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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


The evening was nearing its close.  Twilight shrouded the world in a misty translucency, worse for distinguishing surroundings than the inkiness that would follow shortly.  Tombs melted into each other, crisp edifices blurred by the hour - and it was quiet, deathly so.  The sole of his boots sounded out the only movement in the cemetery as Richie Ryan made his subdued way to his destination.  The silence was a little eerie, he was absolutely alone here, but then, that’s how the young man had wanted it.  He’d sat on his bike and watched the last car drive away, and even then he’d waited for it’s roar to die into nothing before moving from his position.



He was visiting a friend, and the things he told her, he didn’t want the rest of the world to hear.  He still told Tessa things that he wouldn’t even tell Mac.  Things from his childhood, times from the recent past, his feelings, his hopes, his dreams, his nightmares, and she listened, she’d always listened, quiet, calm, trying to understand what could sometimes reduce a grown man to tears.  The only thing was now that she couldn’t offer her advice, well not directly, but sometimes the young man swore she was helping him sort things out by himself.



“Hi Tess!” he breathed as he stopped in front of the gravestone.



He tried not to be sad here, to leave the grief in that first memory of waking after the shooting, and to use this place to remember the good times.  Yet, somehow, there was always a glistening over his bright eyes as he smiled in greeting and laid a single bloom out of his clenched palm.  Richie stayed crouched by the headstone, his hand rested on the cold surface over his offering, staring at the soft, off-white petals a moment, composing his thoughts.  He knew he didn’t have to vocalise them, but they made more sense to him if he did.



“I miss you,” he began quietly with a sigh, “you’d have made things better between Mac and me.  Oh, we’re fine now, getting along again, but things have changed so much.  I wish you’d been there, more for him than for me, he needs you.  I know he’s got Amanda, but the way they are together, that’s Us, Immortals, not the way he was with you.  We’re all so damn..” he groped for the word, “..flighty.  Forever’s too long, no commitment.  I ‘spose that’s what I really wanna talk about - I’ve met someone, she’s like Us, Immortal, I mean.  Her name’s Altea.  You would not believe us if you saw us, we’re not what you’d call matched,” the young man laughed shortly and gazed at the sky as it struck him just how unusual the relationship was for him. “I’ve changed a lot,” he worded the thought that entered his head, “even a couple of months ago I’d have dropped Altea like a hot potato.  We’re both hot tempered, and maybe I should have walked away, but there’s something about her.  She’s angry, defensive, difficult to live with, but at the same time, she’s so vulnerable and she can be so tender.  Most of the time I wonder if she needs me at all?  She treats men like they’re sub-human.  Then she’ll look at me and that goes away.  Then she’s attractive, sexy, charming, funny, wonderful to be with.  I don’t understand it - I think we’ve even surprised Mac by lasting more than a week already,” he laughed again, lightly this time, the joy and mystification of his relationship with the unusual young woman all over his face. 



However, his features straightened again as a familiar stirring in his being distracted him from his next sentence.  Richie climbed to his full height and scanned the immediate area, now he was harassed by the hour he had selected.  He couldn’t see a body close by, but even as the influence on him settled his senses went into overdrive, trying to locate the source of the Immortal call.  Shadows moulded into each other, turning the cemetery into the wash of greys of a drab water-colour. 



The young man was alert now; this *was* holy ground, and instinct stopped him from reaching for his sword, but the presence of his own kind disturbing his peace annoyed him.



“Who’s there?” he called, his tone disgruntledly cold.



The response was anything but coherent.  Richie’s eyes widened in surprise and horror as a scream as shrill as a banshee’s wail assaulted his ears and a small mass of darkness came charging at him from the shadows.  A blade announced itself as it reflected the little light that was left, but the young Immortal’s reaction’s were hampered by the nightmare that accosted him.  He watched, halfway between shock and disbelief as the razor’s edge arced towards him.



�
Part
 1



“I’m sorry Mac,” Richie sighed, giving his comrade the familiar hands on hips, resigned shake of the head. “She was a mess, and I thought a woman’s touch would be better than me - I didn’t think Altea would....” the young man trailed off a little guiltily as he admitted his lover’s unsuitability for the task, and he almost mumbled his last statement. “Amanda was the only one left.”



Duncan loosened his elegant white tie and glanced wistfully at the expensive wrap that his partner had discarded on the back of the sofa at the unexpected arrival.  The pair had been about to head out to a late-night, out-door opera, when Richie had walked into the barge carrying the petrified bundle of dirty clothes.  Amanda had put on the charm and coaxed a silent creature into the bathroom to clean up.  As The Highlander recalled the terror in young face half-hidden under tousled blond locks, the opera seemed somewhat indulgent, and the vague peevishness he’d immediately felt at the ruination of his plans struck him as selfish.  He patted his friend on the shoulder and smiled reassuringly.



“You did the right thing,” he answered, and then continued on a different tack, “Where did you find her?”



“The cemetery,” the younger man seemed reticent as he made the admission, his tone tentative as he explained, “I went to visit Tessa.”



The dark man stifled the momentary pang of grief he felt at the reminder, but he knew his companion saw the thought cross his eyes.  Richie pressed swiftly on with an explanation, “She came at me, screaming, first thing I knew about the dagger she was carrying was when she sliced me with it.”



Both men looked down at the slash across Ryan’s T-shirt, the only evidence remaining of the heated attack.



“She was hysterical, collapsed at my feet once I’d gotten the knife away from her,” the young man showed his amazement at the bizarre nature of the meeting. “I tried talking to her, but she wouldn’t say anything even when I picked her up and then she just sat in front of me on the bike all the way back here.  I hope Amanda has better luck.”



“And she has,” the woman’s silky tones drifted across to them, as her comrades turned to the words, she introduced, “Duncan, Richie, this is Emily FitzHenry.”



The figure who appeared from the bathroom close after the willowy woman was much more obviously a bonnie child of just pre-teenage years.  Long blond hair was damp and tied back from a thin, but pretty face, in a ponytail.  The grime-covered clothes of earlier had been replaced by some of Amanda’s casual clothes, a mini-skirt came to the girl’s knees and a sweater had the sleeves rolled up.  Yet, she was a good deal more presentable, and although her stare was nervous, it was more even than the closed-in fear of earlier.



“How are you feeling?” Duncan filled the silence that fell as Richie and their guest reassessed each other.



“Better, thank you,” the girl spoke in a clipped, aristocratic English accent, a subtle continental twang gave the diminutive speaker a depth that was far from childlike.  Then she laid her full attention on her original saviour.  “I must apologise for my behaviour this evening, it has been a trying few days.”



“No problem,” Ryan shot his friendliest grin at the formality in the small form.



Amanda steered her charge towards the sofa, and sat her down, Richie leant on the wall and Duncan grabbed a chair - it was pow wow time.  Emily looked round at her new companions, strain in her eyes as she kept up the starched front which seemed to be a defence.  MacLeod was working out how to go about the task of quizzing his visitor tactfully when his youngest comrade chose a direct approach.



“What were you doing in the cemetery?” he asked simply.



“Running,” the girl returned, surprisingly calm, “I’ve been running for four days.”



“Who from?” MacLeod decided the direct route seemed to be working and took over from Richie.



“My friends,” Emily murmured, and this time there was a waver in her voice.  The girl hid it with a tiny sigh, but her gaze met the floor, unable to maintain the strength which fast disappeared from her grey demeanour.  Despite her weariness, the small figure sat with surprising elegance for such a young frame, and Duncan recognised age in his guest.  The small pause was only enough for the girl to collect her thoughts, and she continued, “a viper has turned them against me.  I do not know if you have met my kind before, we tend to perish early in our lives, but I am not a child, nor have I been for nigh on eight hundred years.”



