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Disclaimer


Well we didn't think of the Highlander Universe, although we wish we had, and all the characters from the TV show belong to Rysher Entertainment and Panzer Davies. We're borrowing them without permission, but there is no copyright infringement intended. There is absolutely no profit being made from HFS, it's all just for fun, and everyone's enjoyment. (Although after all the pulling out of hair and nail biting some of us are wondering where the fun went)! [:-)]


The original characters belong to their respective authors, so if you like them so much you want to write about them, please ask ... beg ... plead with the people who created them. Most of us are sane ... sort of ... well we all volunteered for this project which has to say something about our mental health. We can guarantee that nobody bites!


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


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


MacLeod hadn’t seen Deborah in nearly ten years. When she called out his name, Duncan stared, dumb struck, at the woman that stood in front of him.  Ten years had passed and he barely recognized her.  It was only her voice that he knew; not *that* face, not *that* body. Even for a mortal, Deborah had aged horribly in a mere decade. 


It was plain to see that more than just the passing years had ravaged her. The natural aging process was not that vicious. But bad habits were and they took their toll over time. It was a very hefty, ugly price Deborah had paid to remain comfortably numb.


Joe’s juke box blared out a punk rock tune from the late seventies, "Die young. Stay Pretty."


"Deborah? Is that you?"  He kissed her cheek and stepped back.  Her distorted, bloated face and figure informed him of how she had spent those years since they’d last seen each other.  She’d spent them in places like Joe’s bar.


Deborah read his reaction. Her eyes dropped in shame as she fumbled through her purse for a cigarette and lighter.


"I know. I look like hell. Meanwhile, you haven’t aged a day in ten years. Must be all that clean living of yours, huh?  Well, take a good look at me and get it over with."  She hoisted herself onto a stool at the bar and paused to light up. 


Duncan sat beside her, still a bit stunned by the dramatic change. Taking a deep drag on her cigarette, Deborah’s cheeks and lips fell into well worn creases.  The skin on her face was as dry and brittle as an ancient scrap of parchment paper. She squinted at him through the hazy smoke.


He was struck by the memory of Deborah’s eyes as they had been years ago, intense and full of life. At least they had been nearly sixteen years ago on the day she and Harry adopted Bonnie. Those same beautiful eyes adoringly watched Bonnie grow over the next six years of happiness that followed. Harry, Deborah and Bonnie had been an exceptionally happy little family. Everything had been picture perfect- until the day their world was shattered by a thief’s bullet.


Deborah became a widow ten years ago and the single mother of six year old daughter. Now he looked into Deborah’s eyes and did not recognize them. They were sunken, dull and watery. Her hair hung limply around her face, a nondescript shade of graying blonde, framing the sad portrait of a faded beauty.


Deborah snubbed out her cigarette after a few drags. While her eyes were downcast, absently watching the faint plume of smoke that rose from the ash tray, she spoke softly.


"I’ve come to ask you a favor Duncan."


Duncan reached for his wallet. She caught his movement out of the corner of her eye.


"It’s not about money this time." Duncan let his hand drop to his side and waited for her to finish. But he soon became impatient. 


"Well, are you going to tell me what it *is* about, Deborah?"


Deborah decided she needed a shot of courage before answering. She pulled a twenty out of her purse, put it on the bar and called Joe over.


"Absolute, with a twist of lemon."  Joe avoided eye contact with either of them and silently filled her order. She drank the entire contents of the glass in one long, thirsty swallow.


Joe observed Deborah with a sad familiarity. Helplessly watching people self-destruct was the part of the job he hated most.  But he knew only too well that there was nothing anyone could do to stop an alcoholic- if they didn’t want to be stopped.


She motioned for Joe to refill her glass. He did. It was slightly less full than the first time. Deborah noticed and considered saying something but Joe had already walked away and was busy chatting with another customer. She finally turned her attention back to Duncan.


"Forget about the favor for now. First I want to give you two invitations."  She placed a pink envelope in Duncan’s hand. Duncan looked quizzically at the lone envelope.


"I only see *one* invitation."


"Read it."  He did as she asked and his face broke into a relieved smile.  Duncan was so entranced by what he read, he didn’t notice Deborah polish off her second drink.


"My God! Bonnie is having her sweet sixteen next week? The last time I saw her she was playing with  baby dolls." Deborah sighed wistfully.


"That was a long time ago. Bonnie has informed me that she is much too *old* to play with all those lovely dolls you sent her over the years. She’s put them in storage, to give to her own children one day."  Deborah got Joe’s attention. Focused on getting another drink, she missed the mournful expression that passed over Duncan’s face.


Joe refilled her glass, about halfway. Deborah caught on quickly. Joe has been keeping track of her drinks and was rationing them now. It wasn’t the first time she’d experienced this treatment.  It was the smug, unspoken disapproval she was all too familiar with. ‘You’ve had enough, lady. Time to taper off.’, as if it were up to them to decide when *she’d* had enough.  Deborah let it go.  She had more important things to deal with than judgmental bartenders.


"I’ve been thinking about my life a lot lately, Duncan. And I realized that Bonnie was the only thing that ever turned out right. No thanks to me, of course.  I’ve screwed up with her so many times, in so many ways. But she always forgives me. She reminds me of Harry that way, so loyal and devoted..." Deborah broke down.


Duncan pretended not to notice as she turned her head away to wipe off the running mascara with a cocktail napkin. He was beginning to remember that Deborah was a sloppy drunk. The regrets would start to flow even faster than her never ending- or at least it felt that way to Duncan- stream of tears.


"I’m sure she’s turned into a wonderful young woman." Duncan put his own hand over Deborah’s trembling one. Deborah nodded enthusiastically.


"Oh, yes. She is wonderful. You should see her, Duncan. She is beautiful and bright and sweet..."


"Just like her Mom..."


"Used to be."  She waved away Duncan’s protest to her self derogatory remark, slipping her hand out from under his and continued in a resolute tone.


"The second invitation is the one that I thought should really be given in person. I owe you at least that much for all you’ve done." She finished off last of the vodka and looked longingly into the glass for a moment before nervously gazing up into Duncan’s eyes.  "It is an invitation to a funeral. I don’t know the exact date. But it should be fairly soon. I don’t think I have very much longer.  I’m dying, Duncan."


The pink envelope slipped from his fingers to the bar.
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Part 1


She told him the doctors' diagnosis of advanced cancer in such a matter of fact manner you might have thought she’d just given the weather forecast instead of announcing her imminent death. Then she walked over to the juke box and chose the same song- again. Duncan said nothing about the poor choice of music. But Deborah knew he noticed.


"Die young, stay pretty. Live fast, ‘cause it won’t last." Deborah sang along with the juke box. It was clear that something else was eating at Deborah besides the cancer. She turned and walked toward Duncan with the determined look of a person about to give a long rehearsed speech.


"There is something I’ve wanted to tell you for ten years." She paused a moment to collect her thoughts.


"Why did you have to play the hero that night, Duncan?" Duncan knew immediately where this was going and he didn’t like it.


"Why save someone that didn’t want to be saved? Did it make you feel better about not being able to save Harry? Was that it, Duncan?" She paused to see if she'd hit her mark. She had. Encouraged by that bulls eye, she continued.


"I know you think I should feel grateful, but I don’t. It was my life, my decision. If you had left me alone, let me join my Harry, Bonnie would never have seen me turn into..." She tossed her head toward the mirror image. "Into that." Deborah appraised her reflection. She didn't like what she saw. Why did bars always seem to have mirrors? As far as Deborah was concerned it was a sadistic decorating choice. Who wanted to watch their lives shrivel up and fade away... sip by sip?


"Don’t say that, Deborah." Duncan said through clenched teeth. "Bonnie didn’t need to lose both her parents." Her selfishness infuriated him.


"But she did, Duncan. Can’t you see that? I died when Harry died. When that thief put a bullet in my husbands head it killed me too! Only my body kept walking around, like a hollow shell."


"Yeah, and you’ve been trying to fill it up ever since." He mumbled under his breath. She did not catch the words, but the disgusted look on his face was damning enough.


Still, she needed him to understand that he hadn’t done her any favors by dragging her to the hospital to have the pills pumped out of her and life forced back in. Knowing she was going to die soon, Deborah couldn’t bear the thought of Duncan MacLeod believing that he had given her some tremendous gift by saving her life ten years ago.


"It was too much for me. I was never a strong person. Harry was my strength. Can’t you understand that? I couldn’t face life without him, Duncan. I just couldn’t do it."


"How can you be that self-absorbed? Didn’t you ever, for even one *moment*, consider putting your daughter’s welfare above your own pain? You think it would have been better for her to lose her father *and* her mother?" Deborah had no answer for that. But Duncan wasn't finished. "As horrible as the murder of her father was, your suicide would have been worse for her to handle. At least her father didn't choose to leave her."


Deborah slumped forward, hunched over her empty glass and cried deep, gut wrenching sobs. She couldn't take it quite as well as she dished it out. Duncan let out an exasperated sigh, but offered no sympathy. He waited. When she had finally gotten it out of her system enough to speak again, she cast Duncan a bitter glance.


"You think I’m being selfish to regret what I’ve done to Bonnie? Is it *selfish* to have rather died that night than to have put her through what I have in the past ten years? She *would* have been better off with her memories of me, the way I was with Harry alive. Now look at what she has to remember!"


Duncan continued to glare straight ahead, never turning in her direction. She grabbed his arm, twisting the fabric of his shirt as she hissed at him.


"Look at me, damn it! *This* is what she has to remember." Black tears ran down her face like ink, etching every unflattering fold and wrinkle.


"So." The anger welled up in that one small word and spilled over into the next. "That is the real reason you wanted to see me. You wanted to curse me for saving your life, not deliver invitations." He tossed the pink envelope at Deborah as he pushed the bar stool back. Deborah cringed at the harsh, scraping noise.


Duncan marched toward the exit of Joe’s bar. He pulled the juke box away from the wall and angrily yanked the plug from it’s socket on his way out.


Joe cocked an eyebrow at the Highlanders display of temper. The customers all turned to Joe to see what he was going to do about it. He nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders.


"I guess he didn’t like that song."
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Deborah chased after the swiftly retreating figure. {Great going Deborah! You’ve really screwed things up this time. He’ll never want to help you now. Even if it is for Bonnie.} She chastised herself but kept after Duncan before she lost him in the dimming light. It was impossible for her to match the Highlanders pace. She was panting from the attempt in a matter of seconds.


Duncan knew she was trying to follow him. He heard her hoarse, ragged breath, even though he was yards ahead. But he was in no mood to make things easier for Deborah. He’d done that enough in the past and he saw what thanks that got him. Let her struggle, he thought. If she wanted an opportunity to talk to him again after the way their conversation ended, he was going to make damn sure she *earned* it.


After two short blocks, Deborah stopped. She bent over with both hands resting on her knees. She knew she was going to be sick at any moment, but didn’t have the energy to do anything except twist her head toward the street. Duncan heard the abrupt halt of her footsteps and turned around in time to watch Deborah vomiting into the gutter.


In his anger, he’d forgotten about her illness and felt horribly guilty. Within seconds he closed the gap between them. Duncan reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. Steadying Deborah with one hand under her elbow, he wiped her face.


"Well, wasn’t that a lovely sight? Not like you haven’t seen it before. A little bit of deja vu, huh?"


"I’m sorry, Deborah. I..."


