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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. �
TEASER


Joe was busy cleaning and polishing his place to perfection.  He  always wanted everything to have the unique Joe's touch.  He  stopped briefly with his arms crossed over his chest, observing  the results of his work.


He smiled to himself.


{ Who am I going to fool? } he thought, while checking how the  tables and seats were placed all around the small music stage.   {This place would go on beautifully without me. You are ageing, old  man, face it!}   


He sighed ironically to himself, then limped slowly behind the  bar, leaning heavily on his cane.


The glasses were shiny, the drinks were cold and inviting, and he  was eager to meet his usual customers and to enjoy the evening.   The warm, glimmering lights gave the bar an intimate and relaxing  atmosphere.  Joe started humming softly, using the extra time to  take a quick look through the books under the counter.


With a sudden loud thud the massive door was slammed open. The  echo died with no further sounds.  Everything stood still, the  silence weighing heavily.   Annoyed, Joe acknowledged the presence  of someone waiting on the threshold.  He looked up from his papers  and focused on a dark silhouette standing against the bright light  of the sun outside. He didn't remember unlocking the door...


"Sorry, we're not open yet. Just a few minutes. Would you mind  waiting outside?"  Joe's warm tenor voice trailed off.  The  silence grew thicker, almost palpable.  The figure closed the door  slowly then turned towards him and stepped away from the light..


"Joe Dawson?" The voice was inquisitive, at the same time soft and  almost gentle, but infinitely cold.


Joe's eyes fell involuntary to the stranger's side, attracted by a  repetitive movement...an object was being twirled over and over  with ease by a slender wrist and hand.  


He couldn't quite guess what it was about, but his experience and  long service as a Watcher had all his senses on alert.  Joe could  recognise danger when he saw it. 


He casually put both hands under the bar, thinking fast for a way  out of this, searching for a means to buy some precious time.


{Where's my gun?}


"You want money? You're the first *customer*, I'm afraid. " His  tone was openly sarcastic.  "You won't find much."  He waited for  an answer, or for someone to enter and break the suspense.


"I ask you again. You Joe Dawson?"  The stranger took another step  forward, into the circles of light over the bar.


Joe almost relaxed, but then the mysterious object twirled in the  stranger's left hand again caught his attention.  He felt the  blood drain from his face, a heavy coldness floating in his  stomach.  The Watcher stared at the heavy labrys, the doubled- headed axe glinting in the half light of the bar.  Turning and  turning and turning in the young woman's small hand.


Joe fixed his eyes on her cold and unyielding dark ones.


"Who wants to know?" he dared her.


She grinned, licking her teeth, silent fury plain in the whiteness  of her face.  Joe couldn't help notice her reddish, dark-blond  long hair, the worn-out faded jeans, her black sweater a couple of  sizes larger than needed, the anonymous and voluminous inexpensive  coat.  And the dangerous-looking axe.


{She *must* be an Immortal.} This thought forced its way through  all the others that were storming in Joe's mind, searching for the  information that could save him.


Suddenly, the girl moved closer to the bar and grasped Joe's  wrist, forcing him to turn it painfully to reveal his Watcher  tattoo.  She was so close to him that, despite his surprise and  dismay, he could smell her rose scent, see the scars of deep  weariness in her soul showing through her grimace.


"I'm Dawson."  He said, trying to sound stern, pretending a  calmness he hoped was there.


"Right. I knew."  She answered slowly with a slight amusement in  her voice, still holding his wrist.  She was surprisingly strong.


Joe smiled again to himself, because, even now, with incredible  detachment he was making mental notes to refer to later, data to  store away.  


The silence in the bar was complete.  The two faced each other,  surrounded by the soft darkness.


"And you are...?" The Watcher's words hung in the air.


The young woman let him go. She raised her labrys -- a worn, long- used one --  made to perfectly fit her hand.  Time stopped.


"I am going to kill you, Watcher."  She spit the last word as pure  venom on her red lips.  "Horton - kind of brother, for you --  *assassinated* Darius.  You didn't stop him. Now *you* die."  


Her voice was still soft and gentle. Still so cold and quiet.  She  prepared to hit him and everything seemed to slow down  preternaturally for Joe Dawson.


Then something happened:  all at once she felt an incoming  presence.  Another of her kind!   Near.  Too near. The dizziness  in her head was strong.  The door opened again, and a tall, dark- haired man with broad shoulders and a very determined expression  confronted her. He was coming in cautiously, but as soon as he  faced the stranger, he immediately drew his katana. 


He didn't have the time to address her, because the woman turned  back to Joe, throwing her weapon to kill.  The Watcher moved to  avoid it, but not quickly enough.  His right shoulder exploded in  a harsh, unbelievable pain and he felt the world fading from him.   The mortal fell to the ground. She jumped over the bar; the other  Immortal grabbed her by her coat, trying to divert her attention  from his wounded friend. The stranger shrugged herself free by  tearing the coat,  took her axe, and started to fight back. 


Right away, she showed herself to be a good fighter, obviously  well trained, her confidence evident.  The other Immortal's  technique equalled hers.  His anger and worry for his friend,  maybe bleeding to death, moved his sword in swift, precise thrusts  and ripostes.  He managed to parry an almost-deadly swing of the  axe then, with a rapid turn, put his blade right to her neck, only  to find it blocked by the labrys.  Their gazes locked, but she  knew he was stronger than she, and made a retreat, leaving her  right side open in so doing.  The Highlander's katana found its  way deeply into her body, drawing first blood.


The duel paused briefly, the two Immortals confronting each other.   Joe groaned from where he lay, just as a small group of thirsty  customers entered the still-open door of the bar.  This was the  diversion the female Immortal was waiting for.  Bleeding profusely  from the deadly wound, she plunged into the astonished and  confused knot of customers and escaped.


Duncan had no doubt of what had to be done.  He calmly shooed the  people away, claiming a small inconvenience made it necessary to  close the bar for the evening.  His clenched jaw seemed to obtain  more results than his words.  Then he ran to Joe, and pulled down  the phone from the wall to call 9-1-1.


There were questions to be answered.


