1997

"Aria?"  Duncan looked across the deserted bar.  

The woman he had met when Lynn Horton had taken her daughter was a formidable creature.  It had been a couple of years since the mortal has brought them together in an abortive attempt to reach MacLeod, but the memory of her came straight back; her presence was unmistakable.   She walked with a confident, quick  stride, her boots clicking loudly on the bar's floor.  She made her  way towards Duncan's table and sat.  Her eyes were darker than usual,  which only meant one thing, trouble.  "What's wrong?"

"Galan Janek is dead."

Duncan's jaw tightened.  He'd recently met Janek and liked the  ancient Immortal immensely.

"Where is Dawson?  I need to talk to him."

"Why would you have to talk to Dawson, Aria?"

Aria levelled her dark gaze upon the Highlander.  "He was killed by  mortals."

"How do you know?"

"We were supposed to workout and I found his body.  There was no  evidence of a Quickening."

Duncan's face went white.  "Just like Darius," he whispered.

"Yes.  Just like Darius!"

"I..." Duncan was cut off by the presence of at least one more  Immortal entering the bar.  Aria looked about as well. "I'm glad  you've actually gotten to see the place," came Joe's voice as the  front door opened and let in the late-afternoon sunlight.  Dawson  entered followed by two other people.

Aria gasped.

From across the bar, Patrick's eyes locked with hers.  They narrowed,  as he reached under his coat and pulled out his katana.  Rebecca had  seen that look before.

"Patrick!"

Duncan had his sword out and was ready for the confrontation. Patrick  lunged, not at Duncan, but at Aria. Had she been a lesser  swordswoman, Aria wouldn't have stood a chance. Patrick's fury was so  great that he would have taken her head before she could have armed  herself.  However, her instincts took over and her sword was out,  locked with Patrick's katana.

"O'Brien, what are you *doing*?" Joe yelled.

The two opponents stood still, sizing each other up.  Their blades  unlocked and Patrick prepared to attack again.  He swung his sword,  and Aria swung to prepare a defence. And Joe's cane came between the  two blades.

"Unless you want to break several rules, I suggest you stop," he  said.  "There's enough other crap we need to discuss without *this*,  not to mention the fact that I *don't* want fighting in my place.   Now, before everyone kills each other let me at least introduce you.   Patrick O'Brien, Duncan MacLeod.  Duncan, Patrick.  Duncan, Rebecca  DeJeniere O'Brien. Rebecca, Duncan.  Rebecca, Aria Moore.  Aria,  Rebecca.  Aria and Patrick obviously know each other."

Patrick grunted, but turned away and returned his sword to his coat.  Glaring at Aria, he said, "You're lucky he stopped the fight."

"Am I?" she replied.

"You tell me."

"Enough!" Rebecca said.

"We'll be leaving," Duncan announced.

"No we won't," Aria said.  Duncan looked at Aria, who had her  attention fully on Joe now.  "Not until you give me an answer.  Galan  Janek is dead.  By mortals.  Do *you* know anything about this?"

Joe was silent.

"Joe?" Duncan said.

"Damn," was all Joe could manage.

�

UNKNOWN LOCATION 

"Our network tells us that O'Brien and his wife arrived in Seacouver  not an hour ago.  Fortuitous for us."

"Do you think this will change *anything*?"

"Maybe.  Maybe not.  You never know unless you try."

He heard him leave the cell and close the door.  Then, sitting back  on what he assumed to be a cot, he pulled a harmonica out of his  pocket.  A poor substitute, but better than nothing. 

�

JOE'S BAR, SEACOUVER

"Joe *what's* going on here?" Duncan said.

Joe sat down at a barstool.  Aria returned to the table, Rebecca  stood next to her.  Duncan walked over to Joe.  Patrick simply leaned  against the bar, as far away from Aria as he could get, with his arms  folded. "I'm not sure yet, but several Watchers have left their posts  unexpectedly.  Yesterday, Patrick called me saying that his and  Rebecca's Watcher wasn't at his post."

"How do they know?"

"You're not the only one who knows his Watcher."

"That's right."  Duncan remembered then, hearing the story of O'Brien  and his Student, fighting over the life of Patrick's Watcher, Bernard  Willis.  O'Brien had been forced to take his own Student's head.   Duncan knew, partly, how he felt.  Although he had been under the  demon's influence, and although it had turned out to be a mistake, he  knew the pain O'Brien had gone through, was *still* going through,  and would *always* go through.

And yet, he had attacked Aria without provocation.  It just didn't  fit what he knew about the man.  O'Brien was close friends with  Connor MacLeod, in some ways closer than Duncan was to his own  kinsman.  Connor had said that their relationship was, despite their  closeness in age, still Teacher-Student, or father-son, while Connor  and Patrick were like brothers in a way, after all they both were  Students of Ramirez.  But despite the almost familial connection,  Connor would *not* be that close to someone who attacked unprovoked.   It just *didn't* fit.

Joe sighed.  "Dead Watchers and dead Immortals.  I can only come to  one conclusion."

"What's that?" Rebecca said.

"That there's at least one, perhaps two, new splinter groups forming  within the Watcher ranks."

"The Hunters?" Duncan said.

"Maybe."

"Horton's files, all his contacts, what happened to them?"

"His files were locked away, and his contacts were kicked out of the  Watchers."

"Locked away and kicked out?" Patrick spoke for the first time since  attacking Aria.  "What happened to crimes against the organization  being punishable by death?  Who was in charge of Horton's trial?"

"*I* was, all right?"

"Why weren't they executed?  They were all set to execute you *and*  Bernard for nothing more than friendship, why were these men not  executed for *murder*?"

"Excuse me for having a bit of mercy, O'Brien, but Horton was family,  and his people were once good Watchers.  Besides I couldn't sit in  judgement of them, because..."

"Because your *own* slate wasn't clean," Patrick said.

"Exactly."

"Terrific," Aria said.  "They're all back, all over again because you  were merciful to a bunch of genocidal maniacs."

"We certainly agree on *that*," Patrick said.

Joe sighed.  "Maybe it wasn't the best decision, but I can't change  what I didn't do."

"This is all so *pointless*!" Rebecca said.  "Can we all stop arguing  for five minutes?  You!" she pointed at Patrick, "shut up.  You!" she  pointed at Aria, "keep quiet.  You!" she pointed at Duncan, "you're  the only one allowed to question Joe.  And you," she pointed at Joe,  "continue."

"That's all," Joe said.

Duncan thought for a second.  "What are we looking at, worst-case  scenario?"

Joe rubbed his beard.  "The Hunters were always random, except when  it came to you.  In that case it was personal.  If we have two  splinter groups to deal with, there's no way to tell where the  Hunters will strike next."

"And if its one, killing Watchers and Immortals?"

"Then there's something big going down, and we'll have to decipher  the pattern."

"Before Bernard turns up dead," Patrick said.

"Before we *all* turn up dead," Aria said.

"Agreed," Duncan said.  "We can't ignore something like this.  Why  don't we meet at my place tomorrow about this time and see what we've  come up with."

"Sounds fine to me," Rebecca said.

Duncan looked from Patrick to Aria.  "Do you think you two can settle  your differences?  Or at least not kill each other until this is  over?"

Patrick stood.  "I'm perfectly willing to put all differences aside  until afterwards."  He looked at Aria and sneered, "But I suppose  it's *really* up to *you*, La Mora."

Aria stood, clenching her fists.

"That was a low blow, O'Brien," Duncan said.

"Was it?"  Patrick turned to leave.  "*Ask* her."

"Patrick, will you *wait*?" Rebecca rushed to catch up with him  outside of Joe's.  "What *is* it with you?  The only other Immortal  I've seen you this mad at is VonHoffer.  What's eating you?"

"Never mind."

She grabbed him by the shoulder and whirled him around.  "Are we  married or not?"

"Of course we are."

"Then *tell* me."

"Rebecca... I just want to be alone for a while.  I'll see you back  at the hotel in an hour or so."  He turned away from her and walked  off.  She sighed and went back into the bar.

"If you don't want to tell me, that's fine," Duncan said.

"It's not that," Aria said.  "You know I don't like discussing that  period of my life, Duncan, and I just hate having all that dredged up  again."

"I understand."

"Do you?" Aria rested her hand over Duncan's.

Before he could answer, both turned towards the door as they felt  another Immortal approach.  Rebecca walked in and sat at the bar.   "Gimee something hard, Joe."

"How hard?"

"Curl-my-hair hard.  Burn-a-path-down-my-oesophagus, bore-a-hole-in- my-stomach-lining hard."

"You've got it."  He poured a drink out and slid it to Rebecca.  She  took a gulp, gagged, then another gulp.

"Perfect!" she rasped.  She coughed and collected herself.  "He's  damn insufferable sometimes.  I wonder why I bother."

"He didn't tell you?" Aria said.

"Nope.  And he won't until he's good and ready."

"It's just as well."

"Why's that?"

Aria was silent.

"I can't help you gain his forgiveness unless..."

"Who said I *wanted* his forgiveness?"

"I'm sorry, I just thought..."

"What is it with you people?!  You think that when someone who isn't  as *wholesome* as you've always been sees the error of their ways,  that they automatically want to make amends for every single  transgression. I did what I did, and it was wrong.  I know that and I  cannot change it, but I don't need nor *want* O'Brien's forgiveness.   If he wants to kill me, then let him try, he's more than welcome.   Just as long as you know that he's not *entirely* without blame."  Aria got up and walked out of the bar.

"This is going to be tougher than I thought," Duncan said.

Rebecca took another belt of her drink and gagged again.

�

STEPHANO'S RESTURANTE ITALIANO, SEACOUVER - OCTOBER, 1997, that  evening

Patrick rolled the linguini on his fork, but didn't immediately eat  it.  He twirled it in the plate, making circular patterns in the  pasta and Alfredo sauce.

"Ok, O'Brien," Rebecca said, "I've had it with the brooding Immortal  routine.  Spill it."

"Spill what?"

"You know what.  If we want to find Bernard alive, like it or not we  have to work with Aria.  So spill it."

"You *really* want to know?"

"What do *you* think?"

Patrick sighed.  "It's not a time I remember fondly."

"I don't care," Rebecca said.  "We're married.  Married people tell  each other things."

"All right.  Just remember you're the one who asked."

�

CORFINIO, ITALY - 1487

"You are running from a bloody woman?"

"She's not just any woman, Patrick.  It's La Mora."

"La who?" he scoffed.  "Never heard of her."

"Well, I have, and I have no intention of facing her.  If *you* want  to die, then that's your choice.  I *like* my head where it is."

"No woman is *that* good, Sergio."

"It has nothing to do with if she's good or not, but the *methods*  she uses when she fights."

"What?  She doesn't observe the Rules?"

"From what I've heard, she observes some of them."

"Then I should face her."

"No, Patrick. You are in no condition for fighting."

"I can fight!"

"Oh, yeah?  Is that why I beat you every time in sparring yesterday?  And the day before and the day before that..."

"Okay!  I get your point." 

"Do you?"  Sergio walked toward Patrick and placed both hands on his  shoulders.  "You're carrying a *lot* of things bottled up inside  lately. Remember, I was with you the last time you saw Rebecca.  Your  concentration is off and you are too vulnerable to fight.  No, I'll  face her even though I'd rather not."

Patrick nodded.  He didn't want to argue with his friend.  Ever since  he'd seen Rebecca with that damned woman Amanda, he hadn't been  himself. Two refusals by an Immortal he'd loved was just too much,  especially coming on the heels of the death of his second wife,  Katherine, who succumbed to the Plague.  He knew she'd die  eventually, but not so soon and so drastic.  He'd been forced to  watch her wither away as he did his best to take care of her in her  last days.  But even after nearly a century and a half the pain of  losing her was still a festering wound and it and two rejections from  Rebecca showed in his skills.

Sergio squeezed Patrick's shoulders.  "Why don't you come with me?  Ramirez could always use more hands."

Patrick thought of accepting the offer, but the last thing he wanted  was for Ramirez to witness how weak he was.  All Patrick wanted to do  was lose himself and not think of the pain.  Wasn't it enough that  he'd lost his mortal wife and found Rebecca, first as a nun in  Darius' church, and second as a dishonest thief who wanted nothing to  do with him?  Twice now, she'd completely immersed herself into  another life, into another person. He wished he could do that, but  how and what?

"No.  I think I'll move on and head south."

"Then, we part, my friend."  Sergio extended his hand for a  handshake.  Patrick took it and the two friends parted.

Patrick watched his friend walk off into the darkness of the night.  He turned around and entered the house he'd rented.  He poured  himself some wine, and began to sip it.  He leaned against the wall  and looked out the small window.  All he could see was the dirt road,  but that was better than the empty bed that waited for him.  Patrick  couldn't understand why Sergio was so afraid of this woman, after all  a woman was for love, not fighting. It didn't make sense, Sergio was  an excellent swordsman.  He'd been taught by the best, Ramirez.

A bright crackling light flashed across his face causing Patrick to  snap out of his remembering.  Patrick looked out the window and saw  blue lightning snake around a building and shoot up into the sky.   His eyes widened when he recognized the throes of a Quickening.  Patrick ran out of his home toward the receding Quickening and  stopped dead when he sensed an Immortal.  He followed the sensation  until he came to an alley.  Sergio's body laid one place and his head  another.  The victorious Immortal knelt on the ground close to his  body. The Immortal looked up, dark eyes cold and glaring at Patrick.   "I'm Aria al-Haban," she said out of breath and staggered to her  feet, her sword held weakly in her hands.  "You find me at a  disadvantage."  Patrick had his sword out and he felt rage seep  through him, as he watched his slain friend on the ground.  A part of  him screamed to take her head now while she was down, but a stronger  part of him overruled it.  His honor simply wouldn't allow that.