"Please" She weakly held up her hand to put a stop to his unwanted words. *Don’t* apologize. It’s me that should be apologizing. I was so nervous about seeing you again, everything came out all wrong. And, hind sight being 20/20, I guess meeting you at a bar was a really *bad* idea."


"It was my suggestion..."


"Which I jumped on. Thinking I'd be more comfortable in that particular setting. I should have known it wouldn't work." She took a deep, shaky breath and sighed.


Deborah hadn’t had a drink in weeks, ever since the doctor made his diagnosis of metastasized cancer. But the temptation at Joe’s, combined with her nerves, had been a sure fire recipe for falling off her oh-so-short wagon.


"Come back to my place, I’ll fix us a pot of coffee and we can catch up on old times." He was not altogether enthusiastic in his suggestion. It was more out of a sense of pity than any genuine interest in her company that he extended the invitation. Deborah knew this but accepted none the less. She still had unfinished business with MacLeod.


They continued on at a more leisurely pace that Deborah could comfortably keep. When they arrived at the apartment, Deborah excused herself and went to the bathroom to freshen up while Duncan made the coffee. He listened to the water running for quite awhile as he stared at the closed bathroom door and drifted back ten years. 
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FLASHBACK - PARIS IN SPRING, 1987


"It truly is as beautiful and romantic as the tourist think it is, isn’t it Duncan?"


Tessa asked as she and Duncan strolled hand in hand along the Seine.  Artists displayed their wares and created more right before the eyes of the Parisians and tourists alike.  Some were blatant hacks out to make a buck, some were cutting edge, some were just plain boring. Duncan took a deep breath of the damp, spring air and tried to see Paris fresh, through Tessa’s eyes.


"Yeah, I guess it is."  He raised her hand up to his lips and lightly kissed the inside of her wrist, so softly she could barely feel it- yet it made catch her breath. "IF you’re with the right person."  He whispered as he bent his head to nibble her ear.


"You’d better stop that. You’re making *us* a tourist attraction."  Tessa laughed and Duncan followed her gaze to a man staring at them.


"Harry!"  Duncan exclaimed. The two men raced toward each other, broad grins on their faces. Tessa let out an exaggerated sigh and trailed along behind Duncan.


"Can’t we ever go *anywhere* with out you running into someone you know?"  She asked, already knowing the answer was no.  She couldn’t live with the man for so many years without feeling like he’d been everywhere, done everything and knew everyone. It could be trying at times.


Duncan and Harry shook hands at first, then both laughed at the formality and hugged each other.  Tessa liked Harry on sight. He had a goodness to him that was almost palpable.  Harry was slightly plump, with a ruddy complexion and rugged vitality that brought to mind the cliche ‘salt of the earth’. He was one of those rare people that could become your best, most trusted friend only five minutes after you met him.


"It’s great to see you again Harry!  What brings you to Paris, business or pleasure?"


"Time enough for that, Duncan.  Aren’t you forgetting your manners?"  He turned to Tessa.  "You must be the lovely Tessa Noel Duncan raves about every time I run into him. And yet," He glared at Duncan with mock anger. "I had to meet you by chance.  Trying to keep this treasure hidden away?"  He gave Duncan a good-natured shot in the arm.   "Sorry. We’ve been, um, kind of busy."  He grinned lasciviously at Tessa and she blushed.


"For seven years!  Don’t you ever come up for air?" He exclaimed, then held his hands up to ward off any attempt to take him literally.  "Please, don’t answer that. I’m an old married man with a child to look after. Spare me the details. I don’t think my poor, old heart could take it." He laid his hand across his heart then out to Tessa. He smiled warmly and introduced himself, not waiting for Duncan to get around to it.


"My name is Harry Saunders. Duncan and I run around the same circles trying to out bid each other and *still* make a profit. Well, at least *one* of us is trying to make a profit. I should hate this man!  You have no idea how many treasures he’s stolen from me.  It’s a wonder I stay in business.  In fact, there was only one time I ever beat him. Do you remember?" Duncan rolled his eyes.


"Oh, no. Not that story again!"


"All right. I’ll just hit the highlights. Doesn’t matter. I still come out the winner." Harry grinned. "Duncan was with me the night I met my wife. Lucky for me she’s a woman with *unusual* tastes or he’d have stolen her from me too! But Deborah never even noticed you, did she Duncan?"  Duncan didn’t care to be reminded that there actually were women immune to his charms and he ignored the last question by asking one of his own. His tactic of switching subjects was not lost on Tessa. She giggled, enjoying the fact that his vanity had been given a good shot.


"So, where are Deborah and your wee Bonnie?"  Duncan let his Scottish burr loose at the end of the sentence.


"It’s Paris. Where do you think my wife and daughter are?  Shopping of course!"


"Well, you must have a picture or two..."


Harry immediately turned into the proud Papa and dug out his wallet. There were snap shots of Bonnie climbing a tree. Bonnie riding her bike. Bonnie swimming. Bonnie and Deborah at the piano. Bonnie sitting on Harry’s shoulders. Bonnie playing soccer. Bonnie on horseback, in full riding gear.


"Oh, she’s beautiful!" Tessa exclaimed. The photos of the blond cherub stole her heart.  Duncan leaned in to get a closer look.  The child was beautiful. But it was the expression on her face that was so captivating.  She was smiling, no beaming, in every last photograph- and there were many, many photos.  Quite a large collection- even for a proud Papa’s wallet.


"We have to get together for dinner. Do you have plans for tonight?"  Duncan smiled ruefully at Tessa as she made the invitation. He knew she was taken with Harry, but it was the prospect of seeing Bonnie that probably prompted the immediacy in her tone. 


He had noticed her sudden, unconscious tendency to gravitate toward children. She was starting to feel that "biological clock ticking" already. He had hoped that they would have more time, that her maternal instincts would disappear if he ignored them, but they only seemed to be growing stronger day by day.


"That would be delightful. Deborah would love to meet you and see Duncan again."


"Yeah, she’ll be *thrilled* to see me." Duncan laughed.


"Aww, come on. It’s not that bad. She doesn’t dislike you. Deborah is just, well, a little...shy with some people."


Always the diplomat, Harry felt obliged to smooth over tensions. Duncan had been around long enough to know the difference between shy and hostile. In his world detecting hostility was a necessary survival skill. He hadn’t gotten along for nearly 400 years with his head still attached to his shoulders without developing a sense about people. And his gut feeling was that Deborah would be just as happy if she never saw Duncan MacLeod again.


For Harry’s sake they were civil with each other. But there was an unmistakable chill in the air with Duncan and Deborah in close proximity. Deborah was a very insecure person. Duncan didn’t find that particularly attractive, but he had never been unkind or antagonistic toward her. He didn't have to, she took his perpetual boy scoutishness as a personal jibe.


It was never stated, but understood between them, that their relationship without Harry was nonexistent.
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A RESTAURANT LATER THAT EVENING


Tessa and Duncan arrived at the restaurant to find a sheepish looking Harry Saunders waiting for them- alone.


"Deborah sends her apologies. She really would have loved to come to dinner with us, but she was sure Bonnie was coming down with something. She is very protective of Bonnie, sometimes a little overprotective." It was obvious Harry didn’t buy the story any more than they did. Still, he would never speak against his wife or contradict her, so he dutifully presented the official story.


Dinner went very well. Duncan and Harry entertained Tessa with their slightly skewed versions of the same events.


"No. I’m sorry my friend, but that is *not* how it happened." Was a phrase they repeated more than twice, immediately followed by a completely different retelling of the supposed same event by the other person.


"You still haven’t told me what brings you to Paris. I know London isn’t exactly the opposite end of the world from here, but you usually don’t stray too far from home."


"What! You expect me to tell you what auction I’m here for? Why, so you can come and outbid me on every piece?" He stage whispered to Tessa. "The man must never make a dime from his shop. He is too damned determined when he bids. Everyone knows it. If he sees a piece he likes, particularly swords, he will never stop bidding. The sky is the limit." He concluded in a firm, determined tone aimed in Duncan’s direction. "My lips are sealed." This only spurred Duncan’s interest.


"Is it the Burgoyne Estate auction?" Harry maintained a poker face, giving no clue as to whether he’d even heard of the Burgoyne Estate auction.


"Give it up, Duncan MacLeod. You are not coming with me to this auction. I have my mind and heart set on a piece and *you* are not getting it!"


"What makes you so sure I’d even want it?"


"You always want..." Harry stopped mid sentence, wagged his finger at Duncan and said "Very clever. You almost made me slip."


Duncan smiled. Harry had slipped. He now knew the auction was not the Burgoyne, because they didn’t have any swords listed. What ever auction he was going to definitely had a sword or two offered. Harry gave it away when he said ‘always’.


Swords were the only thing that always caught his interest. Even cheap, or poorly made ones managed to hold his attention for a moment. But since Harry was so interested in the piece, Duncan decided not to press the issue. He had enough swords. Better not to see the piece and be tempted into a bidding war over it.


They said their farewells and made the usual vows to see each other again, very soon. But their schedules didn’t often collide outside of business anymore. Since he met Tessa and the Saunders became parents, they had become too involved with their own lives to include each other.


"I tell you what, Duncan. After I pick up my little treasure, I’ll come by your place to gloat and torture you with all the choice tidbits that you missed." Harry promised wickedly.


"Oh, great. I’m looking forward to that." Duncan laughed at Harry’s good natured ribbing.
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TESSA AND DUNCAN’S PARIS APARTMENT ABOVE THE SHOP ONE WEEK LATER


MacLeod heard a noise in the shop and went to investigate. He stepped out of his bedroom to find a sword pointed at his throat. He felt nothing as he stared at the ham fisted hold the sword bearer had on the weapon. A wide grin split his face.


"Who let you in Harry?"


"Shhh! Let's not wake Tessa."


Harry pranced out into the light spilling from the bedroom door and went to the front room.


"Isn’t this a beauty, Duncan?" He was as delighted with his shiny new toy as any child.


MacLeod examined the weapon in Harry’s hand.


"It’s a Naval Dirk. I’d say early 18th century. Do you have the scabbard?"


"No." He frowned slightly at the thought of the missing accouterment.


"Pity. It would be worth a hell of a lot more with it."


"Who cares about that? I’m not selling this one. This little treasure is just for me." Duncan smiled at Harry’s habitual use of the word ‘treasure’ and looked at the weapon again. It was a standard Royal Naval issue weapon, not even complete with the scabbard *and* the blade had a chunk taken out of it. As if reading Duncan’s mind, Harry explained.


"I know it’s not much to look at, but it’s like holding a piece of history."


"Harry, we’re in the antique business. *Everything* we sell is a piece of history." Duncan answered facetiously. Harry laughed.


"Okay. The truth is I don’t know *why* this sword fascinates me. It just does." Judging by the far off look in Harry’s eyes, Duncan knew that Harry had not told the whole truth. And that there was more he wanted to tell, given time. Duncan made idle chatter to allow Harry the time to ease into what he needed to say.


"Well, maybe I was being a bit hard on the piece. May I?" He held out his hands and Harry placed the weapon gently into them, as if it were his first born.


"The ivory grip is in very good shape." He looked it over and still felt it was not an especially interesting item. At least not for dealers at their lofty level. Duncan gave the weapon back to his friend.


"It feels so strange to hold this, again." Harry said dreamily.


"Again? I only had it for a moment. It wasn’t out of your hands for *that* long."


"But it was, Duncan. It was out of my hands for nearly two hundred years."


Duncan stared at Harry. Was this some strange joke? Or had he somehow find out about immortals and was trying to prod Duncan into a confession?