�
Part 1


  In an alley not very far from Joe's....


 Richie Ryan was roaming aimlessly.  His gaze was fixed on the  ground,  his shoulders sunk low.  The young man was having another  of *those* days.  It was growing into a habit lately.   Memories  of the past were haunting him, and nightmares woke him up whenever  he tried to get some sleep.  He was feeling insecure and restless,  like he used to feel when he was only a street kid, alone on too  many dark and cold nights.   


Richie couldn't really tell yet what was eating him up inside. Or,  at least, he wouldn't confess it even to himself.   Writing didn't  help either.  Having a couple of drinks, and kicking at the trash  scattered about the lonely alleys, was a good enough pastime for  the moment.  In fact, the forever-young Immortal was heading to  Joe's bar to get some more to drink, and maybe to find some  company, or a friendly ear to bend.


His attention was caught by something no one else could have  detected.  He stopped instantly and backed against the once-red  brick wall.  His ice- blue eyes quickly checked the area on both  sides, all his senses alert and ready to act.   There was still  some sunlight, but there were also many dark and obscure places,  niches in which a hostile aggressor could hide.  Richie could feel  his or her presence. His hand tightened its grip on the long hilt  of his sword.  He was breathing deeply, focusing on what he was  perceiving.  After a little hesitation, he started cautiously to  explore the dirty alley before him, trying to locate the origin of  the dazzling sensation at the back of  his brain.   His body moved  slowly with the awareness of many fights in every muscle and bone.


He looked around.


"Where are you?"  He called out a few moments later, exasperated  by the waiting and by his own personal frustration.   "Come out!" he dared his mysterious opponent, but his voice's echo  died unanswered.   The feeling was getting fainter.   


Richie started to turn away, assuming the other Immortal had  decided to leave , when suddenly he caught a slight movement out  of the corner of his eyes.


In the gloom further down the alley, there was a lot of smelly  rubbish all piled up, along with trash cans, junk, wet and rotten  cardboard, and more.


{Feels like the old times...}, Richie thought ironically.


Something beyond and beneath the pile moved again.  Fainter and  fainter was Richie's sense of another Immortal presence. 


{He's going to die}, Richie's conclusion was obvious.   


He walked towards the debris, still firmly holding his sword.    What lay defenceless before his eyes caught him by surprise.


"Kill me." She was breathing hard, bleeding profusely from the  deep wound in her side, her body twisting in pain "This is a good  chance,"  she added, her voice barely audible.  Despite the  defiant attitude, her face was expressionless.


Richie didn't even need to think about it.  He put away his sword  and looked around for inconvenient witnesses.  


"No way," he told her, then watched her die.  It took only a few  seconds more.


"I'll take you home, lady. I can't leave anyone in this dirt,"  he  whispered to her dead body.


Richie took off his jacket to put it gently over the slender  woman, thus covering most of the blood.  He stopped only for a  second to look at her. Pity swelled in his heart and softened his  features.  It wasn't right to live a life like this, to die alone,  to live alone.  He couldn't stand it anymore.  The young man  easily lifted the Immortal stranger in his arms, and holding her,  protecting her, carried her away.


  �


 A Watchers' Reunion...


Darkness.   Smoke.   Tension.    Some glasses are empty, some remain untouched. Papers are passed  around.  The men's and women's eyes convey a range of emotions.  Some are furious, others afraid,  all are serious, worried,  thoughtful, uncertain.


Words are exchanged. Ideas, opinions, conjectures, suppositions  are born and pass one to another.  Information, news, facts,  hypothesis grow among them.


They are Watchers.


They observe, register, keep track, record, collect the data.  The  tone is subdued, the sounds muffled.  Habitual secrecy imposed  their caution upon them.


One of them has been injured.  Why?  Who is this previously  unknown aggressor?  Their wounded will heal and recover, but  still...


The anger rises in tides, every time nearer, every time higher.   Other voices call to soothe the souls.


A Decision is finally taken.


The Word is to look carefully for the immortal stranger.  Find  her.  Discover her story.  Keep more than an eye on her.


Murmurs trail off. 


Some are confused.   Some will willingly obey.   Some will not. The fire burns under the ashes. The Reunion is over. 


  �


All is colourless...


She is walking towards Darius's small, gothic church.


Her legs feel as if they are moving through a thick, smelly mud.  Every step ferociously demands all of her will.   But the more she  walks, the farther away the stone building is.  It's like being in  a long corridor that's elongating and revolving on itself.  A  tunnel, never-ending.


{Late...I know it's late...I will be late... it's.. Always...  Too... Late...}


All is colourless...everything seems to be filtered through a  gloomy, dirty brown and a solid grey. There is a green, sick and  twisted light poured all over.


{I can't see...where is he...I can't see...the others...can't  see...}


The young woman tries to walk faster, to run, but the church keeps  its distance.  In her mind, the priest's serene smile is a painful  reminder.  Her body fights to reach the church in time.  Her  throat feels swollen, her voice croaks, only a whisper, although  her lungs are screaming at their full.


{Please...don't...please, please, please, please...}


Everything then always happens so fast.  The men come out from the  church, hurrying each other, a shameless, cruel ferocity on their  faces. Their secret guilt and hatred lay a dark path under their  steps. 


A name.  


Horton.  


A tattoo.  


All is clear in her eyes and ears.  She stretches her arms to  their fullest, her hands unnaturally elongated to reach those men.


{You are a monster...it's Too Late...I'm a monster...}


But then the terrible cry of pain tears apart her precarious  world.


Darius is dead. Darius is dead.  Darius has been killed.   Assassinated.   Murdered.   Darius....


The nightmare is always the same...


 �


 At Richie's place...


Richie was busy making coffee.  Now and then, he looked at his  sword, carefully laid near at hand.  He stopped for a moment,  considering the funny side of owning what many called a  "bastard"   sword.  He had been called that many times.


For a moment, he considered sitting in front of the portable, to  kill the wait, but he knew he had to be ready to fight, probably  in a very short time.


The Immortal woman would wake up again very soon.  He wanted to  talk to her, to know her.  His loneliness and confusion hurt like  an aching hunger.  