“We’d guessed as much,” Amanda cajoled, slipping leisurely into the spare place beside the child-like woman; the dark woman smiled winsomely at their guest, but Duncan saw the pain in her eyes that Kenny had left.



“You’re not the first of your kind we’ve met,” Richie added with a shrug.



Emily merely nodded as she took in this information, and went on with her recount, “Until a few days ago, I was not alone, there were eleven of us living and working together to survive.”



“Eleven?!” Duncan could not contain his surprise.



“I had best start from the beginning,” the girl managed a weak smile at some recollection which passed across her face. “I was born in England in 1132.  My life, and my death were ultimately tied up in the civil war between Matilda and Stephen.  I was fortunate that a rich family took me in as their own, but I was orphaned at eight years old, my family were killed by Matilda’s people.  My only surviving relative a self-ingratiating bishop by the name of Fredrick, and he was quite willing to use me as a bargaining chip to make his alliances.  Fredrick came into a lot of money from my adoptive father, but he couldn’t get his hands on all of it until I was ‘safely’ married off, so from the time I went to live with him, he was entertaining my suitors.



I was twelve when he found a match suitable for his pocket and political alliances.  John was a good man, he treated me well, willing to wait for me to mature to consummate our union, but he sided with Matilda, and with a few months the whole family was claimed by the war when Matilda fled England.  



According to my guardian, I had had a second wondrous escape which could only be attributed to a miracle because God wished me for himself.  In fact he had no wish for me to return to his house, he was enjoying my father’s money far too much, and so I was married to God rather than another man.



I was happy at the convent; we were well off and I enjoyed the solitude, but in a few short years it became clear that something about me was unnatural.  I hadn’t aged a day since arriving at the convent, and my sisters were beginning to worry.  I made a visit to my guardian’s home on pretence of visiting my parent’s graves, then I stole back from him what I could and ran to France with a trusted servant.



There I stayed, hidden in a big chateau in what became Alsace, only my friend’s descendants truly aware of my existence.  I had no idea I was not alone in what I was and I hid from the legends that the locals told about me.  I would have been like that to this day had it not been for Marcus Povertt.”



Grief appeared in Emily’s drawn face as she recalled the name, and her gaze was distant.



“Marcus had heard the legends about a fairy child who never aged hidden in the crumbling castle, and in 1753 he knocked on my door.  He was a good man, trapped like I was in a child’s body.  Younger than me by several centuries, I found him so much wiser from where he had embraced life. He told me about Immortals and showed me the wonder it was to be able to see so many things in one lifetime, and I accepted him into my home.  He was not alone, he brought with him another one of us, Roderick,” the grief remained in the child-woman’s face, but there was also a light there as she mentioned this second companion.  “He is my eternal,” she murmured quietly.  However, Emily’s reverie did not last long, and her face blackened as she continued, “We lived well on our mutual fortunes, gathering others into the castle which we turned into a haven for our kind.  But then the beast arrived at our gates.



He came in our form, appearing deceptively vulnerable, a sweet-faced blond boy, and we took him in.  He was running, like many of us had been when we Marcus had pulled us together, and he acted like a child.  None of us suspected what was happening when he befriended Paulo Phillipe, a popular member of our family and Marcus’ second in command.  Everything happened so fast, I has never known anyone turn people so quickly.  He persuaded Paulo to push his position, and he has us all taking sides in a few short weeks.



Marcus has always been a man of peace, he wanted no contact with adults of our kind, we were safer that way, but many of us had come to the group with grievances against others who had hunted us because we could not defend ourselves.  He worked on that, dividing us.  In the end only Roderick and I stood with Marcus; Roderick was too gentle to contemplate fighting, it was so against his nature, and I had no axe to grind against anyone.  Even so, none of us expected what happened last week--Paulo challenged Marcus and took his head.  He took over as leader with that evil snake whispering in his ear.”



Emily was seething as she hissed the last few words and her manner had begun a creeping chill up MacLeod’s spine.  Alarm bells had begun to ring at the simple mention of a blond child.  The Highlander knew his suspicions were illogical, there could be hundreds of blond, child-faced Immortals in the world, but the viciousness Emily described brought only one to mind.  He glanced at Richie and saw an unsure frown which told him he was not alone.  And then he looked at Amanda.  The woman had a sadness in her eyes that was only conjured by one person in her past.  The urge was irresistible, he had to voice the suspicion, and he breathed coldly, “Kenny.”



The solidification of Richie’s dark stare confirmed MacLeod’s intuition that he had been thinking the same thing, but Amanda showed surprise as her conscious thoughts obviously caught up with unconscious sadness.  Emily also showed her surprise, and she asked, “You know of him?”



Duncan rarely saw his lover so cowed by guilt, but the dark woman said nothing as he filled the silence that followed with, “Yes, we know him.”



“He tricks people out of their heads,” Ryan cut in, and his bitterness at his own near miss sounded in his tone.



“He would have tried for mine if I had not run,” Emily admitted and a ghost of terror in which she had been on arrival crept back into her features.



FLASHBACK:  ALSACE 4 DAYS EARLIER



This part of the chateau was dark and crumbling.  No-one had been up here in years, not since gas had been put in the 1800’s in the other wings, but now it was her only haven, and Emily hoped it was where Roderick has chosen as well.  The woman didn’t dare even turn on the torch she was carrying, and she chided herself for her fear, but she had never been so intimidated in her own house before and Marcus’ death had left them all reeling, even Paulo.  So instead, she stumbled through the fallen masonry in search of the small glow of candlelight she had seen from the ground.



Indeed the woman had guessed right, and curled into a corner of one of the front rooms was her beloved.  She paused at the door, watching his young face as it was lit by the flickering candle stump which he must have filched from the kitchen drawers; his gaze was so earnest as he poured over a book in the difficult light, chewing idly at his left thumbnail as she had often seen him do, oblivious to everything but the words on the page.  The slender form had always been like that since the day she had met him and known that she must love his lack of malice and hatred for the world.  His peace that he found in his poetry had calmed her own fiery temper and she had found her love returned.



Now the troubled woman needed some of that tenderness, a kind word, a gentle touch; Kenny didn’t like her, she argued too much, and she knew she had made life dangerous for herself, but her temper had been frayed beyond measure by his loathsome manner.  Emily finally took the step into Roderick’s world which broke his reverie; she always regretted that moment when he stared around, shocked by the Immortal touch which disturbed him.  Yet, his gaze found her and immediately a hand was held out to her, and with a sob the woman ran into his embrace.



Emily clung to her companion for a while, her head buried in his slim shoulder.  He didn’t ever start their conversations, and the boy-man waited until his darling was ready to talk to him.



“I can’t believe it,” Emily moaned at last, “Marcus is dead and that bastard is running our lives.  He wants us to go out and kill other Immortals as a team.”



Roderick shivered, and the woman held onto him more tightly, offering what comfort she could as the idea cut into her sensitive soulmate.



“Kenny is very dangerous,” the poet’s gentle tones sighed regretfully, “he has seen so much horror it has made him what he is.”



“We’ve all had our trials,” Emily snapped sitting up away from her friend, peeved at how understanding he could be even now; she wanted him to be angry like she was, to shout and complain, but he never did, he always watched life go by, quiet and reserved.



Roderick looked hurt by her anger, and so she settled again, always unwilling to cause him that pain, but she always did.



“What are we going to do?” she asked him quietly, frightened by the upheaval she saw coming.



“We must talk with Paulo, make him change his mind about Kenny,” Emily was surprised by the definite note in Roderick’s voice, he usually reacted not acted. “We can never return to what we were, but maybe we can get him to leave us alone.  Not everyone wants to follow Kenny, they just know how dangerous he is.  Maybe they’ll leave us behind when they go.”