"Exactly what is that supposed to mean, Harry?"


"I realize it sounds crazy, but as soon as I saw this sword I *knew* it was mine. Or it had been mine. When I touched it... I was sure that I had fought with this and died with it in my hand- two hundred years ago."


Duncan was shocked. He had not expected that explanation. Harry wasn’t the type of person that indulged in philosophical, spiritual matters. He was far too practical. He was a business man and a family man. He paid bills, balanced accounts, played soccer with the fellows, took his daughter riding, loved to eat fish and chips with vinegar, and listen to his wife sing their daughter to sleep.


"Reincarnation? *You* are talking about reincarnation, Harry?"


"Hard to believe, isn’t it? But ever since I saw that sword... I couldn’t stop thinking that I’ve lived before. Remember that instant connection Deborah and I felt when we first met? I have been thinking about that a lot lately. Is it because we keep playing out different roles in each others lives? Two souls, fated to meet again and again until they get it right?" Harry’s voice trailed off as he tried to gauge Duncan’s reaction. "You think this is insane, don’t you?"


"No, just a little shocking considering the source. You have to admit it’s not like you to talk about these things."


"I know. But lately I’ve been asking myself the BIG questions. What is the meaning of life? What happens when we die? Is there a heaven? Is there such a thing as fate or do we shape our own destinies?"


"Oh. Is that all? So what have you come up with?"


They spent the rest of the evening discussing the possibility of life after death. It was not a new idea to the world, people have believed in and debated spirituality and reincarnation for countless centuries.


Duncan had often wondered about reincarnation himself. He toyed with the idea that he and others like him had bodies that were, for the most part, immortal. What if a humans immortality lie in their soul and their bodies were merely temporary housing? When one residence was worn down or destroyed, they simply moved on to another. And if they liked a particular neighborhood, maybe they didn’t go too far to find a new home.


He thought of all the mortals he’d loved and lost over the centuries. Duncan wanted to grab this chance to prove to himself it was possible they were not gone, not dust and ashes. He thought of Tessa and the need to know became stronger.


"There are records of all sorts we could check, you know. If you can remember a name, or event or a place, we could research it and try and get some concrete evidence that what you remember is real." Harry was so relieved to have Duncan take him seriously.


"Great. I’ll call you if I can think of anything and we’ll work on it together. Thanks Duncan."


"Thanks for what? We haven’t found anything yet."


"Thanks for not thinking I was bonkers. For listening to me."


Duncan realized what a risk it was for a man like Harry to open up about his personal, and quite out-of-the-ordinary, musings. The fact that Harry felt he could trust Duncan so completely was touching.
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ONE WEEK LATER


As soon as Duncan got the call from Harry, he packed a quick overnight bag. Harry remembered a few names of ships he’d been on, as that seemed to have been his passion, and they were going to rummage through old records to see if they could find any mention of those ships, their crew or their history.


"Tessa, I’ll be gone a couple of days. I’m going to see Harry on some business." He didn’t want to betray his friends confidence. Harry felt very odd about the whole thing, and hadn’t even discussed it with his wife. Duncan didn’t feel it was his right to tell anyone else, not even Tessa.


"Let me come with you."


"You’ll be bored."


"What are you and Harry up to? Are you going to be carousing all night? You don’t want the ‘old ball and chain’ around?" She teased.


"No. We’re going to be knee deep in musty old books, nothing else. I was just trying to spare you a horrible, slow death by boredom."


"I could call Deborah. We never got the chance to meet in Paris. I think it would be a lovely idea for us to get together over tea or something."


"Bonnie is invited too, of course."


"Of course." She answered immediately. Duncan wasn’t sure if Deborah would agree, but Tessa would not be swayed. She rang up the Saunders and after a few minutes the arrangements were all set.
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HAZLITTS, A HOTEL DEEP IN THE HEART OF SOHO EARLY THE NEXT MORNING


Tessa was charmed by the character of Hazlitt’s and understood at once why it was one of Duncan’s favorite places to stay in London. Three 18th century houses connected together to form a unique and intriguing ambiance. Antiques, sculptures, prints and plants were scattered in every corner, all blending to create a charming, welcoming decor full of personality.


Tessa’s artistic nature appreciated all the fine details. It was a far cry from America’s cookie cutter hotels where every room was identical, generic, completely devoid of any local color to tell a person whether they were in Denver, Baltimore or New Orleans.


"Oh, Duncan look!" Tessa had already gone into the bathroom while Duncan set the bags down. He joined her just as she was testing the water in a Victorian claw-foot bath. "It’s a good thing I thought to pack my bubble bath. I could use a nice hot bath."


"Does that tub have room for two?"


"Well..." She considered the question as she slowly began to unbutton her blouse. "I don’t know. It would be an awfully tight squeeze..."


"I think we can manage it." Duncan went through their luggage and was back in a flash with the bubble bath.
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Duncan left Hazlitt’s around two in the afternoon. He wanted to be gone before Deborah arrived for tea with Tessa.


He hopped a bus and went to meet Harry at his shop. Harry had chosen the perfect place for an antique shop. Kensington Church Street twisted and turned, with shops specializing in everything from Japanese armor to Victorian commemorative china. Behind St. Mary Abbots church was Kensington Church Walk with tiny shops just like Harry’s packed with pottery, dolls, and antiques of all sorts.


The shades were drawn and the door was locked. The shop appeared to be closed for the day. Duncan knocked at the door.


"Harry. Harry, are you in there?" It was too quiet. Duncan was thinking about breaking in to the shop when his head began to throb. A hot, searing pain snaked it’s way up his spine and hissed inside his skull. He could never forget that sensation, or what it meant. There was another Immortal near by.


Duncan had tried so hard to stay out of the game. Ever since he’d met Tessa, he’d wanted a quiet, peaceful life. But every so often he’d get that feeling, that unspoken challenge to battle to the death. Duncan was determined not to answer that call anymore.


Many times, in an airport or restaurant, Duncan feigned a headache. Well, he wasn’t truly *faking*, his head did ache. Then he would quickly get Tessa and himself far away from the spot where he’d felt an Immortal. It had worked. He had not been in a battle for so many years he was beginning to believe he might actually succeed in staying out of the game.


But he couldn’t run away this time. Something was wrong. Harry knew Duncan was coming to see him. He would never lock up the shop and leave without at least sticking a note to the door. Duncan pounded the door with his fist.


"Harry! Harry, open up!" The Immortal had not left, Duncan could still feel his or her presence. He rattled the doorknob. Something crashed inside. It sounded muffled, like it was in a back room, but someone was definitely in there. Just as Duncan kicked the door in, he heard it. A single gunshot.


He ran through the front room of the shop driving his way through the tiny isle, Harry’s treasures crowding in from either side. He shoved the door to the storage room open. The pain in his head faded with retreating footsteps.


"Harry! Where are you?" A moan brought Duncan’s attention to the floor. His friend was lying in a growing puddle of blood, a bullet wound an inch above his right temple. He rushed to him and knelt down to hear what Harry was trying to say.


"Bonnie, look after Bonnie for me." Harry whispered.


"Who did this to you?" Duncan tried to get the information he needed instantly. He knew a fatal injury when he saw one. Who ever did this was not going to get away with it.  "Bonnie... Promise!" It was taking every last bit of strength he had, but Harry would not rest until Duncan promised.


"I promise, Harry. I promise I’ll always look after Bonnie. But who did this? I have to know." Harry’s eyes flickered, desperately searching Duncan’s for assurance that his daughter would be cared for. He was satisfied Duncan did mean to keep his promise and tried to answer his question.


"The sword..." Harry tried so hard to hang on, but he was loosing the battle. "He took..."


"He came for the sword. A man? What did he look like?" Harry was gone.


After the police were done with Duncan, he asked to be the one to tell Deborah. He was a friend of the family and had been the one to hear Harry’s dying words. He felt he should be the one to tell Deborah that Harry was gone, rather than a total stranger. The inspector agreed it would be kinder.


He’d never forget how Deborah looked that afternoon. It was the image of her that he would always keep. She was radiant, chatting and laughing with Tessa like they were old friends. Bonnie was seated comfortably on Tessa’s lap, delighted to be included in their very grownup tea party. It was Tessa that first noticed Duncan standing a few feet from the table.


He saw her bright smile slowly drop from her face as she took in his expression. She *knew* in an instant that something horrible had happened. A moment later, Deborah turned to see what had captured Tessa’s attention.


She rose and Duncan took a step toward her.


"Deborah, I need to talk to you alone for a moment." She took a step back from him, recoiling.


"Did something happen to Harry?"


"We need to go somewhere more private and talk."


"No." She said in a frightened whisper.


"Tessa, please take Bonnie up to our room for a moment." Tessa nodded and put on a smile for the little girl.


"I have some lovely things from Paris I’d like to show you Bonnie. Come with me upstairs." She said to the small blond child seated in her lap.


Bonnie looked to her mother. When he saw that Deborah was not going to reassure the child, Duncan talked to her.


"It’s all right, sweet heart. Your mom is going to talk to me for a little while. Then we’ll come up and see you, okay?" Bonnie wasn’t sure. She had never seen her mother act so strangely. Deborah was trembling, repeating the word ‘No’ over and over.


Tessa took Bonnie up to the hotel room. Along the way she tried to engage the child’s attention in something, anything. Bonnie was a very smart girl. The grownups were behaving peculiarly and she knew it was bad, very bad. The tears were streaming down her face before they even got two steps from the table.


"Mommy!" Bonnie screamed when Tessa got to the dining room doorway and she reached out over Tessa’s shoulder to her mother. Deborah did not react. Her eyes were fixed in horror on Duncan MacLeod.


He didn’t remember the exact words he used to tell her that Harry was dead. He didn’t remember anything except Deborah’s eyes. Duncan could almost swear he saw the light go out of them as he told her, like someone turning down the wick of an oil lamp until the flame was completely extinguished.
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THE WAKE


Deborah stroked Harry’s cold face. Her tears splashed down and rolled off his cheek, leaving a shimmering trail behind them.


"It looks like he’s crying too." Deborah muttered. Duncan didn’t know how to respond to her. He had tried to talk her into a closed casket, but Deborah wouldn't hear of it. Though he had to admit they had managed to cover the damage better than he'd expected, it still didn't look like Harry at all.


He searched for Tessa. She was taking care of Bonnie, trying to cajole the child into eating something. Duncan’s grief deepened at the sight. He hated to see a child dressed in black, but Deborah had insisted.


"Just one bite, Bonnie." Tessa pleaded with Bonnie to eat, but the girl could not even be tempted with her favorite cake. "Some milk then. You must be thirsty." She accepted the glass of milk from Tessa, swallowing a drop, then taking another larger sip and then another, until she drank half a glass. She handed the half empty glass back to Tessa. It wasn’t much, but it was progress.


Duncan saw Deborah also had a glass in her hand. From where he stood it looked like water. Knowing Deborah’s weakness for vodka, he seriously doubted that it was.


Bonnie approached her mother. It was painfully obvious to anyone that the child needed to be held and comforted. Deborah didn’t even notice Bonnie until she interfered with her next gulp by tugging on her drinking arm.


"Let go." Was all she had to say to her daughter. Bonnie’s hand fell from her mother’s sleeve. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it again and quietly scurried away. Tessa went after her. She found the girl sitting in the stairwell, cuddling a porcelain baby doll.


"That’s a very pretty doll. Where’d you get it?"


"My daddy gave it to me."


