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      MACLEOD THOUGHT FAST AS 
HE WATCHED THE GERMANS 
PILE OUT OF THEIR TRUCKS
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      “Take off your coat,” MacLeod ordered the rabbi.


      “What? Why?”


      “Just do it. There’s no time to explain.” MacLeod helped him off with his coat and guided him by his shoulders to the basement

         door.

      


      They could hear the Germans fanning out through the neighborhood. “Raus! Juden, Raus!”

      


      MacLeod lifted the hat from Rabbi Mendelsohn’s head and placed it on his own. “You can’t do this!” Rabbi Mendelsohn protested,

         beginning to realize what MacLeod had in mind. “I won’t let you.”

      


      “Quiet!” MacLeod commanded, “I’ll be back for you.” He could hear soldiers banging on the front door.


      “Jude Mendelsohn! Raus!”

      


      “My life is not worth losing yours,” the rabbi whispered urgently, begging. “Please!”


      MacLeod gave the old man a gentle push onto the basement stairs and swiftly locked the door. “I will be back. I swear it.”


      The pounding grew louder, more insistent. “Mendelsohn!”


      “MacLeod!” the rabbi cried. “Do not do this! No one comes back!”


   

      ALSO IN THIS SERIES:


      Highlander: The Element of Fire


Highlander: Scimitar


Highlander: Scotland the Brave


Highlander: Measure of a Man


Highlander: The Path


      Available from


WARNER ASPECT




   

   Copyright




      WARNER BOOKS EDITION


      Copyright © 1997 by Warner Books, Inc.


      All rights reserved.


      “Highlander” is a protected trademark of Gaumont Television. © 1994 by Gaumont Television and © Davis Panzer Productions,

         Inc. 1985. Published by arrangement with Bohbot Entertainment and Media, Inc.

      


      Aspect is a registered trademark of warner Books, Inc.


Warner Books, Inc.


      Hachette Book Group


      237 Park Avenue


      New York, NY 10017


      Visit our website at www.HachetteBookGroup.com




      First eBook Edition: September 2009


      ISBN: 978-0-446-56564-6


     

      

   

      Acknowledgments


      To Dennis DeYong,
who said if you’ve got yourself a dream,
go for it.

      


      To Gillian Horvath and Amy Zoll,
who befriended a lonely computer geek
on a bus late one night and showed her a
whole new world.

      


      To David Abramowitz,
who showed me how to use his toys
and let me share his wisdom.

      


      To Bill Panzer and Betsy Mitchell,
who had faith in me.

      


   

      Blessed is he who was not born,


      Or he, who having been born, has died.


      But as for us who live, woe unto us.


      Because we see the afflictions of Zion,


      And what has befallen Jerusalem …


      —Baruch


   

      Prologue
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      Hebron, in the territories of Judaea and Samaria (aka The Occupied West Bank): The Present


      Allahu Akbar!


      The tinny sound of the tape recording rang through the narrow streets of the ancient village of Hebron. The sound echoed from

         the uninspired facades of government housing built by the Israelis after the occupation. It echoed from the remains of massive

         granite walls built by invading Crusaders a millennium earlier. Wherever it went, it called the Muslim devout of Hebron to

         their Friday midday prayers.

      


      Allahu Akbar! God is the Most Great!

      


      The Akhirah Mosque just south of the Old Quarter wasn’t the best mosque in Hebron. That honor fell to the majestic al-Haram

         al-Ibrahimi al-Khalil, a splendid edifice of gold and mosaics rising high above the cave where Abraham, Beloved of God, and

         his wife Sarah were buried, a site sacred to all of the People of the Book—Muslims, Jews, and Christians alike.

      


      Allahu Akbar!


      It wasn’t even the second-best mosque in Hebron. Many in Hebron were larger, more elaborate, or simply more ancient than the

         Akhirah Mosque, which was a fairly new and nondescript block of utilitarian concrete at one end of the open market on the

         road to Jaffa. It was built near the site where a far grander mosque had stood for over five centuries before it was accidentally

         destroyed during the Six Day War. Only by its dome and minaret could the new mosque be distinguished from the shops and offices

         surrounding it.

      


      Allahu Akbar! God is Most Great resounded from the loudspeakers in the minaret. The modest Akhirah Mosque couldn’t even claim a live muezzin to climb the tower and issue the traditional call to prayer.

      


      Ash-hadu an la ilaha illallah, the tape crackled. I bear witness that there is no God but Allah.

      


      What the Akhirah Mosque had in its favor was its location. This Friday, like any Friday in Hebron, the Jaffa Road market teemed

         with Arab buyers and sellers, haggling over the price of a lamb, arguing over the quality of a crate of lemons fresh picked

         from a nearby orchard. Women hurried to finish their shopping before the market closed at midday, their heads and bodies covered

         despite the hamsin winds blowing hot off the desert, making a normally gentle spring feel like the blasting heat of summer. Old men, their dark

         faces wrinkled by the sun, filled the nearby coffeehouses, content to watch the constantly changing scene, while a few young

         men in crisp uniforms—members of the newly formed Palestinian police—patrolled the market as had their Israeli predecessors

         not too long before. At times the din of the market could nearly drown out the call to worship.

      


      Ash-hadu ana Muhammadur rasululla. I bear witness that Muhammad is the Prophet of Allah.

      


      Those Muslims who had the leisure streamed toward the magnificent al-Haram al-Ibrahimi al-Khalil for their Friday prayers

         alongside the many Muslim tourists on pilgrimage in Hebron. Those whose lives and work revolved around the Jaffa Road market

         preferred to stay close by and perform their ritual worship at the more humble Akhirah.

      


      Hayya alas salah! Come to prayer!

