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Disclaimer
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The stories are available to download, and you can print them out and keep them, but please don't try and sell them or anything unscrupulous like that. Feel free to show them to your friends, make copies, but please don't put them up on any web pages unless you have express permission from the author. You can link to HFS as much as you like though [:-)] we crave publicity.

All actors are used without any permission. They were chosen because we admire and wanted to have them in our stories, but the cast lists only exist in our minds.
 



�Teaser


'Joe's'.  The pink neon sign beside the entrance glows with the promise of soulful music, good drink and the companionship of friends.  Located in the Seacouver warehouse district, the small establishment fits the owner like the proverbial glove.  The owner, Joe Dawson--middle aged, his full head of hair and neatly trimmed beard a silvered gray--is musician, bartender, and friend to many.

He is also a Watcher.  Someone who records the lives of others.  Immortals.  But Joe doesn't just Watch.  Things have happened to pull him into the web of Immortal life.  And now Joe belongs inside the vast circle of friends--and enemies--that surround the Immortal, Duncan MacLeod.  The Immortal whose life Joe has been assigned to chronicle for the last twenty years or so.  Now their lives have become entwined, giving the Watcher a rare insight into MacLeod's world, discovering along the way, the most important fact of being an Immortal--once in the Game, you were either a hunter or the hunted.  
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The front door opened and a slight breeze accompanied Duncan MacLeod into the popular neighborhood night spot.  Joe looked up from his duties.  "Mac!" he called out in greeting to the new arrival.

MacLeod walked almost the full length of the oblong room to an empty stool across the bar from where Joe stood.  He nodded to the young woman on his left as he sat, then addressed his friend.  "Hi, Joe.  How 'bout a draft?"

"Coming up," Joe said as he grabbed a glass and opened a tap.  He nodded in the young woman's direction.  "Mac, this is my niece, Melody Thornton.  Melody, this is Duncan MacLeod."

Melody offered MacLeod her hand.  "Hello, Mr. MacLeod! My uncle has talked so much about you," she said with a smile.

MacLeod took her hand, noting her firm, no-nonsense grip.  "'Duncan' is fine.  I hope he had only good things to say," he told her as he openly admired the blue-eyed blond.  He smiled, his 'high wattage' smile.

"Of course," she returned, her demeanor friendly, but business-like.

Joe placed a glass of beer in front of MacLeod, then explained, "Melody's father and I were friends for years.  She's just finished her degree and moved back from L.A."

MacLeod turned back to Melody and raised his glass in a toast. "Congratulations."

"Thank you, Mr. --umm-- Duncan," she corrected.  "I'm glad to be home."

Melody slid off the stool and took her coat from a nearby table.  She turned back to Joe.  "I guess I'll see you in the morning, Uncle Joe.  You'll have that paperwork for me?"

Joe was distracted.  He was watching MacLeod, who was watching his niece.

"Uncle Joe?" Melody tried again to get his attention.

Joe shook himself awake.  "Oh.  Sure, Mel.  See you tomorrow."

Melody stood on the foot rest, and leaning over the bar, gave Joe a kiss on his cheek.  Then turning to MacLeod she said, "I'm glad I got to meet you, Duncan."

MacLeod returned the compliment as he stood and helped her put on her coat.  She picked up her small purse from the bar top, then called a good night to both men as she walked away.

Joe and MacLeod echoed each other's good-bye. 

Joe was still unsettled by the attention Duncan paid to his niece as she left the bar.  "Isn't she a little young for you, MacLeod?" he suggested.

MacLeod sat back down and raised his eyebrows, looking over at his friend with amusement.  Joe, the childless bachelor, was suddenly showing all the signs of an overprotective father.  "Joe!" Mac protested laughingly, taking a drink of his beer.  Then on a serious note he asked, "Are you really her uncle?"

Joe was busy wiping down the bar in front of Melody's vacated spot.  "No," he answered.  "Her father and I were good friends for a long time.  He died last year, her mother a while before that.  I'm all she has left."

Leaning closer to Joe, MacLeod lowered his voice.  "Was her father a Watcher?"

Joe had found other things to do behind the bar.  He didn't answer MacLeod.  

"Does she intend to take over for him?" MacLeod wanted to know.

Joe still didn't answer his friend.

"I can find out," MacLeod insisted as he watched his friend fidget.

Joe stopped his cleaning, braced himself on the bar and looked straight at MacLeod.  "Yes, Mac," he answered, surrendering the information reluctantly.  "She's taking over for him."