The woman seriously doubted Kenny would leave anyone behind who could tell tales on him, but she stayed silent, glad for the small comfort her beloved was trying to offer.  She laid a hand on his and gripped his fingers tightly.



“Together,” she breathed.



“Together,” he smiled and murmured the pact back at her.



Yet both child forms started as they heard a body hitting stone.  An expletive cut the night that could only come from one of their family, Mark Quinn.  He was one of Kenny’s supporters, hunted by their adult counterparts for fifty years before reaching the safety of the chateau, and there was no doubt in Emily’s mind as to whom he would tell his tales.



“We have to go, now,” she decided rapidly, pulling her companion to his feet. “Kenny will kill us.”



PRESENT



“We made it out of that wing, but they were waiting for us.  I managed to get away, but the last I saw of Roderick, he had a sword at his throat,” Emily finished her tale, and she was almost in tears.



The exhausted creature broke down as Amanda wrapped her in a hug, stroking her hair and kissing her scalp; Duncan was amazed by the mother instinct that showed itself so rapidly in his long-time friend.  The Highlander looked at Richie, and in one glance he knew that there was no question of them not helping this girl.



�



Richie led Altea up the gang plank of the barge, as always a little perturbed by her veiled reluctance to enter Mac’s home.  He knew they were still a little edgy around each other, something to do with warrior codes that he thought were best left in the century they came from, but he wasn’t going to tell either of his closest companions that.  Ignoring the sluggishness of his lover, he breezed into the open-plan home, proffering the croissants he had bought on the way.



“Breakfast!” he announced brightly, ignoring the grinding on his senses that told him his friends and their guest were in.



Emily was curled up on the couch under a blanket and seemed more than a little startled by his loud entrance; Mac was on the phone and accorded him only a wave, but at least Amanda seemed pleased to see him.  The sultry woman sauntered up to him in a way only she knew how, her pyjamas clinging silkily to her curves.  Richie relinquished his shopping to her with a crooked smile, wondering how it was that this woman was always able to turn him on.



“Good morning, Richard,” she breathed, taking the tease to art-form levels.



“Hi, Amanda,” he returned and stepped deliberately out of her view of the door where he knew Altea was standing, “you remember Altea.”



“Darling!” the dark woman greeted enthusiastically as she bounced towards the Amazon she hadn’t seen since Hallowe’en. “How are you?  Keeping young Richard in line I hope.”



Amanda slipped her arm through Altea’s and practically dragged her fully into the room.  There was a grin developing on the Amazon’s face; the two women had gotten along very well before, and it appeared the chemistry was working again.  Richie took the croissants which were slung back at him as the girls passed him, and then he turned to find the butter and jam in what MacLeod laughingly called his kitchen; he was hungry if no-one else was.



Ryan was on his second croissant as he idly watched the girls chat by the time MacLeod put down the phone.  Silence fell.  It had been fairly obvious to Richie that Mac was talking to Joe, and the other obviously knew this fact as well as they waited for information.



“You were right,” the Highlander looked to Emily, “Kenny has brought them after you, and according to Watcher records they’ve taken three heads on the way.  But there is some good news, there are ten of them, so unless they did the unlikely thing of pick up another one on the way, it means Roderick is still alive.”



Emily let out a large breath she had been holding, and half a sob, half a laugh came with it.



“They entered Paris last night, but the Watcher lost them on the outskirts,” MacLeod continued.



“So what do we do now?” Richie asked the question on everyone’s mind.



“We go look for them,” Duncan walked across to where his long coat was draped deceptively easily over a chair; there was a blade inside the attire and Richie felt glad he had his own sword nestled in his jacket as he considered the three deaths the lethal team had already caused.



“Amanda, you stay here with Emily, we need someone here in case Joe calls with news,” MacLeod waved at his lover; then he paused an glanced at Altea.



There was that awkwardness again, they still couldn’t handle each other.



“Allie, wanna come?” Richie jumped in quickly.



The woman shook her head, which surprised her partner, but he was used to the occasional curve ball by now.  He didn’t know what her reasons were, but he saw them in her eyes and the young man just gave her a parting smile of encouragement.



�



The room was large and airy, at least there was that to say for it—-well Roderick always tried to look on the bright side, it was all there was to life.  Yet, somehow, the broken windows and whistling of the wind in the rafters of the derelict warehouse would not quite form into the rosier picture the poet was trying to conjure.  Maybe it had something to do with the anarchy he was watching from his position a little way off—-Immortals, some of then centuries old, screaming and squabbling over spoils they had stolen from the market moments earlier.  Now he could very much see the petulant child that was still trapped inside all of them alongside the part of them which had been allowed to mature.  He hated this, Marcus had shown them all how to leave the child behind, to face life as they were, but Kenny was bringing back the dangerous side of them, the impulsive, angry brat who had been cursed by fate.  



Roderick could feel that child in himself, it was so easy to let the bitterness in.  Emily would never know that he too has a grievance against their adult kind, it was in the past, at the beginning of his long life, and he had to view it with a philosopher’s mind, else he’d have gone mad years ago...like Kenny.  The sensitive soul could not help feeling sorry for the stormy child; he was so angry and there was hurt below the protection that was so deep there wasn’t much else left.  Roderick found himself focusing on the stocky form as he scrabbled with his companions, taking the lion’s share for himself.  He commanded fear, but not much else.



Breath caught in the watcher’s throat as bright, cruel eyes snapped round to him; something had told Kenny he was being observed, and he didn’t like it one bit.  The frown on his young face grew into a dark grimace and he abandoned the fight.  Roderick just stayed very still as he was approached, he thought it was the best thing he could do; oddly he thought of how to deal with a defensive dog when it came at him.  Kenny waved his sword at the still figure, and this time Roderick did cringe away as he saw the hatred in the Immortal’s eyes.



“What is it?” the blond figure demanded, keeping his tone low so as not to alert the others to the conversation.



Roderick was surprised by the hurt he actually saw break through the shell of his captor, he hadn’t expected to be affecting this vengeful man.  Kenny found him confusing, that much was obvious, he didn’t seem to be able to understand the philosophical view.



“Why are you looking at me?  You’re always looking at me,” the child complained through what adult there was in Kenny.



“I’m sorry,” the poet returned, but did not back away from this, he had to try and reach the person hidden inside the revenge, “I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”



“You’re weak,” Kenny sneered, “why should I be bothered with you anyway.  I’d take your head if it wasn’t that you make good bait for Emily.  She’s the dangerous one, you hide under her skirts.”



“What made you hate them?” Roderick couldn’t stop the question which had been sitting at the front of his mind for as long as he’d known the angry Immortal.



Kenny’s eyes widened at the presumption, and for a moment, the asker thought he would receive a slap for his trouble, but the fire was redirected.



“You wanna know why, weakling, I’ll tell you why,” the boy seethed.



FLASHBACK: ENGLAND 1185



It had been a few years since he’d seen Amanda, and as he trotted along to keep up with his scruffy travelling companion, Kenny had to admit that he missed her.  Gareth Lipscombe was not as kind as the beautiful woman had been, he was a rough man, beggar, vagrant and thief, who kept the boy with him because he was useful.  If that was the way it had to be for a few years, just until he sorted himself out again, Kenny had decided he could put up with it; it was an arrangement of convenience, mostly Gareth’s, but then trapped in the weak body, Kenny didn’t have much bargaining power.