      


      By midway through the prerecorded adhan calling the faithful of Islam to gather, the inside of the tiny mosque was full of men ready for prayer. Most of the women

         of the market had hurried home to worship in the privacy of their houses. Those men arriving at the mosque too late to be

         accommodated inside simply spread their colorful woven prayer rugs on the ground, on the sidewalks, in the marketplace, wherever

         there was room, always facing holy Mecca to the southeast. For the Prophet said, “Wherever the hour of prayer overtakes you,

         you shall perform it.”

      


      Hayya alal falah! Come to salvation!

      


      The din and clamor of the market, a place of chaos only minutes before, disappeared as if by magic, replaced by orderly rows

         of the faithful silently preparing their hearts and minds for communication with God.

      


      La ilaha illallah! There is no God but Allah!

      


      As the last echo of the call to prayer faded away in the hamsin winds, a serious young man joined the faithful in the marketplace outside the mosque. He hurriedly spread a prayer rug near

         the back of the throng before the communal prayers began. His skin was smoky dark, like that of the others, and he was dressed

         as any one of hundreds of Palestinian students from the nearby Islamic University, in his white dress shirt and dark slacks.

         His dark hair was cropped close to his head, covered by a knitted lace prayer cap, and he had a worn leather rucksack for

         his texts and research. He was a small man of slight build. With his boyish face, he looked nineteen, maybe twenty.

      


      But as he stood at attention, his right hand over his left on his chest as prescribed by the Prophet, chanting “Glory and

         praise be to You, Oh God” in Arabic with the others, the eyes he raised toward Mecca were seemingly without bottom, round

         and dark. He might be seeing all the way to the spires of the holy city itself with those eyes.

      


      “Bismillahir rahmanir rahim,” his prayers continued, followed by ruku, bowing to God in a show of love and respect. Three times the young man chanted “Glory be to my Great Lord and praise be

         to Him,” and three times he bowed low in the presence of God with the other faithful.

      


      Then the ultimate act of humility: proud men prostrate before God on the gravel of the marketplace, hands, faces, knees touching

         the ground. “God is greater than all else.” As the worshipers returned to their knees for their personal prayers, no one noticed

         the young student in the back of the congregation reach into his leather bag.

      


      The eerie quiet of a hundred men’s silent petitions to Allah was suddenly shattered by the howl of an automatic weapon. Soundlessly,

         a row of pious men toppled from their knees to the ground, dead before their “Amen.”

      


      Then the screaming, the wailing, as the followers of Islam tried to struggle to their feet, to run in horror, to flee, but

         the young man, dark eyes burning with centuries of hate and vengeance, was merciless, cutting them down in the same orderly

         rows in which they’d prayed.

      


      Before those inside the Akhirah Mosque even realized that their worship had been interrupted, forty-three Palestinian men

         lay dead or dying, their blood drenching their prayer rugs and seeping into the gravel of the Jaffa Road marketplace.

      


      The avenger with his finger on the trigger of the automatic stopped firing only when he saw the squad of Palestinian police

         coming for him across the market, guns drawn. Whispering a sweet prayer to the God of his ancestors, the God of Moses and

         of David, he turned the muzzle of the weapon toward himself and pulled the trigger once again.

      


   

      Chapter One


[image: ]


Paris: The Present


      April in Paris. Despite all the threadworn clichés, there really was something magical about the City of Lights in spring. When the incessant winter rains and the graying slush finally went

         away, the city was reborn, dressed as if by way of apology in the finest Mother Nature had to offer. With the clouds gone,

         there was no doubt that whatever force had created the heavens, He or She had deliberately placed the sun so it would shine

         its brightest on the streets of Paris.

      


      As he walked along the sunny Boulevard St. Germain crowded with shoppers and tourists, Duncan MacLeod wondered what it was

         that always seemed to draw him back to Paris in the springtime. After all, spring in Seacouver was perfectly nice, if a bit

         damp. In fact, he’d been in any number of cities and hamlets around the world with pleasant springs. He remembered lying beneath

         the cherry blossoms in old Edo with particular fondness—with Keiko, that was her name, he hadn’t thought of her in ages—not

         to mention an occasional roll in the flowering heather in his native Highlands. But they just couldn’t compare with Paris.

         Maybe it was something carried in the breeze that ruffled his hair as he walked. Maybe, he thought, looking around, just maybe

         it was the Parisian ladies, freed from the dour wool coats and boots of winter and allowed to bloom like the city. “Bonjour,” he said, and smiled his most charming smile as he caught the eye of a passing young mademoiselle in a daring skirt that

         went up to … there. He saw her blush just a bit and walk on with her girlfriend, giggling. When they thought he could no longer

         see them, they turned and watched him with great appreciation.

      


      He remembered the first time he’d seen Paris. It had been spring then, too. It was a crowded, noisy place filled with more

         than its share of squalor and disease, but to an overgrown boy fresh out of Glenfinnan, it had seemed a place from a fairy

         story. Funny how some things don’t change in four hundred years. He hadn’t stayed long in Paris that first time. Eager to

         see it all and do it all, he was out and on his way to Italy before the first frost turned the leaves. It would be a long

         time before he learned that the real gift of Immortality was the chance to stop and savor the sights and smells of springtime.

      


      Or that of a duck in—what was that? Rosemary? The smell greeted him on the sidewalk. MacLeod stopped outside a crowded café

         and checked the address against a card he pulled from his blazer pocket. Chez Nous. He was in the right place. A little pretentious

         for his tastes, but he’d heard the food was good. “Constantine, party of two,” he told the maître d’. He knew he was a little

         late, but some days just seemed made for walking.

      


      “One moment, Monsieur.” MacLeod looked around the bistro, jammed with the well-to-do of Paris as well as a number of well-heeled

         tourists, all having a late lunch. Tessa had always said it was never hard to tell the two apart.