MacLeod nodded, looking down at his glass.  "Give her something else to do.  It's too dangerous for her."

"I know she's young and inexperienced, but I have full confidence in her abilities," Joe told him.

MacLeod looked up and started to argue, "Joe..."

Joe held up both hands to stop Mac from talking.  "She's been trained by the best."

MacLeod again leaned over to get his friend's attention.  "Joe, trust me, the Immortal will know she's there." Joe stilled as MacLeod continued.  "That young lady has a very special aura.  The Immortal she Watches could either come after her or lose his own head protecting hers."

Comprehension of what MacLeod was trying to tell him finally hit home.  Joe was speechless.

MacLeod finished his beer, stood and pulled a money clip from his pants' pocket.

"You're sure?" Joe sputtered, finding his voice.

MacLeod gave Joe an incredulous look as he answered.  "Yes, Joe.  I'm sure." He pulled some bills from the money clip and placed them on the bar.  Then he leaned toward Joe again and asked, "Who is her assignment?"

Joe visibly blanched as he answered, "Richie."

MacLeod froze, then demanded of his friend, "Do it now. You know how protective Richie can be."

MacLeod walked out of the bar, leaving Joe standing still, staring down at the smooth expa
nse of wood in front of him.   
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The temperature was crisp, the sunlight bright.  It was a rare winter morning in the Pacific Northwest city of Seacouver.  It was dry.

Richie Ryan walked briskly along the crowded downtown sidewalk.  MacLeod had asked him to do several errands today as a favor and he was almost finished, only one more, a pick-up over on Front Street, near Joe's.

Just before he crossed the intersection, Richie paused.  Slowly shaking his head, he glanced behind him.  Then shrugging, he continued.

Melody was following Richie.  This was her first day as a Watcher.  He had crossed the street, and was moving quickly away from her.  She hurried to follow, right into the path of a car.

Shouts of warning went unheard as Melody's attention was on the Immortal in front of her.  But Richie heard and turned back in time to see the young woman fly through the air and land on the pavement in the middle of the roadway.

Richie ran to help, kneeling beside her.  The driver of the car tried to explain -- "it wasn't my fault, she came out of nowhere." The crowd pressed forward, some trying to help and some just wanting to gape at the pretty young woman lying motionless.

Richie was confused.  The feeling he had had a few minutes earlier, the one he'd shrugged off, was back, and it was coming from the girl on the pavement in front of him.  She was an Immortal.  To be specific -- she was a pre-Immortal and she was dying. She was badly injured.  Should he leave her there to die and find her later before she awoke as an Immortal? Or take her somewhere now? In either case, he already knew he would help her through this, her first death.  He'd be the one to teach her what she was.  

Melody opened her eyes to find Richie looking at her with a great deal of concern, holding her lightly.  "Richie, it hurts," she gasped.

Richie was astounded.  "She knows me!" he exclaimed softly. "How does she know me?"  He made up his mind.  "Hold on."

He picked her up and made his way over to a taxi conveniently snared by the traffic jam and climbed into the back seat with the soon-to-be new Immortal.  "Mac," Richie murmured, "I sure hope you're home." 
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Richie lifted the gate on the apartment elevator while holding Melody against the side of the cage.  He picked her up and carried her across the huge room to the bedroom end of the apartment and laid her down on Mac's bed.

MacLeod wasn't home.

Melody had a grip on Richie's coat.  "Richie, it hurts," she informed him again, faintly.  "Don't leave me."

"I won't leave you, you'll be okay.  You'll see," he promised.  Melody's hold on his coat dropped away and he held her as she died. 

Richie stood and looked at her now peaceful face.  "You'll be okay," he whispered to her still body.  "You'll see," he repeated, backing away from the bed.

Richie took off his blood-stained coat as he walked across the room and into the kitchen.  He collected a small basin and some cloths from under the sink, then filled the basin with warm water.  Taking the supplies back to the bed, he sat down on the edge.

He removed Melody's badly torn coat and started to wash the blood from her face, her hands and her arms.  Richie paused.  She had a tattoo on the inside of her left wrist, about the size of a silver dollar.  Just like the one Joe wore.  She was a Watcher.

"Whoa," he exclaimed, leaning back.  He sat quietly for a minute, then walked over to the wall phone and picking up the receiver, he dialed.  "Joe?" Richie said. "You're not going to believe this." 
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Richie heard the lift moving up from the floor below.  Joe soon came into view through the bars of the old freight elevator.  Richie walked over and lifted the gate.

