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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


There was almost silence in the grief filled building. The only sound that filled Methos’ ears was Joe’s quiet outlet for his sorrow. To see a Watcher cry for an Immortal was a humbling thing, and the oldest remaining member of that peculiar race, stared at his mortal friend in empty shock. A moment ago he had been angry, he had wanted to blame Duncan for his actions, but things were happening here that could not be calmed with such rationality. All his rage had left him and he moved his gaze to what remained of Richie Ryan. The Highlander himself was disappearing into the fog, and Methos could barely even feel his presence anymore.


He thought maybe he would let his grief out: not the grief for another dead Immortal, but the grief over what it must be doing to his friend. MacLeod was important, and Richie had been an important part of the man’s life. This death may have ended more than one existence.


Slowly the ancient man bent down and picked up the discarded katana, and looked towards his friend’s retreating back. He wouldn’t leave Joe, but he was worried about the grief-filled wreck that Duncan had so quickly become. He’d seen what had happened to his friend after he had killed Sean Burns - this was in an entirely different league.


Joe’s tears had dried quickly, his sorrow taking him beyond them. Methos chilled as his companion stood away, and he met the eyes of a Watcher.


“I’ll make arrangements,” was all the silver haired man said, and then he began to walk away.


~


The figure stood immobile, concealed by the heavy fog, separated and helpless.  He caught snatches of the events which unfolded through the intangible, but torturous mist. He wanted, needed to scream, to make contact, to show them the lie, but Richard Ryan could not move.


He’d touched a creature from nightmares and now it controlled him, held him prisoner and used his image on another to destroy his friends. It whispered in his mind, taunting, commenting on the anguish it orchestrated just out of his reach, describing the pain it caused.  There was laughter in his mind, amusement at his ensnared rage, as it entertained him with the deception which played out through the ethereal barrier.  


He’d watched the Quickening, seen snatches of the grief in the Highlander, and he’d fought the monster that pumped the life blood through his veins. Yet he’d still been a silent, secret observer as his two other comrades had arrived. The young man had seen the tears begin and felt a similar anguish, one directed at the needlessness of  it all.  Then he’d grabbed on to his anger, his emotions burning in the face of the gloating control, defiant on at least that level.


Ryan’s external demeanour was deceptively calm, the thing inside him was even controlling his breathing with its sickening influence. One brush of a body had brought him to this, a moment’s collision with a misleadingly ordinary mortal. How could something do this to him?  This wasn’t possible, yet still he stood statuesque as he heard MacLeod’s heavy footsteps die away. It held him so close to the others, Methos and Joe were but a call from him. That was the attraction for this being - it enjoyed his reaction, revelling in the frustrated, angry puppet it held by invisible strings. It manipulated lives, channelling it’s own hatred through them. This demon was intent on the destruction of Duncan MacLeod and everything he held dear.


�
PART 1


The body of Richard Ryan remained where it stood until all three of his friends had moved out of sight, then it was walked away.  The look on his face was one of satisfaction as his controller used him - the man inside was still fighting.  Richie stopped once he had put some distance between himself and the headless body. A grimace of annoyance shrouded his features as the demon put down the human resistance for the umpteenth time.  It was easy, but it made it no less a distraction.


{Why fight me, Boy? You cannot win,} the creature condescended, its amusement wavering now.


{Bastard,} Richie’s own thoughts returned hotly as he gave his emotions vent the only way open to him. {Why are you doing this?!}


{MacLeod is my enemy, I will defeat him,} it replied almost whimsically, {and I like the idea of you killing him for me.}


{No!} the young man objected.


{You can’t do anything else,} Richie felt himself laugh, but he bristled wordlessly as the dominator chose to gloat some more. {Why else do you think you’re alive, Boy? I could have killed you already, you’re hardly a challenge, but I want the ghost of Richie Ryan to haunt Duncan MacLeod for a little longer, I like his utter despair.  Then you will demand his head.  Oh the irony, as he mourns your death and relinquishes his guilty life to a ghost, it will be the real you who slices his troublesome head from his body.}


Ryan sagged at the triumph in the demon’s manner and was allowed his body back for a few short moments.  He sank down under the cover of the wall where he had stopped, cold at the confidence of the being which hung around and through him.  He knew it was enjoying his horror, but the young Immortal didn’t try to hide it. The influence was too close to him, it held as much of itself back from him as it pleased, but the barrier went only one way. He felt exposed, vulnerable.  His thoughts drifted to the poor wretch that had suffered the same fate before him.


“Who was that?” he asked out loud, his tone subdued.


{An insignificant weakling, a bit like yourself,} his possessor didn’t miss the chance for a dig. {My little disguise will last long enough to fool Dawson’s men, then your body is going to disappear.}


The conversation stopped and Richie didn’t pry any further - at that point he didn’t want to know what was in store for his friends.  Inside and out were almost silent, the immediate area being enclosed from the rest of the world, much as the psyche which could be swamped again with a single thought.  The thing hovered at the back of his mind, merely observing the emotions of its host, probably learning.


�


How Joe had managed to get Duncan to the funeral home was a mystery to Methos. The ancient Immortal had spoken to the Highlander only once since Richie’s death, and then he had only been able to extract the briefest of responses from the Scotsman. As it was, MacLeod didn’t look as if he had eaten in days, but he’d obviously had a shower, whether from Joe’s insistence or of his own volition was not clear. He had not even glanced at Methos on his way in.


Methos rose from his seat in the establishment’s lobby, but the Highlander didn’t even acknowledge him when he was a foot away from the pair.  Joe just glanced over the blank-eyed individual’s shoulder and shrugged at his comrade.  Duncan continued to stare at the floor.


On recognition of a fellow Watcher, the dark-suited proprietor appeared from the back room.  He greeted Joe with a solemn nod and a handshake, but Methos, as the deserter, merely accepted the disgruntled look he was given.  The old man wasn’t sure how much this new link in the secret society chain knew about him, but it was obviously enough to cast judgement.


“Hi Charles,” Dawson finally spoke in low, muted tones, “we’ve come to pay our respects.”


Although, to Methos, MacLeod didn’t seem capable of paying anything, let alone respects.


“This way,” the undertaker motioned towards an ornate set of doors.


One on each side, Joe and Methos steered their comrade after the reserved guide.


“The casket is in one of our side chapels, you will not be disturbed,” Charles assured his clients as he led them down a wreath-decorated corridor.


As he walked along, Methos considered what purpose it served for them to be here.  It would be a closed casket, of that he was certain.  What was there to do here but prolong the tragedy?  Duncan was in no state to comprehend any event, let alone the funeral preparations of his young protege.  With so much past, the ancient had learned it was generally best to leave death rapidly behind, although, as his dear Alexa came to mind, he realised he too failed in this from time to time.  This was a *bad* idea, that feeling was getting worse as they neared their destination.  This was stupid, it hurt him more than he cared to admit. He’d only know the kid on and off through the Scot, but the impulsive, intense youth had made an impact on him none-the-less.  The old man also recognised his own feelings of guilt -- whatever MacLeod’s compulsions -- where had he been when they had both needed him?  Maybe five thousands had made him selfish.


These feelings weren’t healthy, especially in the current climate of uncertainty.  This was an ill-conceived plan.  It would serve no good, it certainly wasn’t going to bring back the strong Highlander he had come to expect in his friend.  The self-conscious Immortal came to a decision;  as the heavy chapel door was opened by their attendant, Methos turned on his heel.  However, the startled gasp from Joe halted any flight he had rashly contemplated.  He froze as his suddenly alert gaze fell on the interior of the holy ground.


Instead of a serene place of rest, the chapel resembled more the site of a Quickening.  Flowers from wreaths lay strew across the floor, their petals torn and trampled.  A deep, oak coffin no longer rested on it’s ornate stands, but was toppled on its side, the lid ripped open, revealing the white satin interior, the empty interior.  The place had been desecrated and there was no body.


Dawson and Methos simultaneously turned to gauge Duncan’s reaction, which was worringly cold.  The man’s face and demeanour gave away nothing as his eyes seemed to clinically examine the destruction. Shrugging off Joe’s comforting hand on his shoulder, he slowly, almost passively, he walked forward into the tumult,.  Methos couldn’t stifle his alarm as he watched the irrational coolness in his friend, he hug back because of it.  Events moved with an illogical sloth - was it imagination, or was Duncan really moving in such an unnatural manner?


Abruptly, the Highlander stopped.  His gaze travelled down to his feet and something glinted in the fake candle ambience.  Smoothly, the lithe figure sank into a crouch and metal scraped on wood as his fingers closed around his centre of attention.  He stood once more, and stared hard at whatever was now enclosed in his grasp.  Methos observed a tension build across his companion’s shoulders.  Yet, the old man still found himself at a loss for action.


Methos started, but just as suddenly, Duncan’s hands fell limply to his sides, relinquishing the trophy.  It clattered to the ground, but its ring was nothing compared to the sound which escaped the Highlander’s mouth.  Neither Joe, nor Methos were fast enough to catch their friend as, with the incoherent cry of anguish, he turned and bolted.


Dawson took a few reckless steps after MacLeod as fast as his legs would carry him, but Methos stopped him with an arm.


“Leave him,” the ancient advised, “we need to find out what happened here.”


Then he moved into the room, bending rapidly to retrieve the catalyst for Duncan’s reaction.  He sighed as he realised it was the plaque from the casket, it read, “In Loving memory, Richard Ryan.”  This was no accident; wheels were turning here. This, Methos was only just beginning to appreciate.  Whatever was plaguing his friend, the ancient knew now that it wasn’t unfounded madness.


�


There was a haze to the world, but even that could not blunt the edge of his grief and guilt.  The Highlander stared at the almost empty malt whiskey bottle on his coffee table where it sat next to the razor-edged dagger.  The sharpening stone lay discarded on the floor as his blurred attention fixed on the blade he had obsessively prepared.  Each slice of the edge down the oiled block had seemed to strip away the catatonic denial which had shrouded him for days.  The pain of his actions burned through what remained of that protection, he could no longer hide from himself.  Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod had murdered his protege; his remorse was overwhelming.


With a vicious swipe at the bottle, it smashed into the wall, the distraught man grabbed the dagger and stormed towards the door.  He was furious with himself as with the world.  He had to display his repentance.


The Highlander stared to the sky, his arms spread in supplication to whatever forces had brought him to this.  Tears cascaded down his face.  Then, with one rapid, almost cruel movement, he turned the knife on himself.  His instincts returned to tribal traditions and in the white-hot fire of his agony, he sliced not Immortal flesh, which would leave no trace, but his long, black, warrior-mane.  The first fistful of hair fell to the deck, and he continued until not one strand of his locks remained untouched.  In a frenzy, he hacked at his head, remorselessly demonstrating his grief.


The heat of his emotions dying, he fell to his knees, exhausted by their attack.  The man was drained, but in a last reverent action, he placed the blade amongst his fallen tresses.  It was done, his shame was clear for all the world to see and judge.  Action over, he fell once more into contemplation and his mind filled with images of his dead friend.


In the emptiness after the compulsive rage, another instinct slowly came over MacLeod: the nature of a warrior to know when hostile eyes were upon him.  As the feeling grew, the Highlander could no longer ignore it.  He turned from his internal desolation towards where his base reactions told him his observer would be.


All thought then stopped.


The distance between the figure and himself was insignificant as the accusing stare in cold blue eyes dug into his soul.  Duncan’s blood ran as ice-water as he saw the face from his thoughts.  Yet, there was no ready smile on the young features, no welcoming wave, this was a spectre of his crime.  Richie had returned to haunt him.  The sound of the city was drowned by his own heartbeat as the Scot was drawn in by the hostile visage.  The form stood on the bridge, cool and immobile, merely waiting.  Waiting for what was yet irrelevant. The stare was the limit of communication as the Highlander beheld his own self-loathing embodied in the phantasm.  MacLeod reached out to the apparition with one hand, needing something more, anything from this creature of his nightmares.  Yet, retribution was not to be so kind; Richie merely turned his back and walked away.  MacLeod wrapped his arms around himself and sobbed.


�


Watching, waiting, that’s all he seemed to have done in the last two days since first tormenting the Highlander, and Richie was beginning to tire of the game his possessor was playing.  The horror of the past week had almost led him several times to giving in, but each time the descent into madness had been halted by the thought of his friend.  He had to stay sane for Duncan’s sake, to fight this thing he could not comprehend.  So he had battled the demon within.  It had made little impact when his body had been used to trash the funeral home.  When he’d carried Fisher’s body away and dropped it in the river.  He had felt for the poor man then, despite the glee this had inspired in his torturer.  He had never known the first host, never known his motives, why an Immortal would associate himself with an eccentric archaeologist like Professor Landry, but still there was an empathy between them.


Now he, Richard Ryan, was the living embodiment of the Evil -- helpless, a lonely puppet.  Foster had had money, which had paid for an expensive hotel-suite, but being surrounded by luxury made little difference to the hell in which the young man was trapped.  His eyes looked out at the world for two, with the interloper leaving him weak and desolate.  He knew little of this creature and its lust for anguish in others.  Yet it remained close to him, intimately so, using, abusing, there seemed no end to it.