      


      MacLeod had his own favorite restaurants in St. Germain. Café de Flore was one, where he and Sartre had argued ’til all hours,

         until finally the proprietor had bolted the door and gone home to bed, locking them inside until morning. And there was no

         counting the number of times Hemingway had stuck MacLeod with the check at Les Deux Magots. He still frequented them both,

         as much for the memories as the food. But the young upstart Chez Nous had recently received glowing reviews and a surprise

         two stars from the Guide Michelin and become The In Place to dine. It was just like Constantine to choose it—the Immortal curator could so rarely be pried

         out of his museum, the only restaurants he knew were ones he’d read about. “Is a table inside acceptable to Monsieur?”

      


      “A table outside would be preferable to Monsieur.”


      “Right this way.” He followed the maître d’ to a small table on the patio near the entrance, which boasted a fine view of

         the busy boulevard. “Monsieur Constantine has not yet arrived,” the maître d’ informed him, handing him a menu and wine list

         before departing.

      


      That was not like Marcus Constantine. MacLeod checked his watch—twenty minutes late. Not like Constantine at all. Although

         nearly a score of centuries had passed, Constantine still conducted his life the way he must have commanded the great legions

         of Rome, with discipline, punctuality, and a meticulous attention to detail. It had won an empire for Rome, but it sometimes

         made Constantine a pain to work with. Pity the poor museum archivist twenty minutes late for a staff meeting—at one point

         in Constantine’s life, that offense would have merited flogging. Today, perhaps only a stern talking to. Still, MacLeod didn’t

         envy Constantine’s staff.

      


      But now it was the General’s turn to be late. MacLeod’s first thought was of a chance encounter with another Immortal. Marcus

         Constantine may have taken himself out of the Immortal Game, but that didn’t mean the Game wouldn’t inevitably catch up with

         him. It was a part of being Immortal, like eating and breathing, that at any time another of your kind could challenge you

         for your head. But MacLeod didn’t dwell on the possibility for long. It was more likely he’d been delayed by a traffic accident

         or a student demonstration, much more common in Metropolitan Paris than the occasional beheading.

      


      The wine steward appeared by MacLeod’s side, hovering in officious silence while he scanned the wine list. Arriving before

         Constantine meant that for once he got to choose the wine. Constantine’s taste in wine tended to run to sweet, cloying vintages

         or wines aged practically to vinegar. While these may have been the height of fashion in Nero’s day, MacLeod’s tastes had

         been cultivated in far more civilized times. A quick glance at the menu told him Chez Nous specialized in the cooking of the

         south of France. Perfect. “L’Hermitage from Chavi. The 1990 if you have it.” A proper wine for Provencal cooking.

      


      While he waited for the wine, and for Constantine, to arrive, MacLeod watched the crowds go by along the boulevard, past the

         galleries and designer boutiques. He found himself, almost without thinking, naming where the obvious tourists had come from.

         The middle-aged couple in the matching brown coats and sensible shoes? German. The elderly man and woman? French, but not

         Parisian. Probably up from the South. It was a game he and Tessa would play for hours over coffee at a café or while strolling

         along the Seine. The only rule was you had to guess before hearing them speak. The two young lovers, no more than eighteen

         either of them, were too easy—English, his football jersey gave them away. Three blond women window-shopping at the jewelers

         across the way were more difficult. Obviously sisters, probably Scandinavian … Norwegian?

      


      The woman walking past them caught his immediate attention. Her skin, the golden brown of sunset, bespoke a Middle Eastern

         heritage, but her walk, the way she carried herself, sure and confident, betrayed her time in the West. American, perhaps?

         But not by birth, he thought—she still carried the glow of the sands of Araby in her veins. She dressed simply, modestly.

         On most women her dark conservative suit would be severe, out of place on the fashion-conscious streets of Paris; on her,

         it created an aura of power and heightened, not hid, her natural beauty. MacLeod watched her with interest as she moved through

         the crowd until the wine steward offered him a taste of the wine he’d ordered for his approval.

      


      MacLeod took a sip. “Delicious,” he said, and the sommellier filled both his glass and the one at Constantine’s empty place before departing. MacLeod scanned the passing crowds again

         for another glimpse of that woman. But she was gone.

      


      The maître d’ stepped into his line of sight. “Duncan MacLeod?” he asked, and MacLeod nodded. “There is a call for you.” He

         handed MacLeod a portable phone and returned to his post.

      


      “MacLeod.”


      “Ah, Duncan, thank goodness I caught you,” said the voice on the other end.


      “Marcus, where are you?”


      “I am so sorry, Duncan, but there’s been a slight emergency at the museum. I won’t be able to meet you for lunch.” Constantine’s voice

         was apologetic.

      


      “Come on, Marcus, what kind of ‘emergency’ can there be at an antiquities museum?”


      “You’d be surprised. At the moment I’m tied up to my ears in red tape.”


      MacLeod laughed. “Now there’s a pretty image.”

      


      “Funny,” he heard Constantine say. “Can you meet me at the museum just after closing?”


      “Sure, I suppose,” MacLeod began, “but what about—”


      “Perfect! Have to run, Duncan. See you at five.” Constantine hung up before MacLeod could finish.


      Great. He’d been stood up. It certainly wasn’t the first time, but on the rare occasions it had happened in the past, the person

         standing him up had usually been a bit more … shapely than Marcus Constantine. He took a drink from his glass. At least the

         wine was good. He looked around for the maître d’ to return the phone and found him at his podium near the entrance.

      


      “I’m sorry, Madame,” the maître d’ said in a practiced monotone to another patron as MacLeod set down the phone, “but without

         a reservation, I cannot seat you. C’est impossible,” and MacLeod realized he was addressing the same remarkable Arab woman he’d seen on the street.