"Thanks for coming, Joe.  Mac's not home and I wasn't sure what to do.  I guess she was one of you guys.  And now, she's one of us." Richie moved out of Joe's way, allowing the Watcher to enter the apartment.

Joe looked toward the opposite end of the flat.  He could see Melody lying on the big bed and he started walking toward her. 

"She's still out, but that won't last long," Richie explained as he followed Joe.

Joe stopped at the end of the bed and looked down at his niece, a sad expression on his face.  He finally spoke.  "Her name's Melody and she was like a family to me."

"She'll be all right.  Don't you understand what I said?" Richie repeated to the Watcher.

"Yeah, Rich, I heard you." Joe moved stiffly over to the side of the bed and sat down beside her.  He smoothed her hair back from her face then took her hand in his. 

She awoke with a start and a moan, her eyes still tightly closed.

"The pain will go away soon, just be still," Richie promised.

Melody opened her eyes, looking from Joe to Richie, then at her surroundings.  "Where are we?" she asked her uncle.  "How'd I get here?"

Richie took the stuff back to the kitchen end of the huge room as Joe answered her questions.  "We're at Duncan's.  Richie brought you here."

"I remember the car.  And the pain," she said.  Melody sat up.  "The pain. It's gone." 

"You know what Immortals are, Melody," Joe said.

"Of course, I do," Melody answered.

Richie was rinsing out the basin in the kitchen sink.  "Welcome to the club," he called out to her, then turned his head toward the door as he felt the presence of another Immortal.

Melody also felt it.  She grabbed her head with both hands.  "Uncle Joe, what...?"

"That feeling lets us know when another Immortal is around," Richie explained.  "It'll fade.  That must be Mac."

MacLeod came into the apartment through the front door.  He stopped when he saw the three occupants, looking first at Richie then at the other two at the other end of the room.  "What the hell happened?" MacLeod asked as he took off his coat and hung it on a hook at the end of the entry hall.  Walking toward his bed, he repeated, "Someone tell me what happened."

Melody tried to smile.  "My first day on the job and I messed up."

Richie walked over with a glass of water and offered it to Melody.  "Mac, she was following me across the street and got hit by a car.  See, well, I felt this weird kind of feeling.  Kinda like an itch I couldn't reach? You know?"

MacLeod said nothing.  He stood, hands on hips, as he listened to Richie and watched Melody's full return to health. 

Richie continued his story.  "Well, when I heard all the noise and went to help, I realized it was coming from her, you know, that itchy feeling." He shrugged.  "Well, then she called me by name.  Mac, she knew my name! So, I brought her here.  And she was hurt bad.  And then she died."

"Uncle Joe?" Melody interrupted.  "This must be a shock to you.  I'm sorry."

Joe looked at MacLeod, both deciding without words that no one needed to know about their conversation of the night before.

"It's okay," Joe assured her.  "Like Richie said, everything is going to be all right."

Richie had gone back to the kitchen and poured some coffee into a mug. "Hey, Mac?"  Richie called.  "Is that the way it happened when we first met?"

MacLeod looked over at Richie, puzzled.

"You know.  That weird feeling," Richie explained.

"Oh," MacLeod said, "you mean the thing I couldn't get rid of? Yeah, Rich.  Just like that." He baited the youngster.

"Mac," Richie spoke with confidence, "you don't mean that."

"Uncle Joe?" Melody asked.  "What do I do now? Richie's my assignment."

MacLeod answered for the Watcher.  "Things have changed, you need to realize that and what it means for you."
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MacLeod sat on the opposite side of the bed from Joe.  Then he and Richie both tensed and looked at each other as they felt yet another Immortal nearby.  Melody looked bewildered.

MacLeod got up and walked over to the front door just as a knock sounded. He opened it and greeted the newcomer.  "Can I help you?"

The visitor appeared to be in his early thirties.  His hair -- blond and straight -- fell below his shoulders and he wore a long coat similar to the one MacLeod had just taken off.  "I was told I could find Joe Dawson here," he said with a midwestern drawl. 

MacLeod nodded slowly.  He noticed the new arrival's cautious manner and his stance, ready to defend against a challenge.  "If you're a friend of Joe's," MacLeod told him, indicating the sword under the other man's coat, "you won't need that here."