"Does she have a name?"


"I call her Betty. She looks like a Betty, doesn’t she?" It was the most Bonnie had talked since her father died. Tessa was moved to tears at the resiliency and courage of the child. But she managed to keep a smile. She wanted to encourage Bonnie to keep on talking, not to shut herself off again.


"Oh, yes. She does. Betty is the perfect name for her. Would it be okay if I sat here with you?" Bonnie nodded and rocked Betty as she remarked.


"Everyone is too quiet in that room. I think they are afraid to Wake Daddy. So why do they call it a Wake, when they won’t wake him up?" Tessa carefully considered what she would say to Bonnie. How do you explain death to a six year old? How do you tell a child her father will not be waking up?


Duncan felt renewed love for Tessa as he watched her determination to help Bonnie, this child she’d just met, get through a painful ordeal. She was so caring and patient. She would make a wonderful mother. Was he being overly cautious to dismiss the idea of ever having a family again? Maybe they could adopt a child, someday. But now was not the time to be thinking about their lives.


He had promised Harry to look out for Bonnie and Duncan was a man of his word. As much as he disliked Deborah, she was Bonnie’s mother and Bonnie needed her. Duncan was going to try and help Deborah pull herself together for Bonnie’s sake.


He’d lost track of Deborah and set out to find her. She was not sitting in front of Harry as she had been the last time he’d seen her.


{Probably went to get another drink.} Duncan thought and went to the bar in the next room. She was not there. He asked around and the last anyone knew she’d gone to the restroom.


"Deborah, are you in there?" Duncan knocked on the door. When no one answered, he tried to turn the knob. The door was locked. He popped the lock.


 He found her sitting on the closed toilet, an empty bottle of vodka on one side and an empty bottle of pills on the other. Her head was slumped forward onto her chest, the hair hanging over her face.


"Deborah!" Duncan pressed three fingers  below her ear and felt a faint pulse. He dragged her off the toilet, leaned her over the sink stuck his fingers down her throat. After a second or two she began to have dry heaves. He tried again. That time it worked. She began to throw up some of the pills and vodka.


She still needed her stomach pumped, but this might buy some time. Duncan yelled.


"Somebody call an ambulance." He ran the water to rinse away the noxious mess and to splash cold water on her face.
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DUNCAN’S LOFT 1997


Deborah was in the bathroom for quite a while running the water. The coffee was already made. Duncan was about to knock on the door when Deborah opened it.


"Sorry. Guess I was in there for a while. It takes me a lot longer to freshen up these days." She gave him a sly look. "I suppose waiting that long could start to make you nervous, given our history."


Duncan didn’t appreciate her making light of their *history*. He poured the coffee and put out cream and sugar, not having the faintest notion how she took her coffee. It was not her usual beverage of choice, in his experience. Rather than wait for Deborah to get around to finally asking him what she needed, he plunged right in.


"So are you going to tell me what this is all about now? You called me, remember?"


"Bonnie, of course. What else could there be that would bring me to you? I’m worried about what will happen to her when I’m gone."


"I’ll take care of her. You already know that. Haven’t I proven to you yet that I really care what happens to Bonnie?"


"But you don’t understand. I don’t want you to be the one to care for her. She has a new father."


Duncan was floored. He *never* imagined that Deborah would get involved with anyone, let alone marry again, not after the way she suffered losing Harry.


"Then what *do* you want?"


"I want you to meet him. He is going to be Bonnie’s only parent when I’m gone. I know she is practically an adult, but despite her wild side she can be very vulnerable."


"You trusted this man enough to marry him."


"That was when it was just me involved. Bonnie was away at school for most of the year. When she was home I thought she needed a man around, a father figure to try and control her. It was getting harder and harder for me to keep a reign on her. I moved to Seacouver to be closer to her school. If she ever needed me I could get to her right away. She has a real wild streak in her, Duncan. It gets her into trouble..." Deborah made sure she had eye contact before driving her point home. "a lot."


"I’ve heard a thing or two from my friend Maggie. She’s works at the St. Michael orphanage."


"Yeah, Bonnie says Maggie is always after her about something. I’m looking forward to meeting her at the party. She has been very good to Bonnie. I wanted a chance to thank her." Before I die was not said out loud, but it was understood.


"So that's what you want- my impression of your husband’s competence as a father?"


"Just tell me if you would feel comfortable trusting Bonnie to his care. My judgment hasn’t exactly been the best for the last decade. I can’t rely on it, not with Bonnie’s future at stake. Come to the party. My husband, Keith, will be there. It will be a natural, informal way to meet and get to know him."
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BONNIE’S SWEET SIXTEEN PARTY IN A WELL-TO-DO SUBURB OF THE CITY


Duncan’s invitation included a guest. Since he knew Maggie Jennings was going to be at the party, he brought Joe along.


When he’d heard about the blind date Joe and Maggie had in New Orleans, Duncan didn’t think much of the match- at first. A watcher and an immortal? Didn’t that complicate matters that were already complicated enough between a mortal and an immortal?


Apparently Amanda didn’t think so. She was known to dabble in matchmaking from time to time and was even successful occasionally. It turned out that Joe and Maggie were one of her more successful attempts. Their first date lasted three days.


Maggie was not your typical Immortal, if such a thing exists. She had managed to reach the age of sixty mortal years before her immortality was triggered. A very rare occurrence in their world. To even further differentiate herself from most other Immortals, Maggie refused, under any circumstance, to take a head. She lived and worked on holy ground caring for the children in the St. Michael’s orphanage.


Duncan was also glad to have Joe around to give him an unbiased second opinion on Keith White. Being a bartender, among other things, Joe was a pretty good judge of character. He’d need someone objective, someone that wouldn’t be blinded by comparing this second husband to Harry, a pitfall Duncan was well aware that he might be headed toward.


Duncan had already done a little checking into Mr. White’s background. One thing he didn’t have to worry about was White being a fortune hunter. Mr. White was from old money with family held estates in England that dated back centuries. The properties were all well maintained, providing a steady income from rentals and other varied interests.


Bonnie greeted Duncan and Joe at the door. She was very happy to see her "Uncle Duncan". Joe smiled at Bonnie politely, then began surveying the room. Duncan smirked.


"Don’t worry, she’s here Joe."


"Who is here?" He asked innocently.


"Maggie, as if you didn’t know. I can tell she’s around here somewhere." He rubbed his temples. Joe understood, but Bonnie did not.


"Well you’d better get in touch with your psychic friends for a tune up Uncle Duncan. Your radar is way off. Maggie isn’t here yet." Joe and Duncan exchanged worried looks. Then who was?


As they entered the living room Deborah was standing by the piano singing a tongue in cheek rendition of Daddy’s Little Girl. The piano player abruptly stopped and turned, locking eyes with Duncan.


"Is he... ?" Joe whispered.


"Yes."


"Who is he?"


"I dunno. I’ve never met him before."


"Well, that’s a first."


Duncan and the other man stared at each other, forgetting they weren’t the only people in the room. It was awkward. Deborah broke the silence.


"Duncan. I’m so glad you’re here. I’d like to introduce you to my husband, Keith White."
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Part 2


BONNIE’S SWEET SIXTEEN PARTY IN A WELL-TO-DO SUBURB OF THE CITY


Keith White was enthusiastic in his greeting. Perhaps a touch *too* enthusiastic to sound genuine. He welcomed his guests to his ‘home away from home’. Duncan thought that was an odd way to refer to his American residence and questioned him.


"Isn’t this your home, Mr. White?" Duncan did not feel comfortable enough to call his host by his first name, and White did not suggest that he should.


"This?" He gestured to his surroundings. It was a lovely Georgian brick house, old by American standards at over a hundred years. They’d passed the plaque that proclaimed it an historic site on the way in.


"Yes, this home you share with your wife, Deborah and her daughter." Duncan smiled, and *tried* to keep his tone light hearted.


"Some of us don’t transplant as well as others, Mr. MacLeod. If it weren’t for the fact that Deborah insisted on being close to her daughter, I would never have moved to the colonies. As soon as Bonnie is done with her schooling this year, we are all moving back to White Hall. It is the only place I’ll ever call home."


White mechanically got through polite pleasantries and an introduction to Joe, barely veiling his elitist attitude that Joe was ‘not of his class’ and shortly returned his complete attention to Duncan. Joe, realizing he’d been dismissed by his Lordship, wandered off to mingle with the other, hopefully more pleasant, guests.


"I think I’ll go check out the music selection." Joe said as he excused himself and headed toward the stereo. He was pleasantly surprised to find some B.B. King.


"So..." White’s eyes darted from side to side. Once he made certain no one else was within earshot he said, "You are Duncan MacLeod, of the clan MacLeod." Duncan didn’t react as White spouted MacLeod’s usual greeting to unknown Immortals at him.


White continued, slithering around MacLeod as he whispered first in one ear, then the other- "I’ve heard so much about you... and your exploits. Your adventures are legendary in our circle. It is such a treat to *finally* meet you." He limply extended his hand and Duncan reluctantly shook it. White’s grip was clammy and it took an extreme effort on Duncan’s part not to wipe his hand off afterward.


"Well, it seems you’ve caught me at a slight disadvantage, Mr. White. There is so *little* I know about you." Duncan was sure White’s pasty grin turned into a smirk at that point, his heavy lidded eyes twinkling ‘I’ve got a secret’.


"That’s easily remedied! Anyone who has been such a good friend to my Deborah can ask me anything he wants. What would you like to know?"


He winced when White said ‘*my* Deborah’, a phrase Harry had often used. How could she go from a simple, down-to-earth man like Harry to this aristocratic snob? He would just have to add that question to the continually growing list of things about Deborah that he didn’t understand.


Duncan couldn’t imagine how these two wound up married. It was not a social arrangement, of that he was positive. Deborah was hardly someone White would consider a catch.


He’d watched them.


White was fawning and attentive to Deborah to the point where Duncan felt he was putting on a show. But there were no sparks between them. It was *not* a grand passion that brought them together. Duncan was going to need more information before he could even begin to unravel the mystery.


"So, how did you and Deborah meet?" White was about to answer, when the charge of another immortal went through both of them as Maggie Jennings entered the room.


"It’s getting to be a regular convention here tonight." White remarked in a stunned tone. He had obviously not been expecting there to be yet another Immortal at his little gathering.


"You’ve never met Maggie Jennings before?"


"No."


White walked away abruptly to play host along side Deborah in greeting their latest arrival. Free of White for the moment, Duncan observed Maggie.


He was shocked by the change in Maggie’s appearance. It was quite a transformation from the last time he had seen her. Her hairstyle was a short, auburn pageboy now- not long gray hair neatly wound into a bun. Her new wardrobe was just as drastically different as her new hairdo. Gone were the matronly shoes and polyester pants. Maggie was wearing high heels and a custom tailored silk suit with a mini skirt.


He took a closer look. Of course she still had deep laugh lines around her mouth and eyes, but the new hairdo softened them. She was also wearing makeup! He had never seen Maggie wear makeup before. It seemed the "Amazing Amanda" had struck again. And she’d been a *very* busy girl.


Duncan and White weren’t the only ones to notice the second Maggie entered the room. Joe asked his hostess if he could play something special. Deborah was only to happy to let him, and a little intrigued. Maggie’s face beamed as the music reached her. She turned toward it, knowing Joe would be there.