Suddenly, he felt her living presence, and in no more than a  couple of seconds, he heard her screaming.


The young man turned towards the couch where she was lying.  He  was already holding his sword in one hand, and her axe in the  other.


She stopped screaming and got up quickly.  She was breathing fast  and convulsively, her wild eyes like those of a beast in a trap.   She scanned the place for her weapon, then fixed her gaze upon  him.  She froze, waiting for his move.


"I'm Richie Ryan," he said.  Sometimes he wished so much he had  something more significant to add to his name, just like Mac had. {Stop comparing yourself to him!} he rebuked himself. {Stop  pitying yourself, Ryan!}


"Altea Werner,"  she answered cautiously after a little while.  Then she went straight to the point, as was her habit: "You didn't  kill me. Why?"  She looked puzzled and concerned. But also ready  to defend herself.


Richie could see the tracks of the tears the nightmare had left on  her face.  He would remember this image forever.  He immediately  felt attracted to her, she looked so strong, but fragile at the  same time. 


"I'm not a head-hunter,"  he answered. "If you want to fight, just  say so. But that's not what I want."


"So I am your prey of war," she stated.


"What do you mean?" Richie was perplexed.  She seemed to be out of  place, somehow.


"You didn't kill me when you could. When I dared you to.  So now  you *could* claim my life as yours."


Richie smiled, then burst out laughing.  This was the first time  in many days.


"It's not slavery time anymore, lady.  Where are you from?"


"You're not going to fight with me?"  she asked, still suspicious.


"No way." Richie said, walking nearer, holding her axe out to her.   "Here. Take your weapon."


His friendly gesture needed no words of explanation.


They looked into each other's eyes, deep-dark and ice-blue, both  so intense behind his smile and her frown. In that moment,  something was established between them, instinctively.  Complete  trust, maybe, originating in an act of peace, two lonelinesses  silently recognising each other.


Altea raised her hand to take back her labrys from Richie's grip  and her fingers barely touched his skin.  This was her first  contact with someone else's flesh in four years.  She couldn't  help feeling how soft and warm Richie's skin was.  A warmth that  instantly made her legs tremble.


"You're a strange beast."  Altea broke the embarrassing silence  with her rude comment.  Then she started to speak to herself,  apparently reciting a kind of ritual.  The unusual and stranger  sounds probably came from her ancient language, unknown to modern  ears.   By impulse, Richie put his hand on her mouth to stop her  talking. 


"Hush..." he said gently, "just tell me who you are, where are you  from. That's all I want, honest."  He smiled again his incredible,  tender smile, then turned around and headed for the kitchen.    "I have coffee ready. We'll sit and talk, OK?"  


{If she wants to, she'll attack me now}, he thought.  It was a  leap in the dark.


But nothing happened, so he laid down his sword, took the coffee  cups and gave one to her. Then he leaned carelessly against the  wall, sipping the hot liquid.


"So..." He invited her to begin.


Altea was still standing, full of doubts.  This red-headed  Immortal had taken her by surprise.  She couldn't quite understand  him.  In the recent years, her world had been quite simple.  The  only good person she knew was dead.  The others were either  insignificant or evil.  It hadn't always been like that, of  course, but Altea couldn't even think of that *other* time...her  time.


She sat back on the couch, firmly holding her labrys for comfort.   Her lips were sealed, though.    "Hum, so you're not the fast-mouth type, I guess..." Richie  commented after a short silence.  "You don't have to..."


She started to talk, interrupting him.  Her eyes were fixed on the  black liquid in her cup.


"I was born...a very long time ago.  I am what your world calls an  Amazon, a warrior-woman. The last one of my tribe, I guess.  Unless..."


{I would have known, by now. No other Immortal Amazons around. I'm  alone. I will always be.} 


Altea paused, lost in her mind.  Richie was staring at her, afraid  to interrupt what evidently was a hard task for the woman.  He  observed her hands clenched around the cup, the tension in her  shoulders.


"I died young, in battle. Someone...someone killed me from  behind,"  she hesitated, then put aside the terrible memory.  Not  being able to even remember her killer's face was something that  called the wrath of her gods.


"Some researchers found me wandering in Northern Greece. It seems  I was released from my entombment by an archaeological dig, five  years ago. They thought I was a survivor of some armed conflict,  too shocked to remember anything or to talk properly. They treated  me as a...refugee with really bad post-traumatic stress syndrome  and amnesia." Altea repeated those words with contempt and  awkwardness, words that the young woman had obviously heard over  and over long before knowing their meaning.


"They treated me like a poor idiot and bounced me from one place  to another. Nobody wanted me for long, I was...difficult to treat.   I ended up in Paris, in a kind of shelter for mentally  disabled..."


Altea paused again. The next words seemed too painful to  pronounce, but it wasn't the same disgust for bland labels that  gripped her this time.  She inhaled deeply and forced herself to  continue.


"A priest...named Darius found me there.  One of the nurses  attended his church and talked to him about me and my strange  language.  It was only a kind of ancient Greek, in fact."  A  fleeting smile appeared on her lips, like a flash in the night.   She was now surprised by herself. She hadn't told *any* of this  before, to anyone.  Not that there had been anyone to talk to,  since Darius's death. 


Abruptly, as was usual for her,  Altea raised her head and looked  Richie directly in his eyes.  The cup was left abandoned at her  side.


"He took care of me.  Darius explained to me what I was, and all  about the Game and the Rules and Holy Ground.  He knew my world,  my language.  He taught me what I needed to know to survive and to  live in this world...well, he tried to...he took care of me..."  Altea repeated the last words, while her voice and, obviously, her  thoughts trailed off.


It was Richie's turn to talk now.


"What are you doing here?  It's a long way from Paris...and who  hurt you like that, I mean, who fought with you?"  he asked all at  once, then added as an afterthought, "I knew Darius.  He was...a  great man."


"I stink." She announced suddenly.