The stranger nodded, and let his hand drop to his side as MacLeod motioned for him to enter the apartment and then closed the door behind him.  "Joe," MacLeod announced, "you have a visitor."         The new arrival glanced at Richie, then at Joe and then at Melody sitting in the middle of the bed.  "Mel, what's happened to you?" he called out, rushing toward her. 

Melody bounced up off the bed and ran into his arms.  "Scott, I'm so glad you're here."  She greeted him with a kiss.

MacLeod, Richie and Joe all exchanged a look of surprise.

"You're an Immortal!" she exclaimed, interrupting their kiss to look up at him in surprise.

He laughed at her statement.  "Yes, I know."  Then his smile turned into a frown.  "And so are you.  What happened?" he demanded, realizing that the Immortal aura was also coming from her.

"I wasn't paying attention to where I was going," she confessed.  "I was too busy following Richie and I got hit by a car." She was still hanging on to him when she finished, her arms around his neck.

"Who's Richie? And why were you following him?"

Melody glanced at her uncle.  Joe's answer was imperceptible to anyone that didn't know him well.  A slight change of his posture, a look at the floor then back at his niece.  But she understood.  Melody couldn't talk about the Watchers.

"It's nothing now." She changed the subject.  "Why are you following me?" she asked him, dropping her arms to her sides.

"Because you wouldn't stay in L.A. and I want to be with you," he admitted.

"But your job!" she exclaimed.

"Not so important anymore," he answered, shaking his head.

"But you said...," Melody argued.

"Never mind," Scott told her.

"I guess I'm out of a job too," Melody told him.

"Then let's go home, back to L.A.," Scott suggested hopefully, reaching down to tug playfully on the sleeve of her sweater.

"No," Melody answered, moving away, turning her back.  "Not yet.  I have to find out what's happening with me.  And why."

"There are no answers to the 'why'.  As for the rest, I can teach you." Scott looked over at the three men, then following her, he took Melody by the shoulders and gently turned her around.  "Melody," he continued in a soft voice, "you don't know these people.  It's important that you be around someone you can trust."

Melody shook Scott's hands off her shoulders.  "I trust my uncle, and these are his friends," she told him in an indignant voice.

"But he's not really your uncle, is he?" Scott firmly reminded her.

Melody again turned away and walked over to the windows, staring at the view, saying nothing.

"You just met these guys," Scott continued, raising his voice at her.  "How do you know you can trust them?"

MacLeod interrupted, "Melody's been through a lot today, Scott.  Give her a little time.  She's in no danger from us."

"Who are you?" Scott demanded.

"Duncan MacLeod," Mac introduced himself, then waited to see if there would be a reaction.  As usual, there was.

"Yeah, I've heard of you.  The Highlander," Scott admitted as he offered his hand to MacLeod.  "I'm Scott Bryant."

"She needs a bit of time, Scott," MacLeod said again, shaking his hand.

Scott hooked his thumbs into his jeans' pockets, looked at the floor for a few seconds, then nodded.  "Yeah.  She needs some time," he agreed.  Backing toward the door, he called to Melody, "I'll be back later, I'm just going to take a walk, clear my head."

Melody turned away from the window and watched him as he stopped and started to say something else.  But instead, he gave her a small wave, then turned and left the apartment.

Joe pointed at the closed front door.  "I haven't heard of him, he must be fairly young," he informed MacLeod.

"Why didn't you want me to tell him about the Watchers?" Melody asked her uncle.

"Mel, you know we can't tell them about us.  Mac found me," he explained at her questioning look toward MacLeod and Richie.  "And now here you are, another Immortal that knows all my secrets." Joe grinned at his niece.

Richie was feeling like a fifth wheel.  With Joe and Mac here to help Melody through this new beginning, she didn't need him too.  Now was a good time to leave.  He went over to Melody, took both of her hands in his and gave a little squeeze.  "I have to get going now, but Mac will take good care of you," he assured her.

"Thank you, Richie," she said, smiling at him.  "Thanks for everything."

"Not a problem," he replied, waving to Joe and Mac as he headed for the stairs.

Mel, I'm sure Scott will be back soon," Joe said, putting his arm around her shoulders.   "You'll be okay while Mac and I talk about some things downstairs?"

She nodded and hugged him fiercely.  "I'll be fine."

Joe kissed her cheek affectionately, then turned away and walked to the elevator.  MacLeod held the gate up for him, then joined him inside the cage, motioning to Melody that he would be right back.
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The two friends descended to the main level in silence, then walked slowly across the  wooden floor of the dojo.