"A bit long in the tooth- and short of everything else- to be one of us, isn’t she?" Duncan was so dazed by the ‘new’ Maggie he hadn’t noticed White skulking up to him. White smirked and chuckled at his own joke. The glare Duncan shot at White quickly made him aware of his faux pas. The smirk faded. "A friend of yours, I take it?"


"Yes, and a friend to Bonnie. She works at St. Michael."


"St. who? Oh yes, that little convent school you sent Bonnie to." He seemed to be inspecting Maggie with the disappointment of a farmer considering an undersized hen for Sunday dinner. "Holy ground is a wise choice for that one. Such a tiny woman. A good stiff wind would send her flying clear across town! I dare say she’d be able to hold up anything heavier than a parasol to defend herself."


"Appearances can be deceiving." Duncan deliberately implied greater skill than he knew Maggie had. He wanted to squash any ideas White might be getting. It always worried him that some Immortal after an easy hit would take Maggie’s head the second she set foot off holy ground.


Duncan had taken Maggie on as a student before her first death. He had started a self-defense class for seniors and invited her to join for the sole purpose of getting close to her, though she didn’t know it at the time. Duncan wanted to be able to keep an eye on her just in case something triggered her immortality at that late stage.


That *something* turned out to be Kenny. He couldn’t stand the thought of Maggie taking her unawakened immortality to a quiet grave. So he killed her. Kenny wanted her quickening, but hadn’t counted on the old lady putting up a fight. He botched the beheading and never got the quickening but he left Maggie a nasty scar to remember him by.


Richie had been living with Duncan at the dojo when they first met Maggie. Between the two of them they prepared her as much as possible. They started by teaching her basic throws and defensive moves. She picked those moves up very easily.


They’d both been pleasantly surprised to find that Maggie had managed to keep herself perfectly fit at sixty. She was quite limber, agile and healthy from following a lifetime regime of yoga and vegetarianism. Oddly enough it was not her sixty year old body that was the problem.


Duncan had his first impasse with his gray-haired student when he tried to introduce her to fencing. She was repelled by swords and taking the offensive in an attack. He hadn’t seen that intense an aversion to combat from an Immortal since Claudia Jardine.


Maggie Jennings absolutely refused to carry a sword. After relentless nagging, Duncan managed to get her to at least agree to keep a sword near by. That didn’t satisfy him completely, but it was better than no sword at all. Luckily, she didn’t leave St. Michael’s very often.


Joe saw her and was immediately by her side.


"Maggie!" They hugged and then nervously backed away from each other. Both were a little unsure of their status.


Sometime during their date in The Big Easy they had become more than friends- but less than a couple. Though they were intensely attracted to each other, they had their own separate lives to lead.


It was more than immortality that stood between them. Maggie couldn’t see leaving the children of St. Michael’s, not even for Joe. And while Joe didn’t mind visiting St. Michael’s every once in a while, he could not see living there. They’d agreed to give each other time to think things over.


So did this reunion warrant more than a hug, but less than a passionate kiss? Would a chaste peck on the cheek be appropriate or too cold and formal after New Orleans? It was all new territory.


White was watching Maggie and Joe as he commented to Duncan.


"There certainly seems to be something brewing between those two." White said with distaste.


"You have a problem with that?" Duncan was liking Keith White less and less with each passing moment.


"He’s a Watcher. I have a problem with *that*. Is Mrs. Jennings aware he is a member of that dangerous organization of voyeurs?"


"Why should a group of historians bother you so much? Unless you have something to hide..." White addressed Duncan in a tone that was usually reserved for the village idiot.


"We *all* have something to hide, Mr. MacLeod. We *must* hide what we are in order to survive." White waited for MacLeod to agree with him, but Duncan did not. "You can’t possibly be that naive about the peril The Watchers put us in, can you? If you are, then you’re as dangerous as the damned Watchers. Someone should put you out of the game before you inadvertently start a  21st century witch hunt! Should the unthinkable happen and some moron lets mortals in general find out about us..." White lowered his voice to a growl. "In the end there will be *none* instead of one. We will be no better than they are, all our power lost, wasted..."


The Highlander moved closer to White and whispered ominously. "Are *you* challenging me, White?" Before he could get an answer, Deborah was at White’s side looking frantic.


"Have you seen Bonnie? I can’t find her anywhere."


"Take it easy Deborah. She probably went off with some friends. Or maybe she went out in the yard to get some fresh air and away from us grownups for a minute." Duncan didn’t see any reason to panic.


"You obviously have not been around Bonnie recently, Mr. MacLeod." White said in a patronizing manner. "Stepping out for some air with her current lot of friends is enough to send any caring parent into a state of hysteria."


Maggie joined them.


"What’s wrong?" She asked the Whites.


"Bonnie seems to have slipped off." Duncan answered for them since White was too busy consoling Deborah and Deborah was too busy falling apart to answer Maggie’s question.


"Don’t worry, Mrs. White. I’m sure I can find her. I’ve gotten pretty good at locating Bonnie lately. {Practice does make perfect, Maggie thought to herself.} "Duncan would you drive?" Maggie’s confidence did more for Deborah than all White’s hand patting and ‘There, there’s’ could ever do. 


"Do you really think it will be that easy to find her?"


"She’s only been gone a few minutes. How far could she have gotten?" Maggie kept the fact that she’d heard a motor cycle peal out a few minutes ago to herself. She knew that information would only cause more grief.


"Okay, Maggie. Let’s go." Duncan had his keys and their jackets. He gave Deborah a quick peck on the cheek. "We’ll be back before you’re ready to serve the birthday cake." Duncan, Maggie and Joe quickly left the party to retrieve the guest of honor. 
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DEVIL’S BACKBONE, A COUNTRY ROAD OUTSIDE SEACOUVER


"Turn left now. Slow down. She’s very close by." Maggie sat in the back seat next to an amazed Joe Dawson.


They soon came to a cow pasture. Off in the distance a motorcycle was parked under a tree. The silhouette of a pair of lovers lay sprawled beside it, oblivious to the cold ground, the approaching car or the wind whipping them. They were not aware of anything but each other.


"How did you do that?" Joe asked, clearly impressed. Maggie shrugged.


"I can always detect other Immortals long *before* they can detect me. It gives me the chance to be gone before anyone knows I was ever there. AND I saw the skid marks at the foot of the driveway that went to the right and thought ‘If I were sixteen and controlled by raging hormones where would I be headed..."


"Whoa! Back up a minute. Bonnie is an Immortal?" Joe was shocked.


"No, not yet. But she probably will be. Keeping that girl in one piece is a next to impossible job. Thanks Duncan." Duncan beamed a better-you-than-me grin in reply.


"Okay. So how *did* you find Bonnie?"


"Since Bonnie isn’t immortal yet the feeling is a little weak and kind of, well... It’s really hard to explain. Let’s just say I use a variation of my ‘early warning’ sense, only reversed, going *toward* it- instead of away from it like I usually do." Joe nodded. It made sense. As much as anything else made sense.


He thought of Kip’s allergic reaction to other Immortals, sneezing every time one was within striking distance, and figured {Why couldn’t one immortal be more sensitive than the rest to another immortals approach?}. Most people could never even begin to understand the work of Einstein, yet Einstein was not more or less human because of his greater intellect. He was just one end of the spectrum. Besides, Maggie could use any and every edge she could get in the game.


"With that talent of yours, I knew you’d be the perfect choice to watch over Bonnie. If anyone could keep track of Deborah and Harry’s wild child, it would be you." Duncan explained.


"The blind are supposed to have exceptional hearing because they rely on that sense more. I guess it’s the same sort of thing with me. I can’t fight but I can track any Immortal for you."


Duncan hated to be reminded of Maggie’s disadvantages in the game. She was so much older, physically, than any immortal he’d known. She was barely up to his shoulder and was so slight of build he could pick her up and toss her across the room like a rag doll. But it didn’t seem to bother her that she had such handicaps.


"Yes. I am a woman of many talents. Just don’t ask me to sing, especially if you’ve got a weak stomach." Maggie joked. But it was truth said in jest. She did have a natural hypersensitivity to other immortals that came in very handy but singing was NOT her forte.


Even before her first death and the injury to her throat, Maggie was known for her caterwauling. Her singing voice was even worse now. It sounded like a bullfrog landing on hot asphalt whenever she attempted to sing.


"Sister Carol, St. Michael’s reining queen of diplomacy, took me aside after mass one Sunday to inform me that God could hear me sing from my *heart* and that I needn’t put a strain on my voice {Or the ears of the other parishioners, Duncan thought.} by singing out loud. She said I could still ‘sing my praises to the lord, in silence.’" Duncan smiled in spite of himself at Maggie’s dead-on impersonation of the very proper Sister Carol.


"I’d be happy to do the singing for you- any time you want to do the dancing for me." The blush on Maggie’s cheeks and the glint in Joe’s eye told Duncan there was a in that seemingly innocent offer Joe made. Duncan cleared his throat to get their attention and pointed to the young, preoccupied, lovers.


"Shouldn’t we be bringing Bonnie back to the party?"


Duncan, Maggie and Joe all gawked at the twisting pile of adolescent flesh for a moment.


"Sweet sixteen and never been kissed." Joe chuckled. "Guess that will never be said about Bonnie."


"At least we don’t have to worry about her getting pregnant." Maggie left Duncan and Joe stunned into silence by her candid remark as she set about breaking up Bonnie’s al fresco party before it went from a PG13 to an R rating.


�


BONNIE’S BEDROOM


Duncan stood in the doorway of Bonnie’s room. It was a hodgepodge mixture of stuffed animals, clothing, trophies, photos of friends, shoes, sports equipment, CD sound system, dolls, and books all strewn about as though a hurricane had recently blown through. A typical teenage girls room, a no-mans-land between childhood and adulthood.


"So when does the red cross arrive to help with the clean up and search for survivors?"


Bonnie rolled her eyes at Duncan’s attempt at humor, threw herself on her bed and turned her back to him.


"This is *my* room and I don’t want you in it."


"Okay. But I think we should talk about what happened tonight." Duncan stayed in the doorway.


"*Nothing* happened tonight. Thanks to you and Maggie the human blood hound!"


"In time I think you’ll be grateful we showed up when we did."


"Grateful? It was humiliating!" A red faced Bonnie sprang out of bed to confront Duncan. "Do you even remember what it’s like to be my age? Do you?" Duncan was about to answer but Bonnie didn’t give him a chance.


"Try being treated like a child when you don’t feel like one. People always telling you what you can and can’t do, where you should and shouldn’t be."


"Maybe, if you start to behave like a mature and responsible adult, you’ll be treated like one. Riding off on a motorcycle- without a helmet I might add, in the middle of your own birthday party without telling anyone was hardly mature and responsible."


"Mature and responsible? You mean like my Mom?" Duncan had no answer for that. "You know getting older doesn’t necessarily make someone wiser. Just because she’s been around a few years longer she gets to call all the shots and parade me around like some prize poodle for all her friends?"


"What are you talking about, Bonnie? Your mother was throwing a birthday party for you."


"Did you see even one person my age? She invited who she wanted and none of my friends! Then she tells me she’s taking me out of St. Michael’s!" Bonnie's eyes began to well up but fought the tears. 


Looking at her he realized he *had* forgotten what it was like to be a teenager. And thankfully so. Even with the best of situations, being that awkward half child-half adult creature was alienating and painful. Bonnie needed her friends to help her through it. Friends that were suffering through the same agonizing metamorphosis. It also didn't help that England was *not* full of happy memories for Bonnie. Deborah, once again, was not doing what was best for her daughter, but what was best for Deborah.