      


      “You’re sure there is nothing you can do?” she asked, her French a bit hesitant but her voice as smooth and rich as her skin. She slipped the maître d’

         a wad of francs.

      


      He handed them back to her in a huff. “No, Madame,” he said firmly, then walked away. MacLeod wondered if he’d been offended

         by the amount or by the thought of being bribed by a woman. Obviously disappointed, the woman put the money into a jacket

         pocket and turned to leave.

      


      “I think I can help,” MacLeod found himself saying almost before he realized it.


      She stopped and turned to him, her dark eyes taking in his finely chiseled features, his well-kempt ponytail, his body so

         obviously fit and muscular beneath the tailored blazer. Her eyes crinkled as she smiled, clearly liking what she saw. “Yes?”

      


      “I …” Under the full power of her smile, he nearly found himself tongue-tied. Four hundred years of experience stripped away

         and for a solitary instant he was once again Duncan MacLeod the Chieftain’s son, pretty good with a sword but shy and awkward

         around the lassies. But only for an instant, then Duncan MacLeod the charmer kicked into action. “My lunch appointment just

         canceled and I’ve got a fantastic Hermitage that’d be a shame to waste. Care to join me?”

      


      “What if I told you I didn’t drink?” He could tell she was interested, testing him.


      “What if I confessed that was only a ruse so I might have the pleasure of your company?” He turned on his own thousandwatt

         smile and watched her reserve start to melt.

      


      “Well …”


      “I’ll be the perfect gentleman. Scout’s honor.”


      “I’m sure you will,” she relented, unable to resist those eyes. With a quick glance back toward the street, she offered MacLeod

         her hand, and he escorted her to his table. As they passed the maître d’, she smiled her most demure smile and gave him a

         little wave, startling the maître d’. “Arrogant little bigot,” MacLeod heard her mutter under her breath in Arabic as he ushered

         her to Constantine’s place.

      


      MacLeod looked back at the maître d’. “Don’t mind him. He’s French,” he said in Arabic. Then he switched to English, playing

         a hunch. “I’m sure he’s like that with everyone.”

      


      The woman sighed as she settled into her chair. “Maybe some days I’m just more paranoid than others.” Then she looked up at

         MacLeod with new appreciation, realizing he’d tricked her into answering him in English as well. “So, you know a little Arabic,

         Mr.… ?”

      


      “MacLeod. Duncan MacLeod. A little. And your English is impeccable, Miss,” he noticed a gold band on her finger, “Mrs.… ?”


      “Doctor Amina,” she stressed. “I’m … no longer married. And you may call me Maral.” The “r” rumbled in the back of her throat like

         a contented cat’s.

      


      “Maral,” he echoed. He liked the way that felt.


      The waiter approached their table and rattled off the day’s specials. Maral ordered “just a salade nicoise.” The waiter waited

         patiently for MacLeod to order, but MacLeod was admiring Maral’s hair. It was thick and long, caught in simple but elegant

         combs up onto her head, where it shone black as burnished jet in the Parisian sunlight. He had a sudden urge to reach out

         and gently remove the combs, to watch the hair cascade around her shoulders … “Duncan?” He loved the way she pronounced his

         name. “Doon-can?” Maral reached up and touched her hair self-consciously. “Were you planning on having any food with your wine?”

      


      “Right. Food.” MacLeod covered quickly. “I’ll have the dorade grillée and some pommes frites.” Then he dismissed the waiter

         and turned to Maral. “So you’re a doctor?”

      


      “PhD,” she replied. “Chairman of the Western Studies department at Bir Zeit University.”


      “In Israel?”


      She shrugged. “That depends on whom you ask. It’s in Ramallah, a little town on the West Bank. It’s where I was born.”


      “You’re Palestinian,” MacLeod said. “That explains it.”


      “Explains what?” MacLead wasn’t prepared for the intensity of her defensiveness.


      “Your accent. I couldn’t quite place it.” He thought for a moment. “But you’ve spent some time in the States, haven’t you?”


      Maral bristled. “Would you like to see my identity papers? How about my travel permits?” As she busied herself with her water

         glass, MacLeod could feel a wall click into place between them. He’d obviously rubbed a sore wound.

      


      “Maral, I’m sorry,” he said earnestly. He turned his charm up a notch. “If you let me take my foot out of my mouth, I’ll make

         it up to you. Promise.” He smiled a wee smile, hoping she’d follow suit.

      


      After a long moment she finally did, her smile a little wry, her dark eyes a little sad. “I’m sorry, too, Duncan. I’m usually

         not like this. It’s the end of a very difficult, very disappointing week.” She looked beyond MacLeod toward the gothic spires

         of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, towering over the next block. “I just thought maybe Paris would be different somehow. I always

         thought that Paris would be magical.”

      


      “Maybe you just need to give Paris a chance. Magic can happen when you least expect it.”


      He liked the way her eyes brightened with flecks of copper when she smiled. “When I was eleven, my father took a position

         teaching political science at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey.” The way she pronounced the name made it sound

         like a kingdom in a fairy tale. “He wanted to keep us safe from the trouble at home.”

      


      As Maral spoke, MacLeod came to the sudden realization that he was being watched from the sidewalk.


      “So I guess you could say I spent my formative years as a ‘Joisy Goil.’ ” Her attempt at a New Jersey accent made him laugh.

         As he did, he subtly turned his chair to get a better view of his observer. Olive-skinned, dark glasses, bushy mustache, surveillance

         earpiece. “I went to college at Rutgers, got my PhD from Columbia.” His first guess was that the man was a Watcher, one of

         the secret society of mortals dedicated to observing and chronicling the Immortals, but he’d never seen a Watcher as badly

         trained at surveillance as this guy was.