"Don't worry!" Patrick spat.  "I won't fight you until you've  regained your strength."

Aria arched her eyebrows at that statement.  "What?"  She couldn't  believe her ears.

"I *said* I won't attack you until you've regained your strength."

Aria smiled. "A man of integrity?  That is such a rarity these days I  didn't think any more existed."  She looked at him more intently,  wondering who stood before her when she caught the red hair.   "Patrick O'Brien," she stated.  

Patrick stepped back surprised.

Aria smiled at her incredible luck.  She'd heard about the Irelander  as she'd tortured the truth out of Ramirez' former students.  But she  never imagined she'd find him so quickly.  

"I should be ready in an hour."

Patrick nodded.  He turned toward Sergio's body, and missed when Aria  nodded to someone behind him.  The next thing he knew, he was  attacked by three men.  They held him tightly, and forced him to face  Aria.  Patrick watched her approach him, a smug smile on her lips.   He couldn't believe he'd turned his back on her after Sergio warned  him about her.

"Is this your idea of playing by the rules," Patrick spat.

"No," she said as she stopped in front of him.  She retrieved a  curved dagger from her boot and waved it in front of his face.  "This  is my idea of playing by *my* rules."

Patrick cursed at her.  One of the men punched him in the stomach,  causing him to double over.  The two holding him pulled him back up  roughly.  Patrick hadn't recovered from the first blow when the same  man punched him again.

Aria raised his chin and held it tightly.  He tried to wrench his  face free, but couldn't in his current position.  "There's a simple  way for you to walk away with your head attached."

Patrick gazed at her.  "How?"

"Ramirez." Patrick's eyes shot wide open.  What?  Did she expect him  to hand over his mentor's location?  

"I want his head and you will help me get it."

Patrick laughed.  He could not believe her audacity.  "Never!  You  might as well take mine!"

"I could," she smiled.  And with that, she stabbed him in the heart.  He died instantly.

Patrick O'Brien cursed at himself.  After Corma had warned him about  La Mora, how could he have been so stupid and turned his back on her?   Now here he was, a prisoner, chained to a wall, and weaponless.  His  body ached everywhere--even in places he didn't know existed.  He  looked at his captor and kept himself sane by imagining how he'd kill  her when he got the chance. Aria sat on a foot stool opposite him,  her elbows propped against her knees.  She carved a piece of wood  with a sharp knife.  Patrick shuddered seeing the object in her hand,  as thoughts of how good she was with the instrument flooded his mind.

Aria glanced at him, as she continued her craft work.  "I've done  every thing imaginable I can to you," she paused grinning at him,  "both painful and pleasurable, seeing you're good healer and all, for  the past..." Aria's brow furrowed as she calculated the time, "five  weeks." she smiled at his discomfort.  "Why don't you just swallow  your pride, Patrick, and just tell me where I can find Ramirez."

Patrick mumbled something under his breath, which Aria only caught  the tail end of.

"Kill me?!  When?"  she said, feigning shock.  "Oh! While I was weak  from Corma's Quickening."  Her smile broadened.  "Yes, *Patrick*, you  should have."

Aria stopped carving and stood.  She picked up a plate of food,  filled with meat, gravy, and bread.  She walked over toward her  prisoner. "You really should eat something, Patrick."

No reply.  It irritated him that she used his birth name.  He would  rather his enemies call him by his last, but she knew it bothered him  so she taunted him with it as much as she could.

Aria stood close to him, the smile never leaving her lips.  How he  would like to rip it off, he thought.  Aria dipped the bread in the  gravy and placed it close to his mouth.  Patrick looked at her with  contempt, his mouth set tight, his body rigid.  There was no way he  would eat from her hand.

"Come on," she purred.  "Don't be so childish, Patrick."  She  caressed the side of his face, but he turned away from her.  

"So we're still playing hard to get, huh?"  Aria set the plate down  and grabbed his face.  She held it firmly.  "Eat!"

Patrick made no motion to open his mouth, but his stomach betrayed  him, making a loud garish noise.  Aria stepped back stunned, then  laughed.

"Fine," she said backing away from him.  "Have it your way, Patrick."

She ate the bread and threw the remains on the dirty ground.   The  door closed behind her plunging him into darkness again.  Though he  loathed her presence, it was the only time he had light, and human  contact.  Not that she was human.

Patrick relaxed his body too much and the chains around his wrist bit  into already tender flesh.  He cursed Immortality--what good was the  special healing powers when the pain remained?  He didn't' want to  think about what Aria had done to him, and he doubted that he could  take more, but he'd die before he gave up Ramirez!

As the tears poured down his cheeks, falling to his bare and whipped  chest, Patrick grimaced and tried to think of happier times.  But all  that came to him was the last suffering days of his dead wife.  After  she died, life as he knew it had changed dramatically and he'd ended  up in Paris at Darius' church.  He'd found Rebecca there, becoming  elated at having found a piece of his old life, but that feeling  quickly deflated when Rebecca spurned him.  She had a new life with  Darius and he had no part in it.  She didn't want him around to  remind her of her painful past.  Dejected, Patrick left. 

He'd thought of finding Ramirez, but having his teacher see him so  depressed wasn't exactly what he wanted.

Patrick travelled aimlessly for weeks, months, questioning who he was- -how could it be that living life as he had netted him nothing?  He  had no country to return to, no friends that wanted him or he could  unburden himself to.  He was always the strong one, the one everyone  looked to, came to.  Who did he, Patrick O'Brien, turned to when he  needed someone? He believed in honor.  A man of his word.  But how  could that help him now?  Aria held all the cards, and she didn't  have any honor.  No scruples.  But he was chained to a wall and she  was out there, laughing at him. Patrick hung his head, feeling deep  down that it wouldn't take more for him to dance to her tune.  He'd  died of starvation before, it wasn't pleasant, but he would not take  any food from her.  Or so he prayed.

Time ceased to matter to him.  He was so weak he could barely move.  He no longer hung from the wall, but laid on a filthy cot on the  ground. His eyes were wide open, but the darkness remained.  Patrick  didn't know which end was up and in the last few days, Aria had her  fun with him, testing new thresholds of pain.  He shuddered violently  as he remembered his screams, his howling, his begging, his crying.   But still, he would not give up Ramirez.  He would die first.

His honor and friendship to the man who became like a father to him  forbade him to do it.  And again it had landed him into harms way.  Sometimes he wondered why he bothered, but he knew he couldn't deny  who he was.  No one went from one spectrum to the other?  Could they?   Rebecca had.  It wasn't enough that he'd found her once at Darius'  church pretending to be a nun, but the last time he'd seen her, she'd  been in cohoots with Amanda.  Up to no good.  How could Rebecca,  sweet Rebecca, someone he never thought would be corrupted, end up  like that?  Patrick shook his head, and tried to concentrate on other  matters.

He had no idea how long he'd been inside this dungeon, but he knew  one thing.  He was hungry.  His throat was parched and right now he  would do about anything to satisfy it.  But he couldn't.  Patrick  knew Aria was counting on that too.  He heard noises outside his door  and he staggered to his feet.

The door opened and the light blinded him.  He felt extremely  vulnerable and shrank back towards the back of the cell.  Rough hands  grabbed him and hauled him out, he tried to struggle, but he was weak  from hunger.  The men simply laughed at his attempt and continued  dragging him forward.  Patrick blinked, trying to focus on his  surroundings, but all he could see was a ball of white light.

The men stopped.  Patrick heard a door open and he was shoved in.  He  fell to the floor and skinned his knees and hands on the rough  texture of the floor.  They healed, but the pain was staggering.   Slowly, he came to his feet and began to feel his way around.  There  was a bed with soft cool sheets.  He wanted to jump in and wrap  himself in the inviting comfort, but didn't.  He continued to feel  his way, while his eyes re-accustomed themselves to light.  He  knocked something off a table and it landed against his leg.  His  heart stopped when he felt liquid run down his feet.  Patrick fell to  his knees and groped for the source.  It was a rough feeling vase.   He stuck his hand in and felt liquid.  He didn't stop to think about  what he was drinking.  If it killed him, he'd simply revive, and if  she took his head while he was dead, so be it.  All he wanted was to  satiate the heat in his throat.  Patrick drank it greedily.  There  was no bitterness to it, and he drank it all.  He reached out in  front of him and felt another vase.  He stuck a finger inside and  felt more water.  He drank that and remembered this time to throw  some in his face.  His sight clarified more and then it hit him.  He  wasn't imagining it.  There *was* food in the room.

He ate every crumb like a street dog feeding off scraps.  He stuffed  as much into his mouth as he could fit, gagging several times, but he  didn't care.  Not a piece went to waste.  Every single morsel went  inside his mouth.  He licked his lips and reached for more food.  It  was heaven. His eyes slowly adjusted to the room, and images began to  take shape. Patrick's eyes widened and the food he had in his hand  fell to the ground. Then it hit him.  In his current state, Patrick  had ignored a sensation that no Immortal should disregard.  There she  stood, in the middle of a throng of people, watching him.

Patrick wished he felt hate toward her, but all he felt was shame.   He hung his head and the murmuring and laughter finally registered.  

"Bravo."  Aria said as she clapped.  Patrick didn't dare raise his  head.  "You are such wonderful entertainment, Patrick.  Why I didn't  think of this sooner, I have no idea."

Patrick saw her booted feet, then closed his eyes.  If his friends  could see him now.  Aria raised his chin and he didn't struggle.  

"Are we feeling co-operative this morning?"

Silence.

"You *are* a stubborn one.  You've been in that cell for six months!"  she said, a smidgen of awe in her voice.  "And not once have you  betrayed Ramirez."

Patrick opened his eyes, hoping the hate that brewed inside him for  her showed.

Aria returned the look with a smile.  "Oh, Patrick," she said as she  wiped stray pieces of food from his face and beard.  "I *am* going to  enjoy breaking you."  Aria caressed his face and hair.   Patrick  didn't resist her.  How could he?  He had no strength to fight her.  

Aria nodded to someone behind him and he felt hands grab him.  "I  guess since you haven't complained about your accommodations, then  you can stay there for a while longer.  I just wanted you to  participate on the celebration."

Patrick's brow furrowed, wondering what celebration she talked about.

"See those people over there?"

Patrick looked at the sullen faces.

"For every day you don't tell me where I can find Ramirez, they have  agreed to give their life."

Patrick looked at Aria stunned.  "You wouldn't," he said, his voice  hoarse from lack of use.

"But I would, Patrick."  Aria cocked her head to one side.  "So?  What's your answer?"

Patrick hung his head.  He couldn't betray Ramirez.  He couldn't.  He  wouldn't!  But those innocent people would die because of him.  He  would have to live with their blood on his hand.  Or was she  bluffing? Aria ordered him back to his cell when he made no motions  of talking. Patrick sat back against the cold wall and closed his  eyes.  The food he'd consumed had given him energy, and he felt  better than he had in a long time.  He could easily spend another few  months in here.  There were worse things.  And he refused to believe  Aria would kill all those people. But Patrick couldn't have been more  wrong.  

He felt an Immortal approach, and the door to his cell opened.  Two  men entered carrying something... or someone?  Patrick's eyes widened  when the thud of the body greeted his ear.

"Since you are so lonely in here, I thought a bit of company would  suit you well."

He couldn't believe it.  He refused to believe it.  

"Maybe if you asked her nicely, she'd even party with you." Patrick  stared at her, his mouth hung open.  Aria laughed at him, and closed  the door.  Patrick was left alone with the dying woman.  Forced to  listen to her cries as she died a slow death.  He thought he could  take it, but after several days, and the tiny cell filling with the  smell of rotting human carcasses, he snapped. 

Patrick knew he'd lost.  He screamed for one of the guards and he  told Aria Ramirez's last known location.  

�

DUNCAN'S FLAT, SEACOUVER - OCTOBER, 1997

Aria rolled the linguini on her fork, but didn't immediately eat it.  She twirled it in the plate, making circular patterns in the pasta  and Alfredo sauce.

"I think I'm beginning to understand," Duncan said.

"That's not all," Aria said.  "That's not the half of it."

Duncan waited, not wanting to pry.  If Aria wanted to tell him the  other half, she would.  Otherwise he'd wait until she was ready.  Her  past as La Mora was, he knew, something she preferred not to think  about, and if she didn't want to tell him the rest of the story, he  could argue with her about it until he was blue in the face, but she  wouldn't budge.  Duncan simply nodded and kept silent.

�

STEPHANO'S RESTURANTE ITALIANO, SEACOUVER

"Patrick, that's ancient history."

"It didn't happen to you.  You weren't even *there*."

"I know.  And I'm sorry.  But Aria's reformed, and she's sorry for  what she's done."

"Is she?  You don't even know half of the story."

"So..?"

"So what?"

"The other half."

Patrick stared into his wine.  Sometimes Rebecca could be  infuriating.

"I've told you more than I care to remember."

Rebecca sighed.  "You're being thick-headed again, O'Brien."

"I know.  Just... I don't want to tell you everything until I work it  out in my own head."

She nodded.  She knew when to stop prying even though it frustrated  her.  Getting Patrick's darker feelings out from where he kept them  locked away could be like pulling teeth sometimes.  She'd just bide  her time, and when he was damn good and ready to tell her, he'd tell  her.  Besides, how horrible could it actually *be*?  However, there  still was this problem with him wanting to kill Aria.