If removing Foster had caused him horror, it was nothing compared to staring down a guilt-ridden MacLeod.  His mentor and friend was being tormented for a crime never committed.  It was almost harder observing what was happening to Duncan than living with the entity itself.  The two agonies remained comparable, a possession he had no power to combat and the seeds sewn by that terrible union.  Relentlessly, an automaton, controlled by the supernatural force, the young man had made one appearance after another, always to the solitary Clansman.  The torment had separated MacLeod from both Joe and Methos, until it had reduced him to nothing more than a wretched shell.  By now, he was so far withdrawn he mirrored his protege’s helplessness, only he had a kinder puppet-master in Joe Dawson.  The Watcher was trying to reach his buried comrade, but had so far only managed to stem the physical manifestations of the Highlander’s condition.


Now the mortal and his Immortal ward were in the barbers, recovering a hairstyle from the mess of grief Richie had witnessed.  The young man, the demon in control, was hovering outside, never far away, vigilant for any opportunity to raise the vengeful shade of Richard Ryan once more.  Yet, this time he carried a blade as part of the Evil’s undisclosed plan.


Over the days, Richie had learned that questioning did no good and usually brought more pain, but the new development of the weapon caused him concern enough to break silence.


{Why did you bring the sword?} the captive individual asked anxiously.


{Vengeance is nearly upon us, Boy,} the Evil returned cheerfully.


{On a busy street, in broad daylight?!} Richie tried to stall his enemy.


Yet his motives were as obvious to the creature as they were to himself, and it laughed, explaining condescendingly, {We’re only giving The Highlander the message.  The End Game comes later.}


That was a little relief to Ryan, but it evaporated as the door to the salon opened.  The young body was sunk into the shadows of an alleyway as both psyches watched those who emerged from within the premises.  The Scot’s dark locks were now cut and brushed, but it was a presentable sham of normality next to the vacant-eyed stare of the lost.  He obeyed meekly as Joe led them across the road and stood statuesque by the curb as Dawson hailed them a taxi.


Now was the time - the apparition stepped out of the hiding place; as if he’d been expecting him, Duncan turned and looked up at the ghost.  This was not the Immortal call, they were too far apart, it was something more intimate, between a man and his nemesis.  The world dropped away again and Richie couldn’t help himself as he screamed silently against the unnatural bondage.  Yet, externally, the spectre deliberately reached inside his jacket and pulled out the blade nestled there.  Duncan seemed beyond physical reaction as he watched the demonstration, and the confirmation of a horrible suspicion only showed in his stare.  The message had been delivered, cold, silent, and so the phantom stepped back into another world.


He was being jeered at, but still Richie screamed at his possessor.  The physical body walked leisurely away from the scene, but the resignation Ryan had seen in his friend’s eyes could not so easily be left behind.  The horror was inescapable and drove him to selfless rage.  It didn’t matter that the consequences of this outburst would be unpleasant as the Entity would make him suffer later, it was his only means of protest.  He knew hatred.


�


The light danced off the well-crafted sheen on the new blade, as the Evil twirled it in Richie’s palm.  The knife was elegant, a long crisp blade hilted by a jet black grip.  Not very practical, too long really for a concealed weapon and too lethal for a letter-opener; with the demon in control of his body and nothing better to do, Ryan mused over its purpose.  Why had he gone into the store and bought this showy toy? His permanent travelling companion had revealed nothing but amusement as it had walked their body back to the expensive hotel suite. ‘Their body’, it felt strange thinking like that, but it was more or less true and was a better concept for the trapped young man than the idea of total domination for the rest of whatever life he had left.


So now he’d been sitting, staring at the reflective metal for ten minutes as another used his senses to experience the weapon. He could feel the point pushing into the skin of his left index finger, not quit breaking the skin, only enough to keep the blade steady as it was rotated in the golden sunlight.  He squinted as the rays sliced across his retinas, prickling painfully.  The entity laughed like a child at the reaction it appeared to have allowed, but was more interested in experiencing the weight of the dagger in his hand.


{What’s so damn funny?} Richie questioned tersely, his emotions piqued by the way his body still giggled in delight at the new toy.


“This invention is exquisite,” he talked to himself in the silence of the room. “Humans have such imagination when it comes to harming themselves, and this is so lethally simple.”


Ryan refused to focus his next thought - he really didn’t want to hold a conversation with the Thing; he always came off feeling worse and it sometimes revealed more of itself than he could handle.  He regretted the silent outburst as now he’d drawn attention to himself, the demon was not going to let him lie. It paused to examine his psyche - Richie had always thought sickness was a physical thing, but he felt it despite having no control over his tangible state.  The young man had chosen to save what was left of his fight for a time when it would be useful, so he took the violation passively.  The trapped mind recognised something near disappointment in his adversary and he couldn’t hide the confusion it caused him.


{No shouting match today, mentally speaking of course?} the creature taunted. {You know, at first it was annoying, but since I’ve become accustomed to you, I’ve been finding it quite fun.}


{Just leave me alone,} the young man tried without much hope of success.


His face broke into a wicked grin as the primary force worked its host.


{So lame, Richie,} the bait was dangled in front of him, but the tired man would not bite; the demon’s response was both on a physical and mental level as it told its prisoner, {Let’s see it I can’t reach you this way.}


Ryan sat forward, made to by the puppet-master, his left hand placed flat on the beautifully polished wooden table.  His fingers splayed open without his consent and his right hand took the knife in a firmer fist, directing the point down at the fine oak.


{This is a very self-destructive game,} the being observed as it lifted the dagger above his hand, {but I think I’ll enjoy it.}


The blade descended rapidly to break the veneer just to the right of Richie’s thumb.  The Evil sniggered, Ryan tried to stifle his consternation.


“Let’s play,” the dominator breathed with excitement.


The young man shrunk away from the feel of his own body as the point bounced between his fingers.  He’d always been a little reckless, but as he was shown the almost careless stabbing action, he reached the extent of that trait in his character.  The first pass across his hand and back was fairly safe, the blade touching down at the widest spread of his fingers. Yet, as the being paused a moment to let him take in the rush of adrenaline that the game inspired in his body, the young man knew it could only get worse.


{No!} he remonstrated as he felt the prickle of familiar amusement from the sadistic controller.


{Too hot for your blood, Tiger?} the sneer cut back.


The blade slid between his first and second fingers on it’s second pass.  The young man huffed as the razor’s edge sliced into his flesh and the pain of the gash reached his brain.  It was a funny feeling to be allowed the expression, but his host seemed to allow it in the same way as it had done the reaction to sharp sunlight.


“St-”


{-op,} the prisoner began to word his complaint, but it finished within as the demon chose to take over once more.


His body had paused, tensing as the Immortal reacted, but the machine-crafted point began its caper once more as the wound sparked and healed to nothing.  Faster, it jigged between his vulnerable flesh, blinding him as the light glanced off, faltering if the rays stung his eyes, sometimes giving him a moment to gasp when the knife pierced his skin and made the second of discomfort last that bit longer.  Times of mock freedom, a snatched clench of muscles merely in spasm against the pain, angry and hurting, Richie began to fight back.  He centred all his being on stopping the ghastly play much to the delight of his taunter.


{No!} Ryan protested once more even as his hands kept up the pointless and increasingly haphazard knife sport.


{Ah ah,} his master chided derisively, {the more you distract me the more likely I am to make a mistake.}


It was no slip which then caused the blade to take a large chunk out of the inside of Richie’s thumb.  The being laughed even as it left the puppet under his own control to yelp and pull the dagger away.  Still, moments later as the sting died with the blue flash which marked healing, the tormentor began once more.  His body laughed as the blade slammed down onto the ruined veneers on the far side of his hand, then Richie screamed as with a last moment of control, the Evil slashed the cutting edge across the back of the exposed hand.  It was a cruel release, and the young man’s cry turned to a groan.  He shuddered away the tearing hurt, breathing hard as his flesh complained mercilessly, sickened as much by the scornful laughter that sat at the back of his mind, growing stronger with each second that the pain ebbed away.  His possessor was slower to return this time, biding a while, holding back from the discomfort, merely observing the very human experience.


Ryan was angry, both at the way he’d been unnecessarily used and the creeping strands of control which he could do nothing to stop from slithering back into his senses.  As his body left his reach once more, grinning coldly and sitting back in the deep desk chair, the enraged prisoner took his chances and let rip.


{Pain not your scene?} Richie concluded hotly, his attention now well and truly gained.


{That’s all yours,} the demon returned glibly, holding its host’s hand up in front of his face for inspection of the rapidly disappearing cut. {Emotional torment, now I enjoy that, but the physical side of things I leave to you corporeals.}


The young man couldn’t stop the deduction forming in his brain - his controller laughed as it read the thought and condescended, {A new way to fight me, Boy? Only problem is, I control the pain, you merely experience it.  I can command your body twenty four hours a day if I so choose.  You amuse me, Richie, you really do, you’re bright, hot-tempered and you have such interesting ideas.  That’s the reason that at the moment, I give you some time of your own. Vex me with these silly notions though, and I’ll take 100% control of you before you’ve even had time for a breath towards anything.}


The demon put down the dagger, stood up and walked over to the bed.  With Its point made, it released its victim.  Richie heeded the well-aimed threat and merely sunk down onto the mattress, pushing away the thoughts of resistance for the time being. Still, he filed the information away as he closed his eyes and called on slumber.


�


The wind ripped across the barge chilling his bones, but Joe Dawson just pulled his coat around his body, because there was no way he was going back inside.  The atmosphere below was far colder than even the North wind.  He’d left MacLeod sitting on the couch, driven away by the chill silence, unable to cope with it any longer.  The man he had come to know and respect, no longer seemed to exist.  His friend did not speak even in response to direct questions.  If he’d remained further, the man had feared that his frustration would have led to a damaging explosion of his emotions.  He’d needed space, so he had fled.  Yet he would never again desert the Highlander completely.


It had felt like he was waiting alone below, and so now he really did wait alone above.  He was anticipating Methos’ imminent return.  Since the destruction of the chapel, the old Immortal had been following any and all leads to what he perceived as the undercurrents of their present situation.  He was like a dog with a bone, hard, defensive and, in his own way, desperate to resolve the quandary.  Joe had rarely felt more alone among people he considered friends.  One dead, one withdrawn beyond all reach, and the other hidden behind a wall of action.  Joe would have done anything to have even one of them back.  Yet they all remained out of reach, Richie lost forever, Duncan trapped in grief indefinitely, and Methos isolated inside his temporary hive of activity.


After a Watcher source had turned up a police report on a headless body dragged from the Seine, Methos had rushed off on one of his many errands of the past few days, leaving Joe to try and check out the corpse through Watcher channels.  Despite being a player in the Ancient Immortal’s present game, he felt no closer to the old man as he waited to pool information.  He had little idea of the conclusions Methos was drawing from his current investigations - their conversations had been little more than one-way debriefings.  This time, he resolved to find out exactly what the industrious man had learned.


Dawson didn’t have long to wait to realise his goal, as, shortly, he spotted his comrade charging down the wharf.  The drive in the young-faced Immortal was much more obvious than usual, and the transparent edge to Methos did not make Joe feel any better.  In the past he had wished to see what made this individual tick, but now, it was just another burden.  The extra anxiety galvanised the Watcher’s need for answers and he dispensed with a greeting, moving straight into a question.  As Methos strode up the gang-plank, Joe asked directly, “So, was it Richie’s body?”


The immediacy of the inquiry halted Methos on the deck, and he stared blankly at his comrade for a moment, hands in pockets.


“No,” he finally answered, apparently accepting the conclusions of his motives Joe had inferred, “have you come up with any names?”


“There have been no Immortal battles recorded in or around Paris in the last month,” Joe informed him.


“Well, this was definitely an Immortal MO,” came the unusually free exchange of information. “The coroner’s report said he’d been killed by a single slice of a very sharp blade. So, unless we have two Immortals, both unknown to Watchers, in Paris at the same time who just happen to have met and fought, which is very unlikely, then the only other conclusion is that that’s the body MacLeod beheaded.”


The Watcher blinked as deductions fired rapidly in his brain.  Yet, the only statement to escape his mouth was a lame, “Duncan killed Richie.”


Methos stood for a moment, obviously considering how to phrase his next sentence.  Joe waited, his emotions hanging on his companion’s imminent words.


“What if that wasn’t Richie?” the syllables were crisp, but hushed.


Dawson couldn’t quite comprehend what he was hearing and doubt protected him from dangerous hope.


“But we both saw the body,” he protested, “and if it wasn’t Richie, then where the hell is he?”


“I don’t know,” Methos admitted, but it seemed to Joe that there were some horrendous ideas sitting at the back of his friend’s eyes.


The man rebelled against the conclusions he saw there and stated hotly, “I can’t deal with you going off the deep end as well!” 


The unwavering nature of Methos’s stare told Joe that he probably didn’t want to hear what was coming.  Yet, the mortal had faced too much frustration to back out now, whatever the consequences.


“I’m not crazy,” Pierson disclosed and the other man braced himself for revelation, “but I think the demon may be real.”


Joe surprised himself by not rejecting the idea out of hand, he merely sagged a little and continued to listen.


“Duncan was seeing dead people,” Methos rationalised, “but he was fighting what he was seeing,  Even Richie saw something - he saw you and Horton together when you were here with us.  I would have said it was all a very Earthly trick until the body disappeared.  Then I began to wonder why.  What purpose could stealing the body serve?  I’ve been researching ever since.  There’s enough evidence to suggest that this thing is a real force, even the Watcher Chronicles mention it.  Every thousand years I’ve dismissed what I’ve heard as superstition, but now some of it is making sense.


“What if Duncan beheaded an Immortal who was surrounded  by an illusion of Richie?”


Joe’s expression still showed doubt.