      


      “What made you go back to Ramallah?” he prompted. He needed to keep her talking, didn’t want her to get alarmed.


      “I needed to discover who I really was. I couldn’t turn my back on my people like my father had.”


      “You mean you weren’t cut out to be a Bruce Springsteen song?” he added, glibly, his mind only half on their conversation.

         It was obvious that whoever the guy was, he’d learned his surveillance technique from old Cold War spy movies. MacLeod was

         waiting for him to start talking into his sleeve.

      


      When Maral laughed, it reminded him of wind chimes. “I went home to teach. And then I met someone …” MacLeod’s mysterious

         observer turned to the side to light a cigarette and MacLeod spotted the telltale bulge under his left arm that confirmed

         this was no Watcher. Maybe the guy was inept, but he was deadly serious.

      


      “Maral,” he interrupted her quickly, “hold that thought. I have to …” He gestured vaguely at the interior of the café. “I’ll

         be right back.”

      


      “Of course,” she said, and watched him sprint into the restaurant.


      MacLeod made a beeline for the kitchen. The maître d’, seating a young couple at a table inside, called out to him with concern—“Monsieur?”—but

         MacLeod kept moving, pushing past a waiter in the narrow aisle between tables, nearly upsetting a tray of drinks. He startled

         the kitchen help as he slammed through the swinging doors and stalked into the kitchen.

      


      “Are you lost, Monsieur?” a surprised busboy asked. The sous-chef made a move to stop him, but MacLeod was out the back door and into the alley beyond before anyone could reach him.

      


      Slowly, cautiously, MacLeod crept along the side of the restaurant. He spotted his man leaning against a letterbox, smoking

         with studied casualness. The gunman watched with great interest as the Chez Nous waiter brought their lunch to their table

         on the patio. MacLeod slipped into the crowd of pedestrians on the sidewalk and, pulling from his pocket the notecard on which

         he’d jotted the restaurant’s address, strode toward the letterbox as if he was going to mail it.

      


      In front of the letterbox, he made a great show of dropping the card. Recognition dawned on the face of the gunman as MacLeod

         bent down to pick it up. Before the gunman could react, MacLeod elbowed him sharply in the groin.

      


      The man bent double in pain, howling. MacLeod delivered a roundhouse kick squarely in the man’s gut, driving him hard back

         against the letterbox.

      


      A well-placed hit to the back of the man’s neck dropped him neatly to the pavement before the passersby on the sidewalk were

         even aware anything had happened.

      


      MacLeod had the man’s gun almost before the gunman hit the ground. A passing tourist screamed at the sight of the automatic,

         alerting everyone on the street and in the café as well, but MacLeod had eyes only for the battered gunman at his feet.

      


      “Who are you?” MacLeod growled, pressing the automatic nearer the man’s face. “Why were you spying on me?” He tried again,

         in Arabic this time. “Shú ismak? Min wáyn inta?” but still there was no response. The man simply closed his eyes, as if expecting MacLeod to pull the trigger.

      


      Suddenly, MacLeod felt a hard ring of steel jammed in his own side, insistent. “Donn-can,” Maral’s purr pleaded in his ear,

         “put the gun down. Please, put the gun down.” He could feel her hands shaking, felt her gun vibrate against his ribs. For

         the safety of all of them, he decided to do as she said. He set the automatic on the pavement by the letterbox.

      


      The man on the ground made a quick move toward it, intent on using it. Maral barked a sharp “la!”, no, and reached out her hand to help him gingerly to his feet. “Assad, Duncan MacLeod,” she said to him by way of perfunctory

         introduction as she helped him up. Assad, in pain, held his ribs and glowered at MacLeod. To MacLeod she said, “Duncan, this

         is Assad. My bodyguard.”

      


      “Your WHAT?” MacLeod was livid.


      Maral, hearing the distinctive whine of Parisian police cars in the distance and seeing the size of the crowd their little

         drama had attracted, begged him, “Please, there’s been a horrible mistake. Let’s just go someplace quiet we can talk.”

      


      “I think we’ve gone way beyond ‘mistake.’ ” MacLeod took her by the arm and led her off through the crowd, Assad lagging a

         short distance behind. “This had better be good.”

      


      


      “So it was all a lie? Bir Zeit? New Brunswick? All of it?” MacLeod paced angrily across the sumptuous lobby of the Hôtel Lutétia,

         feeling used. Across the lobby Assad and an Arab gentleman in a traditional headdress were speaking with a gendarme, straightening out the little “misunderstanding” at Chez Nous. Maral, looking tired and worn, sat in an armchair near MacLeod,

         trying to get him to understand.

      


      “It is true. Every word of it.”

      


      “So tell me again the part about how the schoolteacher conveniently forgot to mention she was a negotiator for the Palestinians,

         with a gun in her handbag and an armed bodyguard.” He pulled her to her feet. He was in her face. He didn’t care.

      


      Maral gave it right back to him. “What am I supposed to do? Announce to every Don Juan who comes on to me in a restaurant

         ‘I’m with the PLO! Come kill me and all my friends?’ It’s my job, Duncan, it’s not who I am.” He started to walk away from her. She grabbed his arm and pulled him back, looking him dead in the eyes. “Tell me your life’s an open book. You swoop in like James Bond, you take down Assad without even breathing heavy. Maybe there’s something

         you’d like to tell me about Duncan MacLeod?”

      


      He stared at her and realized she had him. She hadn’t told him she was a Palestinian diplomat in Paris to negotiate the future

         of East Jerusalem with the Israelis, and he’d neglected to mention he was born in the Highlands of Scotland in 1592 and couldn’t

         die unless someone took his head. In retrospect, he had to admit his was probably the more egregious omission. He led her

         to a couch, the wind out of his sails, and they both sat. “Okay,” he said simply, “tell me about the gun.”