"Patrick," she said, "should you condemn who she *is*, or who she  was?  Look at your *own* history.  Just in the 1920's you ordered the  deaths of..."

"Don't bring that up.  I'm not proud of being part of organized  crime."

"And how is this different?  Are you *still* a mob boss?  Of course  not.  At least *try* to see things her way."

"I'm not sure I can."

"Of course you can.  You're more open minded than you give yourself  credit for."

Patrick stared into his wineglass again.  Sometimes he *really* hated  it when she was right.

�

DUNCAN'S FLAT, SEACOUVER - OCTOBER, 1997, later that evening

Duncan looked at Aria, sleeping beside him.  He carefully got up so  as to not wake her.  The truth of what she had told him had shaken  him up.  He had condemned Methos for being one of the Four Horsemen,  how was this any different?  It wasn't.  Methos and he had repaired  their friendship for the most part, so why should he automatically  condemn Aria?  He walked over to the window and looked out at the  city.  Too much was happening all at once, and it was threatening to  rob their group of their focus on the Hunters. Had this been anyone  other than O'Brien, he would happily take him on for Aria, provided  she'd let him.

Duncan needed to clear his head, so he put a shirt and pants on,  grabbed his coat and walked downstairs and outside.  As he exited the  dojo, he felt another Immortal nearby.

"I was hoping you'd still be up."

"O'Brien," Duncan said.  "How'd you find the place?"

"You're in the phone book."

"Normally I'd take you on."

"Protect the lady's honor?"

"Something like that."

"So why don't you?  It'd be a great fight.  We're probably evenly  matched."

"Why do you think?"

Patrick nodded.  "Connor."

"How do you think he'd react if he knew that his Student and one of  his closest friends had fought each other?"

"Connor isn't important right now, MacLeod.  And La Mora can fight  her own battles."

"I wish you wouldn't call her that.  It's not a name she particularly  likes."

"Why *not*?  It's who she *is*."

Duncan sighed.  "It's who she *was*.  She's not the same person.  I'd  think you'd know that better than anyone."

Patrick paused, not knowing what Duncan meant by that.  "She told  you?"

"Not all of it, but enough to know that she damaged your pride and  killed your friends."

Patrick nodded, knowing that Aria had only told Duncan as much as  he'd told Rebecca.  "Let me ask you this, MacLeod, would you leave  something like that unsettled?"

"Maybe," Duncan lied.  "If the one responsible was truly sorry for  it."

"And is she?"

"I suppose you'll have to ask her."

Patrick paused, looking out into the night, searching for some  answers, some *sign*.  It was all well and good for Rebecca and  Duncan to say that Aria wanted forgiveness, that she had changed, but  had she *really*?  Had she changed *that* much?

Patrick didn't honestly know.

"Just do me a favor, O'Brien," Duncan said.  "I can't stand between  the two of you if you do challenge her, but please don't do anything  until after this is finished."

Patrick nodded.  "You have my word."

"And Connor told me what your word means."

�Part 2

ACROSS FROM DUNCAN'S DOJO - the next day

They had rented the vacant apartment across the street from the  DeSalvo school of martial arts for just this purpose.  When he had  become their leader he somehow had known that eventually MacLeod's  dojo and apartment would become a sort of central headquarters for  the enemy.  He put his binoculars up to his eyes and watched the new  arrival hobble over to the building and enter.  Then, he changed his  focus to the window of the apartment.  If only he could *hear* what  was going on as well as see.

�

DUNCAN'S FLAT, SEACOUVER - that moment

Joe rode the elevator up to Duncan's loft.  He strained to hear  anything from the assembled Immortals.  There was silence, which  meant either Patrick and Rebecca weren't there yet, or they were and  the bad blood still gushed between Patrick and Aria.

The elevator stopped and he saw that the latter was true.  Duncan and  Aria were sitting on one end of the kitchen, Rebecca and Patrick on  the other.  No one was talking.

"Sorry to interrupt the fun," Joe said as he got off the elevator.  "I've got news."

At that he had everyone's undivided attention.

"A Watcher named Todd Clemmens turned up decapitated this morning.   He was assigned to Galan Janek."

Aria gasped.  "Dammit."

Joe concurred.  "It's not much of a connection, but it's a start."

"Aria," Duncan said, "you knew Janek the best.  Did he know his  Watcher?"

"He knew."

"She's right," Joe said, tossing a small notebook to the Immortal  nearest to him, Patrick.

Patrick looked at the notebook.  "What's this?"

"Clemmens' unofficial 'chronicle.'  It was mailed to me and arrived  this morning.  Apparently, Clemmens figured he was getting into  trouble, so he got rid of the evidence."

Patrick looked puzzled.  "Why send it to you?"

"Because my 'transgression' isn't exactly secret anymore.  Besides,  he confided in me when Janek began suspecting him and things were  coming to a head.  Just like Bernard."

"Did anyone else know about Clemmens' breaking of his oath?"  Rebecca  asked.

"Not that I know of."  Joe walked across the loft and sat down. 

"Who knows about yours?" Patrick asked.

"Shapiro," Duncan hissed.

"Shapiro," realization dawned on Joe then.  "Shapiro tried me for the  crime of breaking my oath.  He also tried Bernard as a way of getting  at me, but he failed and was kicked out of the Watchers."

"So this is all revenge?" Rebecca said.

"No, there has to be something more to it," Joe said.  "If it were  just revenge, he'd go after Bernard, me, and Duncan.  But he hasn't  made a move against me yet, and *has* against Clemmens and Janek."

"Why *exactly* did he try the two of you?" Patrick said.

"Because he felt we had betrayed the Watcher organization by  revealing ourselves."

"So he's cleaning house," Aria offered.

"How could he be cleaning house if he hasn't got access to any of the  Watcher data?"

"*You* were the one who locked up Horton's files and didn't execute  his people," Aria said.  "He could easily have a computer expert  unlock them, then contact the Hunter organization when he got all  their names. With the Hunters back in place, he'd have a hit-squad  that not only has no problems killing Immortals but actually look on  it as a holy war."  

Patrick nodded in agreement.  "Shapiro, himself, doesn't need to  believe in the Hunters dogma in order to use them for his own ends.   It wouldn't be the *first* time a megalomaniac has taken advantage of  the gullibility of fanatics.  He needs people to do the dirty work  for him, they've probably wanted to start up again ever since Horton  died."

"They capture Watchers," Rebecca said, "as bait to lure their  Immortal to them.  Then they kill them both."

"They kill the Immortal first and probably force the Watcher to watch  the Immortal die, so that they would know the full extent of their  'crime' before dying themselves," Joe said.  "Then they dump the  bodies where other Watchers would find them, which is why you found  Janek, Aria."  

"So they punish both sides for the supposed crime," Duncan added. 

"Which means Rebecca and I are next," Patrick said.

"Absolutely," Duncan said.

"How long after Clemmens disappeared was Janek killed?"

"Four days," Joe said.

"That gives us two more," Rebecca continued, "before they make their  move."

"They're probably moving on other Watchers as well," Aria said.

"All right," Joe said.  "Let's meet at the bar tonight before doors  open, and I'll come up with a list of Watchers who I think may be  targeted."

�

UNKNOWN LOCATION - soon after    

The unseen voice chuckled.

"What's so amusing?" Bernard said.

"I've been reading the O'Brien Chronicle.  Fascinating stuff, really,  especially the section about him and La Mora.  Congratulations on  piecing together the times he disappeared.  Oh, that's *right*.  He  *told* you that he was 'Hejan Sheng' and the gaijin samurai."

"That's right."

"And you don't feel you betrayed your oath?"

"No, I didn't.  I preserved it."

"That's enough," a second voice said.

Bernard recognized it instantly, and frankly wasn't surprised at  hearing it.  "Hello, Jack.  Long time no see." 

Jack Shapiro stepped out of the shadows.  He looked at Bernard but  addressed his unseen companion.  "That's all you'll get out of him.   He'll tell you about how the streets are a far cry from my desk and  that a field operative considers himself lucky if he can go his  entire assignment without his Immortal seeing him.  Then he'll tell  you that at headquarters, we sit back in our plush office chairs  writing up all the rules and regulations, and that out on the street,  you rely on your nose and your brain.  He'll finish up by saying the  Immortal game isn't all black-and-white, good versus evil, and  watching in the field isn't all black-and-white, either."

Bernard smirked.  "You remembered."

"I taped the proceedings and listen to both yours and Dawson's trials  each night.  So what does your nose and your brain tell you this  time?"

"That you're nothing but a bunch of thugs who enjoy picking on  overweight old men who can't fight back."

Shapiro punched Bernard in the stomach, sending the older Watcher  tumbling backwards against the wall.  Then he turned to his  companion. "Leave us."

When the door closed, Shapiro waited for Bernard to regain his  composure.  "Actually, Bernard," he hissed, "we *do* enjoy this.   Immensely."

"I never thought you were a bigot like Horton.  Misguided and a  power-hungry son of a bitch, but not a bigot."

"I never said *I* was a bigot.  There was a time when I believed in  the Watchers *and* Immortals, more than anything in the world.  Then  it all came crashing down due to people like yourself, Dawson, and  Adam Pierson. Once I was forced out of the Organization, I had to  think fast.  I had to save it from what it was becoming and return it  to what it was."

"What it was becoming was a group of mortals that Immortals could  open up to and be themselves with no reservations.  In the two and a  half years since O'Brien found out I was a Watcher, I've learned more  about him than any of his other Watchers could ever *dream*."

"That's the problem, isn't it?  You know.  He knows.  He will be on  the lookout for his next Watcher when you're gone.  He'll tell his  friends and Students, they'll tell their friends and Students, and so  on.  You can already see it happening.  Duncan MacLeod finds Dawson,  MacLeod tells Connor MacLeod, Connor MacLeod tells Rebecca O'Brien,  Rebecca tells Patrick.  How many has O'Brien told?  And how many more  has Duncan MacLeod told, or Connor MacLeod?  The damage has been  done, Bernard, and I'm repairing it.  Punish the Watcher for being  exposed, exterminate the Immortal before he spreads his knowledge of  us."

"And that's how the Hunters fit in."

"Exactly.  I couldn't contact my allies within the organization, so I  contacted the Hunters who were still alive.  They have no problems  killing members of a race that they see as a cancer on the face of  the Earth.  It works out extremely well, actually.  I needed someone  to kill Immortals and not get my hands dirty, they needed a leader  and a purpose.  If they have to kill their own kind, they look upon  it as divine retribution for breaking the Golden Rule."

"Jack, this is *insane*!"

"*Is* it?  Tell me, if an Immortal broke their Golden Rule, killed on  Holy Ground, what do you think the other Immortals would do?"

"Probably band together and hunt..." Bernard broke off, a chill  shooting down his spine.

"...hunt him down and kill him," Shapiro finished.  How is this any  different?"

Bernard, for once, didn't have an answer. 

�

JOE'S BAR, SEACOUVER - that evening

Duncan thought that with at least part of what happened between Aria  and Patrick out in the open the tension between the two would have  dissipated.  After all, the past was the past, Aria wasn't proud of  hers, and he was sure O'Brien had done some things *he* wasn't proud  of.  He had yet to meet a "good" Immortal who didn't have things in  their past they wanted to forget.

He couldn't have been more wrong.

If anything, the tension seemed almost visible now, crackling in the  air like static electricity.  Patrick and Aria sat at opposite ends  of the room, not looking at each other, much like prize-fighters at  opposite corners of the ring.  And quite frankly, Duncan was worried.   Joe had told him as an aside that Patrick had tracked Kurdt VonHoffer  for nearly five centuries after VonHoffer had killed his third wife.   And Aria...  Aria was closer to falling back on her past persona than  even she wanted to admit.  If O'Brien decided to actively hunt her  down, La Mora was close to the surface.  Too close.

Rebecca broke the more-than awkward silence.  "So... did you find  anything, Joe?"

"Yeah."  Joe walked over to the table that Duncan and Rebecca were  sitting at.  "It's not much of a list, but it's a start.  There's  five Watchers I'm suspicious of, and two who I *know* Shapiro will be  going after."

"Let's start with the two," Patrick said from his corner.  "Who are  they?"

"One's Mike, who works here.  Shapiro knows that Mike works here,  that Mike knows about my 'crime,' and that he did nothing about it.   I'm sure that's pissing him off.  The other one is..."

"Martin Gibson?" Aria guessed.

"Yup."  He addressed the other Immortals.  "Gib is Aria's Watcher.   He saved her life a couple of times, and I'm sure Shapiro knows about  that." 

"And the five suspects?" Duncan said.

"Sarah Greenwood, Steven Mallon, Jeffrey Fargo, Irene Wallace, and  George Killman.  They've all gotten close to their assignments, but  I'm not sure how close.  Shapiro will have his people on them waiting  for them to slip up."

"So what do we do?" Duncan said.

"Watch the Watchers," Joe said.

"I'm not so sure about that," Rebecca said.

"Why not?"

"If Shapiro follows his pattern, we'll be targeted tomorrow."

Duncan looked about the room.  The atmosphere was still heavy with  things *not* of Shapiro's making.  He sighed.  "I've had just about  enough of this."

"Of what, Mac?" Joe asked confused.