Now they were approaching a village, they’d been on the road three days without a morsel to feed them; Gareth wasn’t much of a poacher and there’d been no-one to steal from.  Kenny didn’t like the look of this place, the people were suspicious, eyes watched from everywhere as the strangers moved into town.  The year had been bad, high taxes and low yield, and it would be difficult to steal from such careful villagers, but he knew Gareth would want him to anyway.  A pat on his shoulder told the boy to go find some booty, while the man tackled the villagers with a little diversion.  Gareth wasn’t much of a juggler either, but it served to entertain in the thicker communities they’d swindled.



Kenny could hear the man’s sibilant voice roll out over the village as he crept round the back of houses, trying to find at least some food, but there wasn’t much laughter, just as there wasn’t food either.  The thief found more mud than anything else, but he was very hungry and needs outweighed danger as he scrabbled in baskets for anything.  At last, his hand wrapped round an apple; it was small and going brown, sat atop a small pile of its brothers, but it was food.  Kenny started shoving them in his pockets.



Kenny was a good thief, quick and agile, but these people were better, their desperation being just a little greater than his.  A hand came down on his back and hooked him up by the collar.  The Immortal cursed his size as he was man-handled by a very angry woman back into public view.  She was screaming words like ‘thief’ and ‘vagabond’ as if she meant ‘murderer’, and Kenny knew he was going to get more than a hiding for this.  He struggled, but he was small and she was very large, and all he could do was cover his head as she beat around it.  These people were starving, and in a moment of horrified genius, the caught Immortal knew she saw him as a killer, taking food away from her babies’ mouths.



The man-boy was afraid, he’d been run out of town before, but this was different, he wasn’t going to be sent on his way, his child’s face saving him from the fate of other thieves; someone was already preparing a rope.



“We don’t like thieving little devils like you!” one man joined the woman and gave him a much firmer slap than she had done.



Kenny moaned and fell away from the hold with the force of the blow; he landed in the mud and looked around for his partner.  Gareth was not in sight—-well what had he expected?  The boyish frame cowered as some put the boot in; he couldn’t even defend himself, the bastard of a partner had sold his sword.  Why had he bothered to trust, it wasn’t worth it, everyone betrayed you in the end.  Kenny kicked and screamed as the lifted him up with little effort.  Up he went, like a sack of corn, up towards the noose that was reserved for him.



Then he saw Gareth’s face, and heard his voice.



“Little thief, why did I bother with you?!” the man sneered and passed him on up over the heads of the people to his doom.



“Bastard!” Kenny yelled, rage erupting out of him, and he tried to scratch at his betrayer.  Yet he was hauled away, and the noose came all too soon.



PRESENT



“They all betray us,” Kenny growled.



Roderick felt for the Immortal, he always had, and he spoke from the heart as he tried to soothe the anger with, “Some of us have had similar things happen, but Marcus helped us through that, made life so much better.”



The poet started as a cold point dug into the skin under his chin; sympathy hadn’t been the right thing to say.  Roderick chilled as his captor hissed, “Marcus is dead.”



�
Part
 2



Altea sat back and watched Amanda and Emily as they went about finding the smaller woman some clothes.  The dark woman had tried to draw her into the event, but the Amazon has declined, unsure of herself in this type of situation.



[Give me a bow,} she thought as she admired and envied the ease with which Amanda handled herself.



Altea had to admit that she’d been in awe of this Immortal’s grace and beauty since meeting her, and it never ceased to amaze her how the thief handled everyone.  Amanda seemed confident about everything from thieving to looking good, and the Amazon caught herself making mental notes as she watched the woman dress first herself and then the child-woman.



If Amanda was to be envied, then the small Immortal was the opposite for Altea; she was appalled at the idea of being trapped in a child’s body for eternity, and the memory of how close she had come that night in the forest with the ghosts sent shivers running down her upright spine.  Emily confused the Amazon where Amanda inspired; she was a woman in a child’s body, of that the fiery Immortal had no doubt, but there were also very childish things about her as well.  Amanda seemed to bring more of them out in her new friend.  Altea had spoken little to Emily, but when she did so, she had received polite, adult conversation.  However, as Amanda selected clothes and addressed the childlike figure’s toilet, she giggled and acted like Altea had seen young daughters do on old black and white movies.  But then again, the Amazon was surprised to see the mother in her normally siren-like friend as well.



{Even that she does with twice as much grace as I have in my little finger,} the girl thought, but then chided herself for being so jealous.



Instead of pouting in the corner, Altea decided to finally join in the conversation, and as the ‘mother and daughter’ sat down to sort out Emily’s beautiful mane of blond hair, the young woman placed herself on a seat opposite them.



“You have lovely hair,” she thought that sounded the right thing to say to Emily.



“Thank you,” the woman-child smiled and gushed, “but what I wouldn’t do to have such a deep colour as yours, it’s so vibrant where’s mine’s this pale yellow.”



Altea wasn’t quite sure how to handle that compliment, if Richie said things like that, he was usually on an amorous tack.  She struggled for some form of reply and was grateful when Amanda rescued her.



“Don’t be silly, Emily,” she scolded lightly, brushing the golden curls, “that strong a colour just wouldn’t suit your complexion.  You have such smooth skin.”



“So would you if you were twelve,” the words came out so rapidly and with such an edge that Amanda stopped what she was doing.



Emily looked to both her new friends and swiftly apologised, “I’m sorry, I have a small axe to grind and I can’t help it sometimes.”



Amanda laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder; Altea decided it was best to stay out of the moment.



“You poor darling,” the darker woman breathed.



Emily laid her head against Amanda’s legs and the woman began to absently brush the other side of her hair.



“Don’t pity me,” the girl sighed, but without the harshness of a moment ago, “it’s a good life really, and I have Roderick.”



“You love him very much,” Amanda observed with a smile.



“Since the first moment I saw him,” Emily giggled.  “He was a mouse compared to Marcus, half his size, Marcus had been almost sixteen when he died, Roderick had been thirteen, and so quiet.  He bowed so elegantly.  He’s such a gentle soul, sees the best in everyone and he calms me down.  I have a nasty temper, but he soothes me with a few words and a gentle hand.  I have no idea what he sees in me,” she laughed lightly, “but we love each other.  I haven’t been away from him since he arrived at my house on March 23rd 1753.”



“Sounds like he won’t give Kenny any reason to kill him,” Altea offered the only comfort to the girl’s worry that she could; it was blunt, but seemed to help Emily.



However, the pained look on Amanda’s face spoke volumes to the Amazon.  Richie had explained about Emily and then about Kenny when he had returned home the previous evening.  Emily had obviously been told about the thief’s previous relationship to her nemesis as well, because she wrapped her slender arm around her friend’s legs and hugged.



“I wish I’d been able to find him again,” Amanda admitted, “maybe he wouldn’t have turned out this way.”



“He’s not your fault,” Altea blurted out before she stopped herself.



She fell silent as both gazes rested on her, and she wondered why she was offering an opinion she really wasn’t qualified to give.  Yet after a moment of shock, Amanda nodded; a small sigh escaped her lips, but then she wrapped Emily in the hug she had started and brightened considerably.



“Let’s not dwell,” she announced, “I know only one cure for a case of maudlin, and that’s shopping.  You haven’t any clothes, Em, so why don’t we take Duncan’s Gold Card and find you some.”



Emily broke away from the hold and clapped her hands together like an excited child, but then she stopped.  Her face fell and she looked up at Amanda as she reminded them, “We’re meant to stay by the phone.”



“I’ll stay,” Altea volunteered without even thinking, she’d been doing a lot of that in the last few minutes.



There was something about cheering up the elf-like woman which warmed Altea’s heart, and she could not begrudge the
 
pair the chance to have a little fun.