The intimacy born of the confidences was broken -- on purpose?  Richie strongly suspected.  He watched her, perplexed but curious.   She changed from one mood to another with such a speed.  Then,  Richie realised with a shock that she was undressing herself  without concern, right there in front of him, in the middle of the  living room.  He tried gallantly to focus his gaze at her head- level, and not to sneak a look lower.


"Uhm...You're not supposed to go around like that, lady. Naked, I  mean," he remarked. 


He then thought, quite amused, {This situation is getting  interesting}.  He couldn't help a very mischievous smile.


She didn't answer. Darius had taught her about what was considered  good manners in this society, but that didn't mean she was ready  to quit her habits. Showing off naked was a way to tell to this XX  century young male that he didn't impress her, that he was  nothing.


She stopped right in front of him, with her head tilted to the left.


"Where's the bathroom?" she asked.


"That way," Richie used his left hand to show her the direction.


Despite his good and honourable intentions, he couldn't help  glancing quickly at her.  His smile died on his lips.  She had so  many scars.


�
Part 2


 At the hospital...


 The usual  medical activities were carried on with efficiency all  around Duncan MacLeod.  Experienced nurses walked to different  rooms attending their patients, doctors were paged from overhead  speakers, voices were kept low and corridors were kept clean.


Duncan barely noticed all of this.  


First of all, he didn't like hospitals. Too many sad memories were  evoked by the sounds and smells. 


Second, in this moment he was divided between two very different  feelings.


The Highlander was relieved and happy about the news the attending  physician had just told him: Joe Dawson was safe.  His wound  wasn't as serious as it had seemed the day before.  The Watcher  had to undergo  minor surgery, but now everything was under  control. Joe would have to keep his arm in a cast for quite a long  time and naturally be back regularly to be checked, but there  weren't any other dramatic consequences.


The Highlander's other concern was the information he was  receiving over the phone.


"Are you sure?" He asked, his knitted brow showing his intense  concentration.  


He put his right hand on the wall near the phone, as if to share  with it the weight  he felt on his shoulders, and get some relief  from the tension and latest events.  A pretty young nurse slowed  down near him and shot a side-glance  at the tall man, openly  expressing her deep appreciation of his long legs and athletic  body.  The brunette hmpfed loudly at his evident lack of interest  and went back to her duty.


Duncan MacLeod's attention was riveted on Methos’ voice over the  phone.


"Have I ever told you *anything* I was completely wrong about?" 


The oldest Immortal didn't stop to wait for the answer. He  strongly suspected it could be quite different from the one he  expected.  Lies or truth untold were an entirely different  subject, but Adam Pierson didn't want to stir the Highlander's  memory too much about it.  The past was past.


"I am sure," he said again.  "She isn't in the records, but I have  *ways* to know things.  I warn you: she *is* dangerous.  If she is  who I think, she's definitely dangerous." 


"I'll call you back. Thanks." 


"Tell Dawson he should be more picky about the people he  associates with."


"I'll  do that."  Duncan hang up the phone, half smiling.  The  oldest Immortal would never change his cynically humorous attitude  about life, he thought, or his way of going around things, either.


Dawson was waiting for him just outside the emergency area.   Duncan's arrival interrupted his on-going conversation with a very  fed-up nurse.  Joe signed a couple of papers she was holding, then  turned to Duncan.


"I finally convinced them to let me go!" He said, but his friendly  smile couldn't hide from the Highlander the fatigue and pain the  Watcher had experienced in the past hours.


Duncan started to say: "Look, I still think *I* should handle  *this* and you should stay here--", but Dawson stopped him with  annoyed gestures and hurried towards the exit.  He was secretly  happy he had avoided being escorted out in the regular wheelchair,  and he didn't want to lose precious time either.


"I'm worried," he said as Duncan opened the doors for him.  "I've  heard bad news.  There are rumours...factions.  This whole incident  could start something  I *want* to avoid."


The Highlander helped him to the T-Bird. They faced each other  silently.  They knew each other so well, their gaze left no doubts  to what their thoughts were.  They'd been through this before. 


"I've got a trail to follow. I went back to your bar last night  and I found this in her coat."  Duncan said, showing a crumpled  piece of paper to his friend.


"We have to find her, MacLeod.  Before someone else does.  Before  she finds me again.  Before someone gets too impatient...or  vindictive..."


The T-Bird started off, leaving a good chunk of its tires on the  concrete.


  �


At Richie's place...


"Looks good on you."  Richie commented.  He had lent Altea a  sweater, one of his favourites, of course.  


The night hadn't been a quiet one,  with little sleeping on either  side.  Altea had her mind set on planning her next attack against  the hideous killer. During the night, a tall, handsome dark-haired  Immortal had been included in her plans.  Richie had shifted  uncomfortably  on the couch, only half asleep.  Trusting, yes, but  not stupid.  Now, with his arms crossed on his chest, he was  trying to understand what was going on the young woman's mind.


He didn't have to wait for long.  Altea had almost finished  braiding her hair, then : "I'm going," she announced.


"Oh, really?"


"Yes, I am."  She paused, uncertain, not looking at him, then  added nervously, almost embarrassed. "Unless you want to claim  property..."


The phone rang, interrupting the conversation.  Richie eyed Altea  with intensity, opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind  and answered the call.  He *casually* put himself between the door  and the Amazon.


"Rich?"


"Hi, Mac."


"You heard 'bout Joe?"


"No, what's happened?"  Richie listened for a while, then frowned  in concern. Unconsciously, as the Highlander explained to him what  had happened, all Richie's muscles tightened.


"That's it...we may have located her shelter, a hotel  downtown...she left an address...Rich, you there?"


"Oh, well...yes, Mac...sure."


"Is there someone with you?"


"Yeah, kind of."  Richie leaned against the wall, a fake smile  promptly appearing on his lips. He had left his sword in his room.   {Stupid! You should know *better*!!!}, he kept thinking over and  over. His hormones were acting for him *again*.  {Don't you ever  learn your lesson? You should know better, by now! Don't trust  anyone, never trust anyone!} 


Altea had her axe, hidden somewhere.  Duncan's account of the  recent events and his description of the stranger made Richie's  heartbeat speed up.  Everything seemed to fit. He had to think  fast. He could be wrong, but what if he wasn't?