"This.  Them.  Those two.  Either you two come to an understanding in  the next hour or none of this is gonna matter.  It'll be impossible  to rescue Bernard with this hanging in the air, and it'll be  impossible to protect the other Watchers.  And if one of you gets  captured, it'll be impossible for you to be at a hundred percent when  in the back of your mind you'll be hoping they'll turn up dead.  I  think we all should leave the room and let them sort this out one way  or the other.  If a friend of mine dies because you two aren't acting  your age, then *I'll* take *both* your heads."  Duncan stormed out of  the bar.  Several seconds later, a car started up and pulled away.

Joe shrugged.  Mac was absolutely right.  O'Brien and Aria, hell  *most* Immortals, had both lost enough people due to inaction, that  frankly their behavior towards each other surprised him to say the  least.  Friends' lives were at stake here, and they were content to  bicker like children. He turned towards Rebecca.  "Why don't we go  grab a bite?"  He tossed a set of keys to Patrick.  "Help yourself to  the bar.  Mike'll be here in an hour to open for tonight.  If you  leave before he gets here, lock up for me." He and Rebecca walked  out.

Patrick sighed and walked over to the jukebox.  "Nothing but blues.  No rock."

"What do you expect?  This *is* a blues club after all."

"I *know* that."  He dropped a quarter into the jukebox and selected  some BB King.

It was Aria's turn to sigh.  "They're right, you know."

"About what?"

"Us."

"Probably."

"Did you tell Rebecca?"

"Not everything.  Not about how you turned me."

"So what do we do?"

"I am more than willing to treat you civilly, so long as when this  business is done we finish our fight."

"Why?"

Patrick looked insulted.  "Why do you *think*?"

"It's ancient history, O'Brien.  We're not the same people we were  five hundred years ago.  Can you honestly say you're the same man now  as you were even *fifty* years ago?"

Patrick walked behind the bar and took out two glasses, poured two  drinks and handed one to Aria.

"You haven't answered my question," Aria said.  *Are* you the same  man today as you were in 1947?  I doubt it."

"Aside from a name-change, I'd like to think that I have a stronger  sense of self than that."

Aria laughed.

Patrick wasn't amused.  "You find that funny?"

"Yes, actually.  If you had such an unbreakable sense of self,  wouldn't you be running around in a kilt and firs with a sword  strapped to your side?  *None* of us are *that* secure in our  persona.  At least not the honorable ones."

"I suppose you're right."  Patrick took a drink and poured himself  another.  "So what exactly do you want from me?  Forgiveness?   There's none to give.  You made me into something I didn't want to  be.  I didn't like being blackmailed with the lives of my friends  into betraying my teacher, and I didn't like being forced into doing  evil."

Aria poured herself another drink.  "As far as forcing you to do what  you did, yes I blackmailed you, but you could have killed me in my  sleep and left any time you wanted.  But you didn't, and I've been  wondering exactly why that was ever since you walked through that  door two days ago."

"I did, I honestly thought of it many times in the early days.  But I  couldn't kill you in your sleep, that would have made me no better  than you were."

"And later?"

"Later?"

"Yes," Aria said.  "Later.  You said you thought of it in the early  days.  What about later?"

Patrick was silent.

Aria rubbed her finger against the lip of her glass, making a  sustained note.  "I'll tell you why, when you turned to my ways you  enjoyed it too much."

Patrick nearly choked on his drink.  "What?!"

"You heard me.  You *enjoyed* being evil.  It wasn't like Duncan's  dark Quickening where he was overwhelmed by evil and wasn't in  control of himself.  Forced to or not, you made a choice to become  evil, just as I did.  And you found it liberating, being able to  ignore your guilty conscious for two decades.  You may as well admit  that if things hadn't worked out the way they did, we'd still be  together and still be evil."

Patrick stared at the bartop.  "You're great at making broad-based  assumptions, Aria, but you're wrong."

Aria stopped playing with the glass.  "Go ahead.  Look into my eyes  and *tell* me I'm wrong."

Patrick looked into her eyes and opened his mouth. And found he  couldn't tell her.

"Admit it, O'Brien, we had a *great* time."

Patrick poured himself another drink and gulped it down.  Then he  poured one more.  "Yes.  We did.  And I've had to live with that  every day for five hundred years.  I tried to escape it by going to  China and Japan and becoming someone else, but it didn't work, not  entirely.  Finally, I'd gotten to the point where I could actually  live with my actions, forget what I'd done.  And then when I saw you  here, with the kinsman of my best friend, and he *didn't* have his  sword at your neck, it all came back, every last detail, everything  you made me do and everything we did together, and everything I did  myself afterwards.  I'll admit I enjoyed being your 'creation,' but  I'll never forgive you."

"Then don't.  I'm not sorry for what I did.  It's not something that  I'm proud of, but I can live without your forgiveness, probably  better than I could with it.  I did what I did.  It happened.  But  that's all in the past now, and I suggest that's where you leave it  as well.  And I hate to break it to you, but I never actually *made*  you do anything, so stop blaming me for your own actions.  You made  your own choices, just like I did, and you have to live with them,  just like I do.  The only thing I did was force you to put aside so- called 'civilized' behavior.  Look at it this way, you're lucky."

"*That* I find hard to believe.  How am I lucky?"

"You've got a reputation for saying you don't want the Prize, but  you're in the Game to keep it from an evil Immortal.  You do know  what the Patrick O'Brien from five hundred years ago would have done  with the Prize, don't you?"

"That's one of the reasons I don't want it."

"You and I know more about evil Immortals than a *lot* of us do, with  a very few exceptions, because we *were* evil.  We were the enemy, so  we know what the enemy thinks, what they feel, and what motivates  them.  We know how to defeat them.  Look at the time we spent  together *that* way and stop feeling so damn guilty about it."

Patrick nodded.  He'd probably never feel comfortable around Aria,  but at least he didn't feel like killing her just yet.  It was a  start, at least.

�

JOE'S RESIDENCE, SEACOUVER - the next day

"Hold your damn horses, I'm coming!" Joe said as he walked towards  his front door.  "I can't exactly run you know."

The pounding on the door grew more insistent.

"At least you could calm the hell down."  Joe wondered who it was at  the door.  Patrick and Rebecca were going to pick him up and the  three were going to drive to Mac's to discuss strategy.  However,  they weren't due for another two hours, and besides they knew how  slow Joe was and would be patient.

Joe reached the door just as it was kicked in.

"What the *hell*?"

A man stepped inside.  He was dressed in black from head to toe.   Even his face was covered.  He put his hand out and shoved Joe to the  floor.

"What are you *doing*?"  The fact was, though, Joe knew all too well  what they were doing.  Somehow the Hunters were watching them, and  knew what was being planned both at the bar and at Mac's.  Although  it wasn't the first time that he'd been roughed up by renegade and  not-so-renegade Watchers, part of his mind was afraid that it would  be the last. The first man continued on into the house.  Two others  entered, grabbed Joe, and dragged him outside.  They passed three  others.  Joe was roughly tossed into a van.  The last thing he  remembered was feeling a club or the butt of a gun come down on the  back of his skull...

"Joe?" Rebecca said.

"I don't like it," Patrick said.  "Look."  He pointed to the  doorjamb.

The door had obviously been kicked in.

"Maybe he's inside."

"I doubt it."

Both Immortals took their swords out and entered the silent house.

"You take this floor, I'll look upstairs," Patrick said.

"OK." Patrick went up the stairs two at a time and entered a bedroom.   The mattress had been sliced, the closet had been emptied, and all  the contents were on the floor.  The same was true for the bureau.   He walked into the study to find much of the same.  The computer was  on, and was at a C prompt.  The previous commands were still on the  screen:

A:\>FORMAT C:

WARNING!!!  All data on fixed drive C

WILL BE ERASED.  Do you wish to continue

with format?  (Y/N) Y

Format complete

A:\>WIPE C:

 Wipe complete.

Patrick looked in the floppy disk drive.  Nothing.  The Hunters had  cleaned out *everything* Joe had, and without knowing what wipe  program they had used, it would be nearly impossible to recover any  of Joe's data. Still, it would be worse to leave the computer here  and never know than to try and fail.  He unplugged the monitor,  keyboard, mouse, and power from the CPU, placed the CPU under his  arm, and went downstairs. He found Rebecca in the kitchen in the  midst of a mess.  The Hunters had emptied the refrigerator and left  all the food and drinks to fester on the floor.

"Nice," he said.

"Yeah.  They did a real thorough job.  What's that?"

"Joe's computer.  They deleted all his data."

"So what do you think we'll accomplish by taking it with us?"

"Maybe nothing.  But it can't hurt.  Let's go to MacLeod's and see  what we can come up with."
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DUNCAN'S LOFT, SEACOUVER - that moment

Aria sat in the leather sofa, her legs were drawn to her chest, her  face rested on her knees, her hands wrapped around her legs.  She  gazed at nothing in particular as she contemplated the events of the  past few days. Galan was dead.  And O'Brien wanted her head.  Two  Immortals at two very different times of her life.  Galan had been  there when she sought peace for her tormented soul.  And O'Brien had  been part of her less than stellar past--a past filled with death and  betrayal.  A past she no longer liked to be reminded of, and his  presence brought it all back.

*Should* she ask his forgiveness?  Why?  She hadn't made him do  anything he didn't want to.  In the beginning, yes, but later... he'd  done it all out of his own free will.  She sensed Duncan behind her,  but she didn't move.  His strong arms engulfed her and his face  caressed hers. Aria smiled.  Duncan MacLeod.  Even after she'd told  him about part of her past with Patrick, he still loved her.  But  would he after he knew the rest?  Could she handle his scorn?  He was  the consummate boy scout, and damn proud of it. 

"Where are you, Aria?" he murmured in her damp hair, his lips grazing  her ear.

"Just thinking of my life," she sighed whimsically.  "My past life."

"Don't beat yourself up about O'Brien.  If he's as smart as his  reputation, he'll see you've changed and then he'll move on." 

"Maybe."

Duncan squeezed her and she patted his arms.  

"And then there's Galan.  He didn't deserve to die like that, Duncan.  A man who's lived for over thirteen hundred years doesn't die at the  hands of scavengers!"

Duncan drew a deep breath.  In the melee of Aria and Patrick's  animosity, Aria hadn't talked much about the ancient Immortal.  He  himself was angry and wanted, no, needed to have some retribution.   Duncan would be lying to himself if he said that he hadn't enjoyed  killing the man who terminated Darius' life.   What gave those  Hunters the right to decide what Immortal lived and what Immortal  died?  They weren't a part of their world, a violent one, and they  weren't and shouldn't be involved.  But how to stop them short of  killing them all?  

Aria's sobbing reached his conscious and Duncan climbed into the sofa  behind her.  He hugged her close, and kissed the top of her head.  He  let her cry for her slain friend.  Galan had travelled to Holy Ground,  seeking refuge, as Aria had.  They'd helped each other heal wounds  too deep for the mortal world to understand.  Though she still hadn't  told him what had caused her to flee to Holy Ground, she had told him  that had ended her evil days.  After restoring her soul over a  century, she had ceased to be La Mora, and hadn't regretted it.  And  especially after hearing her history with Patrick, and the things she  did to him, Duncan was more than curious to know what had changed  Aria.  Listening to her cry for her fallen friend, Duncan couldn't  imagine her as what she used to be.  And he was glad for that. Duncan  closed his eyes when he felt her hands travel up and down his legs.   She pressed further into him and he heard her breath quicken.  She  turned around to face him and her dark eyes were smouldering, the look  that always promised hours filled with intense passion.  Wasting no  time, both kissed feverishly, each trying to creep into each other's  skin.  Aria was still crying and Duncan held her face in his hands. 

"It's okay, Love," he whispered, "we don't have to."  

"I know," she responded, but she kissed him again.  

Duncan and Aria were lost in each other's bodies, then Duncan stood  suddenly and swooped her up in his arms and headed for his bed.  He  placed her gently on it, and slowly removed her thin silk robe.  Aria  gazed up at him, her mouth slightly parted, her eyes locked with his.   Her hands snaked up his powerful legs.  Duncan drew in a sharp breath  and closed his eyes. Her hands continued their course undeterred  toward his buttocks, his muscled back, his strong neck.  Duncan knelt  and was about to kiss her when he cursed.  Aria did too.

Both had sensed the presence of one of their own.  A strong presence.  Duncan retrieved his katana, stepped back into a pair of sweats, and  headed for the side door.  Aria stood, fastened her robe, and sought  her own sword.  A loud knocking echoed through the quiet loft, and  before Duncan could ask anything, he recognized O'Brien's voice.   This had better be good, thought Duncan, the O'Briens and Joe weren't  supposed to be here for another hour.

An angry Irishman stormed past Duncan, followed by a sullen faced  Rebecca.  What now? Duncan asked himself. Patrick wasted no time.   "They've got Dawson!"

"What?!" Duncan and Aria said in unison.  

"You heard me!  They have Joe!"  Patrick paced the length of the  living area.  "We were to meet at his place and we were going to grab  something to eat before heading over here  When we got there, the  door was wide open and the place was mess. Signs of struggles were  everywhere."

"Great!  Just what we needed," Duncan groused.

"The gloves are off now," Aria said.  Three pairs of eyes turned in  her direction, but she walked toward the wall phone and placed a  call. 

"Who in the world is she calling?" Patrick asked exasperated.  They  were no closer to rescuing Bernard and now Dawson, the brains of the  operation, was gone!

"Look, Patrick," Rebecca began, "ranting and raving is not going to  get us anywhere."

Patrick ignored her and continued to pace the loft like a caged  circus tiger.