St. Michael’s was the only stable, secure place Bonnie had known since her father died. No matter what her mother was going through, her friends and the sisters at St. Michael’s were always there, always kind- and always sober. She grew to love them. They were family. Duncan understood what she must be going through at the thought of leaving them all behind. 


"I’ll talk to your mother, Bonnie." The words had no sooner left his lips when Bonnie let out a high pitched squeal that would wake the dead.


"You’re the best Uncle a girl could ever have! Thanks." Bonnie jumped on Duncan, showering him with baby kisses before he could finish what he was going to say.


"Hold it." He pinned her arms down to her sides after prying them from his neck. "I can’t promise anything. Your mother might not listen to me. She may have a good reason for wanting to change your school."


"Sure she does, a good reason for her and Keith. They want to play Lord and Lady of the Manor and they want to drag me along. Well, I don’t want to go! And they can’t make me go."


"And you’ll make them miserable any way you can, hoping they won’t *want* to take you anymore. Is that it?"


Bonnie’s anger dissolved into tears. Duncan sat on the edge of Bonnie’s canopy bed and put his arm around her shoulder. He looked down at Bonnie. Her thin grownup facade crumbled and fell away. She was a child again, hurt and vulnerable. Bonnie hugged her porcelain doll, a child’s toy crushed against a woman’s breast.


"Is that Betty?" He pointed to the doll and Bonnie nodded.


"It was the last gift my father gave me. It wasn’t even my birthday or anything. He saw this doll and thought I’d like it. So he bought it for me." Bonnie smoothed the doll’s hair. "Dad was so sweet, always thinking about me and Mom, always surprising us with gifts." She carefully put the doll back on the shelf.


Duncan noticed the framed photograph on Bonnie’s night stand. He remembered taking the picture. Harry, Deborah and a very young Bonnie were laughing. No one smiled into the camera though, because they were all smiling at each other. Bonnie saw him staring at the photo and picked it up.


"We were so happy then." She stroked the glass lovingly. "I still miss him as much as ever. Maybe even more. But it’s worse for Mom. She was never the same after he died. It was like someone ripped out her heart and buried it with Dad." Bonnie put the photo down. "I don’t know if I ever want to love someone that much." She added in a whisper.


"But she has someone now. She remarried."


"Keith? She doesn’t love him."


"What makes you say that?"


"I may have only been six when my father died, but I’ll never forget what my parents were like together. It felt so good to watch them, to see how much they loved each other. Have you watched Mom with Keith? They have nothing even close to that."


"There are different kinds of love, Bonnie. You can’t compare what your mother and father had to what your mother and Keith have."


"Oh, there’s *no* comparison. You’re right there."


Bonnie had gone from a vulnerable, frightened little girl to an observant, insightful adult all in the space of one mercurial minute. Duncan did not envy Bonnie’s adolescence. He didn’t dare imagine the torture she would endure trapped in that whirlwind of emotion for an eternity. Bonnie *had* to be spared that fate. He would find a way to talk Deborah into leaving Bonnie at St. Michael’s where she was safe.


�


JOE’S BAR AFTER HOURS


"Maggie, what do you think of Keith White? I know you’ve only just met him, but what’s your first impression?" Joe had returned to the table with a bottle of Glenfinnan and two glasses as Duncan posed his question.


"I don’t trust him. What about you, Joe." She smiled up at Joe as he set the glasses on the table and sipped her club soda.


"Well, I hate to make snap judgments, but that guy makes my flesh crawl!" Joe poured drinks for the Highlander and himself. "You sure I can’t fix you something a bit stronger, Maggie?  I keep the place pretty well stocked. I’m sure I’d have *something* you’d like."


"Oh," Maggie said, a little flustered. "I’m sure too, Joe."  She slid her hand over his accidentally spilling her drink all over the table and him. "I'm such a clutz! Let me get that." Maggie jumped up.


"It's okay, no damage done. It's only club soda." She grabbed some napkins from the table to blot the soda, which had landed in some awkward places. Maggie froze for a moment when she realized Joe was not an inanimate piece of furniture to be wiped up. He was a man, with natural reactions to a females wandering hands.


Duncan was starting to get the uncomfortable feeling that three was a crowd. He *really* wanted to leave the two of them alone, but he had to ask Joe the usual favor. It was starting to get monotonous.


"Joe, I hate to always impose on your Watcher connections, but..."


"But you’d like to know what we have on his Lordship, Keith White. Yeah, I figured as much. I stopped by the phone on my way to get the glasses. I've got people working on it right now. You’ll know when I know." Though he was talking to Duncan, his eyes never left Maggie.


That was all Duncan needed to hear. He finished his drink in one quick gulp, slammed down the glass, picked up his jacket and was half-way out the door before he bothered to say goodbye. Not that they noticed. He wondered on the way home exactly how long it would take before they realized he’d left.


�


DUNCAN’S LOFT


The elevator came up as Duncan poured his orange juice. He knew it was Joe. He must have found out something very important for him to come over this early. Duncan waited, not the least bit surprised to find Joe standing there with Maggie.


"Aren’t you two up bright and early?" Duncan grinned at them. They looked so right together. He had to give Amanda credit. She had made an excellent match. He invited them in.


"Can I fix you some breakfast?"


"No thanks. We’ve been up for hours."


Duncan noticed a mark on Joe’s cheek, just below his ear.


"Nick yourself shaving?" He pointed to the red spot. Joe tried to wipe it off but missed.


"Right there." Duncan reached over and rubbed it off. "My mistake. It’s not blood, just lipstick." He smiled at the sheepish grin on Joe’s face.


"I have a report on our friend, Keith White." The grin disappeared.


"You’re looking very serious, Joe. What did you find out?"


"Ever hear of Calico Jack?"


Duncan nodded.


"Ever hear of Anne Bonny?"


"They were both pirates in the early 1700’s."


"And Anne Bonny was Calico Jack's, a.k.a. Keith White’s lover- and mentor."


"She’s one of us? How can that be? She and Mary Reed got out of a hanging by claiming to be pregnant."


"Mary Reed *was* pregnant and died in prison of a fever. Anne Bonny just claimed to be pregnant. Remember medical science wasn’t exactly state of the art back then. They’d stick leeches on you to cure anemia."


"Don’t remind me. Okay, so she wasn’t pregnant."  "Right. Her father was rich. Apparently the mother, a maid for the family, found Anne as an infant and passed her off as his child. He ran off to America to marry her and raised Anne never knowing the truth. Anyway, she had some friends dig White up after he was hanged for piracy and buried in an unmarked grave by the beach. Then had him wait for her."


"Joe, Immortals have been a lot worst things than pirates in the past." He wished Joe would get to the point.


"Let him finish, Duncan, and you’ll understand."


"Okay, but let's skip the history lesson. Is a danger to Bonnie?"


"He’s *definitely* a danger to Bonnie!" Maggie answered.


"Yeah, he’s got this whole Scarlet Pimpernel thing going on. You know, pretending to be this limp-wristed fop that wouldn’t hurt a fly, then leading a secret life that is more in keeping with his Calico Jack persona." Joe started and Maggie finished.


"The dangerous aspect being that Anne Bonny spoiled him. He liked having a woman do all the fighting for him." Joe picked up the story from there. Duncan was starting to feel like a spectator at Wimbledon.


"When Anne got tired of his act and ditched him, White went out and recruited another female Immortal to play bodyguard for him. The problem with this set up was that none of the other women were ever Anne Bonny’s equal. They all wound up loosing their heads defending him." Maggie continued.


"And he would take the victor's Quickening while they were still too weak to fight. Not even caring what happened to these women. They were nothing to him. He used them."


"So that whole bit about never leaving England was all part of his act?"


"Yes. He pretends to be holed up in his estate when he is out on one of his raids. Makes a pretty good cover. White is great at manipulating people too. He studies his chosen target for quite a while so that he knows the exact tactic to win her over. These young Immortals don’t know what hit them. He doesn’t want them to know, either. White is their only source of information about their immortality. And the truth doesn’t always suit him. They end up totally confused about what they are and how to exist in their new world." Joe was clearly disgusted with what he’d learned about White.


"I get the feeling there’s more." Duncan said, but he already had a strong suspicion where this story was going.


"White didn’t always pick a woman that was already Immortal. If he stumbled across a young girl with the *potential* to be an Immortal, he would worm his way into her life. Then he’d hire someone to cause her first death. Usually staging it so that he looked like he was trying to save her, but wasn’t a good enough fighter to gain her trust and sympathy. Or else he'd cause an accident. Then the girls were on their own. He hasn’t the first clue as to how to train them. Besides, White didn’t care if they lost their heads. If one died, he got an easy quickening then went out and found another girl." Joe paused and Maggie grabbed Duncan’s arm.


"He used Deborah to get into Bonnie’s life. It’s Bonnie he wants. White is going to get her killed. We’ve got to get Bonnie away from him. Today. She is too young to dragged into this life Duncan!"


"I know."


�
Part 3


Duncan walked up to the front door and rang the bell. While he waited, he considered the problem at hand. What tactic would work best to remove White from the picture without causing Bonnie to ask questions? After all, how could he explain the danger he was protecting her from? It was one of those times when he missed the old man.


Methos would have come in very handy, being the unquestioned master in the art of manipulation. If the old man were here he’d would know exactly how to play a miscreant like Keith White, and never cause Bonnie to raise an eyebrow. White would have found out what it was like to be the mouse instead of the cat for a change.


There was no point in trying to figure out how Methos would resolve this situation. Duncan would just have to rely on his own more *direct* methods. Less subtle, no doubt, but equally effective.


Over the hill he heard the whinnying of horses and gave up on someone answering the door. As Duncan reached the crest of the hill he saw the stable below and White helping Bonnie on to her horse. They were both dressed for riding and there was a wicker basket strapped to White’s horse.


Duncan ran down the grassy slope smiling and waving to them despite the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach at the sight of White with his paws on the girl. Bonnie dismounted quickly and gracefully to greet her Uncle Duncan, before White could ‘help’ her again.


White was not happy to see Duncan, but hid his annoyance the second Bonnie turned toward him.


"Keith, could you please saddle up Marco so that Uncle Duncan can join us?"


"Certainly." He smiled that patented little smirk of his as he headed back to the stable. "I won’t be but a moment."


"Marco? Let me guess. He was a polo pony."


"Maybe you really are psychic." As soon as White was in the stable Bonnie whispered. "Thank god you showed up!"


"What?"


"Keith is trying so hard to be close to me lately. He’s driving me *crazy*. He knows I love riding. Anyone that knows me at all knows I’d rather ride than breathe. So how could I graciously turn down his offer to go riding in front of my mother after he’d already packed a picnic lunch? I couldn’t. I was cornered. Besides, Mom wasn’t feeling too well and Keith suggested we bring back some wild rose bushes from the south end of the property. Mom loved the idea."


"Don’t you enjoy spending time with your stepfather?"


Bonnie shuddered.


"Please don’t call him that. He is my mother’s husband. That’s hard enough to get used to. Don’t get me wrong, Uncle Duncan, I like Keith. He treats my mother very well. But he is kinda weird, you know? He gives me the creeps. And lately he’s been trying to be my *buddy*. Maybe he’s trying to score points with Mom..." She let the rest of the sentence drop as White returned leading a chestnut stallion.


It was a beautiful, crisp fall day. Perfect weather for riding. Bonnie lead the way, eager to put some distance between her and the suddenly clingy Keith.