On the other end of the line, Duncan MacLeod noted the slight  change in his friend's voice.  Richie was another of his concerns,  lately. It seemed that their relationship had reached a certain  equilibrium, but recently the young man was behaving oddly. Now  the Highlander was very uncertain about how to view this entire  phone call.


"She's there?" He guessed.


"I'm sorry I forgot I invited you. I already have a *special*  guest, so...I'm sure you understand..."


Duncan couldn't believe it. "Richie, she is there?" He repeated  incredulously. He gestured the news to Joe.


"OK, Mac. See you."  Richie hung up the phone.


Duncan pushed on the accelerator, explaining to an astonished  Dawson that his potential killer was a *special guest* of Richie's  at the moment.


 ~


 An awkward silence divided the two Immortals.


"I'm leaving now." Altea repeated, made suspicious by the phone  call. She started to walk past Richie, heading for the door.


"No, you aren't, lady," he said quietly, slamming his right hand  on the door to keep it closed.  His move startled her only for a  second.  She turned her face towards his, only a few inches away,  and grinned. Her fists clenched in her pockets.


"I thought you said you weren't going to fight me,"  she whispered  to him.


His startling ice-blue eyes kept her still. Richie's whole  attitude was definitely threatening now.  He was still blocking  her way with his arm.


"I'd like some answers before you go. Who killed you yesterday,  for one.  And why did you try to kill Joe Dawson, for another."  


Richie thought this could have been a shot in the dark, but it  wasn't.  Her expression was too clear.  He felt angry now, but  still kept hold of himself.  He waited for her answer, coldly  preparing himself to grab her before she could attack him.


Altea had reached a conclusion.


"So you know about Watchers, don't you?  Well, Dawson is in a  peculiar position, don't you think?  He helped Horton kill Darius.   Dawson shares his family blood with the killer, the guilt of one  is the guilt of the other."


Her tone was, again, gentle but cold. She was preparing to fight.   One of her rules said: get them before they get you. She lived by  her rules, the ones taught her such a long time ago, despite  Darius's teachings.


"That's what you think? You have this all wrong, lady, all wrong!" Richie's tone was a mix of anger and relief.  "Joe can be a  sneaky, annoying spy sometimes, OK, but  he had nothing to do with  Horton, I tell you. I know it, I *was* there!"


"You were there? You were there?"  Altea's voice rose, her loss  turning into fury and overwhelming her self-control.  "And  yesterday you said Darius was a great man, you...bastard!"


The word exploded on her lips, as her right fist punched him hard  in his stomach.  But Richie was ready for the blow; he countered,  twisting her left hand behind her back before she could grab her  labrys.  He held her like that for a while, then she struggled  hard enough to free herself and  kicked him wildly on his knees.   Richie ducked to avoid a double-handed master stroke,  caught her  by the waist and pushed her hard against the wall, using his own  body weight to keep her still.


A part of him was still very reluctant to hit women, even if they  were as dangerous as this one in his arms.  He tried to talk some  sense into her as he struggled to maintain hold of her. 


"I swear, my head on it, Joe's innocent."  He was panting and  realised she wasn't listening to him.  Richie let her go abruptly.  


"Joe is innocent."  He repeated.


Altea was also breathless. They were both young, strong and well- trained. They could probably fight for hours.


"I don't believe you." She said.


The sensation of another Immortal approaching hit both of them.   Richie knew it was Duncan coming, and instinct turned him to the  door.  The young woman took advantage of this diversion and darted  across the room.  Richie ran after her, just as Duncan banged on  the door, calling him.


"Mac!" Richie called, but failed to reach Altea. She jumped right  through the window, escaping once again.


Duncan broke into the apartment, joining Richie at the window.  


"Joe's down in the car." He told him. "What--"


They followed helplessly as Altea put herself back on her feet  after the jump and started to run away.  She had just made it to  the corner when a motorcycle reached her from behind and shot her  twice in her back.  She went tumbling down, but rolled over and  got up again, disappearing around the block.  The T-Bird reached  and flanked the aggressors with a very clumsy manoeuvre, blocking  their way.


"The address!" Richie asked the Highlander, flying to his room to  get his sword and his keys.  "Give me the damned address!"  he  yelled, heading to the stairs.  


Duncan followed him closely down the steps, hoping in his heart  Joe could handle the situation down in the street all by himself  for a little longer.  He shouted the address to Richie's back; the  young Immortal was already on his bike.  Then Duncan ran to the T- Bird, where a suffering but furious Joe was holding his ground  with the help of a gun.


"You okay?" The Highlander asked his friend as soon as he was  within reach. 


Meantime, he picked up the .45 from the ground and searched the  two strangers to be sure they were totally disarmed.


"I'm fine, thanks."  Joe answered. 


Duncan couldn't help turning to his friend and questioning him  with his dark, concerned eyes,  because weariness and sadness were  evident in his friend's voice.  Joe hesitated, then told him the  truth: "These two...are Watchers."


Duncan froze.  His anger rose in him.  He asked himself if there  was ever to be an end to this continuous inference in Immortals'  lives -- and deaths.


  �


...the Clouds of Anger...


The place looked shabby and dirty.  


Richie parked his bike, put away his helmet and took a deep  breath.  Too many events in so few hours.  He didn't know how much  more he could bear before he would explode.  A quick glance around  didn't tell him anything new.  He shrugged.


Places like this, he knew too well.  Only the desperate came to  such places.


Entering was a matter of seconds, there were no questions here.   By the time he had reached the rooms in the back, overlooking the  deserted waterfront, he felt her presence.  It wasn't difficult to  locate the right room, force it open and enter it, sword in hand.   The wretched room was dark.  It took Richie a moment to adjust his  eyes to the dim light.  The only window was closed.  Altea was  sitting in the single chair, right in front of the door.


"I heal slowly," she said. "But I can still throw my axe at you.   Maybe I should.  How did you find me?"