Aria finished her call and returned to the heart of the loft.  "I  just talked to Gibson and told him to watch himself.  We can't afford  having him nabbed too."

"Quick thinking, Aria."  Duncan patted her shoulder when she came to  stand next to him.

"What now?" Rebecca asked.  She honestly didn't know where to start.

"If these idiots stick to their pattern, then you two will get a  visit from them tomorrow," Aria said.  "Only we'll be prepared for  them and we'll get all the answers to our questions." 

"That's for *damn* sure," Patrick added.

Duncan and Rebecca didn't like the way Patrick said that.  He made it  sound like he planned on giving them no choice.

"If these people are as fanatic as they seemed to be, Patrick,"  Rebecca interjected, "then no matter what we ask them, they won't  give up their comrades."

Patrick gave a predatory smile.  "Oh, there are ways to make people  talk." 

"Yes, there are." Aria concurred with him.  Both locked eyes and  quickly looked away.

"Short of killing them!" Duncan protested.  Though he wanted the  vermin exterminated from his life, he wasn't sure he wanted their  blood on his hands.

"What else do you think we'll have to do, Duncan?" Aria insisted.   "These damned Hunters expect us to act honorably and not hunt them  down and kill them, yet they hunt and kills us!" 

"Aria, there are other ways to deal with this!" Duncan walked up to  her and gazed into her eyes, searching.  "What?  Are you planning on  killing all of them?"

"If we have to."

Duncan's eyes grew wide.

"I will not participate in the mass murdering of mortals!" Rebecca  walked toward one of the windows and looked out into the night.  Patrick exhaled a sharp breath.  He went to Rebecca and tried to wrap  his arms around her but she shrugged him off.  He sighed and folded  his arms.  "Rebecca, you've gotta understand!  If they had us, they  wouldn't hesitate to kill us!  They don't care!  And now they are  killing their own too!  Can't you see the only way to send a strong  message to these Hunters is if blood is spilt?  Theirs?  And a lot of  it?  The only way to be *really* sure that they're out of our lives  completely is to hunt the Hunters.  *You* of *all* people should feel  that way after all that Daruis was to you."

Rebecca said nothing, furious at such a low blow, and even angrier  that he was partly right.  Patrick tried to touch her again, but  again she shrugged him off.  He sighed and walked back toward Duncan  and Aria.  

"Patrick is right," Aria said.  Rebecca turned around startled.  She  couldn't believe her ears.  "The Hunters *need* to be taught a  lesson.  One that will make them think twice before hunting another  Immortal again." 

"I'm listening," Patrick said, taking a seat on the leather couch.    Aria sat next to him.  Duncan leaned against the kitchen island and  Rebecca remained at the window.

"Good.  When they come for you two tomorrow, Duncan and I will be  there also.  Of course they won't know we are there.  And since we  don't know how many of them there will be, we have to be cautious."

"Nice idea, Aria," Patrick sneered, "but we are staying at a high- profile hotel."

Aria glared at him.  "And what makes you think that they won't attack  you there?  It's a damn unlikely spot and they'd expect you to think  that way.  Dammit, Patrick, you know better than that!  The best way  of attacking someone is in the place they feel the safest," Aria said  angrily.

Patrick gave her a cross look and she rolled her eyes.  "Give me a  layout of the hotel."  She stopped and cocked her head to one side.   "I expect you have checked the place out for fast escape routes?"

"Of course!" he said indignantly.  "You know me better than that."

As Aria and Patrick planned their best route of attack on the  Hunters, Duncan and Rebecca watched them amazed.  Something didn't  add up.  They were supposed to be mortal enemies.  Patrick tried to  kill her on sight just a few days ago and now they were sitting next  to each other like old chums.  *Something* didn't add up!

Both bickered back and forth like old friends who couldn't agree on  what movie to go see.  Then they'd find one they both could agree on  and then, just as quickly, argue about that choice again.  Duncan  scratched his head as he thought about everything Aria had mentioned  about her past with O'Brien, and none of it suggested they had worked  together, but what he witnessed seemed like they'd fallen into an old  routine.  Something both were accustomed to.  Oh, yeah, Duncan  thought to himself.  Something didn't add up.  And the prospects  didn't sit well with him, especially with what happened next.

"That sounds like a plan, Patrick," Aria said excited.  "Just like  old times, huh?"

Patrick's head snapped up and he gazed at Aria.  His mouth opened,  then closed.  He glanced, first at Rebecca, then at Duncan--both had  curious looks on their faces.  He then looked away, crossed his leg,  and drummed his fingers on his sneaker.  He hated to admit this, and  he knew more questions would come from their audience, but he had to  tell the truth.  "Yes," he finally said, "it does."

"What the hell are you talking about, Patrick?" Rebecca said, walking  over to him.  Her lips were curled in anger.  

"That's what I'd like to know, Aria," Duncan agreed too, stepping  closer to the pair on the sofa. Aria and Patrick gazed at each other,  both sighing heavily at the grave slip they made.  They thought they  could avoid this, but now the two glowering Immortals would not let  this rest.

Rebecca spoke first.  "You told me she tortured you!  How can  planning *this* be like 'old times!'"

Silence.

"Dammit, Patrick!  I know I wasn't planning on pressuring to tell me  the 'other half' but you damn well better explain yourself!  NOW!" 

Duncan joined the interrogation.  "Just yesterday you wanted to kill  her on sight, O'Brien, and now you two sit down here talking like old  scheming buddies.  Something doesn't add up, and I think we both  deserve an answer."

Aria stood and walked toward the window and looked out into the  darkness.  Patrick on the other hand, sank into the chair and ran his  fingers through his hair.  Where to start? he asked himself.
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1498, SMALL VILLAGE, NORTHERN SPAIN

The man's body shook violently as he stared into the darkest pair of  eyes he'd ever seen.  "Please!  I have no more to give.  We have  nothing!"  "Nothing?  Nothing!" Aria pulled him closer, she could  smell the fear on him and smiled.  "You have your home.  You have  your business.  You have two beautiful daughters, and wife too!"   Aria's smile turned into a bestial grin.  "How can you tell me you  have nothing, Marcello?"

"You have taken all my gold and silver.  We barely have food enough  to eat, and my business was burned down.  I *have* nothing!"

Aria drew a deep breath.  "How much do you want to bet that you can  come up with more gold in the next two seconds, Marcello?"

The old man looked at her incredulously.  

"There are many *motherless* children in this town, Marcello.  I'm  surprised you'd want to add yours to the list."

Marcello's eyes grew wide.  He glanced at his wife, who had shrank  into a corner, huddled with his two children.  He turned his head  back toward Aria.  Her teeth were bare, grinning insanely at him.

"Please," he begged one more time.

Aria lost her patience and dropped the man.  He scrambled away from  her.  Aria didn't go to him, but she went to the three women.   Marcello grabbed Aria's legs and caused her to fall, screaming to his  wife and daughters to get out of here.  They stood and ran for the  door, but they ran smack dab into a large man.  His eyes were cold.   Green eyes.  Strange eyes.  Deadly eyes.  

The women backed into the room, their arms interlaced around each  other.

"Which one?" questioned the man with the green eyes.

Aria laughed.  She untangled herself from Marcello and said, "The  mother, Patrick."

Patrick O'Brien walked toward the woman and snatched her from her  daughters arms.  Aria held Marcello in place.

"You are right.  You are right!  I do have some gold.  I will give  you all.  All of it!" he shrieked.  

Aria gazed at him lazily.  "See?  I *told* you you would have it."

She turned back to Patrick and nodded her head.  Patrick in turn  broke the woman's neck.  It was quick and effortless.  She crumpled  lifeless to the ground.  Her daughter's flocked to her, and grabbed  her dead body.  They rocked her in their arms, screaming for their  mother, and praying to their Gods, to take care of them.

Aria and Patrick walked out of the house.  There was a crowd of  people just outside the door, the loud murmuring ceased when they  stepped closer. 

"Okay," Aria began, Patrick standing to her side.  "Who wants to join  the list?"  She looked at the crowd levelly.  "Believe me, people!  I  am in control!  Don't think for one second that you can hold out on  me and I won't know."

Without hesitation, one by one, they came and deposited whatever they  had into the sack that Patrick held.

"You were right, Patrick," Aria said, as they moved through the swarm  of villagers.  "Attack them when they feel the safest, and you get  the best results.  I think I'm going to keep you around for a while.   I love your ideas and plans."

Patrick smiled.  He knew it would work and he liked the feeling of  power it gave him.  It made him feel ten feet tall and invincible.   Like he could do anything, and have anything.  Why it had taken him  so long to see things Aria's way, he wasn't sure, but he wasn't about  to turn his back on it any time soon.

Several years had gone by since they first started searching for him.  Ramirez was an Immortal who made himself hard to find.   At first,  Patrick had been elated that they kept missing him.  Every town  they'd travelled to--that Ramirez had connections with--insisted that  they hadn't seen the exotic Spaniard, not that he'd be hard to miss.    Aria was enraged.  Her obsession of revenge toward Ramirez caused her  to think of nothing else and she searched--dragging Patrick around-- unceasingly for over a two year period.   Patrick had grown tired of  her, and escaped one night.  He'd regretted that tremendously, as  Aria proceeded to ravage town after town, until he came back to her  side.  She promised him that she'd level every village to ashes if he  ever ran away from her again.  He was hers until she claimed her  prize: Ramirez's head!

O'Brien never again thought of leaving.  What would be the point?  He  had told himself that he would never be able to take the weight of  the dead on his Immortal conscience.  Then he thought that killing  her would be the best course of action.  Take her head one night as  she slept. He could do it.  She deserved no better death--she had no  honor to speak off. Then one night, he had the chance.  A clear shot  at her head.  But as he stood behind her, his sword raised only a few  inches away from forever death, Patrick couldn't.  Not that it went  against his honor.  No, he couldn't because he didn't want to.  He  slipped back to his sleeping cot, and went to a fitful sleep,  wondering when he'd taken the wrong turn in his life.

Unbeknownst to Patrick, Aria had been fully awake that night.  She  didn't want to die, and if he did go for her head, she had plenty of  room to roll away from him, but she forced herself to lay still.  She  didn't even bother to turn around when he left, she simply smiled and  went to a restful slumber.  She'd one a major victory and she would  not let it slip through her fingers.

Aria had a habit of talking about whatever was on her mind.  She  didn't care if he listened or not.  But she used him, because he was  like her.  

"We are Immortals, O'Brien!"  She liked to say.  "Rulers of this  world and the worlds yet to come.  We can do *anything* we want!   Take *anything* we want.  The world is *our* footstool."

She talked about the insanity of the mortal world.  How they needed  chaos and discipline in order to have meaning to their lives.  And  she planned on given them both.  

She talked about her life.  Her mortal life.  How she detested the  Spanish, and what they'd done to her.  And no amount of lives would  repair the damage they'd done to her heart.  She would keep cutting  out their hearts, as they'd done to her, so many centuries ago.  Little by little, Aria kept worming her thoughts into his.  He fought  it at first, arguing with her that she was just bitter!  That her  reasons for revenge didn't hold anymore.  It had been centuries ago,  and the people of this current world shouldn't be blamed for the sins  of their ancestors. Aria would simply laugh at him, then one day  she'd turned the tables on him.  She questioned him about his own  life.  About his beliefs.  About his precious honor.  What had all  that gotten him?  Nothing!  If he left her today, did he have anyone  waiting for him?  Of course not!  He had nobody, and she had nobody,  so they made the perfect match.  He had hated her for that, but what  he hated the most was, she was right.  

He was alone.  Except for her.  Aria.  La Mora.  The only constant in  Patrick O'Brien's life.  He didn't want to admit it to himself, but  he'd rather be with her than go back to a life of loneliness.  A life  of aloneness.  He couldn't face that again. 

Gradually, over the years, he didn't protest anymore when she hurt  someone, he didn't challenged her to a fight--which she always  refused--when she killed someone.  Patrick remembered vividly, the  night he knew he'd turned to her camp, to her ways.

An old man was sneaking up behind Aria, a sharp metal shard in his  grubby hands, heading for her head.  The old man only managed to  graze her arm, after Patrick had stabbed him in the back.  Aria had  smiled at him, and it made him feel accepted.  Like he belonged.  And  he felt no guilt. After that night, he didn't look back.
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DUNCAN'S LOFT - SEACOUVER, OCTOBER 1997

"And how long did you two stay together, doing..." Rebecca trailed  off, not sure she wanted to know anymore.  She always knew there was  a dark side to Patrick, the simple fact that just this past spring he  had beaten a snivelling, bratty Immortal named Steven Kowalski and let  him live for no other reason than it was *fun* would convince anyone.   More than that, she'd known since he came back from Japan and perhaps  before, but never in her long life would she have imagined he'd kill  innocent women, or level villages.

"...doing evil?"  Patrick finished for her when she didn't continue.

"The last time I saw Aria was in 1510 when I left her."

"Twenty-three years, Patrick!"  Rebecca gasped.

Patrick didn't dare meet her eyes.  He felt ashamed and soiled.  He  always asked himself about that.  Why had he stayed with her?  And  for so long?  He knew what he was doing was wrong, but he just didn't  care.  Duncan was shocked to learn that the squeaky clean O'Brien,  wasn't so clean after all.  He guessed many Immortals had things they  didn't want brought to light--himself included.  But that's not what  had caught Duncan's attention.  It was the year that Patrick had last  seen Aria. "Now let me see if I get this?  The last time you saw Aria  she was still evil?" Patrick narrowed his eyes, wondering what Duncan  meant by that. Duncan continued, "No wonder you attacked her on sight  at Joe's." Duncan paused, pensive a moment.  "Aria?" he called to  her, "isn't that the year you fled to Holy Ground?"