"I don't think he's a danger to her or he would have taken her head long ago," MacLeod  said, trying to reassure.  

Joe nodded.  "I agree."

They walked together slowly for a few more steps, then stopped as Joe turned to face MacLeod.  "Will you teach her, Mac?"

"I'm not so sure she wants my help, Joe.  He'll want to teach her about the 'Game'."

"Yeah, you're probably right," the Watcher replied reluctantly.  But he wasn't ready to give up on what he considered to be Melody's best chance.  "Will you if she asks?"

"Yes," MacLeod agreed, "if she asks."

"I'll talk to her," J
oe said, looking more at ease. 
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Duncan MacLeod sat in his office, working on the computer.  He'd left Melody alone upstairs.  It'd been a while since Scott had left to 'clear his head' and she was worried.  She clearly loved the guy.  It was late evening now and MacLeod waited for Scott to return. 

MacLeod stopped typing and looked toward the double door entry.  He'd purposely left the front doors unlocked and an Immortal had just entered.  It was Scott. Pausing in the doorway, he saw MacLeod in the office and walked toward him.  MacLeod turned off the computer and sat back in his chair, waiting. 

Scott stopped at the door of the glassed-in office and leaned against the door frame.  "Where's Mel?" he asked.

"Upstairs.  It's been a long confusing day for her," MacLeod explained.

"Yeah," Scott agreed, then he continued, looking directly at MacLeod, "I love her, you know.  I wouldn't hurt her."

"I can see that," MacLeod acknowledged.  "But she needs to learn how to survive.  You can't protect her twenty four hours a day."
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FLASHBACK - 
S
COTLAND
 1670

MacLeod stood in the small paddock saddling a horse that didn't want to be saddled.

"Hold ye beastie.  Stand still," MacLeod demanded of the frisky animal.

He made one more adjustment to the saddle, then raised his head as he felt the presence of another Immortal.

Sarah walked around the corner of the cottage with a packet in her hands. She was a tiny little thing with long dark hair and deep blue eyes.  She and MacLeod had been together for the whole summer, ever since he had found her, a new Immortal, not long after her first death.  Inseparable and in love, they had discovered in each other a way to distance themselves from the 'Game'--for a while.  He could protect her, make sure no harm came to this lovely, delicate creature. 

Sarah offered the packet of food to MacLeod.  He took it from her and stored it behind his saddle.  "That should hold you 'til you find your supper tonight, Duncan," she told him.  

"Aye, now give me a kiss, Sarah, to hold me 'til I'm home agin," he said laughingly, pulling her into an embrace and nuzzling her neck.

Sarah laughed.  "You willna be gone but for two days, Duncan.  Not even enough time for me to miss you." She picked up her skirts, gave him a teasing grin, and pulled away from his arms.

MacLeod caught her and turned her back.  "Aye, you will miss me," he declared, as he pulled her tight once more.  They shared a long kiss.

MacLeod pulled the reins up over his horse's head, mounted, then leaning down, he gave her another quick kiss.  "Take care, Sarah."

He wheeled his horse away and into a gallop, waving a good-bye to his Immortal lover.


�



It was dusk as MacLeod rode into the small yard, two days later.  He dismounted and led his travel-worn horse into the paddock.

As he unsaddled his mount, he felt the sensation of another Immortal.  He smiled.  Sarah was waiting for him inside.  He hurried to finish making his horse comfortable.  Then picking up a package, a gift for his lover, he walked around the side of cottage and in through the front door.

The cottage was neat and clean, a fire roaring in the fireplace.  Sarah was lying on the bed.

"Sarah?" MacLeod walked over to the bed.  Sarah was dead.  Someone had taken her head.  The Immortal presence he'd felt was now behind him.  He drew his sword and turned quickly.  A man stepped out of the shadows, sword drawn.  "You know, MacLeod, you should pick stronger women," the man taunted him.  "She had no fight in her at all.  Said she didn't even have a sword." 

"Why?" MacLeod raged.  "She was not a threat to you.  It wasna fight at all but an execution." He raised his sword and attacked the stranger.
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Early morning misted the hillside as MacLeod knelt by a freshly filled grave.  He had taken the head of Sarah's murderer the night before, and with it his Quickening. Now he mourned.  

"I'm so sorry, Sarah.  I should've forced you to learn to protect yourself.  Never agin," he promised himself as he lay wild flowers across her grave.
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PRESENT


MacLeod walked over to a display of practice weapons that hung on the wall.  He chose two swords and offered one to Scott.  "Let's see how good you are."