“Look, I know it’s a long shot,” Methos pressed intensely, “but you know me, Joe.  I don’t make conclusions like this easily.  Think about it.  MacLeod would keep on fighting forever unless his faith was destroyed.  What would be one of the most definite ways of doing that?” the Immortal posed the question.


It hung in the air between them for a moment, Methos waiting, Joe pondering.  Still not convinced, Dawson concluded, “But then it was Richie.”


“No, Joe,” Methos replied pointedly, “even now there’s a possibility MacLeod would fight back, it’s our nature.  But who, without a doubt, without need for illusion, would be the one person he would never lift a sword to again?”


A creeping horror seeped into Joe as he came to the same conclusions as his companion.
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It wasn’t pleasant to wake up and find your body already on the move.  The physical side of things had taken Richie to a sitting position by the time his conscious thought had caught up with what the demon was commanding.  The Evil couldn’t do much with him asleep, but it didn’t take much to wake him.


{Time to kill MacLeod,} came the cheerful announcement.


{I won’t do it!} Richie objected vehemently.


As usual, his reaction inspired only gleeful amusement.  The demon was in high spirits and flooded Ryan with horrible anticipation as it returned, {Glad to have some fight back.  I do so enjoy our tete-a-tetes.  Ineffectual of course, but so entertaining.}


Totally without his consent, Richie progressed immediately to the bathroom.  Yet the put down had little influence on the young man’s psyche as his desperation mounted, but then again, his controller wasn’t expecting him to give up that easily.  His familiar laugh rang in the hollow-sounding room as he hurled back his only weapon, a fountain of silent words.  The stream of discontent was fairly incoherent, merely an expression of the tumult in his emotions.  The mundane tasks about which his body was going seemed an insult compared with the magnitude of for what he was being prepared.  As he was undressed and walked into the shower by his master, his diatribe finally gained coherence in the angry and frightened objection, {Why can’t you just get it over with?!}


The admission of imminent defeat merely encouraged a gloat from the demon and it chided lightly, {Oh don’t stop now, Boy, your adjectives were becoming so colourful.}


{Damn you!} Richie hissed.


{Too late,} the entity commented and had him pick up the soap.


The shower was hot and wet; Richie tried not to think about anything, but when his waist was wrapped in a towel and he was staring at himself, but not his expression, in the bathroom mirror, the emptiness deserted him.


{What’s the point in this?} he asked plaintively as he involuntarily opened the shaving foam.


It was a question about the whole, but the Entity chose to address the lowest level in it’s glib mood.


{Come now, we can’t have a vengeful ghost turning up unpresentable, can we?} it chirped.


The superficial attitude of his controller flared a new rage in the  young Immortal.  As his body picked up the razor, the Evil continued to goad Richie with, {We want you looking as boyish as possible.  Those angelic baby blues are going to be the undoing of Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod.}


The taunts hit their mark with an intensity which was the demon’s first mistake.  It underestimated the pot of emotion within the trapped psyche, and the eruption distracted it just enough for the razor to slip.  The blade dug into flesh and with the pain came an instant of release.  At another time, Richie’s reactions would not have been fast enough, but spurred on by desperation, he took the chance.  It was more instinct than thought which sped his fist straight into the mirror.  The silvered surface shattered and shards fell into the sink, staining the water where Ryan’s blood washed off them.  White hot agony lanced up the young man’s arm from smashed bones and sliced flesh of his fingers.  This held the entity in retreat, and without pausing, he grabbed a splinter of glass and wrapped his hand firmly around it.  Yet, this freedom would not last forever, even as he reeled with the pain, Richie felt his controller inching its way back.  He cursed Immortal healing as he staggered out of the bathroom desperately looking for some permanent weapon.  His eyes fell on the window.  His limbs already leaden as the internal battle ensued, Richard Ryan too his only action - he dived for the window.


The smashing of glass was the only sound of a body falling as the mental fight robbed Richie of a scream.  He felt his freedom evaporate, but it was too late, he was descending, he would die.  The creature was beaten, it could not face death.  The Evil was banished.  Richie’s last experience before oblivion was total autocracy.


 


�
Part 2


There was a great need in Richie, and it meant that the shift from darkness to reality was very fast. He was free from the Evil, and he knew it instantly, but there was a warning in his awakening brain as well. He opened his eyes, seeing very little clearly, but movement caught his attention. Instinct kicked in with full force as a pinkish blob resolved itself into a hand reaching towards him. Nothing could have stopped him as he desperately rolled away from the touch. That was how it had happened the first time, an innocent moment of contact which had cost him his soul. He was not going to let it happen again.


The young Immortal came to his feet, unheeding of the fact that he was completely naked, with only escape in his mind. The woman who had been reaching towards him was smiling, but then it wasn’t really much of a woman anymore. Ryan was appalled as he barely recognised the features of the efficient, blond pathologist he had last met after Professor Landry’s murder.  A passing acquaintance suddenly meant so much more as the young man took in the changed individual.  The glasses, the white coat, the blond hair pulled harshly away from a once inoffensive face, all the aspects the Immortal remembered were there, but now a new quality hung about them.  Chilled, Richie wondered if there had been the same touch to his body when the influence had held him.  He felt an empathy for the invisible woman beneath the new haze, the subtle hint that this was the new host for the Evil.  Yet, as he took in the new creature, the young man knew that what was in his senses was not how others saw this being.   The connection between then was still there in the instinct which told him the truth: he could feel the presence of his adversary emanating from the white-coated doctor.  However much he felt for the new puppet, Richard Ryan was driven by a knowledge that he did not want that link to solidify once more.


The vague ghost which hung in the once not-unattractive visage filled him with a desperation that he would never have been able to comprehend before. This was not like looking at his death in another Immortal’s eyes, he’d been in that position before, this was worse, it was more horrible than he could ever explain. The thing did not speak to him, it did not need to, it just walked around the edge of the table towards it’s quarry. Richie needed no other incentive. The Immortal reached desperately for the first thing that came to hand: a trolley full of surgical instruments, and pushed it towards his adversary with every ounce of strength he possessed. There was the crashing of metal as the projectile found it’s target and spread it’s load all over the floor. The doctor was pushed sideways, and her progress was slowed, but it did not stop her.


There was a momentary look of agony on the face of the tortured woman, an expression Richie was sure had been on his own face several times. Just for a second the pain of the collision had given her a glimpse of freedom, and her torment was shown to the world.  Then, if his own fear had not been so strong, the young man would have reached to help the hopeless woman.  Yet, terror drowned any guilt Ryan felt about being unable to help the latest victim.


The door was on the other side of the room, Richie knew he was cornered, but this time he was not going out without a fight. He backed away, gazing around for anything he could use, and still the Evil stalked him. It was enjoying the chase, and it really didn’t care what happened to the body it was now inhabiting. The momentary loss of control had not bothered it in the slightest, and it was focused on it’s target.


The Immortal’s mind raced, throwing desperate ideas at him, urging him on, trying to keep down the panic. The pounding in his chest was so great that it felt like his heart would explode. Anything that came to hand was hurled at the enemy, this was a battle with only one rule that circled in his thoughts: “Don’t let it touch you.” . At that moment, Richie would have done anything to prevent it reaching him. He opened freezer doors and flung the sliding draws in front of his adversary, heedless of their contents. This was no time to be squeamish.


Metal clashed against metal as objects flew and bounced off examination tables. Glass smashed as Richie used beakers to delay the approach of his enemy. Splinters dug into his bare feet as shards went everywhere, but the pain barely registered, let alone stopped him. He had to get away, that was the only thing that mattered at all, but he was fighting a loosing battle. He was running out of room, soon there would be nothing but the back corner to move into. There had to be a way out, any way, no matter how unpleasant, nothing was as bad as the Evil reaching him.


As he moved passed the final table his hand fell blindly onto the instrument trolley next to it. A stabbing sensation in his limb took his attention and his eyes fell on a now bloody scalpel. It was his only chance and his fingers curled round it quickly.


“If I have to, I’ll die again,” he said suddenly, waving the blade in front of himself, and actually halted the creature.


It looked at him a moment and at the blade, then it smiled again.


“It will just delay the inevitable,” it said slowly, “you’re mine forever.”


“Never again,” the Immortal spat back with total conviction, and he was more than ready to turn the scalpel on himself. 


The look in his eyes was that of a feral creature fighting for survival. He was consumed by his need, and he was capable of just about anything. Yet his salvation came from another direction. All the noise had not gone unnoticed, and the door at the other end opened to reveal a burly morgue assistant. He did not look happy as he surveyed the mess, and his entrance caused the Evil to look round. That was all the time Richie needed, and he drove his body passed the creature as fast as his muscles would allow. It made a faltering grab for him, but he was far too fast in his desperation. The young Immortal just charged up the room towards the door, grabbing a sheet from one of the tables as he went. It looked as if the attendant would try to stop him, but nothing short of a mountain could have prevented his exit.


“Get out of my way!” he literally screamed just before he reached the door, and the glint of light on metal convinced the man that it would be a good idea.


The naked Immortal disappeared into the hallway and at no point did he stop running. He never even looked behind him to check if the Evil was following, he was just fleeing.


�


After the recent week, the protruding slats of the gang plank’s vaguely painful feel under his bare feet was more a relief to Richard Ryan than anything else.  They were something familiar in a world that had turned upside down into nightmares; the young man dashed towards his haven from the horrors he’d rather never have contemplated.


The traumatised creature would have been a sight for any observer, covered only in a once-white sheet, his eyes wild and his whole demeanour desperate.  It had been a long, hard, haphazard journey across town from the morgue.  At first he’d merely been running and hiding, terrified that the new host had been pursuing him.  When he’d paused long enough to realise that he’d lost his enemy some distance back, he’d been displaced in the back streets of Paris.  Not many passers-by wanted to even look at, let alone talk to a bedraggled madman and Ryan had only himself to navigate.  Most had walked rapidly away from his dishevelled form, some, bolder and in groups had laughed and taunted what they thought was just another crazy who’d slipped through the net.  Yet, they too had retreated at speed on seeing the scalpel still clutched tightly in his fist.


Dazed and finding freedom a strange place after such close control, Ryan had just walked for a while - aimlessly, lost in himself as well as the city.  Then his thoughts had turned to MacLeod, the wreck he had unwillingly taunted.  The young man recalled with dread the way which the elder Immortal had once again attacked what had been his form - the consequences had been fatal.  That worried the young man.  How would MacLeod receive him?  Yet, there was a far worse concept in the tortured brain, that of falling victim to the Evil once more.  The Highlander was the lesser of the younger Eternal’s concerns, and he had called on what was left of his trust in his comrade.


{Reach Mac,} became the one goal in the desperate psyche.


And so, Richie struggled onto the deck of the barge, cold, jumping at every shadow, exhausted, and full of a relief which threatened to drain the rest of his energy.  He paused there, grabbing a support as, with the touchdown, his body let him know just how much had been demanded of it.  Desperation ebbed away, being replaced with the most overwhelming force, exhaustion.  The young Immortal decided it was time to head inside, or he’d collapse on deck.


However, one step forward was rapidly followed by three strides backwards.  Horror and despair drew out the very last of Richie’s energy as he slammed into the low roof of the barge behind him.  His eyes were wild as he stared at the figure which rounded the cabin and he realised that his own emotional state had clouded the survival instinct which had helped him last time; the Evil grinned triumphantly at him through the ensnared host.


“You didn’t think I’d given up?” the Thing mused as Richie held the crumpled stance.


The young man was fighting his own self-defeat - he’d been so close to safety, and he’d allowed himself to hope.  As that emotion shattered, so did his defences.


“There’s nobody home,” came the shrugged, unhurried admission as the demon recognised it’s advantage.


“Mac!” Richie still called, his tone broken by misery.


His adversary laughed at the futile effort.  It knew him well enough after such a possession, and read the self-imposed inability to fight.  The new host moved forward, reaching out to take control of its quarry.  However, it had underestimated the survival streak which had been borne out of the punk’s years on the street.  Whatever his brain was battling, Richie’s instinct worked overtime faced with the repugnance he felt in his being.  The young man slid out from under the outstretched fingers as they brushed the sheet around him.  Like a threatened dog, he bristled and, just out of range, showed his teeth.  The scalpel wasn’t much, but the Evil was once more forced to be aware of the mortal nature of its present host.  It hung back, hovering and grimacing nastily.


“Give it up, Boy,” the demon warned, “I will win - if you fight me now, you will pay.”


“Oh and how?” Ryan spat back. “You can’t do much more than you’ve already done!”


His enemy laughed and murmured a low threat, “I thought you had a better imagination than that, Child.”


The Immortal went cold at the far from idle warning.  He hadn’t the energy to run again, and he was beginning to wonder at the futility of flight - his enemy was too powerful.  He needed time, time to recover, time he didn’t have.  His grip tightened on the sharp blade in his fingers and he waved it at his adversary once more, but this time there was no real strength behind the gesture.


“I’ve warned you once,” the other hissed, patience waning quickly. “You have no way out of this.”


That was true, in his dive away from the creature’s reach, the young man had moved to the river side of the barge, and his exit was now cut off.  The man was really beyond conscious thought, his wits scattered by exhaustion and the dreadful prospect of returning to supernatural slavery.  A previous, half-baked idea led him as he chose the only way out he had left.  The hold he had on the scalpel remained firm, but he altered the direction of the blade.  The young man made one small gasp as he plunged the razor’s edge into his body.  The knife slid between his ribs and penetrated his heart.