Aria didn't answer.  She remained at the window, her back to the  other Immortals, her fists clenched.

"Fled to Holy Ground?" Patrick asked, interest peaking his curiosity.

"What are you talking about, MacLeod?"

"Close to a hundred years," Duncan responded.

Patrick's eyebrows shot up, surprised.  He hadn't known that. Rebecca  wasn't surprised by Duncan's last statement.  Darius had told her one  night that simply because they were Immortal didn't mean that  traumatic experiences didn't affect them as it did mortals.  Rebecca  hadn't argued with Darius, because her own traumatic experience-- thanks to VanHoffer--had landed her at Darius church, where she lost  herself as a nun for a century.  According to Duncan and Dawson, Aria  wasn't even a shadow of her former self, and Rebecca was more than  curious to find out what caused the change.  Could Patrick's absence  have done it?

"Why did you leave her, Patrick?" Rebecca asked.

Patrick turned to look at his wife.  "For years, I thought her  obsession with Ramirez was over, then we heard about Methos."

"Methos?" Duncan asked, his brown eyes darkening.  "And?"

Patrick sighed and turned to look at Aria's back again.  "She told me  that if she had the quickening of the oldest living Immortal, taking  Ramirez's head would be a piece of cake.  We argued about it and then  I left."

"You left her?  Just like that?"  Rebecca questioned, her brow  knitted, her mouth set in a scowl. 

"Yes, Rebecca.  I left," he snapped.  "Just like that!"
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ACROSS FROM DUNCAN'S DOJO - that moment

He watched the window.  He had grown to know the silhouettes  intimately over the course of the last couple of days.  MacLeod's  imposing figure, O'Brien's wiry build, Aria's powerful presence, and  Rebecca's slightness.  Aria was simply looking out the window at  nothing in particular.  She hadn't seen him.  O'Brien and Rebecca  were arguing, fairly viciously, with MacLeod in the middle.  He  picked up his cell-phone, dialled a number, and reported in.

"Keep watching," said his superior.  "If either O'Brien or Rebecca  leave, get them."

"And MacLeod and al Haban?"

"Leave them for now."

"Roger."

�

DUNCAN'S LOFT - that moment

"And when you left her?  What then?  Did you go back to being nice- guy Patrick O'Brien again!"

O'Brien spun around and glared at his wife.  "What?  Do you want to  know *every* deep dark secret I have, Rebecca?  I suppose you tell  everyone you meet that you stole through half of Europe with Amanda!"

"That's a low blow, Patrick," she snapped back, hurt in her eyes.

Patrick had instantly regretted the words as soon as they'd left his  mouth.

"I'm not the one with the dark secrets!"  There had to be something  more, she thought, wondering what he was keeping from her.  "So what  else?"

"What else, what?" Patrick asked irritated.

"You went from being her prisoner, to her partner in crime!  What  else were you to her?!"

"Enough!" Duncan said.  "I've had about enough of this."  He walked  over to Aria, who still kept her back to them.  

Rebecca and Patrick, avoiding eye contact with each other, watched  them from their current positions.

"Aria?  I know you don't like talking about this, but maybe you  should," he said in a low voice.  "It won't make the pain go away,  but there'll be a cleaner wound.  And who knows, maybe one day it  *will* go away." 

Aria shook her head.  Even after all this time, Aria still couldn't  think about what drove her to Holy Ground without breaking out into a  fevered sweat. Galan Janek had been there for her during that  anguished period of her life.  

Methos.  

The name alone made her shiver.  

Oh, she'd found him all right, but what he'd done to her would be  with her until the day she died, and if he was still alive, she  prayed she never again crossed paths with the ancient Immortal.

"Aria?" 

"Duncan, please... I can't," she said in a low voice only he could  hear. Duncan embraced her and felt the tension in her body.  He  pulled her close and decided not to push.  She would tell him when  she was good and ready.  Right now, they had other matters to  discuss.  Namely, Dawson's kidnapping and what to do about the  Hunters.

An awkward silence ensued until Rebecca broke it.

"Coffee sounds good about now," she suggested, standing and walking  to the kitchenette. Patrick was off somewhere in his own thoughts and  she chose to leave him there.

Aria disentangled herself from Duncan's arms and went back to the  window.  She leaned against the wall and gazed out at the sky.   Duncan stared at her for a moment wishing there was a way he could  help her, but he knew she'd have to work it out on her own.  Duncan  gently squeezed Aria's shoulder, then went to assist Rebecca in the  kitchen. Patrick sat in silence on the couch trying to figure Aria  out. He had no idea if she'd found Methos, but what if she had, then  challenged him? He didn't know that either, and Patrick would have to  ask Aria since both she and Methos were still alive.  But he had to  admit to himself that the Aria of today and the Aria he left five  hundred years ago were two very different individuals.

Duncan busied himself with setting up mugs for coffee on the kitchen  island.  Rebecca had found some fruits and decided to slice them up  for snacking.  The distracted Immortals didn't realize each where in  each other's path until they collided together, sending fruit  scattering from Rebecca's arms.

"Oh, oh," she said, chuckling.  "Is this what it means to get  forgetful in your old age?"

Duncan laughed.  "Something like that I suppose."

As they picked up the fallen fruits, Rebecca noticed his lack of  dress for the first time.  He wore only a pair of sweat pants.   Amanda was right.  Not a bad sight, if she said so herself.

"Did we interrupt something?" she said with a grin.  When Duncan  looked up confused at her, she gestured with her head towards his  shirtless torso.

He looked down, digested what she'd said, then stood up.  His face  turned a soft shade of red.  "Well... um..."  He walked quickly  toward the island and deposited the fruits there, then he excused  himself and disappeared inside the bathroom.

Rebecca laughed. She'd heard many stories about Duncan and his female  conquests from Amanda.  Mortal and Immortal.  It didn't matter to the  chivalrous Immortal from the Highlands.  Rebecca smiled as she  remembered her own share of conquests, and she had no doubt that  Patrick had his too. Rebecca lazily glanced toward him.  He was  looking intently at Aria's back and a thought struck her again.    They'd made a pact never to talk about such things, knowing how  insanely jealous each could get, but if one placed the question, they  always answered in truth. 

Rebecca grabbed two mugs of coffee and went to where Patrick sat.  When he didn't respond to her second call, she was tempted to dump  the hot contents on him to gain his attention.  "Patrick Colm  O'Brien!"

Patrick snapped out of his fog and took the coffee from her.  His  attention went back to the CPU setting on the coffee table.  They had  to be a way to access the information that used to be on there, he  thought.

"Aria would you like some coffee?" Rebecca asked.  

Aria turned around and nodded.  Rebecca went to get it as Aria walked  back toward the living area of the loft and sat opposite Patrick in  the leather couch.  "Colm?"

"Well since all my *other* secrets are out..."

Her eyes fell on the CPU on the table.  "Where'd that come from?"

"Dawson's," he answered without looking up.  He took a sip of the  coffee then rested the cup on the table.  "It was wiped clean but I'm  hoping there's a way we can retrieve some of its information  somehow." 

"There probably is," she answered.  Rebecca handed Aria the mug of  coffee and set a bowl of fruit on the table.

Duncan walked back into the loft, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and  sat next to Aria.  Rebecca smiled at him.  He returned it and got to  the business at hand.  "What is that?" he asked pointing at the CPU.

"Dawson's computer," Aria answered him.  "O'Brien thought we'd be  able to get whatever information was on it."

"How is that going to help us find them?"

"I don't know, MacLeod," Patrick said, "but we have to do something.  Joe was supposed to come up with possible leads as to where the  Hunters could be operating from.  We are running out of time and for  all we know, Bernard could be dead!"

"Patrick," Rebecca began, resting a hand on his shoulder.  He was  tense.  "We'll find him."

"How can you be sure of that, Rebecca?  You saw what they did to  Dawson's place!"

"What?" Duncan asked.  It hadn't occurred to him how they'd taken  Joe.

"The place was a mess, MacLeod.  Trashed, is the better word to use."

"The door was forcibly opened," Rebecca added.  "I imagine that Joe  gave them a tough fight, but he was..." she trailed off, not sure  what she wanted to say.

"The computer being wiped clean means that they are on to us," Duncan  said, relieved that they were in at least a *semblance* of civilized  behavior.  All agreed with him.  "Where was Gibson when you called  him?" 

"In his apartment."

Duncan pursed his lips.  "If it's four days in between kidnapping the  watcher and the Immortal, then you two will definitely be hit  tomorrow." 

Patrick nodded.

"I think we should go ahead with the plan you two came up with and  also have Gibson watch our backs," Duncan stated.  There was consent  among the other Immortals.  "Rebecca, see if you can get another room  close to yours at the hotel.  Aria, I think you better get Lucia and  Emily to a safe house.  One that the Watchers wouldn't know about."

"Who are they?" Patrick asked, looking at Aria as she stood.

"Lucia takes care of my daughter Emily," Aria said without much  thought.

"You have a daughter!" 

Aria studied Patrick for a few seconds.  Did she hear scorn in his  voice.  "Yes.  What about it?" she asked in defiance.

"Nothing... I'm just... surprised," he said, offering a smile.  "Then  again I shouldn't be.  You always wanted children."

Aria gasped at the response.  "You remember that?!"

"I remember a lot of things, Aria," Patrick said gently.

"Oh."  Aria felt her cheeks flush by how intimately he'd said that,  remembering her strange relationship with him: from prisoner, to  partner, to lover.

Patrick gazed at her.  Sometimes he wanted to rip her head off, but  other times, like now, he just wanted to hold her and shelter her  from the world.  He'd learned through their strange relationship that  Aria's bitterness and disappointment with the world caused her to  lash out at it violently.  But he remembered the nights when she  would let her mask down and he would see the raw grief in her eyes.   She craved love, but would never admit it or ask for it.  Aria only  needed someone to see beyond that and love her, and although that  hadn't changed her much, he'd loved her once. Rebecca cleared her  throat.  "*Something* else you forgot to tell me!"

"Rebecca," Patrick said, running his hands through his hair.

"You're a lying son of a bitch, Patrick O'Brien!"

Patrick was stunned by those choice of words coming from his wife.

"We come into town, and the first thing you do when you see her is go  for her head."  Rebecca walked up to him.  "What?  Were you ashamed  of her or yourself.  What is it you didn't want us to find out,  Patrick?  You tell me that she *forced* you into something you were  not, and that she *made* you do things you didn't want to do, but I  don't think that's why, Patrick.  I don't think that's why you wanted  her head.  No.  I think you saw a part of your past that you were  ashamed of and she was just a reminder of it. Kill her and no one  would know that the honorable, man of his word, clean cut, Patrick  O'Brien, was a cold blooded killer, who thought selfishly and hurt  innocent people."  Rebecca poked him hard in the chest.  "*That* is  why you wanted her head!" She poked him again harder, causing him to  back up.  "That is why you needed time to work it out in your head.   You want to condemn her for what she used to be, you better put  yourself on that list too, O'Brien!"  Rebecca pushed by him, grabbed  her coat and stormed out the loft.

�

ACROSS FROM DUNCAN'S DOJO - that moment

He picked up his two-way radio, who's mate was in the car out front,  and pressed the "talk" button.  "Rebecca is leaving, alone.  We move  *now*."



�Part 3

DUNCAN'S LOFT - that moment

Patrick just stood there, looking at his feet.  He hated it when  Rebecca was right.  Aria reminded him of a time of his life he'd  sooner forget, a time he didn't want to remember, but he also found  himself thinking about the other things that he'd liked... and loved.   And it grieved him.

"Well," Duncan said.  "That went well."

Patrick looked up.  "Screw you, MacLeod."

"Look, O'Brien!  This is *no* time to feel sorry for yourself.  So  you weren't always honorable.  Big deal!  All of *us* have a time in  our lives that we don't like to think about, less remember.  But do  you think the Hunters care about that?"

Patrick looked up alarmed.

"This is exactly the kind of things that makes their jobs easier."  Duncan raised his eyebrows for emphasis.  "Unified, we have a chance.  Divided?"

Patrick cursed, took his coat and went after Rebecca.  He returned a  few seconds later and asked for Duncan's car keys and then he raced  off to the hotel.

Aria was stunned and drained.  "I'm sorry, Duncan.  I..."

"Sorry for what, Aria?" he asked angrily.

"I never meant for any of *this* to happen."

"It's not your fault."

"Isn't it?  If I weren't involved, *none* of this would've happened!"

"Why would you say that?  O'Brien is a big boy, if he can't control  his temper and his feelings, then that's his problem.  The same goes  for Rebecca.  They aren't children, Aria!  And besides, you became  involved the second Janek was killed."

"Are you angry that I didn't tell you we used to be lovers?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Patrick and Amanda were lovers once.  Should I make their past  relationship affect the way I treat him?  No.  It's in the past.   Nothing can be done to change that.  Immortals should know that  better than anyone.  The past is the past and all we do is live for  today!"

"But..."

"Aria, there aren't any 'buts' in our life.  We live!  Grow stronger.  Fight another day!"  Duncan smiled as he heard himself repeat the  ancient Immortal's words.

"Okay." She smiled.  "We better get to the hotel and make sure  everything is okay."

�

UNKNOWN LOCATION - moments later

"Will you let me GO!"