      


      Maral wasn’t quite as ready to stop fighting. “I’m planning on hijacking a busload of schoolchildren, what did you think?”

         MacLeod just gave her a long, long look, one that seemed to see right through the shield of her anger and into her soul. “I

         just want to survive, Duncan,” she said. “Is that so much to ask for?” Her anger seemed to evaporate into his look and with

         it her bravado, leaving her tired and looking just a little … lost. “The man who had this job before me was blown up in his

         own car at a traffic light while taking his son to school, did you know that?” MacLeod had to shake his head, no. “I just

         want to be around long enough to know I’ve started something that might someday stop the killing. More than anything, I want

         peace—but I’m not stupid, and I’m not suicidal. There are a lot of crazies out there, on both sides. And 1 refuse to go down

         like a sacrificial lamb. I’m no martyr, Duncan—does that make me evil?”

      


      “No,” he said quietly, “no, it doesn’t.” He of all people could understand her plight, trying to do what she knew was right

         while all around, it seemed, the whole world conspired to stop her. It was a battle he’d faced for four hundred years. He

         looked into her coffee-colored eyes and felt a moment of intense connection between them. He started to put his free arm around

         her shoulders to bring her close to him, wanting to kiss her, to seal their link. Instead, she pulled away and stood up, breaking

         the bond. He looked at her, surprised—he knew from the look in her eyes she felt the spark, too.

      


      “Not here. Not now,” she whispered. “Islam forbids it.” MacLeod thought back on his travels in the Arab world, and remembered

         that public signs of affection between unmarried men and women were taboo. Some societies, he remembered, even refused to

         let them speak to each other—and punished with death. He was amused to think that he, at his age and experience, would be

         subject to those rules, but he nodded that he understood. Maral continued in a low voice. “We have several what you might

         call ‘fundamentalists’ in our party. While I may not share all their beliefs, I must respect them. I have no wish to offend

         them publicly.”

      


      MacLeod nodded his understanding. “I should go.” He stood and started for the great revolving door that was the lobby’s entrance.


      “Duncan, wait,” she called out to him as he walked away. He turned. “Will I see you again?”


      “Dinner tomorrow?” Despite their rocky start, he found himself looking forward to spending some time one with this woman.


      Maral beamed, flattered he would consider seeing her again after such a debacle. “I’d like that very much.”


      “Great. What about your friend?” He gestured toward Assad.


      “I think I can arrange to give Assad the night off.” She laughed as she walked MacLeod to the door. “After your little display

         today, I don’t think I’ll be in much danger with the mighty Duncan MacLeod protecting me.”

      


      “But who will protect you from Duncan MacLeod?” he teased, with a raised eyebrow and a wicked grin.


      Maral gifted him with an alluring smile as he headed out the door. “Who says I want to be protected?”


   

      Chapter Two


[image: ]


Paris: The Present


      The Musée National des Antiquités had risen up from the remains of a thousand-year-old abbey gutted and looted by the same

         misguided crowds who had stormed the Bastille. The corridor, whose granite paving stones eerily amplified the sound of MacLeod’s

         footsteps, was once the cloister-walk surrounding a garden where generations of monks had tilled the earth. Now the walk was

         enclosed in glass and the garden planted not with medicinal herbs but with sculpture that would have scandalized the poor

         monks—Grecian youths at play, a nymph and a shepherd boy celebrating the beauty of the human form, some of those lusty busty

         women Rubens and his crowd had been so partial to nearly two thousand years later. Centuries of human history frozen in time

         under the chisel of human genius.

      


      MacLeod always felt that museums after hours took on the air of a crypt, a pregnant silence as if waiting for the dead to

         arise. As his steps rang down the hall, MacLeod half expected the shepherd boy to come to life, or the monks to return to

         claim what once was theirs. Irrational, he knew; but, then, not everything in life was rational. He approached the entrance

         at the end of the corridor, two massive wooden doors hand-carved and blackened with age that once separated the garden from

         the monks’ quarters. Wary as he was in the eerie atmosphere of the deserted museum, he was not prepared for the ancient doors

         to spring open on their own as he reached out to touch them.

      


      MacLeod stepped back quickly, waiting until the doors had opened fully. As he did, he sensed the presence of another Immortal.

         He stepped through with caution. Most likely Constantine, he thought, but it never paid to drop your guard until you were

         sure.

      


      “Marcus?” he called out, looking around. There was no response.


      The old monks’ quarters had been completely destroyed in the violence following the Revolution and in its place the Musée

         National des Antiquités had created an immense hall of marble in the Classical style, part of nineteenth-century architecture’s

         sad attempt to recreate the splendor of the ancient world. MacLeod had trouble envisioning a display of Monet’s works installed

         in this room, or the paintings of Georgia O’ Keeffe—although, come to think of it, there were a few of Henry Moore’s more

         amorphous sculptures he thought might feel at home here.

      


      For Constantine’s new exhibition, however, the room was perfect. Two Corinthian columns secured a large banner bearing the

         name of the exhibit in precise Latin lettering: Hostes Romae—Hostiae Romae. Rome’s Enemies—Rome’s Victims.

      


      Passing under the banner, MacLeod approached a freestanding stone archway built in the style of the Roman triumphal arches

         he remembered from his days in Italy with Hugh Fitzcairn. He smiled, remembering the morning after the duke’s wedding, waking

         up barely clothed on the top of one such arch near the ruins of the Forum, Fitz nowhere to be found and him with one hell

         of a headache, wondering how the devil he’d managed to get up there. Or how the devil he’d get down. Then along came Fitz

         with a hay wagon. Good old Fitz.