�



Richie’s French had improved considerably since his first adventures in Paris, but he was struggling with the fast patter of the locals he was interrogating for any possible news of the child-size Immortals.  The young man was just about managing to gather that two of them were arguing about whether they had seen any children who matched his brief, broken description, and he was coming to the conclusion that there was going to be no useful information arising from the said discussion.



“Merci, merci,” he interrupted the flow loudly, with an attempt at a smile.



He received vague smiles of those unable to communicate very well, and nods as he shook hands with one of them and then he scanned the street for MacLeod.  The tall Scot was not difficult to see, stood conspicuously under a lamppost, waiting for him to finish the last leg of their slow journey up the road.  The younger Immortal shrugged and shook his head as he approached his friend, finding it hard to be enthusiastic when after two hours of searching and talking they’d found nothing on the elusive group.



“Zip,” he sighed.



“It’s early days,” Mac was trying to be optimistic, “let’s try in the market.”



The youth nodded and followed as his companion led the way into a modest covered market that led off from the main street.  The place was bustling with mid-morning shoppers all intent on getting the best for the best price.  Richie hung with Mac as they moved from the first stall to the next and the next, there was no point in splitting up, the place was too closed in.



They approached the next stall, a greengrocer; Richie wasn’t really listening to the rapid French which passed between Mac and the aproned man behind the barrow, but then both men’s tones changed from the first casual interchange to more earnest discussion.  The young man looked up from where he’d been contemplating his shoelaces and the grocer was pointing and waving, and it was obvious he was not happy and was giving some kind of directions.  Ryan had missed most of the conversation, but he was ready to respond when Mac turned to him.



“What’d he say?” he asked.



“They were here,” the Highlander told him quickly, moving off rapidly from the stall, back the way they had come, “The man remembered them because they stole from his stall.  He and a couple of the others chased them, but they lost them a couple of streets away.  He thinks they were headed to some old warehouses North of here.”
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The ropes were quite tight and Roderick shifted uncomfortably as he watched the argument develop between the leader and his supposed second in command.  Why they’d tied him up when they’d sent the others away was beyond him, Paulo was more than a match for his sword skills, and they’d taken his weapon anyway.  Still, he was sunk into a corner, fixed to one of the beams which stuck out from the side of the building, and he was powerless to stop the bickering.



The quiet man had seen this coming, Kenny was using Paulo and their egos were too equally matched for there to be peace.  They’d maintained a pretence at unity when the others were around, but now they were gone searching for Emily, the argument had started.  Paulo thought Kenny was overstepping his bounds, giving orders and taking heads, he’d taken two of the three so far and the so-called leader wasn’t happy about it.  The altercation was far from logical, based mainly on hurt pride and jealousy, and the two figures were already nose to nose, yelling wildly at each other.  Roderick feared that there would be more than just blows with fists.



“The others’ll back me if it comes to it,” Paulo was resorting to threats now that Kenny had made it clear he was not backing down.



“Just try it,” the shorter, but stockier boy sneered dangerously. “I got you where you are, Paulo, I can bring you down again.”



Paulo shoved Kenny backwards.



{At least he didn’t draw his sword,} Roderick observed to himself as he watched the childish posturing.



Paulo stood, hands on hips, a few feet away from his rival, trying to use the few extra inches he had in height to make himself into a giant.  The darker boy was almost on tiptoe, very unstable.  Kenny was hunched, but ready to spring; still he paused, assessing his opponent—-the blond boy was by far the more experienced and most dangerous of the two.  Their watcher knew who would win if it came to more than just a tussle.



Kenny was reaching into his jacket; the movement was almost imperceptible at first, but Roderick was watching both figures carefully.  The helpless poet gritted his teeth, knowing there could be only one outcome if the fight went further; things were bad now, but with Kenny in complete control, the captive dreaded the possibilities.



Roderick was so intent on the tableau that he started violently when the sense of his own kind sliced through him.  His head hit the iron beam to which he was tied and bright spots clouded his vision for a moment.  Chiding himself, he blinked away the stars, hoping that the return of the others would stop the hostilities.  However, he wasn’t expecting the two figures who appeared at the wide door; he couldn’t see their faces, they were backed by the sun, but they were definitely adult, one tall and broad, the other smaller, but powerfully built.  Roderick’s fear changed emphasis, but did not retreat; he hadn’t met a fully-grown Immortal in centuries and his last encounter had not been good.



The shorter man pulled a sword, and his face was clouded into a frown as he came into better view.  However, his overt animosity was aimed solely at one figure in the room--Kenny.  The other, darker adult strolled more easily into the room, he obviously assessed the situation and decided that his own blade was not necessary.  He two had his attention focused on Kenny, but there was a manner about him that told Roderick that he’d seen him and that he had half an eye on Paulo.  The blond boy, himself was quite clearly suddenly very nervous, and it came out in a nasty grimace.



“MacLeod!” the boy spat the word like a challenge, but he took a step back from the approaching men none-the-less.



“I can’t say it’s nice to see you again, Kenny,” the tall man replied, his features passive, but his eyes showing a little more of the distrust he felt towards his old acquaintance. “Up to old tricks and new I hear.”



“Leave us alone, MacLeod, and you may keep your head,” Kenny threatened.



The man stopped, his companion halting a few feet behind him, and looked around whimsically.  He shrugged and countered the caveat with a simple observation, “Doesn’t look that way to me, Kenny, we saw the others leave, you’re on your own.”



“I’ll get you, MacLeod,” the blond boy yelled, but he was already on the move; Kenny dashed away from the two newcomers like a rat escaping through a bolt hole, and he was quickly followed by Paulo.  



The pair scrabbled through a small hole in the wall and the two men didn’t bother to try and make pursuit.  Roderick swallowed hard, as instead they both turned to him.  He shied away as the blond man moved towards him, sword still drawn, but he was surprised by a smile.



“Hi Roderick,” a cheerful American accent greeted him, and the young man used the blade on the ropes, “Emily’s told us all about you.”



“Emily, where is she?” all his emotions caught up with Roderick at once and he nearly fell as MacLeod pulled him to his feet.



“Woa, easy there,” the big man caught him and kept him upright.  “I’m Duncan MacLeod, and this is Richie Ryan,” the blond man nodded as he put his blade away. “Emily is safe and she’s at my home.  We’ve been looking for you all morning.”



Roderick beamed at them as relief dominated his feelings.



�



FLASHBACK: ENGLAND 1190



Kenny waited on the dirt track.  He could hear the sound of the horses coming from further down in the wood, but they were hidden from view.  This was it, his chance to prove himself to the robber gang he joined only days before; he’d persuaded them of the usefulness of his innocent face before they slit his throat for accidentally stumbling on their woodland hideaway.  Now he was the decoy, weary, injured peasant boy, lying on the highway from Bath to Glastonbury.  There were rich travellers on this route, taking the waters at Bath and then giving thanks for their good health to the monks at Glastonbury, and they were generally in a charitable mood.



The boyish frame curled over himself, moaning in pain as the first horse came into view; a rotund man in rich clothes, Kenny saw him out of the corner of his eye, and there was a second figure behind the first, also on horseback, but he didn’t have time to make it out.  Kenny redoubled his acting as the man reined in his horse only feet from his crumpled form.



“Help me, Sir,” he begged, holding out a desperate hand. “Please, I have fallen from the tree, I think my leg is broken.”



“Help him, Father,” a feminine tone surprised the boy, and he looked up at a willowy creature in the bloom of youth sat elegantly on a grey mare.



“Of course, we shall, daughter,” the rich man agreed, and with a warm smile, climbed off his mount.