The pain numbed surprisingly quickly and the Immortal wondered if he’d missed.  He glanced down at his chest and saw the protruding weapon, and then he stared across at the darkening face of the pathologist.  Strength drained from his limbs and it was into the enraged adversary’s arms that his failing body collapsed, but then nothing mattered anymore.


It cursed the troublesome youth as the body fell on its host and forced the mortal to slam into the cabin door.  The Evil almost dropped the, for now, useless corpse as the impact sent it into retreat for a second.  Instead, however, the man sank gracelessly down onto the deck, Richie’s head and shoulders resting awkwardly in her lap.  With some effort, the host heaved the limp form onto his back and stared at the protruding scalpel.  The body’s original owner shrunk away from the ideas that the demon displayed to her as its rage and frustration worked on the ways in which Ryan would pay for this second inconvenience - trying to escape was one thing, it admired the Boy’s ingenuity in a way, but twice was not quite so amusing.  There was only one way to do this, pull out the knife and wait for the first signs of revival - the Boy would not escape this time, it would be ready.  The creature reached out its host’s hand for the handle of the knife.  However, as its fingers touched the metal, voices drifted over to it.


“Come on MacLeod,” Methos tried to snap his companion out of the silence.


Duncan was having none of it - he ignored both Joe and his fellow Immortal as they steered him back to the barge.  As so often in recent days, his thoughts were on Richie and the terrible mistake.  His emotions were kind of blurred and indistinct now, it was safer that way - a haze of the indefinable rather than the awful clarity which could possess him.  The smiling face hung in his mind’s eye for a few moments, then it was replaced by the statuesque, unforgiving stare of the ghost.  Absently he wondered when Richie, or whatever sought vengeance for the death, would come for him - somehow he hoped it would be sooner rather than later.


It slowly dawned on the Highlander that they were all stood at the bottom of his gang-plank and that both his companions were staring at him and waiting for some kind of response - to what was a mystery.  Their faces were serious and concerned, but he glared at their sympathy, he didn’t deserve it.


“Go home,” he muttered moodily and strode past them onto the boat.


His pair of shadows followed hot on his heels.  MacLeod was not in the mood for their company; he was about to turn and shoo the do-gooders away when something caught his eye.  The Immortal’s heart jumped a beat as he saw the figure sprawled on his deck.  He’d seen the red stain on white cloth first, the contrast drawing his eye, but his attention quickly focused on the grey face.  The young features were calm in death, far from the accusing stare of the last encounter.  Hope rose in the Highlander and it drowned all else.  His pace quickened and without hesitation, the man strode across to the corpse.  He knelt down and his hand went rapidly to the instrument of death still protruding from Richie’s chest.


However, Methos was nearly as fast as his friend, and suddenly there was an urgent grip over Duncan’s, stopping the withdrawal.


“No,” the elder objected sharply, “not yet.”


“It’s Richie,” the Scot breathed incredulously in way of explanation, sure his comrade must not have recognised the body.


“I know,” the other answered, and Duncan’s face darkened as Methos’ distrust of that fact was made evident; the man continued quickly, “Look, Duncan, things haven’t been all that they seem recently.  We don’t know what this could be.”


“Richie!” the Clansman protested, his hand still clenched around the scalpel handle and his emotions ruling his head.


“You killed him,” Pierson hissed acidly.


The shock tactic worked and Duncan let go of the knife as the pain of that moment came back to him.  He stared down at the corpse and remembered a head severed from a body.  Of course, there was no sign of that now.


“Look, Duncan, I hope this *is* Richie,” Methos took him by the shoulders, his demeanour more gentle now he’d stopped the impulsive action, “but we can’t know that.  This could be a trap set by the demon.”


At that admission, Duncan showed his surprise.  He hadn’t spoken to his comrades much in the last few days, and the idea that the old man believed him now seemed alien.  Methos merely continued, “Yes, I think it’s real.”


“Still, we have to risk it,” MacLeod was sure of that.


“I agree,” Joe had been forgotten in the sudden discourse, but his voice was full of the same hope as the Highlander when he came up behind the pair of Immortals.


Methos glanced at both men, his features showing his concern, but his look turned to resignation at the purpose in each face.


“Alright,” he agreed, “but not here, not on deck.  Lets get the body below.”
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There was almost a reverence in the way Duncan MacLeod gently laid the body of his surrogate son down onto the couch, almost as if the young man were no more than a sleeping child.  Methos’ concerns were momentarily muted as he watched the tenderness with which the Highlander arranged the dead limbs into a comfortable lying position, placing the blond head onto a cushion.  He even adjusted the filthy covering as if it were the softest blanket.  Then the old man stared at the pallid features, wondering what lay behind them.  Was this yet another facade?  Could he trust his own instincts, which had been the same as MacLeod’s?  No matter what his head told him, the ancient Immortal didn’t want the answer to be no.  He’d already been surprised by what he felt for this young man, and he could no longer say it was merely for MacLeod’s sake.  As he observed, the deathly repose of the corpse affected him greatly, just as it touched his companions.


Joe hung back and Methos sensed his quiet disbelief.  Despite their recent conversations, this had been an unexpected turn of events.  Like all of them, the Watcher had experienced too much in the last few days to trust anything.  He was as fixated by the cadaver as Duncan, and both men came to stillness as the Scot knelt in front of the burden he had lain down.


As the world paused, Methos caught up with his own mind. It was obvious neither of his companions were going to act - it was up to him.  He gave the dark man a moment’s contemplation close to the body, and then prudence told him to separate the Highlander from what seemed to be his protégé.  Gentle now, aware of the fragile nature of his friend’s psyche, the old man walked forward and laid a hand on Duncan’s shoulder.


“Move back, MacLeod, we have to discuss this,” he told his comrade.


The cruel jolt, that Methos had given him on deck, hung in Duncan’s eyes, and the ancient regretted it then.  Yet, it had been necessary and it seemed to be serving its purpose.  With resignation, the Scot silently obeyed.  Joe offered the dark man a sympathetic look as he stood and walked away from the possible threat.  Methos deliberately put himself into the space that his companion left.  One thing of which he was sure, in this, everyone except Duncan MacLeod was expendable, even if it meant that he became the first line of defence.  His presence safely between the Highlander and any danger, the old man addressed the situation once more.  He paused a moment to consider their position, and then reached into his coat.  Withdrawing the blade held there, he presented it to MacLeod.  Although his comrade reached automatically for the hilt, the man stared down at it dumbly for a moment as it lay limp in his palm.  Then Methos received the questioning glance he was expecting.


“If things turn out badly, you’re the only one who can stop it, MacLeod,” the old man disclosed evenly, finding himself surprisingly calm with the idea.


Yet, he once again faced a hostile reaction to his admission of possibility.  Both his colleagues did not seem willing to admit the chance of the worst and their frowns echoed this.  It was then that Methos realised he was as tense as his fellows, because he snapped at their silent backlash, “Look, I want this to be him as much as you do.  In fact, I think it is him, but we don’t know what could be in there with him.  Ask yourself this question, MacLeod - how did he get here?”


“By the look of his feet, he walked,” Joe answered bluntly.


Methos glared at the avoidance of the issue and countered, “You know what I mean!  Where’s he been all this time?  Why’s he here now?”


At this point, the old man wasn’t going to admit to either friend that this was not a course of action he had anticipated from their enemy.   He was the only Devil’s Advocate in the room and couldn’t shirk the task now.  He pressed on despite his own feelings, “I’m going to remove the knife, be ready for anything.  If you have to use the sword, MacLeod, do it, on me or him.”


His gaze was stern and bored into the Highlander’s soul.  The point was made, and reluctantly, the dark man nodded.  With the knowledge that Duncan would do what was necessary, Methos turned to face whatever fate destiny held.


The ancient steeled himself against the innocence in the passive young face - he had to be prepared for anything.  Carefully, his senses taking in the whole aspect of his task, ready for any change, Methos bent over the body.  His fingers were almost shaking as he reached for the protruding knife. The metal was cold in his tight grip and cooled the sweat on his palm.  Breath tight in his throat, he pulled.  The blade moved through flesh with a slither that turned Methos’ stomach.  As the scalpel came away he chided himself over the squeamishness, it wasn’t as if he hadn’t done this before.  Yet, circumstances seemed to be overtaking him, and the old man hovered dangerously close to the body, drawn in by compulsions he could not fight.  He was unaware of how much time passed as they remained caught in the tableau, consciousness moving only as fast as events.  Yet, even when time did begin again, the old man’s reactions were barely fast enough to respond to the instantaneous revival.  Methos wasn’t sure what he had expected, but it was no ordinary Immortal resurrection which he witnessed at close quarters. As usual, a sharp intake of breath was followed almost immediately by the snapping open of eyelids.  It wasn’t confusion that showed in those eyes, however, but sheer terror.  The befuddlement usually in a re-awakening body seemed to have transferred to the old man as only instinct threw him out of the way of the driven form which catapulted himself off the sofa.  Yet, Richie wasn’t that co-ordinated, and his flight came to a rapid halt.  His legs slammed into the coffee table, and with a cry he collapsed into a protective ball.


Stunned, Methos slowly righted himself and approached the cowering figure.  The man was still cautious, shocked by the extreme nature of the youth’s revival.  However, the young man’s demeanour would have reached the hardest heart.


“Richie?” he murmured quietly, lowering himself to the shivering form’s height.


Ryan lifted his head from his arms, his blue eyes clouded as he gazed at the carefully passive approacher.  The instantaneous fear was still present, but held in check by a desperate hope.  The old man moved smoothly, aware of the sensitive balance within the wild-faced youth.  He was aware of being examined as the deep gaze was fixed on him in a manner spurred by the obvious emotions.  The ancient was sure now, he was looking at Richard Ryan, damaged, frightened, abused, but a human being none-the-less.  The knowledge removed any apprehension that was left in the old Immortal and it seemed Richie picked up on this.  Methos didn’t think he’d ever seen so much relief in another face.


Suddenly there was a grip on his wrist, harsh in it need.


“Methos,” Ryan breathed and then whatever self-control he had left broke down.


Methos wasn’t sure if the youth was laughing or crying, he sounded hysterical, but the action shook his whole body as first one hand, then another gripped onto a friend.  Methos accepted the onslaught with more calm that  he felt as he considered what experience had driven his comrade into such a condition.
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The Richard Ryan that had awoken on the barge had been barely recognisable to Joe, but half an hour later, the young man sitting wrapped in one of the Highlander’s robes at least partly resembled the person the Watcher remembered.  His gaze was haunted, nervous, and it had taken this long to coax more than one word at a time from him.  And if Richie’s condition worried the silver-haired man, then Duncan’s was another matter entirely.  The Scot no longer seemed catatonic, that, at least, was a relief, but now he appeared unsure of what to do next.  Methos had handed out liberal amounts of his host’s whiskey, but where the ancient man had downed his and Joe himself had taken a large swallow, Richie and Duncan seemed much more interested in each other than the beverage each held.  The alcohol remained untouched as the two men sat opposite one another, their gazes flicking between the floor and each other, never quite meeting.


Dawson had left Methos to take charge, falling into his habitual mode as observer.  Yet now emotions were settling, he discovered a need for answers.  His concern for both anxious men came through as he addressed Richie directly for the first time.


“Where have you been?” he asked with more bluntness than he intended.


This catalyst seemed to finally fix the two Immortal’s stares on each other.  His tone broken by regret that was also echoed in his features, the younger man answered, “Mac knows.”


“I didn’t think you were real,” Duncan told his young friend as if there was no one else in the room.


“I was supposed to kill you,” Richie continued the conversation in the same manner.


Yet, this was not an appropriate time for a private discourse, and aware of this, Methos chose to interject directly, “What has been going on?  Have you seen Richie before this, MacLeod?”


“I’ve been haunting him,” Ryan returned bitterly, the ancient succeeding in drawing his attention away from Duncan for a moment.


“Why didn’t you tell us?” Joe asked, but then immediately knew the answer, regretting the question as he saw the pain in the Highlander’s face.


Again, Methos chose not to dwell on anything too long, and pressed for details.


“What happened to you, Richie?” he enquired.


“I met a man in a fog,” the young man responded almost distantly, chill in his voice, “and then what people saw wasn’t me anymore.”


The look in his eyes told all three observers that he wasn’t ready to go into greater detail yet.  Still, he continued to talk, returning his gaze to MacLeod as he muttered, “It hates you.  It wants you dead more than anything else in this world. And it enjoys any pain it causes you.  The rest of us are playthings, but you can stop it.”


“How?!” Duncan demanded urgently.


The young man’s expression showed his dismay and frustration as he admitted, “I don’t know.  I don’t know anything about it except what it decided to tell me, and that was more than anyone ever wants to know.”


“Can you tell us anything?” Joe asked as gently as he could, trying to quell his immediate need for details.


“It can’t stand pain or death,” Richie replied and his gaze fell to his hand; the youth paused a moment as he stared at the untouched palm, obviously lost in himself.  Eventually he finished, “That’s how I got away.”


Dawson glanced at Methos, needing some support from his fellow questioner.  He felt like an interrogator, forcing answers out of someone unwilling to divulge them.  The Watcher saw similar feelings echoed in his comrade as they each tried to maintain the balance between the need for information and the sanity of their friends.  It was a delicate operation where a step too far could mean descent into the madness of the last few days.


“Do you know what it’ll do next?” Methos took the next initiative.


“Except torture its new host?” Richie asked acidly, and then returned, “No.”  The young man closed his eyes against his horror as he murmured, “That poor woman.”