      


      This particular arch wasn’t actually stone, he realized as he got closer, just a clever simulation. And the opening in the

         archway was barely taller than he was, probably only a fifth of its original scale—no hay wagon necessary to break the fall.

         He admired the workmanship in the gilt statue on top of the arch—some triumphant Roman emperor in a chariot pulled by four

         fiery steeds, their muscles rippling. He brushed off his Latin to read the inscription. Titus. This particular triumphant

         Roman was Titus.

      


      He tried to remember which one Titus was. “Caesar, Augustus, Tiberius,” he chanted under his breath. In the back of his mind,

         he could hear Brother Paul chanting it along with him, night after night, all those years ago in the Monastery of St. Christopher.

         “Caligula, Claudius, Nero …” Paul had tried hard to teach MacLeod about the history of the world he’d begun to explore, but

         MacLeod had been so young then. So very young. He could name the kings of Scotland and those were the only kings worth knowing.

      


      “Galba, Vitellius …” No, wait. “Otho, Vitellius …”


      “Ach, it’s no’ fair—four in one year!” he could hear his frustrated younger self say, and Brother Paul had just laughed.

      


      “Otho, Galba …” It was no use. He couldn’t keep them straight then, he couldn’t do it now. He gave up and walked on.


      The floor plan had been deliberately designed in such a way that any visitor coming into the great hall was compelled to pass

         through the Arch of Titus to enter the exhibition. As MacLeod walked beneath the arch, he noticed the light-beam sensor just

         before he was about to trip it. Cautiously he reached out and broke the beam of light with his hand. Drums and horns blared

         around him. He looked around for the source, on alert. Then, over the martial music, came chanting and cheering:

      


      “Ave, Caesar!” “Hail the conquering hero!”

      


      He stepped cautiously through the archway and found himself surrounded by the frenzied citizens of Rome. Life-size mannequins

         garbed in Roman finery, caught in uncanny tableau as they seemed to cheer, applaud, strew his way with flowers. Each face

         individual, expressive, filled with the emotion of their leader’s triumphal march into the city, of his glorious victory over

         the barbarians. Lights and sound flickered, highlighting this group, that person, flash, flash, giving the Romans the illusion

         of movement, almost giving them life. MacLeod turned quickly one way, then the other, taking in the crowd, receiving their

         adulation, and for one brief instant perhaps, he felt it, knew what it was like to be a king. To be the Emperor.

      


      Then, in mid-rapture, the crowd abruptly silenced. Marcus Constantine stepped from beside the Arch of Titus, a key in his

         hand, and walked toward MacLeod.

      


      “So? What do you think?” he asked, more than a little proud of his creation.


      MacLeod caught his breath. “Impressive.” He looked at the curator, so comfortable in a suit and tie, at home in his museum

         with his books and artifacts, so much the academic, and tried to see the legendary Roman general beneath it all. “Is that

         what it was like?”

      


      Constantine’s eyes shone bright, remembering, and he smiled. “On a good day.” Then he laughed. “On a bad day you were up to

         your waist in swamp water trying to keep your provisions dry and the Emperor was trying to bribe your aide to poison you.”

      


      “Office politics?” MacLeod remarked.


      “Precisely.” Constantine pointed to the Arch. “He came after Vespasian, by the way. Julius Caesar, Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula,

         Claudius, Nero, the Year of Four Emperors that ended with Vespasian, then Titus, Vespasian’s son.” In response to MacLeod’s

         look, he said, “Don’t let it bother you, I can’t remember them either.” Then he winked at MacLeod and whispered conspiratorially,

         “And I was there.”

      


      MacLeod followed Constantine past displays arranged to give the museum visitor a quick foundation in the rise and power of

         the Roman Empire. These exhibits, too, were full of light and color, with computer animation and games and plenty of buttons

         to push to keep the kids amused. “A little sad, don’t you think?” MacLeod commented. “Those men were once the most powerful

         men in the entire world, and now no one even remembers them.”

      


      “We of all people know that power doesn’t guarantee Immortality, Duncan.” MacLeod nodded in agreement. “Which is, in fact,

         part of the point of my new exhibition.”

      


      “I thought you must have an agenda, Marcus. It’s not like you to glorify Rome like this.”


      “Ah, no, no, my friend, just the opposite. Consider this exhibition as a tribute to the assimilated. A memorial to the societies

         that were lost to history when the Romans came through like a giant steamroller, flattened their native cultures, carried

         off their best and brightest, and turned everyone into second-class Romans.” Constantine stopped at one display in the center

         of the next section of walkway. As far as MacLeod could tell, it was a waist-high circular railing about six feet in diameter

         that enclosed nothing but floor. Constantine fit his key into a control box under the railing and turned it. “Watch,” he said.

      


      Suddenly, a round column of light appeared in the center of the enclosure, filling the space from floor to ceiling. MacLeod

         watched, waiting for something more to happen. After a moment, he prompted, “And … ?”

      


      “Patience,” Constantine counseled, looking more than a little like a wizard conjuring a spirit as he gestured at the light.

         “It takes a moment for it to warm up.”

      


      MacLeod saw a word begin to spiral down the column of light. Etruscan. “Hologram?” he asked, and Constantine nodded. Then

         there were more words. Samnite, Umbrian, Carthaginian, Sardinian. Faster. MacLeod realized he was watching a roll call of

         the assimilated. The technology fascinated him. Corsican, Corinthian, Syrian, Numidian, Celtiberian, Cimbri, Teuton, Egyptian.