"I’ll *try* and keep within eyeshot. If you can’t keep up, just holler and I’ll slow down." It wasn’t said to be patronizing, at least not deliberately. Bonnie simply couldn’t imagine how the old geezers would be able to match her speed. Duncan laughed to himself. If she only knew how old they *really* were, she’d have them each fitted with motorized wheel chairs and oxygen tents.


Duncan fell back. Bonnie was quite a few yards ahead and White was not very far behind her. The Highlander studied White. He was a better rider than Duncan would have guessed. Sensing that he was being scrutinized White turned back toward Duncan and called to him.


"Come along. If you can’t keep up with the girl, you can at least keep pace with me, can’t you MacLeod?"


"I’ll try." Duncan’s tone dripped sarcasm. He urged Marco to pick up speed. The horse seemed thrilled that his rider finally stopped holding him back and was at White’s heels in an instant.


They came out of the wooded area to an open field. Bonnie was waiting for them, her horse reflecting her own high-strung nature by it’s inability to stand still. The mare twitched and side stepped, kicking up loose pebbles as Bonnie tried to keep her in one place.


"There is an excellent place by the stream to stop and have lunch." Bonnie’s eyes gleamed. "That is *if* you two can make it there before dinner!"


Bonnie flew across the clearing as if she were riding Pegasus. White was soon beside her- and passing. It bothered the teenager to lose the lead. She recklessly spurred her horse on faster and faster. Her competitive nature would not allow an ‘old man’ to beat her. She didn’t stop to consider that she might be endangering herself by riding at such a breakneck speed.


One misstep, one small slip and Bonnie would have been killed instantly. Duncan was positive that White had deliberately taunted Bonnie by passing her. He knew how to push his stepdaughter’s buttons too well for Duncan’s comfort.


Fortunately, the stream put an end to Bonnie’s wild gallop before disaster did. She had already dismounted and was walking beside her horse, letting it cool down, when Duncan bellowed at her.


"Are you trying to get yourself killed?" Bonnie was caught off guard by the intensity of Duncan’s anger. White, ever the opportunist, saw Bonnie was hurt that Duncan took that tone with her and used it.


"Bonnie, perhaps you should stop calling him Uncle Duncan and start calling him Granny MacLeod." White chuckled. The joke took the sting out of Duncan's rant and Bonnie joined him. She saw the resentment in Duncan’s eyes that she was laughing with White at his expense, but that only made it harder to stop. Bonnie tried to make amends between giggles.


"Uncle Duncan, I’ve ridden this way for years. Honestly. There was no danger at all. I know this horse. I know this field. It’s nothing to get worked up about."


White unstrapped his wicker basket as Bonnie laid out the blanket she’d brought.


"Sit, relax, have some lunch and enjoy this gorgeous day." She lead her old uncle to a nice sunny spot on the blanket and sat him down. The ride had brought a flush of excitement to her face. But Duncan knew Bonnie was enjoying the adrenaline rush from the dangerous speed of her ride more than the crisp autumn air.


"The horses need water." Bonnie took the reigns of her mare and lead her to the stream first.


"Tah Dah!" With a flourish White produced a bottle of wine.


"I’ve got a special treat that is sure to remove that scowl from your face, MacLeod. This year’s first bottle of Beaujolais Nouveau!"


"Already?"


"Well, it is the third Thursday of November. I ordered a few cases of Drouhin flown in on the Concorde." He uncorked the bottle and set it down. Duncan watched Bonnie sit by the edge of the stream while her horse drank it’s fill. He lowered his voice.


"A few cases?" This renewed the scowl on Duncan’s face. "Do you think that was wise?"


"Oh dear. You don’t like Drouhin? Do you prefer Mommessin or..." His voice trailed off as he saw just how serious Duncan was.


"That’s not what I meant. I was thinking of Deborah. It doesn’t seem very considerate of you to have that much alcohol paraded under her nose when..." It was White’s turn to cut Duncan off.


"Alcohol!" He poured the wine into a beautiful crystal wine glass. White held it up to the sun by the stem of the glass, admiring the ruby glow as the sun caught it. Then he swirled the wine, slowly. "This, my poor misguided fellow, is not ALCOHOL. It is the nectar of the gods." White put his nose over the glass and inhaled the bouquet reverently.


"What’s that Keith?" Bonnie had rejoined them.


"Here let me get you a glass. Words can’t possibly do it justice."


"Excuse me, White, do I need to remind you that Bonnie is still a minor?" Bonnie scowled.


"How Americanized you’ve become, MacLeod." The sneer made it plain that there wasn’t a word invented in the English language that White thought was more insulting than *Americanized*.


He poured half a glass of wine. "In Europe all civilized people drink wine with their meals, even children. Here, I brought some bottled water for you Bonnie. Really, watered down by half you can’t possibly still object, MacLeod!" He filled the glass the rest of the way with water.


"Did you ask her mother about this?" White chose to ignore that question.


"Have a glass Beaujolais, it might improve your mood." White put a glass down in front of Duncan. "I had no idea you’d be joining us today, but I took the precaution of bringing extra glasses- in case of breakage. Accidents do happen, you know." White poured, taking MacLeod’s silence to be agreement.


{‘Accidents do happen, you know.’ Duncan quietly mimicked White’s arrogant demeanor. Like, say a riding accident? Was that your plan, White? A little wine to help increase the odds of an ‘accident’, maybe? Yeah. That was probably the original idea, only you weren’t expecting me. Where you, White?} MacLeod wondered angrily.


Bonnie eagerly accepted the glass and took a large sip, more like a gulp, while Duncan glowered.


"It’s pretty good."


"Pretty good? Oh, to be damned by faint praise. Well, I suppose you have lead a sheltered life with those nuns at St. Michael’s. What would they be able to teach you of the real world? I shall have to take a more active hand in your upbringing from now on so that you become the well-rounded, cultured lady of breeding you should be as the future Mistress of White Manor. You are my heir, after all, and it’s my duty to prepare you."


White prattled on as he set out a lunch of cold roast chicken, cheese, a fresh loaf of crusty French bread, and salads.


"What’s so special about this wine?" Bonnie asked as she washed down another mouthful of chicken with it.


"What’s so special about anything? That’s a hard question to answer. I suppose what I like best about the Beaujolais Nouveau is it’s freshness. From the harvest in the fields of France to your glass in a matter of weeks."


"Yeah, Beaujolais is a good wine. Still there is something to be said for a fine, matured Cabernet Sauvignon." Duncan interjected, pausing for a moment before adding. "Of course very often it’s consumed far too young and never allowed to reach it’s peak."


"Well, there's ten seconds of my life I'll never get back." White muttered as he endured MacLeod’s little double entendre. But, Duncan knew White understood the message by the way White's eyes became veiled as he countered.


"I suppose the trick lies in knowing what you’ve got. How long a wine needs to reach maturity is decided by the nature of the wine itself. Let’s say  you wait a decade or more for a good Cabernet Sauvignon and open the bottle only to find a Beaujolais Nouveau so long passed it’s prime you wouldn’t give it to your worst enemy. A total loss- all because you didn’t know what was in the bottle."


"Okay boys. It’s not like we’re at the Wine Superbowl or anything. You don’t have to pick sides. There can be more than one, you know."


White found the irony much more amusing than Duncan did and couldn’t resist teasing him with her innocent statement.


"I don’t know if Granny MacLeod would agree with you, Bonnie. What do *you* think, can there be more than one?" He roared with laughter. Bonnie wasn’t sure what White found so funny, but his laugh was infectious and she soon found herself laughing too.


They finished most of the food that White had brought. At least Bonnie and Keith did. Duncan didn’t seem to have much of an appetite.


"The rose bushes are only about two miles from here. We can be back home with them to surprise Mom before dinner." Once again, Bonnie took the lead.


�


THE ENTRANCE TO THE WHITE HOME


Deborah opened the front door, obviously very ill. She was barely able to stand, using the door knob to support her weight.


Before Bonnie got a chance to show her mother the roses she, Duncan and Keith had so carefully transported, her mother cried out.


"Keith!" Deborah collapsed into White’s arms. 


�


A WAITING ROOM IN SEACOUVER HOSPITAL


Duncan waited with Bonnie to hear word on Deborah’s condition. They sat silently, hand in hand. The dirt from the roses still embedded under their nails and the pores of their skin. Neither one of them stopped to wash up before coming to the hospital. White approached them.


As White spoke the words Bonnie never wanted to hear, Duncan found himself distracted by how clean White’s hands were.
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DAYS LATER - THE WHITE HOME AFTER THE FUNERAL


The same room that had been filled with people celebrating a birthday not too long ago, was filled with mourners.


Bonnie absently looked out of the window as her fingers ran across the piano keys. The rose bushes were lying, discarded and forgotten by the driveway- exactly where she’d dropped them the day they’d rushed her mother to the hospital.


"We really should plant them before they die." Bonnie sighed listlessly as she spoke to no one in particular.


"I’ll have the gardener take care of it tomorrow." White slid his hand around Bonnie’s shoulder and kissed the top of her head. No one could see it, but he had the most unfatherly look in his eyes as he ogled his grieving ‘daughter’.


"Mom loved those roses."


"They reminded her of you. Wild and beautiful. How could she not love them?" A deep baritone tenderly spoke the comforting words.


Bonnie spun around at the sound of Duncan’s voice, throwing her arms around him.


"Uncle Duncan." She clung to him. His presence gave her the strength she so desperately needed.


White *tried* to say all the right things, but his words left her numb. Everything he did and said was kindly and supportive yet Bonnie wanted to get away from him. She couldn’t bring herself to share her grief with him. She didn’t know why it was so impossible for her to turn to him for comfort, but it was.


"Where’s Maggie?" Bonnie asked shakily.


"She’s on her way."


As soon as Maggie arrived Duncan left Bonnie to her care. He couldn’t bear to see anymore of White’s crocodile tears. Or hear him talking of ‘his beautiful Deborah’. He had to get away for a while.


�


Duncan wandered aimlessly through the house. He found himself in White’s study. It was a very interesting room. Model ships, more than one of which was named The Revenge, genuine Spanish doubloons, authentic navigational maps, all encased in glass, lined the room. Hanging on one wall was a flag named after the pirate Calico Jack- a white skull with two swords crossed beneath it on a field of black. There were also quite a number of antique swords on display. Duncan was immediately drawn to a particular sword. It was an early 18th century Naval Dirk.


He took it off the wall for a closer examination. There was a chunk taken out of the blade. 


�


White sat in the living room, enjoying the solitude and the end of his performance as the ‘grieving husband’. Night had fallen at some point. He hadn’t noticed and never turned on the lights. He opened another bottle of Beaujolais. Did that make the third or the fourth this evening? He wondered as he felt for his glass in the dark.


Everyone had been so understanding that the poor man should try to drown his sorrow. The wine began to go to his head and at one point he thought he was going to lose control and burst into laughter at the sheer absurdity of *him* mourning a nothing like Deborah. He crammed his fist into his mouth, biting until he drew blood. At the thought of their pitying glances White shook his head. How *easy* it was for them see pain when, in point of fact, he was so pleased to be rid of her he didn’t know if he’d be able to contain himself until the last mourner left. 


When the final guest left, White breathed a sigh of relief.


"Free at last! Good Lord, Deborah for a while there I was actually afraid you’d outlive *me*. I was beginning to get impatient. Well, here’s to you, my dear." He raised his glass. "And a looong overdue toast to your memory." After paying his respects to his dearly departed wife, White staggered up to bed.