Yet, as time had passed, Ryan appeared to be more and more aware of his emotional state and how unhelpful it was.  Shortly, he shook his head and continued with more presence, “I’m sorry, no, I don’t know what it’ll do next, but I can tell you not to make contact with anyone you think could be the host.  It transfers bodies by touch.  That’s why I killed myself on deck, I couldn’t get out of range any other way.”


Joe admired the strength in his friend as he dragged himself back from the edge.  The moment of clarity was followed by another of silent pain, but he seemed better able to cope with it.  More sure of his own emotions, the Watcher moved forward and laid a hand on his comrade’s shoulder.


“Well you ain’t the host no more,” he drawled, and with a bolstering smile breathed honestly, “It’s good to have you back, Richie.”
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Duncan closed the door on Joe and Methos as the two men headed tactfully for anywhere but the barge.  The Scot knew that they’d deliberately left he and his returned prodigal son to talk, but the mountain was becoming steeper even as he considered scaling it.  The bare facts from the last few days had been exchanged and digested, but neither MacLeod, nor Ryan had been forthcoming about their personal views on what had happened.  After the torrent of initial relief, Richie had chosen to focus his concentration on the stark details in order to help keep his emotions in check.  They had been obvious in his open visage, but they remained unspoken.


When the need for information had come to a close, and the nerves of both subdued individuals had begun to show, Methos, in the role he had taken as lead in the conversation, had decided then that it was time for those feelings to be addressed.  Neither Duncan nor Richie had been given a choice as the old man had bundled Joe out of the barge on an unnamed errand.


So it was that as he turned from the portal, the Highlander’s gaze was firmly fixed on his still untouched whiskey.  He was gathering courage to face an accusation he remembered from those deep blue eyes.  Yet, he didn’t have to begin the new conversation.  The first disclosure was plain and even as Richie told him, “This isn’t your fault.”


Duncan’s gaze immediately centred on the young man, who had stood to face the guilt in his comrade.  He still looked a little like a lost soul, clothed only in the robe and the ghost of his trauma showing in his visage, but a strength was beginning to reappear in his manner.  The Scot recognised Richie’s attempt to show him that he was not too delicate to talk plainly.  The dark man chose to meet him halfway.


“But if I hadn’t..” he trailed off, at a loss for words, not quite sure what he was trying to say.


“Hadn’t what?!” his companion demanded hotly, his stress showing.  “*I* walked into that race track, into that trap.  I wasn’t pushed by you, Mac.  Don’t blame yourself, that’s what *It* wants.”


The vehemence and hatred in the strained voice startled Duncan and his reaction remained open.  The young man seemed distressed by his extreme emotion, but he didn’t back away from them.


“What do you think It did all this for?  We can’t let It destroy you!” Richie yelled, a hysteria at the back of his stare.


“Stop it, Richie!” MacLeod countered with equal strength, as he felt the desperation in his friend.  “Stop fighting for a moment.  Relax, talk to me, it’s over.”


“Over?!” the reply was indignant.


“For now,” the Highlander clarified; he slammed his glass down on the table as he strode past it, and grabbed hold of his young protégé, “Over for now, Rich.  Let go.”


The youth’s mouth worked, but no sound came out as the presence of his comrade cut right through the wall he’d been steadily building.   Defeat loomed heavy in his face.  It hurt the insightful Scot to see the loss and agony of remembrance in the other as he ripped away his self-protection, but it was a necessary action.


“You know what that Evil did to me, Richie,” Duncan sighed, “you saw it.  I thought I’d killed you and I hated myself.  I didn’t want to live.  I can’t describe how I felt when I saw you lying there on deck.  God knows I’ve had enough second chances with you, and yet, here is another one.  I’m not passing it up.  Talk to me.”


“I couldn’t stop that thing,” came rushing out of Richie’s lips, the memory of his despair heavy in his tone.


The Highlander released his friend, but sank down in tandem with him as with the young man’s discharge of emotion came a physical failing.  MacLeod perched on the coffee table, holding his friend’s attention.  The guilt in the younger Immortal’s face was almost overwhelming and he breathed, “I’m so sorry, Mac.”


Duncan laughed softly, glad at least that the pain was revealing itself.  He laid a hand on Richie’s trembling arm and asked, “Do you really think I blame you?”


After a moment, Ryan shook his head.  He sighed.


“I felt so helpless,” he murmured, “I could see you, but I couldn’t even make a sound.  It wasn’t like anything I’ve been through before.  I’ve been scared before, trapped, but not even Kristov compared.  Then I was a prisoner, but it was never so..” he struggled for words, and forced out painfully, “..intimate.  It knew everything about me, I couldn’t hold anything back - I couldn’t even control that.  There wasn’t anything it couldn’t touch.  I didn’t know how to fight even the way it made me feel.  It was pure luck that I got away.  Every time I think about it, I freak out.  I’m out of control - I don’t know what I’ll do next.”


“Dammit, Richie,” the Highlander reacted honestly, his grip echoing his conviction as he reassured, “you’ve been to hell and back.  You don’t have to cope alone anymore.  Whatever happens now, we’ll face it together.  Don’t be afraid of what you’re feeling, scream, shout, throw things if that what you need to do.  Let it out.”


The young man had moved beyond words, but MacLeod could see everything he couldn’t say in his gaze and body language.  The Scot became aware, as he stared into those blue eyes, that he was his comrade’s link to sanity.  It was a desperate need, but the wont gave Duncan a strength of necessity.  His own hurt seemed insignificant when he took in the fear in the struggling youth.  He knew without a doubt that if ever he had needed to be the rock, it was now.  The dark man rejected any self-consideration that remained, everything else drowned in compassion for his vulnerable companion.  Richie seemed so young, adrift in his own fervour.  MacLeod offered himself as an anchor.


Both men dealt with the younger’s trauma.  Ryan hovered on a brink into destructive horror.  Escape was not the end of the young man’s ordeal, but the Highlander was determined that it was to be the last moment of it he faced in isolation.  The momentary crisis drained away with what little energy Richie had regained in the short time since reaching safety.  Without the strength to hold his aide’s gaze, instead, the young man slowly leant forward into his embrace.  He made no sound, nor did he reach for the man on whose shoulder he rested his head, but the Scot felt his comfort absorbed none-the-less.  He placed his arms around the still form and laid his chin gently on his charge’s short cut hair.
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As the door to the bathroom closed behind Richie, Duncan picked up the empty glasses.  The crystal had been drained twice since the exchange between friends had begun.  It had been a difficult experience; they had experienced each other through more than just words.  The emotion in the room had been so strong it was almost an entity in itself.  Yet the shared anguish had brought the two men closer than they had been since the dark Quickening.  MacLeod felt more like a father now than he ever had before.  The child in the young man needed him.  Richie was so obviously vulnerable, traumatised to a point when even his bravado couldn’t help him.  Duncan wondered if a similar state had taken his friend after the terrible confrontation of a year ago.  As the dark man recalled the hostility that his betrayal of Ryan’s beliefs had caused, and  how long it had taken them to recover a relationship, he swore it would never happen again.  He would never abandon his tyro again.  


Once practical issues had begun to re-impose themselves on Richie, he had expressed a need to rid himself of the gore of his escape.  The gentle hum of the shower starting up joined the clinking of the glasses; it was such a normal sound, almost like stepping back in time to a period in their lives before the fledgling had found total independence.  MacLeod recalled that Winter when Ryan had first returned after the killing of Mako.  It felt comfortable.  Despite the momentous events taking place outside, inside the walls at this time, the Highlander felt content.


Cleaning up the remnants of the afternoon only took a few minutes, and with the comforting knowledge that his friend was safe, Duncan settled down with a book. The experience was so refreshing it felt as if normality had been away forever, even though it had been only a few days.  MacLeod recognised this settling of his emotions from other periods of trauma in his long life  Yet this crisis had been the closest he had come to total self-destruction.  The Highlander buried any alarm this concept caused him in the most ordinary of pursuits.


The script held only part of the reader’s interest as his focus drifted between the printed page and the sound of the water running.  Richie had been in the shower for sometime, obviously washing away more than dirt.  Duncan caught himself listening intently to the drumming sound his instant reaction guilt at eavesdropping.  He tried to centre his attention on the words in front of him, however he couldn’t hold back the trickle of relief when he finally registered the cessation of the background noise.  The silence was welcoming, peaceful and the Scot finally ceased his auditory surveillance.  The book also fell into his lap as he leant back into the comfortable chair and closed his eyes for a moment.


Comfort died in a split second cry.


The scream that broke the Highlander from his reverie chilled his blood; it was Richie.  Echoes of the young man’s reawakening echoed in the sound, magnified tenfold.  The terror contained in the wail should never have been found in human experience.  It instantly spurred the Clansman to his comrade’s aid, but he made it no further than a few paces.  A voice, calm, cold, self-assured, malicious in it’s tone slithered into his senses.  Duncan turned.


“Peek-a-boo!” the image of Kronos leered his eyes flashing a deep red.


The Scottish warrior reached for his sword, his knowledge of it’s position once again instinctive.  His spirit had been restored and the demon faced a proud, enraged defender.  The traumatised cry still rang in the Highlander’s ears and he raised his blade against its catalyst.  Kronos laughed.  As the cackle filled the room, it was saluted by a crashing.  Richie literally slammed through the bathroom door and thudded into the opposite wall.  Without co-ordination or real conception, the young Immortal slid down the surface just behind where his mentor stood.  MacLeod took an agonising moment to assess his friend’s state of total incoherence.  The youth clasped a large towel around himself, half hiding the utter terror in his face.  It was little protection against something that was happening inside his head.


“Now isn’t this cosy,” their adversary jeered and wandered across the room, seeming casual while maintaining a healthy distance.


The point of Duncan’s blade followed the Evil as he moved.


“Just dropped by to see how you boys were doing,” Kronos continued sickeningly, “I see you’re missing me.”


MacLeod was on the verge of exploding, but his protege beat him to it.  An angry growl escaped Ryan’s lips at the taunting and drew the adversaries’ attentions.  The demon seemed ironically impressed by it’s one-time victim, Duncan contained concern with warrior stoicism.  The young visage held little rationality as the eyes slowly turned towards the nemesis, blazing defiance.  The blond creature was wordless as he deliberately stood, pushed that one step too far.  Fear drowned in pathological rage, a tool in the monumental struggle against panic.  The Scot stared from one being to another suddenly an outsider in this conflict as natural fought supernatural will.  As his friend began to shake the Highlander decided to sever a dangerous link, and stepped between them.


“Get out,” Duncan seethed, centring on his enemy.


Momentary annoyance lanced across the apparition’s features, but was soon replaced by morbid amusement.


“Aw....don’t wanna play?” the Evil purred, and paused, a deceptively impish grin on his face. “Oh well,” it continued almost sounding whimsical, “places to go, people to possess.  Bye bye, Boy, *touch* base with you again sometime.  Ta ta, MacLeod, be seein’ ya!”


And with that the figure moved swiftly and unnaturally to the door by which it had entered.  The casual nature of this malicious intrusion fired Duncan to action, and he pursued what he knew to be mere illusion.  Emerging on deck, there was no sign of the spectre, but another was displayed to the Highlander.  Stood silently, passively on the wharf, safely out of reach, the Scot recognised the woman he knew to be the new host.  The demonstration halted the man in his tracks.  However, rather than spur him on after the Evil, it made him immediately aware that this victim was as yet beyond his reach, but another remained below, within his protection.  He refused to allow his warrior instinct to lead him away from his charge as his vow saved him from reckless pursuit.  It was not yet time for confrontation and he turned back to his home.


MacLeod in his momentary hunt had been unaware of Richie’s reaction to the demon’s exit.  His concern magnified as he re-entered the barge and caught sight of his friend lying senseless on the floor.  The length of the barge became an insignificant distance as he crossed it in a few strides.  The Highlander’s soul reached out to his companion as he saw a limp and bloodied palm still holding a red-smeared razor blade.  Duncan knelt down slowly and reached for the defensive weapon, hatred burning for the Thing which had brought his protege to this.
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Part 3


Methos watched his friends’ backs carefully as he strolled down the darkened Paris street.  It had been two days since Richie’s return and after forty-eight hours of confinement to quarters, the old man had finally persuaded his comrades to go out for overdue shore leave.  There had been little progress in discovery of information related to the adversary who remained a constant at the back of all four minds, and the ancient had seen the very real need for a relief of tension.  As he observed the two men talking in low tones, the elder Immortal knew that they were far from back to normal, but it was a hundred percent improvement from a few days ago.  Both he and Joe had returned to the barge on the night of Richie’s restoration to find MacLeod tending over a deeply unconscious comrade.  A few hours of alarm had eased as the oblivion had softened into an exhausted sleep, but Ryan had shown no signs of waking until the next evening.  Now, although subdued, he was holding a casual conversation with his attentive comrade and Methos had begun to pay more attention to the second casualty of the situation.


Duncan’s trauma had been largely ignored as he had drawn on his age and experience to weather the last eddies of the storm which had raged in his psyche.  Yet now, as the old Immortal paid more attention to his resilient friend, he saw the lines of despair which had been added to his face.  It would be a long road to recovery, hampered by the constant threat of the unresolved confrontation, but the insightful ancient was glad to see the first signs of wounds healing.


A hand was laid on his shoulder and Methos glanced across at the companion who walked beside him.  He smiled at Joe as the mortal met the thoughtful shadow at the back of his gaze.


“It was a good idea,” Dawson rumbled in his deep, melodic tones, referring to the quiet, contemplative dinner they had all just shared.  “We all needed a break.”