Scott accepted the sword, took off his coat and met MacLeod in the center of the room.  MacLeod bowed slightly to the younger man, then attacked him with short, efficient thrusts, moving toward Scott steadily, not allowing him to recover enough to stage his own attack.

It was soon apparent to both men that MacLeod was by far the better swordsman.  And if it had been a real fight, it would have ended shortly after it had begun.

But MacLeod was giving him a lesson.  He disarmed Scott several times, each time retrieving the sword himself and returning it, only to do it again.  When Scott got frustrated, MacLeod showed him how to counter a specific move.  Several times MacLeod stopped to point out another way, or to suggest another tactic.

Scott stayed with it, refusing to quit.  Finally MacLeod called a halt. "That's enough for tonight," he suggested.

Scott smiled.  "Thanks.  Why all this?" he asked as he put the sword back on the rack.

"Melody needs to know how to protect herself," MacLeod explained.  "She can't always depend on you or me to be there for her.  I'm planning to start her training tomorrow," he continued.  "You're welcome to join us if you'd like."

Scott nodded his acceptance.  "MacLeod, why are you doing this?"

MacLeod talked as he locked up the dojo.  "You'll both be safer if you can protect each other's backs."

"No.  That's not what I mean," Scott elaborated.  "Why are you helping us? I mean, there can be only one. Right?"

"That's at the end of the Game.  No one has said you can't have friends and allies on the way," MacLeod explained.

"But you don't know me at all," Scott pointed out.

"Oh, I don't know," MacLeod smiled.  "I think I'm a pretty good judge of character.  You and Mel have been together for over a year.  If you'd wanted her head, I'd never have met her."

Scott nodded.

MacLeod walked into the lift and put his hands up on the gate, ready to pull it down.  "You coming?" he asked Scott.

Scott got onto the elevator and MacLeod lowered the gate.  "It's going to be an early morning," MacLeod promised.
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Over the next few weeks, the trio trained together.  They were constant companions. 

MacLeod started their daily routines with long runs over the huge city park jogging trails.  At first, Mel stumbled frequently and Scott always slowed to steady her, running beside her, telling her how well she was doing, giving her confidence. 

Next on the agenda, back at the dojo, MacLeod and Scott sparred open handed.  Scott had worked with a Master and was actually pretty good.  He and MacLeod traded falls often.  It was a good workout for both men and they learned from each other.

Late morning was the time of day MacLeod and Melody trained with swords.  Mac instructed her in slow motion, teaching her the moves she needed to know, then working up to speed with some basics.  She found sword work overwhelming in the beginning, but with time she would be fine.  She had good instincts.

Often in the early afternoon, Melody and Scott fought on the exercise mat, MacLeod coaching her from the sidelines.  She was thrilled when she flipped Scott over her shoulder the first time, disappointed when she couldn't do it all the time.

Late in the day, MacLeod and Scott dueled with swords, hard and furious. Serious stuff.  Scott's skill improved with the constant work with MacLeod.  This is what would keep them alive.   And Melody was learning fast.  Her body changed, becoming accustomed to the hard work.  She was quicker, faster, more 'buffed' than she had ever dreamed of being.  Now when MacLeod, Scott and Mel ran in the park, she was the one in the lead, taunting the other two. 

They were making progress.
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MacLeod was in the dojo, performing his daily kata in one corner of the gym.  A few paying members of the dojo were working out in different parts of the room. 

MacLeod felt the presence of another Immortal but he continued through his kata.  Finishing his exercise ritual, MacLeod looked over to see who had entered the dojo.  A stranger. 

Draping a towel around his neck, MacLeod walked over to the visitor.  "Can I help you?" he asked.

The stranger looked around at the sparse, utilitarian dojo, then back at MacLeod.  "I'm John Crandall," he announced.  "I've come for D
uncan MacLeod, the Highlander."
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"I'm Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod," Mac said softly, answering the man's challenge.  "And you'll have to wait until my guests leave."

Crandall tilted his head with a nod of acknowledgment as he spoke, "Of course, MacLeod.  I will return another time." Then he turned on his heel and left the dojo.
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‘Joe's’ was busy.  MacLeod sat at the end of the bar sipping on the coffee in front of him.  Joe Dawson leaned on the bar from the other side.  "John Crandall," Joe said as he shook his head.  "He's like an old west gunslinger, Mac.  He hears about someone with a reputation for winning and he 'rides into town'.  Last I heard he was in England."