�


WHITE'S BEDROOM


White felt the quickening of another Immortal even in his drunken stupor. He fumbled with the bed covers, tripping on them as he got out of bed and drew his sword.


"MacLeod, is that you?" He slurred.


Duncan stepped out of the shadows. He slowly approached White. When Duncan was sure that White could see him clearly, he held the dirk out in front of him.


"I don't believe I ordered room service." White quipped trying to appear unphased by Duncan's unannounced- but not unarmed, visit.


"Tell me about this sword." The Highlander was in no mood to joke.


"Now?"


"Yes. Right now."


White decided to play along until he figured out exactly what MacLeod knew.


"That sword? Not a very interesting piece. It doesn’t even have the scabbard..."


"Really?" White didn’t like the dark look on MacLeod’s face.


"Why do you find that sword so interesting?"


"Why don’t you guess. You’re a bright fellow. Why do you *think* I find it so interesting?"


"I can’t begin to imagine." He answered flatly.


"Sure you can. Why don’t you tell me how you came to own this *particular* sword. I could use a nice little story to wile away the hours. Funerals give me insomnia."


Duncan could see the wheels turning.


"Well, if you must know, it's a little momento I kept from my first death back when that sword was newly issued to a pie faced bugger that ran me through to save the Queen's treasure. At the time, I'd been a nobody, with no future in the Royal Navy. As an orphan, raised on the street, there was no hope of me ever rising through the ranks. So I tried to steal a little something, a bauble really. The young officer that caught me red handed didn't want to hear a word *I* had to say in my defense. He was about to bring me to his superiors when I tried to escape and he killed me. When I revived you should have seen the look on his face, but it was nothing compared to the look when I ran *him* through and pried that dirk from his pudgy little hand. Well, there's your bed time story, MacLeod. Nighty, night. Don' t let the bed bugs bite. If you have any further questions, I'll answer them... in the morning. Good night, Mr. MacLeod." White brushed past him, opened the door and motioned for MacLeod to step outside.


"That’s an excellent idea, White. Let’s go for a little walk." His grip on White’s arm was cutting off the circulation. At that proximity White didn’t dare fight the clearly stronger man. He let Duncan lead him outside while playing out scenarios in his head that would let him walk away with it still attached.


White knew better than to try and play dumb about the sword any longer. But he thought he might find a more ‘innocent’ explanation as to how it came to be in his possession again. Besides, he still had the *Grieving Bonnie* card to play. He was positive that MacLeod would not put the girl through her stepfather’s funeral so soon after her mother’s passing.


�


THE STABLE AFTER MIDNIGHT


"Okay. That’s far enough, White. Talk." Duncan nudged him with the tip of the sword.


"Well, when you ask so politely how can I refuse?" White’s cockiness and complete ease under Duncan’s menacing presence was a new side of the Englishman that the Highlander had never seen. The mask was beginning to slip a little bit, or was he deliberately giving Duncan a glimpse of the pirate, Calico Jack?


"About ten years ago I was shopping down in Kensington, I think you know where. When I came across a robbery in progress. Well, it was none of my business how another fellow goes about making his living. I’m not one to judge, people who live in glass houses and all that." He smirked.


"Anyway, the shopkeeper apparently put up a fight and the young punk shot him, panicked and took off. Just prior to the gunshot, I began to have that unsettling feeling that another immortal was nearby and decided to leave as well. Then I noticed the sword lying there. I thought it would be best if I didn’t leave a weapon behind for my compatriot that was lurking somewhere about. Which, of course, I found out later was you. Wasn’t it?" He appeared bored as he recounted the tale.


"It never occurred to you to help the man?"


"Which man? The robber or the shopkeeper?" He sneered at the disgusted look Duncan shot him. "They’re all the same to me, MacLeod. Mayflies. Pesky little insects, every last one of them. What does it matter if a mortal dies a few heart beats sooner?"


"It’s precisely because they have so little time that every second they have *does* matter. You could have stopped that robbery. You could have taken that bullet and a man’s life would have been saved."


"Take a bullet for a mortal? Why ever would I do that?"


"Because it wouldn't *kill* you." MacLeod added, "Unfortunately." under his breath.


White should have seen the fire in Duncan’s eyes and realized he shouldn’t play anymore if he didn’t want to get burned. But White was so sure that he was safe, he decided to have some fun taunting the exasperatingly righteous Duncan MacLeod of the clan MacLeod.


"Whether it's a bullet or a bottle.. They are such flimsy, fragile creatures. All the protection in the world won't keep them here for long. Why bother?"


"Bullet, bottle- or blade. We can *all* be just as dead." Duncan growled.  White shrugged it off.


"Whatever. The point is, if I’d interfered in their little drama, things wouldn’t have turned out as well for *me* as they did. I would never have gone to the funeral out of curiosity to see what type of sendoff a shopkeeper gets. And I would never have met the very lovely little girl, Bonnie, that has now grown into an even lovelier woman."


"She’s hardly a woman yet." White was getting under MacLeod’s skin with his irreverence for human life and unwholesome interest in young Bonnie. He knew it too. He was having a grand old time torturing MacLeod and continued to twist the knife.


"Have you actually looked at Bonnie lately. I mean *really* looked at her. I have. She certainly does not have the face- or body, of a child anymore. After all in our time she’d have been an old maid at sixteen."


"Times change, White."


"So they do." He sighed dramatically. "And not always for the better. I miss the good old days. Don’t you?"


"I don't live in the past, Jack." He spat out the name like it left a bad taste in his mouth. White's eyes narrowed at the mention of his 'other' name.


"No? Maybe you give up too much of your past, MacLeod. People, places, things, all erased, except for your name. But do you even know who Duncan MacLeod is anymore?"


"I know exactly who I am. I don't need to live in a museum."


"Or need your Scottish tongue, it seems. You were Scottish weren't you?"


Duncan raised his sword. He was done with the verbal fencing.


"You want to know who I am? I am Duncan MacLeod of the clan MacLeod." He announced with a fierce Scottish burr.


White rolled his eyes and drew his own sword, still not taking MacLeod seriously. He thought the Highlander was just trying to put a scare into him and wasn't about to give him the satisfaction of listening to his pompous rubbish anymore.


"Just do it." He said through clenched teeth as he took a wild swing, slicing nothing but air.


Duncan easily deflected the attack, forcing White off balance with his block and neatly slicing his head from his neck on the return swing. He had no interest in allowing White the dignity of a battle to the death. Nor did he feel the need to appease his conscience by fooling himself that this was anything but what it was; an execution. An execution not for the crimes he had already committed, but for the crimes Duncan would not allow him to commit.


�


BONNIE'S BEDROOM


Bonnie was sleeping soundly when her windows blew open. She bolted upright in bed. Maggie was right there to comfort her.  "Relax, Bonnie. It’s only the wind. Go back to sleep, dear. You need your rest." Maggie tucked Bonnie back into bed. She drifted off as she watched Maggie lock the windows. Just before she closed her eyes Bonnie noticed the lightning. {That’s weird. It seems to be coming from the ground up.} She thought and dropped right off to sleep.


�


THE GARDEN AT THE WHITE HOME


Bonnie woke the next morning to find Duncan and Maggie already up and working in the garden. There was a newly dug bed, about 6 feet long give or take a few inches. They were filling it with the wild rose bushes.


"Hey, you two must have gotten up before the crack of dawn. How’d you get all this done?"


"Well, like you said they needed to be planted or they’d die." Maggie had brought over a wheel barrel and they began to put away the shovels and other gardening tools.


"Where’s Keith? I looked all through the house before I came outside, he’s not in there." Bonnie didn't seem particularly worried, just curious.


"He was called away on some urgent business last night. Since Maggie and I were still here, he asked us to look after you until he got back. We didn’t see any point in waking you in the middle of the night to tell you."


"But there was a storm last night..."


"Last night?" Duncan shrugged. "Oh yeah, there were a couple of bolts of lightning. It was over in a second, though. Not much of a storm."


"Bonnie." Maggie brushed the soil off her hands. When she was sure she had the girls attention she continued. "I talked to Keith last night about school. With all you’ve been through lately, he agreed that you don’t need anymore changes. So, as soon as you feel up to it, we’ll pack and you can come back to St. Michael’s with me." Maggie was nearly knocked off her feet by the grateful teenager’s sudden embrace.


After taking a moment to let the relief sink in, Bonnie took a long look at the roses.


"You guys did a great job. Mom would’ve loved it. But you did it so quick. Are you sure it’s got enough fertilizer and stuff?"


"Yeah, I made sure. There’s *plenty* of fertilizer."


"What did you use?"


"Oh, you know. The usual stuff." Duncan smirked.


�


ST. MICHAEL'S PLAYGROUND


Maggie ran to greet Joe and Duncan. Bonnie was pushing a chubby little boy all bundled up in a scarf, cap and coat on a swing. Bonnie waved but stayed where she was, laughing with the boy. It seemed she was enjoying herself as much as the toddler in the swing.


Joe and Maggie had become comfortable with their see-you-when-I-can relationship and kissed warmly. There wasn't any awkwardness or uncertainty.


"Who is the little boy?" Duncan asked after they'd said their hello's.


"Joshua. He just came to us last week. It's amazing how Bonnie has taken to him. She never paid attention any of the other children here, but the second Joshua arrived she fell in love with him. I have to say the feeling is mutual. He adores her, follows her around like a little puppy. He even cuts little dolls out of paper to give to her. It's so sweet. He's a god send, really. Taking care of him has made Bonnie happier than I've ever seen her. It's a shame he couldn't have come to us under better circumstances, though." Duncan agreed with Maggie's assessment. Bonnie hadn't looked this happy since her father was alive.


"How did he come here?" Joe wondered aloud.


"That's a sad story. His father shot his mother in a jealous rage, then committed suicide. The neighbors heard the gun shots and called the police. Josh was in the house at the time, but no one is sure what he saw. He won't talk about it. I guess Bonnie identifies with his loss, but it's more than that." They headed toward the swings.


As they approached, Joshua smiled. Duncan felt there was something naggingly familiar about that smile. The round face and eyes connected with him immediately. Joshua had more than just the natural innocence of a child in his smile. There was a warmth and a goodness that he radiated, and it would be that way his whole life. You knew that about him, felt it the moment you met him.


"Joshua, I'd like you to say hello to my uncle Duncan." The boy shyly looked at the large, dark haired man. He didn't say a word.


"Hello. It's a pleasure to meet you, Joshua." Duncan smiled winningly as he put out his hand. The boys eyes widened as he stared at Duncan's hand.


"It's okay, Josh. He won't hurt you. He is a very nice man." Joshua timidly shook hands with Bonnie's Uncle glancing to her for encouragement and reassurance.


Joe and Maggie had quietly slipped off together leaving Joshua, Bonnie, Duncan to their own devices.


"Uncle Duncan, how'd you like to join us for lunch? We're just having fish sticks and fries, but there's tons of it. It's Joshua's favorite."


"You mean fish and chips? Sure." Duncan remembered how Harry used to love fish and chips. He watched Bonnie help Josh out of the swing. She held his hand but he suddenly broke away from her and ran to the sand box. Bonnie laughed.


"Josh certainly wouldn't think of leaving with out his little box." She watched him  dig in the sand until he found what he was looking for and returned. He put his pudgy little hand in Bonnie's as he clutched the box to his side with his other hand.


"What have you got in there?" Duncan kneeled down, and was glad he didn't have far to fall when he heard Joshua's first word.


"Treasure."
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