Richie confronted her. "It doesn't matter.  I wanted..." He  hesitated, then said in a rush:  "I wanted to see you. This whole  thing's a mess, you're all wrong and I think you need my help!"


"You want to help me?  Then help me kill that bastard out there!  Help avenge Darius!"


"There's nothing good in revenge! There's nothing!" Richie shouted  back at her. " I *know*! I've been there! Nothing will bring him  back! Nothing! *Nothing* will change what you feel!" 


The Amazon stepped in front of him, staggering.


"What do you know about me? About my feelings?.....Well?.....What  do you know?....." She waited defiantly for an answer. Then she  continued.


"One morning I was free, proud of myself, ready to show my value  on the battle-field, to earn my clan's respect once and for all,  to show them I was worthy to be a leader! A priestess!  Then I was  *dead*!  Dead with no honour, 'cause I didn't even see my killer's  face!  And next? I found myself alive, walking in the daylight in  a world I thought was my personal *hell*!  I didn't understand  anything, the chaos, the noise, voices coming from nowhere, all  those machines, cars, bikes, planes, lights, clothes that to me  seemed like evil bonds!"


Altea was shouting, her desperation flowing through her very skin,  hitting Richie with devastating impact.  He stepped back, until  his shoulders were against the wall.


"What do you know about this?" She asked him. "Nothing!  Darius  was the first light I saw out of this, he was the one who told me  I wasn't crazy, I wasn't a...a monster, living after death!  What  should I do?  Forget him?  Forget everything he did for me?  I  *can't*.  I won't!  I don't know if I'll ever fit in this world, I  don't even know if I want to, but of one thing I'm sure: I won't  forget what I am!"


She was poking Richie in the chest with her right hand, her eyes  filled with tears, with fury, with all her memories crying to be  let out.


"Right or wrong, for me Darius won't have any peace till I avenge  him.  Blood seeks blood, Ryan!  I've been shot, remember?  And who  was there?  Your *friends*, Ryan, Dawson and the other Immortal.   Nice trap, was that, don't you think so? Maybe they're not exactly  what you believe they are, maybe you shouldn't trust them so much,  maybe you -"


"Enough!" That was too much for Richie.  His inner anger almost  pushed him to take his sword and fight her, but he stayed in  control.  The young woman's last words had hit a vulnerable spot  in his soul.  A wound, not yet healed, and, Richie knew now, one  that wouldn't ever heal.


The red-headed Immortal closed his eyes to Altea's rage and grief,  and it took only a second for him to be...


.....back there, in a dark street, near Tessa's dead body, too  soon facing his own immortality.   {The fear.}


.....in the dojo, *twice*, on his knees. With Mac's katana at his  neck.  { The disbelief.}


.....at Joe's, asking for help, he *needed* a sword, and hearing  him say "No, I can't."  {The sorrow.}


.....the horror he'd been through, with the Evil possessing him in  order to defeat MacLeod, Richie being only a puppet.  {Yes, the  horror.}


...All of this was still hidden deep inside his soul. The ache for  everything in his life that he had lost would always be there.   His innocence, his hopes, everything that could have been, had  been washed away instead.


Forever. 


There was no reason he could accept.  Yes, he could understand the  Amazon.  He really could.  


  �


 In the meantime...


 The Highlander was waiting outside the old building. He was  nervously pacing back and forth, fretting at the waste of time.


He was worried and couldn't stand still. There was going to be  another trial, he supposed, and this was calling back sad and  angry memories.  He couldn't wait any longer, he was a man of  action and one used to doing it on his own.


Joe came out, interrupting his thoughts.  Duncan was concerned  about the stubborn mortal; he should have been resting, not going  around facing killers, traitors, and even trying to drive.  But he  knew better than to say that.


"I'm going to look for them," Duncan announced to his friend.


"I'm coming with you," Joe said, approaching the passenger side of  the car.  His sharp tone made it clear he wasn't going to accept  no for an answer.  The Highlander got into the car.


"What about-" he asked, while turning on the engine, but Dawson's  reply came quickly to interrupt him. 


"Everything's under control, MacLeod. Everything's under control."


Duncan didn't bother answering that.  Every time, *everything* was  under control with the Watchers.  Until next time.  The Highlander  bit his tongue and started to drive.


�
Part 3


Richie and Altea were silent, lost in their own thoughts.  Or, in  their own private hells.  After the long speech she had made to  the red-headed Immortal, she was calming herself.  In all these  years, she had only pursued her vengeance, every other emotion  left behind, forgotten.  But feelings never really let people  alone, and Altea was no exception. 


Richie was astonished to discover so much anger and regret in  himself.  He had always tried to deal honestly with all his  problems, he had learnt to meet his responsibilities. To walk his  own path.  He didn't think this could have robbed him of so much,  so deep inside.  This person wasn't Richie Ryan, at least not the  one he wanted to be.  He made a decision, without even knowing it.   Something had to change. Now.  Richie looked at the young woman in  front of him.


"Listen," he said.  Altea turned her face away.  She didn't want  him to see her tears.  She pressed her palms against her eyes,  trying to wipe those tears away.  Richie was moved by her childish  gesture and her pride.


It was a matter of Life and Death, here, for Joe, Altea, maybe  himself.  But he felt the urge to lighten up the situation, to  divert her attention, to make her smile. To make things different  by all means.


"Do you like music?" he asked.


Altea looked at him, astonished. {This man is crazy!} she thought.


"What?"


"Music. What music do you like?"


"I...I don't know...I don't care--"


"Please," Richie smiled, aware of how strange this could seem of  him.


Altea was truly amazed.


"Now, let's--" the Amazon stopped talking. 


Richie turned to the door.  Another Immortal was coming,  interrupting again their confrontation.  Altea took her labrys,  ready to fight.


"Did they follow you?" she asked Richie bluntly.


"No," he answered. "Mac found this address in the coat you left at  Joe's."  He reached for the door and pulled it open.


Duncan already had his katana in his hand.  Joe was behind him.   Altea was tired of waiting, tired of running away, maybe tired of  endless confrontations.


"Killer!" she hissed, then, careless of the obvious danger, she  charged Joe.