Joe felt himself get shoved forcibly.  He was, of course,  blindfolded.  He would have been disappointed, otherwise.  He felt  the metal wall hit him hard and he collapsed on the floor.  His  captor removed the blindfold.

"Hello, Joe."

Joe sat up on the bench behind him.  "Jack.  Long time."

"I've been waiting for this moment for the last year and a half,  Joe."

"Yeah, the moment when your house is finally clean.  But when will  you clean all the blood off your hands, MacBeth?"

Shapiro back-handed Joe across the face.  Undaunted, Joe continued.

"Janek was a good man, so was Todd Clemmens.  So is Bernard Willis.   So is O'Brien."

"Maybe so, but they broke the law.  Good men *pay* for crimes they  admit they committed.  Both Janek and Clemmens *confessed*, Joe.  So  did Willis.  Why *shouldn't* they be punished?"

"Because they didn't do anything *wrong*, dammit!"

"Anything wrong?  They broke the most important of our Rules!"

"A rule written millennia ago by an unknown Watcher, who I'm sure had  a *very* good reason for writing it.  But it's old news, the times  have changed, and we *haven't* changed with them.  A Watcher and an  Immortal *can* be friends, Jack, and you're killing the living  proof!"

"I am preserving the organization!"

"You're DESTROYING it!"

That stopped Shapiro dead in his tracks.  He leaned forward and Joe  saw his eyes.  They weren't the eyes of a man he'd known for years,  who he worked beside, laughed beside, and suffered beside.  They were  the eyes of someone who had walked the tightrope and fell.

The eyes of a madman.

The madman spoke, "*You* and all like you are who is destroying the  organization."

Joe knew he'd lost.  He'd lost a good friend. Shapiro turned and  slammed the door behind him.  He heard someone lock the door.

"Nice try," came a gruff voice behind him and to his right.

"Bernard?"

"I tried that too, Joe.  Got the *same* results.  Oh well, it's been  a hell of a ride."

"Don't give up, Bernard.  You're a fighter.  And help is on the way."

"Help?"

"MacLeod, the O'Briens, and Aria al-Haban."

"*Terrific*.  Patrick and Aria, together again.  Why do I have a  *bad* feeling about this?"

Joe shrugged.  Bernard took out his harmonica and began playing.

�

HOTEL, SEACOUVER - later that afternoon

Duncan and Aria arrived at the O'Brien's hotel room and hoped that  calm had descended on the couple again.  As they reached the suite,  they noticed the door was open and they entered cautiously.  Both  took their swords out and they made their way inside the spacious  room, searching for the Immortal they'd sensed.

Aria, her back to the wall, peeked into the living room, and cursed.  The place had been ravaged.  The large couch by the balcony was  overturned; feathers from pillows strewn around the whole room; the  center glass table was smashed-glass shards everywhere.  The room  showed signs of a struggle. Duncan went to check one side of the  hotel room, while Aria checked the other side.  Upon entering the  master bedroom, she found Patrick sitting on the floor.  His head was  bent and he held a sword across his lap.   "Patrick?" she called.  He  didn't respond.  "O'Brien!"  Aria cautiously walked up to him and  knelt down.  She had an awful feeling of what could've happened, but  didn't want to admit it to herself.  Not yet. "You and Rebecca had a  fight?" she said with a trace of humor, trying to goad a reaction  from the silent Immortal.

Patrick said nothing.  

"O'Brien?!"

"It's all my fault," Patrick said.

"What's all your fault?" Aria asked, crouching closer.

"I should've told her," he began.  "I should've told her everything  from the get go and this wouldn't have happened."

"And what happened?"

Patrick took a deep breath.  "The place was like this when I arrived.  I thought she'd trashed the place until I found her sword on the  bed." 

Aria cursed.  This isn't good, she thought.

"They have her, Aria.  Those bastards must have been watching us and  now they have her!"

"Are you sure?"

He nodded.  "Her sword lay across the bed, with her wedding band  across the blade."  Patrick took a deep breath.  "Rebecca would  *never* leave without her sword, and no matter how angry she was with  me, she would never take off her wedding band.  She just wouldn't.   Hell, there were more times than I can count that we posed as husband  and wife that she wore a wedding band, and *still* never took it  off."

"I'm sorry, Patrick."

"She doesn't deserve to die like that, Aria.  An Immortal should die  in the heat of battle, not at the hands of lunatics!"  

"Patrick, I'd like to tell you that she'll be okay, but I can't.  She  could be dead already."  

"You think I don't know that!" he spat looking at Aria for the first  time.  Aria flinched by the anger in his voice.  Patrick apologized.   "I just," he sighed heavily, then inhaled a deep breath.  "I just  don't think I can go on without her.  She's been a constant in my  life for too long for it to end like this.  It just can't. I thought  I'd lost her once about a year and a half ago, and I swore I never  would go through that again."  Patrick placed his face in his hands  and fought the tears that had been threatening to overtake him for  the past hour.

"You know," Aria began, touching his arm. "That bloody Celtic pride  of yours will kill you one of these days, O'Brien."  

Patrick glared at her.

"It's okay to feel scared and unsure if she'll be all right."  Aria  raised his chin, cupping it in both hands.  Patrick cast his eyes  down. "And it's all right to cry.  Don't be so proud that you can't  allow yourself to feel, Patrick.  When we stop feeling, we stop  living." 

Patrick looked up, and gazed into Aria's warm eyes.  Aria's heart  almost broke when she saw the depth of the sadness in his green eyes.  She smiled and pulled him into an embrace, one she thought he'd  refuse, but instead he tightened his grip around her.

Aria pulled away slightly.  "We'll find her," she said strongly and  squeezed his shoulders.  

Patrick gazed at her wondering if she meant what she said.  He wanted  to believe her, but some part of him made him think that he'd never  see Rebecca alive again.  "I can't loose her.  Not with the way  things ended at the loft.  Our last words to each other can't be out  of anger.  They just can't be."

Aria smiled and wiped the tears off Patrick's face with her hands.  She wasn't sure if she liked seeing O'Brien in this light.  Lost and  unsure of himself.  She liked the fighter in him.  A man that never  takes no for an answer.  "Then let's get her back!  Let's put our  heads together and figure this out.  Are we going to let these  Hunters think they've beaten us?" she grinned at him.  "Well, they  messed with the wrong pair of Immortals, didn't they?"

Patrick gave her a weak smile.

"Wait till they get a load of us!"

He laughed.  That had to be a good sign, Aria thought.  Patrick  stood.  Aria grabbed his face.  "It will be a cold day in hell when  *anything* beats Patrick O'Brien!"

Patrick cast his eyes down and looked at the sword in his hand.

"Yeah," he said, "they picked the wrong pair."

Aria bent her head trying to peer into his eyes. Patrick looked up  and gave her a smile.

"Thanks, Aria."

She smiled.  "You're welcome."  Aria hugged him again.

Patrick was surprised at his response to Aria.  If there was one  thing he knew, Immortals could change if they wanted to.  Patrick  pulled away slightly, his arms still around her waist and gazed  directly into her eyes.

 "What caused you to change, Aria?"  He tightened his grip when he  felt her tense instantly.  She tried pulling away but he wouldn't let  her.  "I want to know... you are *nothing* like I remember you.   Why?" 

Aria's mouth parted, as if to say something, then she didn't. 

"If you can't talk to me, Aria, then who can you talk to?  I *know*  how you used to be.  *Something* had to have caused the drastic  change... and Holy Ground?  You swore you'd die first before you  sought solace on Holy Ground."

Aria swallowed thickly, then said, "We aren't here to discuss my  history, Patrick." 

"I know that.  Rebecca, Bernard, and Dawson are our top priorities,  but after we find them, I want to know everything."

Aria's body tensed, her eyes darkened.  "And what makes you think  I'll tell you!" she demanded.

Patrick caressed her face.  "Because you need to," he said gently.  Aria felt the tears sting her eyes and she cast them down.  Damn,  him, she thought.

"My presence has made you think about it more, so who better than me  to tell," he said, with a grin.

Aria returned the smile and hugged him again, resting her head on his  shoulder. 

Duncan cleared his throat causing both Immortals separate like they'd  been caught with their hands in the cookie jar.  Both had forgotten  he was even there.  MacLeod had come into the bedroom after checking  the kitchen and bathroom, and stopped cold when he surveyed the scene  in the bedroom. Patrick and Aria, closer than wallpaper on a wall.   He stood there stunned at the doorway and watched the two Immortals  in silence, not sure what to make of this.  

He hadn't taken the time to digest what Patrick had revealed in the  loft an hour ago.  Not only had he become a partner in crime with  Aria for a long period of time, but he'd become her lover.  Duncan  thought it wouldn't bother him, but watching two people who just two  days ago couldn't stand each other's presence, stand so close,  irritated him.  "We have work to do," he said tightly, then turned  around and walked out the room. 

"I guess he's not happy with us either, huh?"

Aria shrugged, then went to find Duncan.

He was picking through some papers on the living room floor.   Aria  stopped next to him. "Find anything that can help us?"

"No."

"Duncan, let me explain..."

"You don't have to explain anything, Aria."

"But I want to."

Duncan stood and looked at her.  "Don't.  The past is the past, and  whatever happened between the two of you is between the two of you.   Okay?" 

Aria studied Duncan's eyes for a moment.  "Okay, but if you want to  know..."

"I won't."

Aria nodded.  Patrick entered the room carrying Rebecca's sword.

Duncan's eyes fixed on them, then he looked up alarmed at O'Brien.

"Yes, MacLeod.  They have her."

"Fantastic!" he growled.  "Now what?"

Patrick took a small gold chain out from its place beneath his shirt  and unclasped it.  He then threaded it through Rebecca's wedding  band, and refastened it around his neck.  "Now they pay."

"I want *no* unnecessary bloodshed!"

"I know, Duncan," Aria said.  "But we need to establish here and now  what is necessary and what is not.  Because as far as I'm concerned,  none of them are innocent."

"I agree," Patrick said.  "MacLeod, these are the *same* mortals who  were responsible for Darius' death..."

"Don't you think I *know* that?" Patrick ignored Duncan's remark and  continued.  "They've gotten away with their crimes for far too long.   This *isn't* like an enemy army that has good men, they're fanatics,  and if we leave any one of them alive, they'll become the *next*  Horton, or Shapiro.  And I'll tell you this MacLeod, if Rebecca dies  because *you* get in my way, we *will* have that fight we talked  about the other day."

If the circumstances were reversed, Duncan knew he'd feel the same.  In fact, the circumstances *had* been reversed.  When Tessa had been  captured by Hunters as bait, he'd been just as determined to kill any  who stood between them.  He nodded his agreement.

�

UNKNOWN LOCATION - soon after

Rebecca ignored the lewd comments of the Hunters who led her,  blindfolded, down the dank corridor.  She heard the cell door unlock  and open, and felt the blindfold get torn off of her face.  Then she  was shoved forward as the door slammed shut. 

"Damn."

"Rebecca?"

"Bernard?"

"Yup.  Apparently they've only got one cell.  Joe's here too."

"Nice to see you again, Rebecca, or it would be if we had any light."

"How's Patrick doing?" Bernard asked.

"Oh *terrific*.  He's having a great time with that monster woman of  his."

"Monster woman?" Bernard said.  "Aria?"

"You've got it."

"What?" Joe said.

"How much of O'Brien's past do you know?" Bernard asked.

"Not a whole lot.  That's always been *your* job.  I know enough,  though."

"During the late 1400's and early 1500's he was evil, a henchman of  Aria al-Haban's."

"I know," Joe said.

"That's not *all* he was to her," Rebecca growled.

"Oh," Joe said, understanding.  "Rebecca, that was five hundred  *years* ago."

"And in those five hundred years, do you know how many times he's  gone back to *me*?  More than I can count.  What makes *this* any  different?"

"He's married to you," Bernard said.  "And he loves you."

"Yeah, right.  He can have her.  If that's what he wants, he'll get a  divorce, or I'll just stage my death, and the legal system'll let him  off the hook.  Then he can..." she broke off.

"Rebecca?"

Although they couldn't see her, the two Watchers could tell that she  was quietly weeping, the tension of the last few days letting loose  all at once.

�

JOE'S BAR, SEACOUVER - dusk

"Joe's got a computer out back," Duncan said.  "We can hook up the  monitor and keyboard from that into the CPU, though I don't know what  you hope to accomplish."  They entered Joe's office.

"Maybe nothing," Patrick said.  "Maybe everything.  Did he only keep  Watcher information on it?"

"I don't know, really."

Aria had a laptop open and was copying several files to a floppy disk  while Duncan and Patrick hooked the CPU up to the keyboard, mouse,  and monitor.  When they were finished, she brought the disk over.   "Put this in the drive and turn it on." 

Patrick complied.  The floppy gyrated for a few seconds, and they  were awarded with a splash of graphics that proudly proclaimed:

SOLOMON UTILITIES

MS-DOS/WINDOWS DATA RECOVERY PROGRAM VERSION 7.5.6

PRESS ANY KEY TO CONTINUE

"A friend of mine wrote this," Aria said.  "I can't tell you how many  times this saved days of work."

Aria pressed the space bar.  The computer responded.

NOW ANALYZING DRIVE C.  PLEASE STAND BY...

"Now we wait.  Patrick, why don't you pour us some drinks."

For what seemed like endless hours, the utility program scanned the  disk.  It had informed Aria that it was unfamiliar with the wiping  program used to destroy Joe's harddrive, however Aria told it to  continue. 