Methos merely nodded his assent, replete in both good food and company.  However, the grey man’s comment had been heard, and Richie turned round, keeping pace as easily backwards as forwards.


Uncertain of the form of address, but with quiet sincerity, the young man agreed, “Thanks, Methos,” and he wasn’t just referring to the dinner.


The old man felt very odd as he accepted the largely unspoken gratitude - he wasn’t used to caring about anyone but himself, and now he was up to his neck in the dangerously bizarre thanks to a do-gooder Scot, a Blues-playing spy and a horrendously impetuous youth.  They made a strange team, three Immortals and one Mortal, fumbling in the dark against an enemy that they had no idea how to defeat.  Methos couldn’t quite put his finger on why he wasn’t bailing, or why he hadn’t done so as soon as MacLeod had gone off the rails.  Heroics weren’t his style - but then again, there was a good chance nothing would be anyone’s style if the demon won; ‘Demon’, it sounded so fanciful, but it was the only way human experience had to describe this creature with powers beyond anything in either the Mortal or Immortal spheres.  Five thousand years of experience and he hadn’t even the first clue about how to deal with the Evil facing them - then what did he expect?  He was the first person to admit that he didn’t know everything.


Methos pushed away the musing, this evening was intended to be an escape from all that, even heroes needed a break now and then.  The man snorted to himself as that thought occurred to him.  He shook his head and grinned dismissively at all three men as he finally succeeded in drawing Duncan’s attention to him as well.


“Something funny?” MacLeod enquired lightly, a questioning smile crossing his features.


“Nothing important,” the Eternal student shrugged lazily, shoving his hands into his pockets.


“Getting giggly at your age?” Joe teased.


“Well he did finish that last bottle of wine,” Richie joined in, the ghost of an impish grin lighting his face for a moment.


“And the rest of you were all acting like you’d taken the pledge, I suppose!?” Methos scoffed back, launching into the comfortable exchange as a far better alternative to dwelling on bigger things.


“Shpeak fer yershlef,” Duncan slurred with comic exaggeration, turning fully now and leaning his elbow on Ryan’s shoulder.


The blond youth pushed him away with a playful laugh, and the Scot did a good impression of inebriation as he staggered into the deserted road.  His comrades’ amusement seemed to egg the man on, and Methos caught a rare glimpse of the actor that was usually buried under the sensible exterior.


“Bravo!” the ancient applauded the comic moment as Duncan crashed into a lamppost and sunk into a graceless heap.


He strode past his laughing companions and offered a hand to the Highlander as he moved to rise.  The entertainer was hauled to his feet to appreciative chuckling.  Methos grinned widely at the successful release of tension, patting his comrade in the back as they prepared to head back to the pavement.  Yet the temporary reverie ended more abruptly than planned.  The communal laughter was so comfortable, that when one voice fell away it became immediately obvious.  Richie’s contribution to the amused sound halted in an instant, and all three of his comrades centred on him as one.  His bright eyes had clouded with anxiety and scanned the now inhibitorily lit area urgently.  The hairs on the back of Methos’ neck stood straight.


Duncan had drawn his sword before they all heard the self-amused snigger which crossed the partially displayed street to them.  Joe moved to Ryan’s side, while his Immortal companions spun to face whatever stood off in the darkness of the far wall.  The stride to close ranks with MacLeod was instinctive as Methos caught sight of the indistinct shape which appeared from out of an alley which had been irrelevantly invisible before.  He drew his own weapon, although uncomfortably aware that it was probably worse than useless.  The old man didn’t like feeling helpless, but as he watched the mediocre blond man in the long dark coat walk into the glow of a street lamp, his gut told him that waving a bit of steel at this creature was going to be unproductive.  However, he could hear the constricted breathing of his young friend behind him, and he sensed the intense hatred in Duncan; these two things served as the motivation which kept him staring down whatever it was.


“James,” Joe murmured in disbelief.


“It’s not him,” MacLeod warned his stunned affiliate.


“Of course it’s not,” the clipped British accent sneered, “I just like the reaction this shape gets me.”


“It doesn’t work anymore,” the Highlander took the lead in this confrontation. “We know what you are.”


“Oh, I don’t think you have the first idea *what* I am,” the figure condescended and displayed the red glow in its eyes, “but then ignorance never stopped a human before.  Are you ready for me, Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod?”
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As Duncan looked around the barge, he realised, that like himself, the recent encounter had made a great impression on his friends that would not be forgotten easily.  The one taking it the hardest was not unexpected; Richie’s reaction was not as extreme as a few days earlier, but his tight-lipped expression left MacLeod under no illusion as to his train of thought.  


The demon had departed swiftly after its challenge to the Highlander, it’s appearance meant only as an intimidation.  However, that speedy meeting had meant a long, silent walk back to the mooring.  Joe had hovered over their youngest compatriot, but the youth had been ominously uncommunicative.  Now, under Duncan’s unobtrusive gaze, Richie was making coffee in a manner which suggested he was trying to destroy the cafetierre.  The state of his kitchenware was irrelevant to the Scot, but the motivations that caused it at Ryan’s hand were.  As he turned to gauge Methos’ mood, the Highlander received a glance which mirrored his own concerns.  In tandem, both observers brought Joe into their conspiracy; his face was grim.


Watching, all three saw thoughts flick across Richie’s visage, some which inspired emotion he buried instantly, but others which came out in the frustration which he vented on the coffee-maker.  This couldn’t go on.  Yet it wasn’t conversation which brought the young man out of his self-concerned musings, no one could find the right words.  Instead, the complete stillness of his compatriots obviously encroached on the blond youth.  As the eyes followed his progress, Richie slowly became aware of the attention and looked anxiously up at the examination.  At first, his reaction was annoyance at their intrusion, yet the defence quickly dissipated into unhappy admission of trouble.  The question didn’t need to be asked, as he launched into a diatribe.


“I don't know,” he began in exasperation, “when that thing turned up, I felt something.  It’s not like sensing one of us, I see everything differently when it’s close.  It’s like it’s in my head.  First time I woke up after I was free, it was there waiting, in another body, but I could see it inside her.  I couldn’t tell you what I saw, but I know I saw something, and it was the same with you..you and Methos when it turned up in the street.”


Richie sagged a little, leaning on the counter as he ran out of words and Duncan felt for him.  It was Methos who made a conclusion from what had been said.


“So you see Immortals differently when its around?” he began tackling the problem.


“No,” Ryan replied, apparently without out even taking time to think about it, and he waved his hand dismissively. “It’s nothing to do with Us.”


The young man looked almost surprised at this admission as if he’d only just realised it himself.  Duncan could see that there were things going on in his friend’s subconscious of which Richie was not aware.  Again, however, it was Methos who went about another question with a researcher’s knack for following leads.


“Just Duncan and I, not Joe?” he clarified to an affirmative nod, and then pressed.  “Can you try and tell us what you see.”


The youth looked defeated, but closed his eyes in concentration.


“I really don’t know,” he echoed his earlier admission even as he pursued the loss in his psyche.


The next inquiry occurred to Duncan, and he jumped in before Richie lost whatever concentration he had, “Can you try to explain why you can’t remember,” he approached the problem from another angle.


“I think I’ve buried it,” the young man replied with the speed of a conclusion already mulled over and made.


In the pause that followed the revelation all four comrades looked around at each other.  For that moment, Duncan’s attention turned to Methos and it was one of the rare occasions when he had seen the old man look awkward.  An idea seemed to have occurred to him, but he was obviously pensive about it.  However, MacLeod’s scrutiny drew the other’s focus.


“What is it?” it was Richie’s turn to ask.


The Highlander had the immediate impression that if anyone else had made the enquiry, the ancient would have brushed it aside, but the hope of solution in the young Immortal dragged the information from him.   With a tense glance at everyone, he began carefully, “If you’re suppressing this, its probably the best thing for you.”


Duncan knew there was a ‘but’ coming.


“However,” Methos breathed heavily, “sometimes you can bring things like this back through hypnotism.”


“Hypnotism?!” Joe’s alarm broke him out of the stony silence with which he had observed the rest of the conversation. “Don't we already have enough hocus pocus to deal with?”


“This isn’t where I make him bark like a dog, Joe,” the oldest Immortal countered with his usual cynicism.  “It’s merely a mechanism of releasing controls on the human mind, that’s why it can be dangerous, and why I wouldn’t suggest it unless we were out of options.”


MacLeod was instinctively of the same mind as his Watcher friend, especially when he saw the vague horror on Richie’s face.


“I have to go with Dawson on this one, Methos,” the Scot voiced his apprehension, “Richie’s been through enough.”


“Well, I’m with Methos,” a quiet, sincere tone cut through the wrangling.


Silenced, the three men returned their gazes to the prior centre of attention.


“It’s my head,” Richie told them, “and you can’t mess it up any more than it already is.”


Joe seemed unconvinced, but MacLeod’s opposition wavered at the courage it had taken for his young friend to make the statement.  The Watcher shook his head in dismay, as the defendant started to argue the prosecution’s case.


“Look,” their youngest member pressed, “Methos’s right, we’re between a rock and a hard place, and I might just have the bazooka to blast us out of here.  The holes in my head need plugging and we don’t have time for six months with a shrink.  Methos, how does this work?”
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Ten minutes later, Richie was sitting on the couch staring at a candle flame on the coffee table in front of him.  Methos sat beside the young man, talking smoothly into his ear, while Joe and Duncan observed the proceedings from a little way off in the now dimly lit cabin.  Duncan had to admit to himself that his youngest friend looked calmer than his own psyche, and the Scot could also feel the tension emanating from his closest companion; Joe stood statuesque beside the Clansman, clearly uncomfortable with the semi-conscious state of his younger compatriot.


The mesmerism had begun to take affect with surprising speed as Richie gave himself up to Methos’ guidance.  The hypnotist had led him down a path where he had relinquished conscious contact with the world.  The passive-faced youth was totally in his comrade’s hands, vulnerable to the slightest suggestion, and it was time to begin peeling away his barriers.


“Okay Richie, you’re feeling calm and detached,” Methos soothed, “are you ready?”


“Yes,” slipped dreamily from the subject’s lips.


“I want you to think back to earlier this evening, walking back from the restaurant,” Methos cajoled.


Richie grinned and a small laugh escaped his throat.


“What’s happening?” the old man asked.


“Mac’s horsin’ around,” came the almost chatty observation.  “He’s fallen over.”


“That’s good, Richie,” the guide coaxed, “now lets move forward, what happens next?”


The happy face suddenly became distressed, frowning and less forthcoming.


“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Richie,” Methos immediately calmed, “it’s only a memory.”


The young man shook his head vigorously and moaned, “It’s here, I know it’s here.”


“Now do you know, Richie?” it was now or never and Methos launched his interrogation.


The following raised the hairs on the back of Duncan’s neck as something stirred in his own thoughts.  He saw the change of expression coming, but it was even more dramatic than the first that the remembered events had caused.  The apprehension fell away from the young man and MacLeod watched the Richie he knew disappear.


“Because I’m in his head, you fool,” came from the new presence, and the self-amused face turned from the point of light to address Methos directly.


The old man looked shocked, but held up a rapid hand to stop any approach that either of his colleagues was contemplating.  The Scot realised that the situation had dramatically changed with this new development, but it didn’t cause him as much anxiety as his fellows.


“It’s not the demon,” he disclosed urgently, “whatever it is, It’s not here.”


Methos’ attention had been held by the intense stare of the subject who had left his control, and the intrusion into this moment annoyed whatever Richie had become.  Hatred rested in the deep blue eyes which snapped across to bore into the Highlander’s soul.  Yet Duncan held his ground, he knew not everything was as straightforward as it seemed.  The horror in Joe and the concern in Methos were aimed at a demonic possession - that’s not what this was.  Duncan addressed what he felt.


“You are not Ahriman,” he accused firmly.


“Ahriman, Seth, what does a name matter?” the creature defended itself in tones that didn’t seem to belong to Richie.


“But you’re not any of them,” he informed himself as well as the gathered company.


What had been intended to release Richie’s instinct also seemed to be working on The Highlander as he felt a trickle of realisation begin within his being.


“You’re just a shadow,” he revealed.


“A shadow which has control of this boy,” the entity shot back.


“Not so much control as temporary residence,” Methos’ confidence seemed to return as his ally  made the conclusions.


“I am here, I will always be here,” it returned, annoyed at losing the dramatic ace it had held for a moment.


“That’s irrelevant,” Methos took control of the situation, “you’re here because Richie wants you here.”


“I am destruction, I am anarchy, I am chaos,” the being threw at its opponents, but the glance that both Immortals exchanged agreed that it was on the defensive.


“Why can I defeat you?” Duncan asked directly.


He knew he’d lost his advantage when it laughed, twisting Richie’s features into a grotesque parody of natural mirth.


“Everything has to have a nemesis,” was the off-hand reply.


The flippancy seemed to galvanise Methos’ resolve, and his manner was stern as he commanded, “What make’s MacLeod your nemesis.”


“None of your business, Pretty Boy,” the being snapped.


“Answer the question, Richie,” the ancient man ordered directly.


Anger mixed with pain as the guide once more clarified his position, and the creature defended itself with a threat.


“The Boy forgot me for a reason,” came the caveat in menacing tones, “bring him back now, and I’ll drive him insane.”


“I don’t believe you,” Methos gambled, and Duncan silently prayed he was right.


The tension was almost tangible, as a Herculean struggle played out within the mesmerised youth.  His jaw was clamped shut, the muscles in his cheeks showing through the skin with the effort.  His clouded gaze returned to the candle.