         Like in a whirlwind, the names of vanquished peoples spun down from the ceiling, sucked into the floor. Samaritan, Dacian,

         Thracian, Illyrian, Macedonian, Epirote, Parthian, Helvetii. Faster and faster the vortex spun, the names descending fast

         and furious—Caledonian Maeatae Arverni Senones Nervii Galatian—so fast MacLeod could no longer read every one, could only

         pick out random cultures before they disappeared without a trace. Insubrian, Gaesatae, Boii, Iberian, Belgae, Suebi, Iceni,

         Parisii.

      


      Finally the last name was consumed by the floor and all that remained was the column of light. Constantine turned off his

         new toy. MacLeod shook his head in wonder, and asked, “Whatever happened to the days when museums were places with dusty relics

         in big oak cases?”

      


      “Just keeping up with the times, Duncan—we have to compete with EuroDisney now.” He gestured for MacLeod to follow him into

         the next room of the carefully orchestrated exhibition. “We still keep a couple of cases around, for purists like yourself.”

         A Plexiglas case taller than MacLeod filled the center of the cubicle, accessible from all sides. On a nearly transparent

         pedestal, parallel to the floor, rested an Egyptian sarcophagus. Above it, apparently hovering as if by magic, several smaller

         artifacts were suspended by fishing line. The arrangement seemed a little off, a large space left empty on the right side

         of the display, but MacLeod’s attention was drawn to the sarcophagus.

      


      “Marcus, that’s Nefertiri’s.” MacLeod remembered the day he’d freed the handmaiden of Cleopatra from her two-thousand-year

         imprisonment in that sarcophagus. He also remembered the day he’d been forced to kill her.

      


      “I guess you might call it a little selfish, wanting to get a curator’s exclusive, but I called in a few favors from some

         of our kind. I wanted to bring a few pieces to the public that had never been on exhibit before. Pieces like this drinking

         horn from my old friend Bato the Illyrian”—he pointed out a translucent vessel carved from alabaster—“some rare pieces that

         could exemplify the beauty and sophistication of one of the cultures we destroyed or that in some way would symbolize the

         brutality we were capable of.”

      


      MacLeod had raised an eyebrow at Constantine’s “we.” Since his arrival he’d suspected that this exhibition was Constantine’s

         way of trying to make amends, to atone in some small way for what he felt were the sins of his past. It certainly explained

         the exhibition’s scale—it must have taken years to design. He wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Constantine’s own money

         was funding it—he knew the modest Musée could never afford an installation so state-of-the-art. But MacLeod said nothing about

         it, noting with wry sadness instead, “I don’t think Nefertiri will need it back. And I think she’d be pleased that her people

         were being remembered.”

      


      Constantine seemed a bit relieved that MacLeod approved. “Recognize this one?” he asked, pointing to one of the artifacts

         “floating” in the case on hidden wires.

      


      A Celtic torque gleamed in the case’s spotlight, the golden terminals at the ends of the elaborate neckpiece clasped together

         to form a delicate ring, finely wrought and crafted by artisans whose skills had rarely been equaled. “Ceirdwyn’s?”

      


      “How’d you guess? She rarely lets it out. I nearly had to pry it off of her. You should have seen the look she gave me when

         I asked if I might borrow her sword, as well.”

      


      “She brought it out when her husband Steven was killed.”


      Constantine looked grim. “Sad business, that.” He was silent for a moment, then went on. “The Celts were such an amazing people,

         Duncan. You should have seen them—they were passionate, they were spontaneous. They loved life with a gusto I’d never thought

         was possible. And then the Romans came through and we made them…” Constantine seemed at a loss for the right words.

      


      “English?” MacLeod ventured with a wicked grin, and they both laughed. He looked at the next item in the case. The footlong

         piece of iron was flat black next to the gleaming torque, maybe an inch in diameter, and marked only with a ring of rusty

         oxidation about halfway up the shaft. “What’s that?”

      


      “Slave boy from the northern provinces was crucified by his Roman master because the master’s wife tried to seduce him.”


      MacLeod looked more closely at the nail and shuddered. “Nasty way to die, even for one of us.”


      “You should have seen the master’s wife.” Now it was Constantine’s turn to shudder. “Personally, I think crucifixion was the

         better part of the deal. The slave kept one of the nails as a souvenir. Sick sense of humor, if you ask me.”

      


      MacLeod pointed out the empty section of the case. “So what goes here? A piece of the One True Cross?”


      “Actually, that’s why I asked you to come by.”


      Ah, here it comes, MacLeod thought. “Somehow I knew you wouldn’t make a lunch date just because you enjoyed the company, Marcus.”

      


      Constantine, a little embarrassed, asked, “That transparent, am I?”


      MacLeod smiled. “Whatever I have is yours. You know that.” He looked around the room. “But I don’t know what I have that would

         fit in with all of this.”

      


      “Paul Karros’s sword?”


      “Karros?” MacLeod was intrigued.


      “I tried to locate him and found out you had…taken care of him, as it were. I thought you might have kept the sword. It was

         a gladius, an iron short sword, beautiful piece of work. He used it during the Spartacan revolt, you know. He was Thracian, like Spartacus,

         trained as a—”

      


      “I know, trained as a gladiator to fight in the Roman games. He must have told me a thousand times,” MacLeod explained.


      “Really? I didn’t realize you were that close.”


      “We were once,” MacLeod said quietly, and Constantine needed no further explanation. They’d all been there.


      “So you do have the sword?” Constantine asked eagerly.

      


      MacLeod nodded. “I know where I can get my hands on it. Tuesday soon enough?”


      “Perfect. The exhibition opens on Wednesday.” Constantine looked pleased. “Well, that was simple enough—and I didn’t even

         have to spring for lunch,” he added with a devilish look at MacLeod, who thought he could almost detect a small gleam of victory

         in his eyes.
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