"This would have been a lot easier if he'd made a backup," Patrick  said.

"You *did* check, didn't you?" Aria asked.

"Yup.  If he had one, it was taken."

The computer beeped.

"16 bytes recovered," it said.  "Display?  (Y/N)"

"Only sixteen bytes?" Duncan said.  "It wouldn't even be worth it if  it wasn't our only lead."

Aria pressed "Y" and was rewarded with the phrase "ash regis"

"What the *hell* is an 'ash regis'?" Patrick asked.

The other two Immortals were silent.

"Son of a *bitch*!" Patrick slammed his fist on the counter.  "We're  no closer than we were."  He poured himself another drink.

"Let's not forget to pay for those," Duncan said.  "Damn!"

"What is it?" Aria asked, concerned.

"It's *not* 'ash regis.'  It's 'cash register.'"  Duncan walked over  to the cash register and hit "no sale."  "Joe wouldn't put it any  place obvious.  It's gotta be behind the drawer."

"This is assuming that he typed in something about hiding information  in his cash register," Patrick said.

"What *else* do we have to go on?"  Duncan pulled the drawer out and  fished behind the gears.  "I've got something."

"What is it?"

Duncan looked.  "It's a map of the old Seacouver airport, but it's  been abandoned since the 50's.  There's a hanger marked 'here.'  This  isn't Joe's writing."

"Let me see," Aria said.  She examined the map for a moment before  declaring, "I believe we've hit the jackpot."

"How can we be *sure*?" Patrick asked.

"Because Duncan's right.  This isn't Joe's handwriting.  It's my  Watcher's.  It's Gibson's."  Aria turned it over.  There was another  detailed map of the hanger's layout.

"Bingo."

�

OLD SEACOUVER AIRFIELD - late evening

The attack plan was simple.  Go in and rescue their friends.  Patrick  had suggested high-calibre weaponry, he feared that the Hunters would  be well-armed.  All it took was one bullet and a sharp object, and  that was the end of any of them.  Aria disagreed.  She didn't care  for guns, preferring her knives, and she felt that high-calibre  weaponry was too noisy.  Duncan said he'd rather they just use fists  and feet, though he'd have his sword, of course.  Eventually it was  decided that Duncan would be the point man, Aria would use her knives  and cover him at a short distance, and Patrick would cover them both,  armed with a classic Winchester rifle, as all three advanced to the  single makeshift cell at the back of the hanger. There was one object  in the center of the hanger that Gibson had nicknamed "the chopping  block."  From his designation, it was obvious what it was used for.   They'd have to keep their eyes on that as well. All in all, Patrick  had said, a fun, full evening.

So, dressed in black with their swords slung across their backs  ninja-style, the three Immortals moved in under cover of night, driving  out to the airport, and began surveying the site.  Duncan looked through his  binoculars.  "Two guards at the main door, both armed.  None at the  windows."

"What about the roof?" Patrick asked.

"Nope.  I can't tell, but I *think* there may be an exhaust vent up  there."

"Can we get up?"

"Not unless we... *there*.  There is some sort of hole in the roof.  We catch the grappling hook in it and climb up."

"Alright, let's go!"

"Calm down, O'Brien," Aria said.  "We have to take out those guards  before you go in shooting everyone in sight.  That'll be my job.  You  two stick with the roof plan."

 CLANK!

"Did you hear that?"

"What?"

"That."

"No."

"That clanking sound."

"Probably another animal running around in that garbage pile out  back."

"Let's go check it out just to be sure."

"Don't *worry* about it.  We're supposed to guard the entrance, get  it?"

"I suppose."

"Hello, boys."

Both guards looked in the direction the new voice came from to see  one of the most striking women they'd ever seen.  "She's one of  *them*, isn't she?" the first guard said.

"Yup," said the second.  "Who would've known a freak of nature would  be so damn *good* looking."

"It's good to be appreciated, it really is," Aria said as the first  guard approached her.  With a flick of her hand, one of her knives  impaled itself into the second guard's neck.  In another flick, she  stabbed the second guard in the gut.  The first guard died instantly.   The second took a bit longer.  She retrieved her knives, wiped them  on the dead men's clothes, backed against the wall so as not to be  seen, and waited for the fireworks. 

Duncan and Patrick crawled across the curved roof avoiding the weak  spots as well as they could.  The hanger was so old that they felt it  would cave in any second.  They reached their goal. 

"See anything?" Patrick asked.

"The chopping block, Shapiro, they're bringing someone out.  An old  black man and... Rebecca!  They're tying to the block!"

"Out of the way, MacLeod!"  Patrick had his rifle cocked and ready.

"Be my guest."  Duncan moved out from in front of the exhaust vent.  Patrick aimed his rifle at the man holding the axe above his head...

CLANK!

Shapiro looked around for the source of the sound.  "They're here."

"They are?" said the Hunter who stood next to him.

"We knew that this was a possibility."  He picked up the large axe  that leaned against the chopping block.  Bring Willis and O'Brien to  me."

"Yessir."

Hunters dragged Rebecca, who had her hands tied together, to the  center of the hanger.  Bernard was shoved bodily.  "About time," he  said. "I was tired of waiting."

"Bernard Willis," Shapiro said, "you have been found guilty of  betraying the Watcher organization and breaking your oath.  As  punishment for your crimes, you will be put to death.  To insure that  our secret does not go any further, this Immortal will be beheaded."   He nodded and the Hunter who held Rebecca's rope pulled it down,  forcing her to kneel. Rebecca did not make any sound as her exposed  neck was placed on the block and her hands were tied to the floor. 

Shapiro raised the axe above his head.  Rebecca showed no fear, and  looked her executioner in the eyes.  She was determined to make him  see her soul as it passed into nothingness. 

That was when all hell broke loose.

First, Rebecca felt the presence of at least two, maybe more,  Immortals.  Then there was a gunshot from the ceiling.  Shapiro  yelled in pain as he gripped his shoulder and dropped the axe.  A  rope fell from the exhaust vent.  Duncan slid down the rope, covered  by gunfire, and kicked several Hunters as he reached the bottom.   When he was on the floor, he yelled to his companion on the roof,  "NOW!"

An antique Winchester was thrown his way.  Duncan caught it and began  firing as his companion slid down the rope.  Patrick jumped to the  floor and ran to the chopping block, his sword out of its sheath. 

"Patrick!  Thank God!"

Patrick swung his katana at the rope, cutting it.  Rebecca stood and  held her hands out to him.  As he was cutting the rope away from her  wrists, someone said, "DUCK!"

They complied as the axe, wielded by another Hunter, wooshed over  their heads.  Then a knife impaled itself in his chest and he  collapsed.

"Thanks, Aria," Patrick said.

"O'Brien!" Duncan tossed the rifle at Patrick.

Patrick sheathed his sword and caught it.  "You need to reload,"

Duncan said.

"I'll cover you," Aria said.

"OK."  Patrick began reloading the Winchester.  "Where's Bernard?"

"Patrick," Rebecca said, "I'm..."

He squeezed her hand.  "It's OK.  I understand."

"O'Brien!" came a familiar voice.  "Am I *glad* to see you!"

"Can we save the reunion for later?"  Duncan said.

Patrick nodded.  "Absolutely."

"Rebecca, our car's in the lot to the west.  Get Bernard there.   We'll get Joe."

"OK."

Joe tried to hear what was going on outside of the cell.  *Something*  was happening.  He thought he heard gunfire.  Outside, someone said  "Joe? You in there?"

"Mac?"

"Joe," came Patrick's voice.  "Stand back."

Joe complied and the sound of a rifle was heard, followed by several  sparks.  The door opened and Joe was rewarded with blessed light.

"You OK, Joe?" Duncan said.

"Never better."

"Most of the Hunters are gone," Aria said, "or are busy dying."

"What about Shapiro?"

Patrick grinned, wolfishly.  "We haven't found him, but I doubt he'll  get far with a slug from this baby in his shoulder."  He indicated  the Winchester.

"Bernard and Rebecca?"

"Probably back at my car," Duncan said.

Joe's eyes finally adjusted to the light and saw that all three of  them were bloody and tired.  It took a lot for them to get to him.  "Thanks, all of you."

By the time they left the hanger, all of the Hunters were either dead  or had fled the area.  Still, there was no sign of Shapiro.  As they  walked to Duncan's car, they heard a low humm close by.  They looked  in the direction of the nearest runway and saw a small propeller  plane begin to taxi down, preparing for take-off.  As the plane got  closer and began to gain momentum, they could make out the pilot.  Jack Shapiro.

"Can you hit him?" Patrick asked Aria.

"Not with a knife.  How about you?"

"Out of ammo."

The plane approached the group, looking like he was about to run them  down.  At the last second, Shapiro pulled up on the wheel and the  plane took off.

"Damn!" Joe said.

"Let him go," Aria said.

"Yup," Patrick agreed.  "There's been enough killing for tonight."

�

DUNCAN'S LOFT, SEACOUVER - later that evening

"I think I'm gonna sit here in this tub for a week," Patrick groaned.   With their hotel room trashed, Patrick and Rebecca went back to  Duncan's loft to get cleaned up.  The ordeal had been tiring, however  they planned on meeting Joe at the bar.  There was something he  wanted to discuss with them.

Patrick sank lower into the bath and closed his eyes, contentedly. He  hadn't been aware that he had dozed off until he felt something on  top of him.  Startled, he opened his eyes at the same time his  Immortal-sense broke into his consciousness.

"Good gods, Rebecca, you scared the crap outta me!"

Rebecca said nothing, just snuggled up against him and tenderly  kissed him on the nose, giggling.

"Rebecca, about Aria and I..."

"Shhh.  We can discuss it later."

Duncan tossed a soda Aria's way.  "I'm proud of you."

"In what way?"

"For sparing Shapiro.  For not going after him."

"Make no mistake, MacLeod, that was only because Patrick was out of  bullets.  Next time we meet, he won't be so lucky.  He *will* pay for  Galen's death."

"I understand."  Duncan did understand.  He had his own dark time,  granted it was involuntary, but he did understand evil.  He also  understood the need for vengeance.  Horton had finally paid for  Daruis a full year later, but he *had* paid.  Shapiro owed Aria a  *lot*. 

He was interrupted by the sound of laughter and splashing water  coming from the bathroom.  "Sounds like they've put their differences  aside." Aria squeezed Duncan's hand.  "There's nothing like facing  death together to bring a couple closer."

�

JOE'S BAR, SEACOUVER - OCTOBER, 1997 later...

"Drinks are on the house tonight," Joe said, sitting with the  Immortals.

"Joe, I just want to get some sleep," Aria said.  "What did you want  to talk about?"

"Well," Bernard said, "Joe and I would like to discuss some things about Immortality with you."  

"Things?"  Duncan said, suddenly a little nervous, and he asked heavily.  "What things?"

"There's some details that I'd like to fill in about the Immortal condition," said Joe.

Duncan's faced cleared a little, but he gave Joe a questioning look, the  Watcher just glanced instead at Bernard and smiled.

"I'll be happy to talk with you, Joe," Patrick said.

"Me too," added Rebecca.

"So will I," Aria said.  "After all, if we *don't* help, we'll be giving into people like Shapiro."

"Great," said Joe.  "Come by here tomorrow and we can talk."  He and  Bernard went out back to begin writing down what questions they would  ask. Aria told Rebecca and Duncan that she needed to talk to Patrick  alone.  This time Rebecca didn't protest.  She led him to a deserted  corner of the bar and sat down.  Patrick sat beside her.

"How're you feeling?" she asked.

"Tired.  Drained.  I faced a part of my past that I hadn't dared  think about for the last five centuries."

"I know how you feel."

"Gonna take a while to work it out in my mind."

"You know you can call me any time."

"I know, but I think that I need to talk to Rebecca about it first."

"I understand."

Patrick rested his hand on Aria's.  "And you know you can call me  too," he said, squeezing her hand when she looked down.  "When I'm  not being stubborn, Aria, I'm a good listener."

Aria gazed at him, then smiled.  "I just might take you up on that  offer, O'Brien."

Duncan watched the pair of Immortals as discreetly as he could manage. He knew Joe was also keeping an eye, but somehow he was much better at it, so was Bernard, but then they were supposed to be professionals. Rebecca was watching him, and he glanced at her and smiled.  Her face showed mixed emotion as he turned back and she followed his lead.  She still wasn't sure about Aria, that much was obvious, but then, neither was the Highlander.  Could any Immortal be sure about another, their lives could be so brutal at times and that was certainly true of the pair who sat together, crossing the gap of years.  The man reminded himself that he was in no position to judge, neither was any of their eternal race.  Maybe no-one had a right to judge, only remember.  There was always forgiveness, but forgetting was more difficult.  Immortals would possibly forget, or be forgotten as individuals, but the Watchers never would leave them to fade away unrecorded.

MacLeod wondered what Joe was thinking as he stood behind his bar,  fraternizing with four Immortals, then he decided the thought wasn't worth the trouble.  It didn't matter what Joe thought, he was a friend and his records were faithful and fair.  The Hunters threatened that, but they were in retreat again for now.  The Highlander chose not to dwell on how long the Status Quo would last this time.

His shoulder ached from the bullet wound.  It still amazed him that  he could take off and land that plane.  Granted the flight hadn't  been long, but flying with one hand was never a good idea.  He stared  at the entrance of the bar named "Joe's."  He could wait.  Eventually  they'd all pay, because after all, he had righteousness on his side. 
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