“Talk to us, Richie,” Duncan encouraged, putting his determination behind his protege, “what do you see?”


The first response was a forced grunt as two forces fought for control of one body, the strangest thing being that Duncan knew they were two aspects of the same psyche.  The young man’s face was beginning to darken with blood and the veins on his temples stood out as he struggled even to take a breath.  Richie raised his hands to his head, his body trembling with an almost overwhelming stress.  In any other situation, MacLeod wouldn’t have believed what he was seeing.  The back of the fighter’s left hand, lit by the candle glow, demonstrated Immortal healing in reverse.  Wounds, some tiny, some more dramatic began to open up all over his flesh, loosing blood down his arm.  The single grunt had developed into a low moan, and there was now physical pain displayed on Richie’s face.


“Bring him out, Methos,” Duncan commanded, his tone defying protest.


“It’s alright, Richie, you don't have to answer the question,” Methos attempted to regain control of his subject.


However, it was too late, the conflict was resolved by the young man himself.  The moan spiralled to a cry and with a violent spasm he stood up and broke free.  The young man’s hands fell to his side and some of the tension dropped away immediately, but his disposition was that of alarm.  His eyes wide with shock, all he seemed able to do was stare, first at Methos and then at Duncan.  As it locked with MacLeod’s his gaze darkened.


�


Taunting MacLeod had been fun, but it was time to get down to the serious business of defeating the enemy.  Ahriman watched the darkened barge; this host had heard the cry of his previous toy sometime ago, and curiosity stopped it from relinquishing its vantage point and returning an exhausted puppet to its new dwelling.  The boy had been quite surprising and amusing, and the demon wondered what diversion his extreme reaction had created this time.  Out of the three bodies it had occupied recently, the Evil had to conclude that Ryan had been by far the most entertaining, and the youth held a perverse attraction for it.  This woman it now held, cowered in the dark places of her mind - no fun at all.


Boredom was just about to set in, when Ahriman was pleasantly surprised, he saw the boy and MacLeod storm onto the deck of their haven.  Neither human appeared particularly happy, in fact Ryan was in a rage and the Highlander’s presence seemed only to be stoking the fire.


“Go away, leave me alone!” the youth yelled, almost hitting out at a hand laid on his shoulder.


“Rich, calm down,” Duncan tried.


“You lied to me!” the accusation flew into the night, full of bitterness.


Then the Demon watched the boy do the most remarkable thing - he charged off the boat, climbed onto his motorcycle and drove away very fast.


{This could be interesting,} the Evil tried to illicit a response from its host, but there was none, so it continued whimsically, {I can surmise where the boy will be going, shall we see?}


�


Richie surveyed the room in which ‘he’ had been killed and, despite any feelings the idea inspired, his overriding state of mind was unusual calmness.  Everything else was held back by the new knowledge in his thoughts, the bittersweet chill that was part his own darkness and part a shadow of the creature which had inhabited his body.  He had known the touch of pure evil, but it was his own imperfections, the strands of corruption that run through all but the purest souls, which kept the memory there.  The young man had had to face his own iniquity to reach into the answers that lay behind the barriers of his psyche; the pain of that moment had been intense, beyond the brink of sanity, but the doors had not remained open long.  The memory of that instant was already fading, buried carefully by natural human instinct to deny the darker sides of the soul, but the knowledge of his oppressor remained with Richie.  The recollection wasn’t pleasant, but it made him feel stronger, he now knew his enemy better than ever before, and his fear had dropped away.  The youth considered that lack of perturbation might not be fortuitous, but he knew that there would have been no middle ground between the disabling fear and his present condition, so he chose the calm.


There was no doubt in Richie, as he stood in the silence, he was waiting, waiting for It to arrive.  He recalled the fascination with himself that was not his own, and he knew that this moment would not be overlooked by his adversary.  It was the first time he’d been alone for days, and the young man felt slightly strange; he realised he should have been feeling vulnerable, exposed, but the composure swept all that away.  He wasn’t even carrying a sword.  Ryan wondered for a moment if he had actually stepped over the line from sanity into the madman’s realm.


When It arrived, the presence was hard to ignore; then Richie felt a confused comfort in the first pangs of fear which the touch on his soul gave him - he could still feel.  The shadow within stirred, threatened him, but it could not trouble him too greatly now that he understood what it was.  Ignorance had not been a favourable situation where this touch was concerned, and comprehension gave him the power to fight.  The young man turned to greet the light, female footsteps which rang down the hallway towards him, his gaze level, if not confident.


“Well, well, Boy,” the host spoke casually, “alone again at last.”


Richie didn’t reply, prudence merely keeping his attention locked on his companion for any sign of danger; he was ready to run if he had to, his serene state of mind could not dampen that survival instinct.  The demon was well aware of its prior victim’s lack of outward concern, and it stopped the doctor a few metres away, as it too examined its position.  She stood, hand on hips, eyeing him carefully.  Eventually, the observation came, “Not so entertaining today, Boy?”


“I remember you,” Richie answered simply, “the things you wouldn’t show me - I remembered them.”


The response was not unexpected, his adversary laughed at Ryan.


“So that’s what you were doing,” the woman nodded as if a question had been answered, “I had wondered what you and your friends were playing at.  But that really doesn’t matter now, does it?”


“You can’t have me back,” the young man snapped the warning, recognising a tremble as the idea struck him.


The crack in the veneer did not go unnoticed, and his companion began to walk, not towards him, the Evil could see the flight close to the surface, but round in a circle.  It was a leisurely pace, casual, unperturbed.


“I don’t have to touch you, Boy, to have you back,” the enemy went for the raw nerve with a hot poker.


“No, but it takes more effort to leave that body and then take me,” Richie cut right back, ready for this argument, “you’d have to personify, and that makes you vulnerable.”


“Oh, very good, very good,” the demon drawled, still smiling like a cat who had found the cream.  “What else do you know, Boy?  Tell me about myself.”


The youth turned slowly, keeping his antagonist in his sights at all times.  He couldn’t help wondering at the absurdity of the conversation he was having, the danger in the game of cat and mouse he himself had initiated by leaving the barge.   Yet he wasn’t going to stop now, the mouse was becoming a man again.


“You are afraid of Duncan MacLeod because he can send you back to where you came from,” Richie fired back, “and I know how he can do that.”


The young woman was stopped mid stride, and she turned to face the informer, the Evil’s attention now riveted.


“You don’t know, yourself, do you?” Ryan felt himself taking control of this meeting, and he explained with more confidence, “I have both halves of the puzzle, what you know, and what Mac knows, and with both pieces, I know how he can defeat you.”


“Really, Boy,” his adversary’s tone was darker now, less amused, and Richie found his stare locked not with the woman but what lay behind her gaze. “Do tell.”


There had always been two images before his eyes, one that his physical being saw, the other the veil which the touch of darkness revealed to him, yet, as he faced Evil, the first, natural figure blurred and the second became more distinct.  The young man became transfixed by the glow which appeared in the host’s eyes, deep, blood red, being displayed both within and without.  The psychical became more important than the physical, and Richie wasn’t sure if he was focused inside or outside of himself.   The shadow on his soul churned as his opponent actively called out to him.  There was no fighting his own being, and the youth closed his eyes against the shifting of control.


“You feel me, Boy,” the tones slid into his ears, and the image in his head did not change.


Ryan spat back his defiance through gritted teeth, “I am not a boy!”


“Compared to me, you are an infant,” the Evil answered smoothly, its host’s voice beguiling in the softness of her lilt. “You will never be free of me, let me in.”


“Not a chance!” Richie opened his eyes to find his adversary dangerously close.


With his senses distracted, the host had been moved silently forward, and she reached out to him.  The young man stepped rapidly backwards, and he almost turned away, his instincts taking over.  Yet, a change in his opponent froze him into a statue.  The figure crumpled, and agony swept across the pale face.  Her hand remained out-stretched, but rather than an easy reach, ever fibre of her being strained out towards him.


“Richie,” slipped desperately from the helpless woman, almost lost in a sob of despair.


The action spoke directly to the vulnerability and terror that the young man had been suppressing and the crack in the wall paralysed him.  Even as he watched, alarm signals told Richie that this couldn’t be the soul trapped within the possessed body, but then the display wasn’t designed to fool, only to disarm.


“No,” he muttered, quite unable to stop the welling of emotion behind the crumbling defences. 


The woman screamed, falling to her hands and knees, wracked by an unnamed horror.


“Help me,” her sound was pathetic as the body collapsed at Richie’s feet.


The youth could only stare, disgusted by the display and by his reluctance to move - falsehood or no, Ryan’s survival instincts were fighting with his compassion and he could neither flee nor aid the tortured soul before him.  He remained immobile as the host writhed on the concrete, her limbs contorting in all directions.  Richie was so mesmerised by the horrible exhibition that he missed an important fact, that the being was making its way closer to him, and it was almost too late when his brain made the conclusion.  Her body in a tight ball, the woman’s arm suddenly shot out towards him.  The young Immortal reactions had been dulled, and he barely moved at the sudden attack, however, he was no longer alone.  


A shriek not of pain, but of anger daggered into Methos’ hearing as he dove past his transfixed friend and grabbed for the hand which was a hair’s breadth from Ryan’s ankle.  His fingers closed around a delicate wrist and he pulled the woman forcefully away from their bait onto her feet.  The old man brought the host nose to nose with himself through the urgency in his movements, and she growled.


“You don’t get seconds,” the ancient hissed, using his anger to stall any anxiety he felt about staring into the red pupils.


“I want him!” the response came back, vehement and obsessive, very little coherence behind the snarl.


Methos hooked onto the weakness that was being displayed; there weren’t many cards to play in this game and he was going to take every one he was dealt.


“Aren’t we being a little petulant?” he taunted with surprising calculation, even as his five-thousand-year-old survival instinct screamed at him to cut and run. “What is it you find so compelling about our young friend?”


The demon-woman merely grunted  as she tried to pull out of his vice-like hold.


“Not so easy being a woman, is it?” the old man pushed as he maintained his grip without trouble, “Not so easy being mortal either.  Richie happened to mention that you have a minor aversion to death - that’s a bit unfortunate in this body.”


The Immortal shot his free hand straight at his prisoner’s neck and closed his fingers carefully around her slender throat.  He didn’t squeeze, not quite yet, only applied enough pressure to make his presence felt.


“What happens if a body dies around you?” the man asked, sounding almost casual in his coolness.  “Are you trapped, or merely forced out?”


He began to exert a vague constriction on the host’s throat.  The weaker, feminine hand reached up as breathing became difficult for the woman.


“You won’t kill an innocent,” came the hoarse objection, but there was no conviction in the statement as both beings assessed each other.


The ancient remained dispassionate both inside and out, as he disclosed, “You’re not dealing with the Boy Scout now - I’m willing to sacrifice one to destroy you!”


Fingers tightened further and breath cut off completely.  Methos stared into the wide eyes of his captive, first into anger and defiance as the supernatural fought him, but then the deep red gaze began to fade.  The woman’s struggles weakened surprisingly fast as the pain in her face told him the demon was loosing its grip.  The soul beneath the Evil was battered, tired and without the master, the puppet had no will left to fight.  The body began to go limp in his hold, but it was too soon for suffocation, the old warrior knew, and did not relinquish his hold.  The Evil was in retreat, but still within the host - would death be the only thing to drive it out completely?  The Immortal was almost resigned to the murder when, at the last moment, he was spared the task.


Playing chicken with a woman’s life had not been a pleasant prospect for Methos, but he won. Victory, however, was a nasty pill to swallow, as, with it came the outcome on which the layers of this trap had gambled, first baited by Richard Ryan.  The ancient started and reeled away from his victim in shock, as he felt a weight descend into his being.  The old man had experienced unnatural penetration of his soul many times in the form of a Quickening, but the union being attempted in this instance was far removed from that open marriage.  The power from without was not welcome and had no concern for the host with which it joined.  Tendrils of an alien control crept through Methos’ being and reality flipped out as he instinctively fought it.  He barely felt his body hit the floor as neither owner, nor parasite managed control, and his cry was a distant sound in someone else’s ears.  For a moment, Methos was afraid.


Yet, the touch of another Immortal close by reached the struggling man, and he recognised him.  The mechanism for the Evil’s destruction had been revealed by a dazed and confused Richie; something between two men, something which meant Ahriman faced not one nemesis, but two.   It had taken a few minutes of discussion to conclude that a shared Quickening had linked Duncan MacLeod and the ancient Methos in ways neither could have ever conceived.  The demon could not touch the Highlander, that it knew from its millennium cycle, but the old man now shared part of the Clansman, enough to fight off possession, a feat which was now tricking the monster into the open.


There were no more innocent bodies in which to hide.  Duncan MacLeod had placed himself between Methos and the demon’s two surviving victims as soon as Richie had dragged the shocked young woman out of range.  The Highlander glanced once at the blond youth and his companion, concerned for their distress as they collapsed into a huddle, but returned to the confrontation they had prepared for him as the cries of his second comrade reached his hearing.   The Clansman watched Methos’ battle, helpless to aid him in those moments of danger.  They were one force fighting this devil, but each had to face the creature alone in their turn.  Duncan hoped his chance would come soon as he could only observe his friend shuddering in a convulsive ball on the floor a few feet away.