That was it, the signal for the others to attack.  Kenny scrabbled out of the way as the smile became a grimace of pain where a knife went swiftly into the Good Samaritan’s heart.  The girl screamed as she was dragged off her mount, putting up a fight which surprised the man who had moved on her.  He grunted heavily, and Kenny spun on the spot in time to see her lift her skirts and run into the woods.  The Immortal didn’t really know why he did it, to get away from the dead body or to catch the girl and prove himself, but he ran after her before he was really thinking.



Laughter followed him as the others obviously thought it quite a joke for the runt to catch their runaway.  He just gritted his teeth and pelted after the terrified figure.  The girl was hampered by her long dress and it was easy to catch her.  Kenny dived at her and brought her down by the ankles.  His captive struggled, screaming and trying to hit out, but the boy was stockier than he looked, and with a firm hold on her legs, he began to move up her body, pinning her to the ground.  He grabbed her wrists and forced them be her sides; her yells turned to sobs, and suddenly she stopped fighting.



“Please let me go,” she begged, petrified as her captor knelt over her, “please take anything you want, just don’t kill me.”



Kenny looked down on the helpless girl, and he wondered what he was going to do.  She was no more than a child really, the adult clothes having hidden the little girl in her face, and her fear reached the would-be highwayman.  Suddenly, he knelt back on his ankles, releasing his victim.  She took the chance she was given, and didn’t look back.  The boy watched the girl’s flight, and couldn’t stifle the pang of guilt and pain at how he had helped ruin her life in just a few short minutes.  She would be glad to be alive for now, but what when she reached safety, a safety without the kind man that her father had shown himself to be?  His heart heavy, Kenny stood up and prepared to face his comrades.



“She got away,” he muttered gruffly as he returned empty handed to the road.



That didn’t wash, they’d heard the screams, every man turned around and stared at their failure.



“You let her get away, little fool,” David, their leader sneered at him, and pushed him. “She can go to the Sheriff, he’ll have dogs in these woods before nightfall.”



“Coward,” came from one of the pack.



“Judas,” from another direction.



Kenny stumbled as he was shoved into the centre of the road.  Fear crept up on him as he looked around at the faces which closed in.  He screamed half in pain, half in terror as first David, then the rest laid into him with all the reverie they would have used while playing with the girl.



PRESENT



They were in an alley two streets away before Kenny stopped his flight.  MacLeod scared him, he’d beaten him twice, and his presence in Paris was a concern.  Yet, he was feeling angry at losing face to the interfering Highlander, and he used that to drown his fear.  He turned on his companion, the previous fight a good excuse to vent some rage.  There were no words, only a gasp from Paulo as Kenny drew his sword.  The movement was so swift, the other boy didn’t even have a chance to reach for his own weapon.  With a cry of hatred and anger, Kenny swiped at his rival’s neck.



Only silent rage filled the pause before the Quickening as the body fell.
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Part
 3



The warehouse was quiet, a place to sit and sulk until they came back.  All eigth of them came storming in, very pleased with themselves.



{Losers, the lot of them,} Kenny thought, but then again they were useful...for the moment.



The boy was sat on an upturned crate, Paulo’s sword across his knees, as it had been for the last half an hour.  He’d been sat thinking about the Quickening, assessing the other’s reaction to Paulo’s death.  It would be a shock, but it might be useful if he perverted the facts.



“We found them,” Mark announced proudly, a grin from ear to ear.



{Here’s my next rival,} the blond youth thought coldly, as he watched the others gather behind the beaming child, but he remained silent, his gaze carefully passive.



It took the returning Immortals only a few seconds to work out something was wrong, and their glee fell away into cautious curiosity.



“Where’s Paulo?” Wil, one of the younger Immortals asked quietly.



“Where’s Roderick?” the only female among them, Gwennie joined her long-time friend in the questioning.



Kenny stood up slowly, making them wait, he wanted this to be dramatic, to impact on their naive little minds.  With dignity, he proffered the sword to Mark, hilt first and announced, “Paulo’s dead, He killed him and took Roderick.”



“Who?” Mark refused to take the blade.



“Duncan MacLeod,” the lie slipped easily and profitably from Kenny’s lips.



There was silence, time for a little pep talk; pleased that the sword remained in his grasp, a trophy for a leader, Kenny hung it by his side and swung his gaze over the gathered company.  He made sure he held every stare for a moment, long enough for them to see his anger and his wont for revenge; they did not have to know it was revenge for loss of face three times, for having to run three times, for being annoyed three times.



“I told you adults couldn’t be trusted,” he rammed the message home for the umpteenth time.  “That’s what they were, two of them like us, but adults, and Duncan MacLeod led the way.   They were too big we couldn’t fight them one on one.  He took Paulo’s head--I only just got away.  Emily and Roderick are with them, they helped them do this.”



“Let’s get them,” Mark took the bait, “we know where they are, we saw Emily with a woman in the street and we followed them back to her place, a barge on the river near Notre Dame.”



“Will you follow me to avenge Paulo?” Kenny proposed forcefully, sweeping the sword back up, above his head this time.



“Yes!” Mark bellowed, and his own sword joined the first poiting to the sky.



“Yes.” “Yes.” “Yes.” came from all quarters and continued coming.  Kenny smiled to himself, firing back the rallying call, it was easy to manipulate these self-protected fools.
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Roderick bounded onto the barge ahead of his two saviours once he knew that was where he could find his beloved.  He dashed up the gang plank, full of energy and excitement that a normal adult might have kept back.  The two men just followed silently, satisfied grins on their faces as the childlike figure found his own way down into the cabin.  They heard Emily’s cry of joy and by the time they descended into the main room, the couple had been reunited.  The pair were locked in an embrace, almost adult in the closeness of their bodies, but childlike in the hug that sufficed the long-time companions.  



MacLeod glanced at Richie; the young man’s smile was wide, but his eyes showed the same confusion about the reunion that the Highlander felt himself.  These child-shaped people were truly a mixture of maturity and youth, even more so than the blond man who fought to hide the age at which he had died.  The two extremes were so obvious in the way Emily stroked Roderick’s hair and stared into his eyes, then she was hundreds of years old, but the way she cocked her head from side to side and bit her lip showed the twelve-year old in whose body the maturity was trapped.



The moment broke as Richie walked the rest of the way into the room and greeted Altea.  Theirs was and always had been a very adult relationship, and there was no doubt about that in the way that they embraced.  Emily glanced at them, then at Roderick and then she giggled.  There was relief in laughter after what had been an obviously traumatic experience for the couple, and the boy too started to snigger.  A stream of light French came out of Emily’s mouth, and Mac had to check that he’d heard right--he glanced at Amanda.  There was already a smile twinkling in the woman’s face and it corpsed the Scot.



Richie knew he and Altea were the source of the amusement, but he made it clear in his confused expression that he had no idea what had just passed.  Altea was almost holding back from laughter, but hiccuped a chuckle as she explained, “She said we should maybe jump in the Seine to cool off.”



The young man coloured instantly, which only served to intensify the laughter.
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One pair of eyes looked down on the barge, displaying all the hatred that sat behind them. Kenny had sent the others away for a while, wanting to scout out the area, and he was glad that he was alone at that moment.  The Immortal could almost taste the loathing which the thought of Duncan MacLeod gave him--the man who had even made his dearest friend betray him.  The boyish figure had seen Amanda come out on deck once since he’d started the watch, and she would pay for her betrayal.  He could trust no-one, that had been proved over the years, and revenge *was* sweet.  Soon, once it was dark and the tourists had thinned enough to make an attack viable, then he would make them all pay for the injustice of this life.



FLASHBACK - THE HOLY LAND 1212



The desert sun scorched the packed, barren earth, making it hard and unrelenting to their weary feet.  Ten long days they’d been marching, a rag-tag group of children now, that’s all who were left, the Moors had killed those adults who had travelled with them from France.  Kenneth cursed Nicholas, the boy who had caught the crusader’s fire in his friend’s heart.  Now young, foolish Gerold stumbled a few paces ahead of the grim Immortal, and as he fell, Kenneth knew his friend would not see another night.