MacLeod finished his coffee and stood.  "Well, now he's here for me."

Joe cleared Mac's cup as he replied.  "I'd say he's looking for more trouble than he can handle." Joe smiled, then turned serious.  "Take care, Mac."

MacLeod nodded at his friend and answered, "I always do," with a ghost of a smile on his lips.  Then he turned and left the bar.
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MacLeod opened the lift gate and walked into his loft apartment.  Richie sat on the couch working on his laptop. "Hey Mac," he greeted MacLeod. 

MacLeod took off his coat and hung it on a peg in the hallway.  "Hey Richie.  What's up?  Where's Scott and Melody?"

"Altea's out of town so I thought I'd hang here.  Mel and Scott left with a friend of yours,"  Richie explained, still typing.

"A friend of mine?" MacLeod tensed, dreading what Richie would say next.

"Yeah." Richie put the computer on the coffee table and picked up a business card.  "I found this card on the door -- John Crandall."

MacLeod put his coat back on.  "Where did they go?"

"Says they'll wait for you at the park," Richie answered, reading from the back of the card.  Then standing up and walking towards his friend, he asked, "What's wrong, Mac?"

"He's no friend of mine, Richie.  He came here to challenge me," Mac's temper darkened as he quickly explained what he suspected.  Crandall did not invite the couple for a stroll in the park.  "I hope I'm not too late."

"Oh, man." Richie also sounded worried.  "I'll come with you."

MacLeod had reached the front door and he called back to Richie.  "No, stay here in case they come back.  If they do, keep them here."

"It doesn't sound like you expect them back," Richie commented.

"No.  I don't." MacLeod's voice was grim.  "Call Joe, will you? Let him know what happened.  Tell him I'm going to look for them." MacLeod closed the door behind him.

"Good luck Mac," Richie said softly under his breath.
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Crandall, Scott and Melody were walking slowly along the park sidewalk in the semi- darkness.  Some light came from a few distant street lights.

"Why does MacLeod want us to meet him here?" Melody asked.

Crandall shrugged.  "Have you known the Highlander long?"

Scott seemed wary of the stranger.  "You mean Mac?"

"Yes, of course.  Mac," Crandall replied, a disconcerting smile playing on his lips.

Scott stopped.  "You don't know him at all, do you? You aren't really a friend of MacLeod's, are you?" Becoming aware of a different reason for being there, Scott moved to put himself between Melody and Crandall.

"No.  Not really," Crandall admitted.  "We met this afternoon."

Hearing Crandall's confession gave Scott all the reason he needed to react.  He pulled Melody behind him as he reached for his sword and Crandall found his own.

"Go, Mel.  Find MacLeod," Scott commanded her, pushing her toward the road.

Scott and Crandall crossed swords as Melody stumbled into the darkness. The clash of steel continued as she fell over a bush that the blackness had hidden from her.  Melody was still on her knees as she heard -- nothing.  Then she saw the lightning arcs of a Quickening.  "Scott?" she whispered softly.  She started to whimper from shock and panic.  Then hearing footsteps on the path behind her, she called out tentatively, "Scott?"
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MacLeod pulled into the parking lot in his T-Bird.  Turning off the engine, he grabbed his katana and bolted out of the car.  In the distance he could see the evidence of a Quickening in the night sky.

He walked quickly toward the light show.  Almost immediately MacLeod found Scott's body.  He looked up ahead at the still moving lights as he softly spoke Melody's name, knowing without a doubt that he was too late.  He continued down the path until he came to a clearing.  A nearby street light gave enough illumination for him to see Crandall standing there, fully recovered from his recent Quickenings.

"Ah, MacLeod," Crandall greeted him.  "I seem to have run into a couple of your students."

"Why Crandall? Tell me why," demanded MacLeod, his voice rough with the fury he barely held in check. 

"It helps when your opponent is thinking of other things when you meet," he said.  "Don't you agree, MacLeod? It keeps them off center, easier to distract.  Like you are now."

MacLeod was quiet for a few seconds.  Then with icy calm, he replied, "Wrong."

MacLeod attacked Crandall.  He was brutal, quick and thorough.  He gave no respite, as Crandall had given none to the young lovers.

With a quick slice through Crandall's Achilles, MacLeod had him on his knees awaiting the last cut of the katana.  MacLeod didn't make him wait but a few seconds before he drew the honed blade through the neck of the villain.  Too late.  He was too late.