There wasn’t long to wait as the dangerous gamble made good.  MacLeod gripped the hilt of his sword, raising it into readiness above his head as the tide began to turn.  The Highlander wasn’t sure if he was really seeing the gaseous cloud which began to erupt from his struggling comrade.  It was no natural substance which seemed almost reluctant to relinquish contact with the body from which it was expelled; it trickled over the floor, staying low, turning the concrete into a black sea an inch deep.  But Duncan more than saw this substance, he sensed it, and he was aware that his companions sensed it too as he heard their gasps of horror.  A tension held the room static, only the heavy cloud slithering wider across the open area around Methos.  The old man’s clenched body almost disappeared under the blanket as it clung to him, stroking him, trying to return to the sanctuary of flesh.  Yet, with a yell of final defiance, the fighter repulsed his enemy once and for all.  The cloud parted around him as if a down draft had chased it away, and the Immortal relaxed onto the floor, dazed and exhausted, his part played.


“Show yourself, demon,” MacLeod challenged, feeling its presence in the raw all around him. “Let’s finish this.”


A woman’s whimper muffled by an embrace was the only sound in the room as the demand was met.  At last, the adversary had no choice but to face him on his terms, and the Clansman felt the thrill of the warrior as he focused on a darkening area a few feet away from him.  The dense smoke rose off its refuge, unable to stay scattered.  It billowed upward, but not outward, it was like watching gas flow into a glass tube, filling all the reaches of the vessel, but now, there was no physical container, only an outline which slowly solidified.  Seven feet in height at least, a figure took shape, a black shell becoming opaque around a burning red heart.  The outward form was vaguely humanoid, bipedal, broad, something out of a fairytale book of monsters, but then, MacLeod was aware that it was his mind which was creating this image, the classical demon of his childhood.  The external form was inconsequential, those who knew this Evil, looked deeper, to the scarlet heart that only remained visible through gaping eye sockets.  That was where the real creature lay, the terror that had to be destroyed.


The forming figure remained inactive, and held its creator in the same way, transfixed as his mind was used to mould the body.  Duncan was working on an instinct he never knew he possessed, something the old hermit had passed on to him centuries ago.  There would be a time to strike, a moment when a slice of a blade would sever this creatures link between the world and the unthinkable from which it had come.  Warrior, Immortal, Nemesis, Man, he waited, poised for the lethal blow and the world waited with him.  Then suddenly, the instant arrived.


A shriek of the Native American filled the chasm of anticipation around him, and Duncan MacLeod flew at his opponent.  He spun, as he did so, gripping the katana with both hands, and he brought it down in a graceful arc.  The personification of Evil barely had a chance to breathe its first as that intake became a cry of rage.  The razor’s edge sliced through something that at the same time as being almost indiscernible to its touch, still slowed its progress like a thick treacle.  However, the trajectory could not be interrupted completely, and the Highlander sliced clean through the invisible heart.  As his blade escaped the other side of the apparition, Duncan lost his balance and fell to his knees. 


For a moment, there was nothing, not even a sign to suggest that the body had been cut.  The hiatus gave the Clansman time to consider his friends.  He glanced at Methos, still lying on the ground, his eyes half closed in fatigue, but determined to observe the final moments of this confrontation.  Then the man turned to check on Richie; the young man was hunched up against the wall of the escalator his body enfolding that of the woman with whom he shared the terrible memory of possession.  And there was one more witness to this event.  He stood close to the huddled couple, a protective hand on Richie’s shoulder, but observing his assignment as usual.


Joe nodded to the Highlander in that instant of pause.  The Watcher knew there were more things going on in the room than his mortal eyes could see.  He’d seen the mist fall, he’d seen the body form, he’d seen his friend pass a blade through the demon, but he’d known as he watched that he could not witness the most important part of this event, only guess at it from the manner of those who could feel it.  Richie sensed it - he could feel his trembling where his hand gripped the young man’s shoulder.  Methos too, was aware, unable to give in to oblivion as the atmosphere around him demanded his witness.  And MacLeod, the final conqueror, the knowledge of it hung in the Highlander’s gaze that levelled on the mortal.  As the dark man turned away, back to the immobile Evil, Dawson braced himself for whatever still lay ahead.


The sound began as a whisper, a hint of a moan, almost out of audible range, but once the ear had fixed on it, there was no ignoring it.  It teased the sense for a few moments before becoming more definite and then it turned Joe’s blood cold.  He tensed as a wail grew in his hearing, cold, angry, defiant and he knew that the fight was only just beginning.  As the noise crescendoed and became painful, the mortal could do nothing but fall back and cover his ears with his hands.  Yet his was the least of the discomfort.


Joe could not help as a woman’s scream joined the infernal noise.  The distraught young doctor put her head back and released an anguish that showed in the dim glow of her eyes.  Richie kept tight hold of her, making no sound, but his teeth were gritted against some kind of pressure as his eyes also echoed the shadow of the Evil too close to them both.  Those blue irises stained red were hidden as he buried his head into his fellow’s shoulder.


“No!” Duncan snarled at the torture being imposed on his companions, “You have no right - face me!”


The Highlander climbed to his feet, brandishing his sword at the form he had already decapitated without apparent success.  Yet the solid figure was losing its cohesion, the cloud becoming less defined around the edges and the scarlet  glow staining its centre once more.  Joe couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing, as Duncan dropped the blade.  As it clattered to the floor, the Immortal walked forward into the black mist.


The shadow shuddered and the Evil’s wail disappeared, leaving only a woman’s sobs in their place.  The tension fell away from Richie, and he began to rock his charge as she wept; his gaze joined his Watcher friend’s, surveying MacLeod.  The Highlander’s body disappeared in the swirling mass for a moment, but then the contours of his face suddenly reappeared, lit by a flash of red light.  The man grunted, and he held his arms out as if he were receiving a Quickening.  He started in tandem with the mass surrounding him, and another brilliant flash of blood-stained light surrounded his form.  Yet this time it lasted longer, and there was a retaliation.  The Immortal released a more definite shout as the bright blue of Eternal Quickening lanced over his body, eradicating the red streaks in purple sparks.  This was only the first instant of attack, and the defence inspired a stronger assault.  The Highlander shook as the entity around him centred its aggression in bolts of scarlet lightening and his body retaliated with its own brilliant energy.


The man was helpless as raw power fought, using him as a medium.  He held out his arms, unable to do anything but accept the onslaught.  Dawson saw the pain in his face as his friend collapsed to his knees, knocked to the ground by the contortions.  


The battle seemed to go on for an age, far beyond a Quickening, as the two opposing forces danced around and through his body, and for a moment, the Watcher wondered if he saw defeat in the Highlander’s face.  The man was failing, the light of his Quickening growing dimmer and his eyes lit with the enemy’s fire as he threw his head back and released a cry from deep within his being.  Joe couldn’t believe what he was seeing - to lose after all this?  


“No!” Richie yelled as his mentor weakened before him. “Mac, fight!”


MacLeod was spent, the last of his defence shivering over his body, dowsed by the reforming smoke.  His cry deepened with the harsh tones of Ahriman.  Yet, the power of the nemesis was shared.  Methos pushed himself up on one arm and reached out to MacLeod.  Nothing visible passed between them, but Joe felt the power transference none-the-less and he watched in awe as the well of the Highlander’s resistance was rekindled. Dawson shied away, blinded by one last, intense blue bolt of Immortal power.


The Watcher’s ears rang in the sudden silence which descended immediately.  He blinked away the bright spots in front of his vision, trying to take in the now dark hallway.  Richie and his charge were still near by, the young man’s low murmur of comfort reaching the mortal’s hearing first.  Then he began to make out the two figures further away from him.  MacLeod just about supported himself in an awkward kneeling position; Methos was lying motionless on the ground.  Joe wondered if the old man had expended the last of his energy and passed out, but then he heard a slightly dazed voice observe dryly, “Well, Highlander, we won.”


�


Joe’s attention to his colleague was politely fleeting; he bent slightly to the driver’s window of the blandly inconspicuous car and said a quick ‘thank you’.  Almost immediately, however, his focus switched to his other companion, Richie, who stood a little way off, faced very definitely away from the vehicle.  The young man still seemed uncomfortable around Watchers, and in the last couple of days he’d been surrounded by them.  When Ahriman had left his last victim battered, the secret society had stepped in to offer a refuge in which to recover.  The terrible possession, of which both she and the young Immortal had experience, had held the pair close in those days of recuperation, and for his fellow’s sake, Richie had put up with the knowledgeable mortals’ company.  Despite trying to get along with his uneasy allies, Ryan’s true feelings had always been obvious on his expressive features, and now Joe could still see the remaining tension in the youth’s stance.


In the last hour, Simone Demin had been waved off at the airport.  She was gone, flown away from Paris at her own request to begin a new life apart from the scene of her torture.  Joe was a little concerned for the quiet youth whom she had left behind.  The journey back to Mac’s barge had been largely silent, Richie having sat in passive contemplation next to his friend in the back of the Watcher-driven car.  The older man had found himself doing what he did best, observing, but this time he wasn’t sure of the thoughts which lay behind Ryan’s cool exterior.  In the company of a colleague, knowing that a Watcher as never off-duty, Joe held his tongue during the trip to prevent Richie’s personal feelings appearing in his chronicle, but as he walked away from the car to join the young man, the mortal considered voicing his anxiety.


“You okay, Richie?” he asked directly, placing a hand on the hunched shoulder of his companion.


Joe was surprised to receive a smile in response to his question, not the cheeky grin, but an honest, vaguely unsure gesture attempting reassurance.


“I’ll be fine,” the youth nodded earnestly.


“Want to talk about it?” the elder enquired as they began to stroll down the wharf to the boat.


Richie was staring at his feet as he laughed with a ghost of exasperation.


“No thanks,” he replied, but still continued, “I haven’t stopped talking, to Mac, to you, to Simone, even to Methos – which was spooky, he didn’t evade a question once!”


Joe had to smirk at that one, he had to admit that par-possession had done wonders for his oldest comrade’s directness – he wondered idly how long that would last.  Yet he left that musing behind, choosing instead, the most relevant of those Richie had mentioned.


“And Simone,” he pressed, determined to address the muted manner evident in his friend. “Will you miss her?”


“No,” the answer was fast and sure; the Watcher had the reason behind Ryan’s contemplations.


He showed his surprise at the reply as Richie looked into his face for reaction.  The young man halted their progress and turned directly toward his companion.


“She won’t miss me either,” he shrugged, trying to seem dismissive, but merely admitting resignation.  “We helped each other, but now its time to let go.  Simmie wanted to get away and I know how she feels.  Every time we looked at each other, It was always there - we remind each other of things best left in the past.  She had my number, but she won’t call.”


The admission was frank, but the youth backed away from the moment after it with another smile.  He shrugged again and continued walking, hands fixed resolutely on his hips.  He didn’t swagger, the bounce in his step damped by recent experience.  Yet, Joe recognised the wont to move on in the manner and accepted it.  He fell in beside the forward-looking figure once more.  They walked in silence for a few paces, but there was more on Richie’s mind, and he spoke once more.


“I’m leaving,” he disclosed simply.


“I thought something like that,” the elder confirmed to himself as well as to Ryan, as he realised his unconscious suspicion.


“I need to get out of Paris,” the youth continued in justification.  “I think I’ll go home for a while.  I have a couple of projects to work on.”


“Only a couple?” Joe joked, protecting them both from his pang of sadness at the news; yet the glance Richie gave him said the young man had recognised the hidden emotion none-the-less.


They smiled easily at each other – some things didn’t need saying between friends.  As they stepped onto the gangway of the barge, Ryan snorted and, shaking his head, told his comrade, “You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff I’m into.  Last year, I touched base with Angie and we got talking -“


“They’re back!” came the raucous call from within, which interrupted the conversation.


The two new arrivals gave each other a mutual, quizzically amused look as they recognised the slurred tones in the voice.


“Methos?” Richie worded their disbelief at the lack of sobriety in the old man’s greeting.


“Sounds like someone’s having a party,” Joe grinned widely and waved his friend ahead of him.


“So why don’t we join in?” the young man hopped onto the deck, some of the old bravado showing.


Joe Dawson paused a moment outside, as his companion disappeared down below.  He smiled even more broadly and shook his head as he heard the ancient Immortal’s less than dulcet tones announce, “Richie, have a beer!”  The Watcher took the respite to consider; Ahriman had changed all the lives It had touched.  He had experienced things of which he’d never even dreamt, even in the Immortal world he observed as a partial initiate, and his friends had encountered even more.  He didn’t want to contemplate the horror his youngest comrade had suffered, or the grief he’d seen in Duncan only a few days ago.  They were painful memories of a time when Evil had isolated each affected soul in its own unique prison, whether it had been fear, or regret or defence.  Richie was right, it was time to move on now, to leave those torments safely in the past.  With a deep breath, Joe took his own advice and decided to join his friends.











�PAGE  �








Highlander - The Fanfiction Season


Lies & Deceptions - Cast & Credits


By Sophie Duncan & Natasha Duncan-Drake





�PAGE  �i�








Highlander - The Fanfiction Season


Lies & Deceptions - Teaser


By Sophie Duncan & Natasha Duncan-Drake





�PAGE  �1�








Highlander - The Fanfiction Season


Lies & Deceptions - Part 1


By Sophie Duncan & Natasha Duncan-Drake





�PAGE  �41�








Highlander - The Fanfiction Season


Lies & Deceptions - Part 2


By Sophie Duncan & Natasha Duncan-Drake





Highlander - The Fanfiction Season


Lies & Deceptions - Part 3


By Sophie Duncan & Natasha Duncan-Drake