Thirteen, that is all this child was, a babe tricked into what had turned out to be slavery to the very men from whom they had come to liberate Jerusalem.  {Fools to a man--or rather a child,} Kenneth thought as he knelt to help the fair-skinned child.  He cared for this boy.  Gerold’s father had employed him as a companion for the growing youth, a peasant who could show the Lordling how the common man existed.  It had been a job at first, something to fill his belly, but Kenneth had found a trust with the boy which he had found with no adult, and a year later, that trust had led him after a foolish child who had run off to fight for God.  Now they were both prisoners of the Moor, slaves, useful only as long as they stayed healthy.



Kenneth lifted the weak boy’s head off the ground, because he could not do so himself.



“Gerold,” he whispered, his voice hoarse in the dry air, ”Gerold you must get up.”



He knew his plea was futile as he stared down into the eyes which barely recognised him.  Gerold mumbled something under his breath, but it meant nothing.  Still, the Immortal felt a desperation welling up inside him; he didn’t want the child to die, he had to survive until they reached shelter, then they would escape together.



“Gerold,” Kenneth shook his friend as the small bodies shuffled by him.



The last body passed and they were exposed to the full sun and the gazes of their captors.  The anger in the men’s voices was clear, even if their words were unintelligible, and Kenneth shook his companion harder as he heard the footsteps of one of the men.  He screamed as he was pulled effortlessly off the weakening form; he struggled and complained, but could not stop a knife putting Gerold out of his misery.  The Immortal’s yell continued to grow in his belly, and his anger exploded as he saw the red of his friend’s blood.  His sound animalistic, Kenneth scratched and kicked at the man who had dragged him away.  These men were unused to zealousness in their slaves, and with a groan, the man let his prisoner free.  The Immortal ran back to the lifeless body and grabbed it close to him.



“Gerold, I’m sorry,” he moaned, rocking the boy’s corpse.



He could not hold back the tears, and he sobbed as the loss of this innocent dug deeply.  His captor’s only response was laughter, cold, self-amused scorn.  Kenneth growled at them as they approached, in a pair this time, to retrieve their property.  One reached for him and he used all the force he had to strike out.  The man doubled over as Kenneth’s fist contacted with vulnerable groin.



“Bastards,” the Immortal yelled, and threw himself at the other who still stood.



He managed to floor the man, and began to bite, kick, punch, anything to let this beast pay for the life he had casually ended.  Kenneth raised his fist for the umpteenth time, but in that instant, he felt the slice a blade into his ribs.  He tensed, the pain strangely secondary to the knowledge that he had failed his friend.  The Immortal had felt death many times before, and he recognised its approach again as the bright sun dimmed and the tension in his body ebbed away.  Still angry, but unable to fight a mortal wound, Kenneth collapsed...



...The blade slid through flesh as if it wasn’t there.  His teeth gritted in a grimace of maddened satisfaction, Kenneth watched the last dark body fall to the ground, the blood from its jugular pumping midnight black onto the star-lit ground.  There was silence in the Moors’ camp, the children having fled into the rocky hills as the phantasm struck at their masters.  



Kenneth dropped the knife and looked around him; absently, he wiped his hands down his already gore-covered tunic.



“For you, Gerold,” he murmured, marking each body in his memory. “Never again.”



PRESENT



Darkness had fallen an hour ago, it was a cold Paris evening, all the better for a clear quay across which to lead his army.  Kenny turned his back on the barge on which he had been fixated, to address his troops directly.  Individually, they weren’t much, a bunch of children, small, insignificant, powerless, but together, they could be lethal.



“Surprise is on our side,” he told them, “we go on board as fast as possible.  Ryan and his bitch are on deck, kill them first, but leave their heads intact.  MacLeod and Amanda are with Emily and Roderick inside, kill them all, we will try and persuade our own back to our side once we have the adults under our control.  I want them all for execution, they had to pay properly for what they’ve done.”



“For Paulo,” Mark began the mantra.



“For Paulo,” Kenny repeated coldly.
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The Seine stretched out to one side, broken buildings to the other, between the two, the stiffly silent group were left in solitude.  Emily shivered as the wind cut through her thin blouse--they hadn’t even given them time to find warm clothing.  She stared at the Kenny, transferring the icy air into her gaze, well aware of the knife at her back.  Mark held it, a one-time friend, now cold and distant, his zeal for life twisted by the parody of childhood innocence before her.  As the woman in the girl’s body glanced at her new friends, bound and dazed, their clothing bloodied from the recent attack, she recognised true hatred for the slight figure.  Nothing could redeem Kenny in her eyes now, despite what Roderick had told her about him, he was truly a monster.  Emily showed him only contempt as he finally halted the march and turned to face his troops.



A barely hidden smile rested behind those bright eyes, one of victory, as Kenny laid his attention on Duncan MacLeod. The Highlander looked calm, composed despite being at the mercy of petulant, dangerous child.  Emily admired his strength.



“You never did play the Game,” the Scot accused, his tone quiet.



“Rules created by the likes of you!” Kenny spat back, “They’re not for us.”



“Us, who’s us?” MacLeod countered. “You’re Immortals, there are no exceptions, we are all the same.”



“No!” the edge on which the man-boy was walking showed itself in the vehemence of his shout.



“The only thing that separates us is the line over which you stepped when you killed those who tried to help you,” the Highlander pursued his end with a calculated quiet.



Emily bit her lip; she wanted so much to give this evil madman a piece of her mind, but she recognised the careful argument in her friend’s manner and knew histrionics would not help.  Roderick slipped his hand into hers, and she was glad of the gentle, reassuring squeeze he gave her fingers; she glanced at him and saw the same gentle sorrow which had held him since shortly after they had been reunited.  The Immortal hated Kenny even more as she realised how much he had hurt her beloved with his personal pain; Roderick was such a caring soul, he tried to embrace the world and it wounded him when he could not mend the tragedy he found.



“We have to survive,” Kenny took the Highlander’s bait.



“Not your way,” another voice joined the fray, it was Amanda, and her face showed her own grief at what her ‘son’ had become.



“You--you betrayed me--us,” the boyish figure hiccuped as he made this accusation.



The woman did not respond, she merely stared at him silently.



“These Immortals are our enemies,” Kenny turned to his ranks as he was unable to hold the gaze. “They think they’re larger bodies make them better than us, they use, and then they throw away.  But we aren’t the weak babies they think we are, together we are strong and we can win.”



“Yes, together we can survive,” Emily started as Roderick’s soft voice swept past her ear, “but we don’t have to kill to do that.”



Mark’s knife slid out of the small of her back, his surprise as evident as her own that the quiet youth had made himself known.  He was allowed the space to move forward and deliberately the poet walked towards Kenny.



“None of us are fighters,” the Immortal told their adversary, “we can never be part of the Game like that, we have to find a different way.  Ambush is no way to live, always killing, always having to watch your back. Together we can look after each other, but we don’t have to hate to do that.  Not all people are like Gareth.”



Emily watched Kenny’s face carefully as Roderick’s words halted his reverie.  The blond boy seemed bemused rather than anything else, surprised that he was being challenged by the least aggressive of all of them, and it gave the poet’s reasoning a chance to gain hold.  Yet, as he said them, Emily knew her beloved’s last words destroyed his petition.  Kenny’s face clouded with rage at the mention of the long-gone Immortal and his hands formed into fists.



“Yes they are, if you don’t turn on them first, they’ll all betray you in the end,” Kenny screamed and them waved a hand at those guarding his captives and yelled, “MacLeod first.”