Duncan promptly blocked her axe with his sword, defending his  friend.  At the same time, both Richie and Joe cried "No!"


"Stop it!" Richie shouted to the woman.


"No interfering, Ryan!" she snapped.


Her eyes locked with the Highlander's deep-brown ones.  They were  burning with the same fire, with that hidden passion and vigour of  someone brought up to fight.  She recognised the warrior in him,  and smiled.  She had always enjoyed a good fight, and this was  going to be one.


Altea didn't know that Richie seldom followed orders,  intimidation, or even suggestions or advice.  He grabbed her by  her arm and pulled her back, putting himself between her and  Joe.   Duncan put down his sword.


"Now we talk!" Richie exclaimed.


"There's not much talking left to do here, Rich," Duncan said  "...and you *should* know the Rules better," he added.


"And you should be *tired* of killing everyone around you!" Richie  spat back at his mentor.


He regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth.   Duncan MacLeod wasn't a killer, or a head-hunter, Richie knew  this.  Duncan's eyes filled with...what?  Anger? Disbelief?   Sorrow?


Joe took advantage of the interruption to speak.  "Richie,  MacLeod, this is none of your business," he said with a sudden  tone of authority in his voice.  


He looked directly at Altea.


"You told me you believe I'm responsible for Darius's death.   Well, I'll admit it. I am, in a way.  All Watchers are, because we  didn't recognise...the crazy, deadly vipers hidden among us.  What  can I say?  The two Watchers that attacked you have already been  caught. They'll be...punished, if that helps.  I can't bring  Darius back. I would give my life to bring him back.  We had hoped  that Darius would be the One, because he was a good man, a man of  peace. I'm truly sorry for this loss. If my sacrificing my life  would change that, I would give it away," he sighed uncomfortably.   His expression was one of sincere grief, his eyes compelling.


Richie was still holding Altea's arm, and he could feel the  tension slowly fading from her muscles.  Maybe Joe's speech had  succeeded in touching a soft spot in her soul.  But the Highlander  wasn't so easily convinced.   "How can you trust her, Joe?  Do you think your words mean  something to her? She tried to kill you, remember?"  His disbelief  was evident.  Duncan had learnt through the centuries that being  suspicious was necessary for survival.


{But sometimes surviving isn't the most important thing} Richie  thought.


Altea didn't spend time thinking.  A challenge was a challenge,  for her, and she enjoyed it, too.  Through his grip on her, Richie  felt her stiffening.


{They're going to fight}, he thought almost desperately.


He turned around to look directly into Altea's face, holding both  her arms firmly.


"Don't block me. Don't you dare, Ryan," she whispered to him.  


A moment before she was almost ready to let it all go. Now  Duncan's words had recalled her pride to her.  Richie cupped her  face with his hands and forced her to listen to him.  She wasn't  used to being touched, and this always put her off balance.


"Your honour is so important to you?  Then show it." Richie spoke  only for her.   "I'm sure Darius wouldn't want you to go off into  the world and start killing, not even his own murderers.  If you  really want to honour him, respect his wish for peace.  Even if you  don't trust any of us, respect *him*."


Altea stared at him in silence.


Duncan spoke with his deep, warm voice, in a tone that Richie knew  so well, the one that made people shiver.


"If she wants a fight, she's got one.  If you can convince her to  leave Joe alone, she can go.  But, Richie, if something happens to  Joe...it will be your burden, I guess."


Richie had closed his eyes for a second, listening to his friend's  words, and re-opened them to find Altea's tears wetting his  fingers.   "Let me go," she whispered to him, her soul too broken to bear  being watched.  She had buried her sorrow and grief beneath her  need for revenge for too long.  She was definitely out-numbered  here.  Even if she didn't believe what the Watcher had said, and  believed even less the Immortal warrior {oh, I *could* show him a  trick or two, I bet!}, she did trust this young man who was daring  to touch her. {And he hasn't claimed me as prey, yet!}.


Altea could still hear Darius's voice inside her head...how could  she ignore it?  {I can't, can I?} she thought.  {This isn't my  world, my rules don't apply anymore...I've lost everything,  Darius.} 


"Deal," she said, but her voice was trembling so much, she had to  repeat it louder: "Deal!"


She pushed Richie away and stepped in front of the Highlander.


"You. What's your name?"


"Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod."


"Well, Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod, stay out of my way and  I'll stay out of yours."


She turned to Joe.


"I think you're responsible. As you said yourself.  But I won't  take your life, you'll *live* with this guilt.  Consider yourself  extremely lucky, Watcher.  And remember, if you put someone after  me and I find out, I'll kill your spy."


Altea was furious with herself now, and all she wanted was to go  away and cry herself into exhaustion.


"Now go away!" she added coldly.


Dawson glanced at the Highlander and started to limp away.  Duncan  stopped at the door and, without turning, told Richie: "We have to  talk.  I'll wait at the dojo."  


Then he moved on without waiting for the answer.


The two left behind heard the T-Bird roaring, then once again it  was silence.


Richie looked at her. He didn't want to leave like this.   


  �


 Old Rules...


 Altea ignored him.  Richie sighed.


"Do I have to go?" he asked her. Daring, as always.


"Sure," she said, but her tone was expressionless.


Richie wondered what was still keeping him there.  He looked at  her: she was attractive, but there was more than that.  He could  feel her loneliness, her empty soul, her need to start anew, like  a sharp knife plunged deep in his own body.  And she was  different.  Altea had something that, for the first time in years,  *only* Richie could understand and empathise with, not Duncan, not  Joe, not Methos.  Something that belonged only to him.  They were  much more alike than at first it could seem.  They needed each  other's company and friendship, that was Richie's conclusion.


To convince her was a totally different thing.


"Where are you going?" he asked her, keeping his place near the  open door.  


Altea didn't know.  How could she answer that?  She didn't have  anywhere to go, not to mention money.  She hadn't planned anything  apart from her revenge, and had spent her time pursuing her  murderous intent.  Dawson had been the last one on her list.


The rest of her life was a big, black hole.  The young woman felt  so tired and angry at the same time, and this red-headed Immortal  had messed up everything, by saving her life and by bringing back  Darius's sweet and reassuring smile to her...