After the Quickening, MacLeod allowed himself the luxury of thinking of the young Immortals he had sentenced to death by allowing them to be near him when this evil menace had happened by.  The loss of the young couple devastated him.

MacLeod found Melody's body.  Taking off his coat, he wrapped her tenderly and carried her body back toward the parking lot.  Joe and Richie arrived in Joe's car just as MacLeod got there. 

"Mac?" Joe asked fearfully.  Knowingly.

"He got them both before I got here, Joe," MacLeod told his friend.  "I'm sorry."

Joe swallowed hard, fighting back the tears.  "You couldn't know, Mac."

Richie leaned against the car, head back, his face toward the sky, eyes closed.

"We'll bury them on the island," MacLeod told the other two.
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It was late and the three friends were on the porch of MacLeod's secluded cabin.  The glow from the fireplace reached them through the windows, the only light except for the distant stars.  Richie was at the bottom of the steps leaning against the banister, Joe stood on the porch above, and MacLeod sat on the stairs between them.

Mac was emotionally distraught.  "They would've been safer away from me. Crandall would not have gotten to them."

"No, Mac," Joe disagreed.  "They needed a teacher.  You're the best." Joe was still trying to persuade MacLeod to see the other side of the story, but it didn't seem to be working.

"Mac?" Richie said, "You know, I've been meaning to say something to you for a long time.  But I've never found the right time or place until now."

Richie swung around and put a hand on each side of the stairs, actually looking into MacLeod's eyes, almost nose to nose.  He continued, "Thanks, Mac.  Thanks for everything." Richie paused as he searched for just the right words. 

"Richie, you ...don't..." MacLeod tried to quiet his friend and student. 

Richie took a step back and laughed. "Remember? The Knights of the Round Table?"  Richie made a "Z" motion with his hand through the air, making a swishing sound as he did it.  Then he hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and continued, "The luckiest day of my life was the day I picked your shop to break into.  I woulda never made it on my own." Richie looked up at the bright stars in the moonless night sky.  Then turning serious, he looked over at MacLeod.  "I know we've had some rough times.  My fault, your fault, others interfering, but...  you've done everything in your power, gone above and beyond the call of anybody’s meaning of the word 'duty', to teach me the 'Game' and how to survive in it.  You made the right decision when you decided to teach me, Mac.  I wouldn't have made it this far without you."

Again, MacLeod started to protest.  "Rich." 

But Richie continued, "No, Mac.  Let me finish.  You made the right decision when you decided to help Melody and Scott too.  They'd have told you the same thing if they'd had the time.  Like I said, I've been lucky.  But they weren't so lucky.  They weren't given that time.  And that part wasn't up to you MacLeod, somebody else took that away from them.  Crandall." 

MacLeod sat quietly for a few moments, listening to the night sounds of the forest around them.  Letting Richie's words soothe him.  Then he wiped his tear stained face with the heels of his hands and spoke softly.  "Richie? Are you finished?" 

"Yeah, I'm finished." Richie replied, leaning back against the banister, a smug smile on his face.

"How did you get to be so smart?" MacLeod asked.

Richie looked MacLeod in the eyes again as he replied with a big grin, "From you, Mac.  Everything from you."

MacLeod gave Richie his hand and Richie pulled him to his feet.  Mac put his arm around the younger Immortal's shoulders and they climbed the stairs together. Pausing at the top of the stairs, MacLeod reached over to touch Joe's arm, trying to comfort his mortal friend as Richie had comforted him.  He squeezed Joe's shoulder.  "Come on, Joe, I'll make you some coffee." 

Joe nodded, then watched as the two Immortals went inside the cabin.  Joe didn't blame MacLeod, how could he? MacLeod had done what he could.  It was the 'Game'.  All Immortals were in it -- whether they wanted to play or not.  Was it good against evil? Or just man against man? He remembered when Richie had told him that "it would be okay, she's an Immortal".  But Joe had known then.  Joe had been a Watcher for a long time and he knew the odds.  He had tried to help stack those odds in Melody's favor by including MacLeod.  He had tried.  MacLeod had tried.  They had lost.

No, he didn't blame Melody's death on MacLeod.  Joe blamed it on the 'Game'.  But the 'Game' was what Immortals were all about.  The hunters and the hunted. Wasn't it?

Joe closed his eyes, thinking of Mel's smiling face.  "We tried Mel," he whispered into the night.  Then he followed the two Immortals into the cabin.


THE END
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