It took three of the small bodies to even move the large Scot from his position with his friends.  Ryan’s hiss of discomfort grabbed Emily’s attention for a moment as he was warned not to move by the dig of a sword in his ribs.  When she glanced back at Kenny, MacLeod was on his knees before the victorious form.



“You bastard,” Richie let his anger out. “He helped you--twice!”



The words fell on deaf ears as Kenny drew out a sword.  Emily was sickened as she recognised it--the thick-bladed, shortened Ivanhoe had belonged to Paulo.  The Immortal knew without a doubt what had become of the zealous character she had once called friend, and she snapped.



“How dare you!” she yelled, pushing past Gwennie and forgetting Mark behind her, “how dare you use that sword.”



Kenny took a step away from MacLeod, interrupted and surprised once again.



“He killed Paulo,” the boy accused.



“Liar!” Emily screamed, her rage venting without an ability to stop. “You killed Paulo, the same way you as good as killed Marcus.  You used Paulo to get what you wanted, and then you got rid of him.  Who’s it going to be after you deal with your little revenge trip on a man who did nothing but help you, even after you tried to kill him the first time--Mark, me, Roderick?!”



“Get her!” Kenny called to his troops to remove the obstacle that Emily became between him and his kneeling victim.



No-one moved.



“I’ve had enough of you!” Emily calmed her temper, making her tone menacingly low.  “You’re a manipulative, back-stabbing little creep, and for a change you’re going to do something properly--I challenge you!”



“No, get out of my way,” was the boy’s immediate response, but he found a very obstinate Immortal before him as she refused to even flinch at the small wave of the sword he made.



“Prove yourself to them,” Emily challenged, “face one of your own kind, one on one, how it’s supposed to be.”



The female Immortal sensed the body beside her before she glanced at the figure.  She was glad to see Mark, and he was holding out his sword to her.  With a reverent nod, she took his gift and then returned her gaze to Kenny.  The young face went from shock, through anger to thin-lipped resolution.



“Alright,” he accepted.



Emily raised her weapon, glad of the practise she had enjoyed with Marcus; she had never before seen herself using the skills he had taught her, but she thanked his memory as she prepared to fight.



“For Marcus and Paulo,” she mumbled under her breath and then deflected the first, hasty blow from her opponent.



As she countered and stepped into the fray, the woman knew that it didn’t matter what was on the outside, the thrill of battle coursed through her as she became the Immortal.  Kenny was opportunistic, inept at best and he swung like an assassin, not a fighter--it was obvious he was used to his victims facing away from him.  Emily gritted her teeth and wondered at how dangerously easy it was to push him back.  She was surprised as she felt her anger slip away, disappearing in the contest, and her attack shocked her in its calculation.  Marcus has always drilled her on the importance of the sword, but she had always felt absurd; yet, now she used her small size as an advantage, moving quickly, lethally around her opponent, who failed to keep up with her movements.  Kenny groaned as she nicked his arm with the point of her sword.  It wasn’t really meant to be a tease, but it served to make the boy madder and his swing became wilder.  The Immortal saw her opening almost as soon as it began, and as Kenny spun to try and catch her guard, she sliced the fatal stroke.



Emily dropped the sword a moment after it bisected flesh, shocked at her own force.  She could not look at the body which fell onto the damp earth, instead her eyes met Roderick’s.  His gentle gaze showed concern, but not the horror she had been afraid of as her own disgust rose in her chest.  Suddenly frightened, she reached out to him.  Yet, Ryan appeared behind the boy, and as he went to move forward the young man, now free, held him back.  The Immortal had never felt so alone as her skin prickled with something she had never before experienced.  A shiver ran up her spine.  Emily rebelled against the tingling which had begun at her feet, knowing instinctively what was to come; she wanted to run, but her feet were lead.  Terrified, she could only scream as the Quickening touched her more definitely.  The electricity ripped through her, pulling the world away, and with it went her fear.  The cry which escaped Emily’s lips became deeper, stronger, an admission of the exhilaration and pain which shook her body.  She was alone, she felt the solitude in this moment, but still she revelled in it, shocked by power which enlivened her both in body and soul.



The Immortal lost contact with her senses, and when they returned, she was on her hands and knees, her nose almost touching the group.  Gasping, tired, but feeling more alive than she ever had, Emily tried to kneel back.  In a second, she felt arms around her, helping her, comforting, warm, and her only regret, the loneliness of the Quickening, slipped away.



“Roderick,” she murmured, closing her eyes and leaning into him.



�



MacLeod took the small palm which was offered, and bowed gracefully to brush a kiss across the back of the delicate hand.  Emily giggled coquettishly, and the Scot grinned widely at her.



“Thank you for your service to us,” she spoke very formerly as she glanced at the gathered company of ‘children’ behind her. 



“You are welcome,” the Highlander returned and resisted a sudden urge to ruffle those long, curly locks.



He stood back and let Amanda move past him on the quay.  The ex-thief was not nearly so formal, and swept Emily into a hug which lifted the girl off her feet.



“Promise you’ll write,” the woman almost begged, and Duncan knew that his dear friend was going to miss this unusual Immortal.



Amanda had taken Kenny’s death hard, despite accepting that there had been no other choice.  MacLeod could count the times he’d seen Amanda cry properly on one hand, and the night they had spent after Kenny’s attempted retribution had been one of them.  Kenny had not been her ‘son’ for a long time, but the mother-instinct in the sensual woman had been very strong as she had mourned her loss that dark evening.  Emily had filled the void for a few days, as the childish figure gathered the group, which had somehow become hers to lead; mother and daughter would have been stretching the truth, but a bond had grown none-the-less.



{But did she have to use my Gold Card to do it?} MacLeod wondered idly.



Next, Emily turned to Altea.  The Amazon still showed some of the confusion the strange little Immortal caused her in the smile she gave the departing guest.  Yet, a warm hug passed between them, and Emily whispered something in French into the woman’s ear.  Duncan wasn’t quite sure he’d heard correctly as he eavesdropped, but he raised an eyebrow at the very adult advice he thought he heard.  Altea laughed heartily and the Highlander *knew* he’d heard correctly.



Richie’s face showed his sadness at the parting of his new friends.  He’d spent long hours talking to Roderick, much to Mac’s surprise, it had mostly been about literature as his aspirations to write more than bodice rippers came through.  Emily too meant a lot to him now, probably, MacLeod considered due to the occasion of their meeting.  Richie hugged Emily and Roderick at the same time.



“Safe journey,” the young man wished them on their way.



“We are going home,” Roderick offered him, “the road will certainly be easier than the one which led us here.”



“Always the poet,” Emily chided lightly, but grabbed his hand none-the-less.



“Come and see us,” Gwennie blurted out as she stared up at MacLeod, and the Highlander smiled at her.  He knew the danger was there, behind those young eyes, the same way it was with all Immortals, but it was tempered now, cowed by the shock of the rampage.  They’d all been affected by the frenzy into which Kenny had whipped them, and the innocent smile was deceptive, yet it was also appealing.



“We will,” Mac assured her, still wondering at the qualities in his new friends.



“We will,” Richie agreed, flashing the girl his best smile.



“Now we must be going, or we will miss our train,” Emily took charge again.



MacLeod stood on the quay and watched them go, fascinated by the small bodies which hid so much.  With Emily’s leadership they were safe for now, she would make sure they were protected in her chateau, but he still wondered what the Game held for them, and had done in the past.  How long was left for them with the Gathering happening around them?  Roderick glanced back over his shoulder and for a moment, the Highlander was sure the young face recognised and echoed his concern.  Then the look was gone.
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