Richie Ryan guessed from her silence that the answer to his  question was "I don't know".  He felt a wave of pity and  solidarity surging through him, and blindly followed his instinct.   He put a hand to the back of her neck and pulled her close to  softly kiss her. A very gentle, tender, caring kiss, right from  his heart.


She hadn't expect it, and was bewildered and dismayed. And furious  and shocked. No *man* had *ever*...


In a moment, Richie found himself with his back to the wall, an  aching jaw, a bleeding lip, and an angry, scowling Amazon.


"Don't you dare do that again, Ryan! I could take your head right  now!"


"Better not!" Richie laughed heartily, somehow defeating her  anger.  He hadn't the vaguest idea of how to cope with her, yet.   A sudden idea enlightened him.


"I care 'bout my head, lady, and, besides, I saved your life,  remember?  You said I could...what was that?...Oh, yeah, claim  property on you!"


Richie crossed his arms over his chest. 


{That's it, got you there,} he thought with amused self- satisfaction.


Altea was even more startled then before. 


{Oh, no!} she thought, {You bastard! I don't want to...}.  


But that was part of her Code of Honour, one of her warrior-rules.   She had already broken so many of them, she had to stop somewhere  or very soon she wouldn't have anything of her past left.


"You'll get used to it," Richie said to her, with a little grin.  "It won't be terrible, and you heard MacLeod, I have to keep a  close eye on you. I'm responsible. Think you can start by packing  your things and coming to my place? I don't like it here."


Altea stood still for several minutes, then nodded, mumbling --  probably in her own language --  something Richie was sure wasn't  too respectful.


{There's no escape...this young man has trapped me with my own  rules}, she thought.  She still had her pride, her self-esteem;  she would follow the code.  And, somehow, this resolution didn't  rest too hard on her.  Altea felt the warmth of his kiss still on  her lips...and blushed.   
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 Duncan was in the office.  Sitting at his table, waiting.  He  hoped Richie would come.   He felt he had over-reacted in this whole Amazon story.  He knew  it. 


Acting as though he were Joe's personal guardian-angel.  But then  he remembered so well his shock seeing Dawson first threatened and  then hurt by the young woman. He couldn't help it.  She could have  killed Joe. And he would have stayed dead.  Sometimes it was so  difficult to remember that Joe Dawson was mortal,  that his friend  would die, with no second chance.


And then, so many memories had come to him, all of them tinted by  the blue of sadness and loss, all because of this woman.


Darius, most of all.  


Memories...how could you cope with them? Again and again and  again...


They always come back to haunt you, sooner or later.  {To make you  angrier. Stronger. Harder.}  Part of being Immortal.  A heavy  burden.


Memories were the wildfire burning in Altea's mind, her reason to  fight, to kill, to run.


Memories, sweet and bitter, were what he shared with Richie.  Something that tied them together.


Duncan sighed. 


Maybe memories were haunting Richie as well lately, and Duncan  couldn't help his young friend.  He gave another quick glance at  the dojo entrance, and at the same time sensed another Immortal  approaching.  He would have distinguished that particular footstep  in a hundred: Richie was there.


The young man stopped just past the entrance, hesitant.  The  Highlander waved him to come over, and Richie nodded. The young  man joined him behind the glass partition, a familiar place.  He  leaned against the door frame, hands tucked deep inside his jacket  pockets.


{Now, how do I take back the things I said?}, the read-head  wondered.  {I hurt him...}


Neither man knew exactly what to say, like so many times before.   Richie, as always, opened his mouth first and faced what he  thought was a probably hostile Mac. Bright, blue eyes fixed on  deep, dark ones.


"She's staying with me. I don't think she'll make any trouble," he  started, waiting for his friend's reaction, his gaze still locked  on him.  "Nothing really dangerous, anyway.  Look, Mac.  I know  she's weird, but she's...everything's so difficult for her, I  wanna help her out. Any problems with this?"


There.


"I don't think she's weird. She's afraid, and alone...just your  kind of girl, Rich. I only hope there won't be *any* more  trouble."  Duncan paused, smiled at the younger Immortal and  relaxed in his chair.  "So, it seems you've found a new interest  in life," he quipped, amused.


Richie blushed, then grinned happily.  


"Was it so obvious?" He asked, pleased to see a sparkle of the old  Mac in the tall man in front of him.


Duncan nodded, as much released as Richie to slip back into the  old, well-known paths of their friendship, never really forgotten  but somehow, sometimes, set aside.


"Mac. Stop it. You want to make me look like a fool, don't you?"  Richie protested, but not with much energy.


"No, I don't. You'd do what you want anyway, you've never listened  to me.  Just, you know..." Duncan trailed off, searching for the  right words, not wanting to sound paternal, or unsure, or his  usual suspicious self.


"I'm here," he offered, simply.


There.


"I know. Whatever." Richie answered, after a short silence. 


"So, what about Chinese?" Duncan asked, getting up from his seat  and grabbing his leather coat. An offer Richie usually wouldn't  refuse.


The red-headed Immortal smiled.  "I'd go for Italian."


"Fine with me. I want to stop at Joe's bar, seeing how he's doing.  Maybe you'd like to have a word with Methos," the Highlander  added, walking past his friend and heading for the exit.


"Yes, maybe..." Richie answered, thoughtful. {What do I know about  Amazons and such? A big nothing. Maybe I could ask Methos for  help. Maybe he will tell me something.}


He shrugged, following Duncan out of the dojo.  


{At least, I can try}, he thought.


Somehow, some of his ghosts had vanished. Just as real ghosts  should when their time is past.


Duncan dealt with his own, and so did Methos and Joe. Perhaps  Richie was going to have to deal with Altea's ghosts.  However, he  was willing to face whatever was waiting for him.


{He would never step back from danger}, Duncan thought.  {Or let  someone down. Even if it means risking his life.}


"You have never lived with someone else, before. I mean, only you  and her," he said, turning on the ignition.


"I'll manage," Richie answered. And smiled. 
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