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Disclaimer


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


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


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


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


Jeanne-Claire Dobbs clutched at the ragged remains of her  shift in a futile attempt at modesty.  Futile, because the  fever-bright eyes of the judge didn't see *her*, but some mad fantasy of lust and evil.


"Has the prisoner confessed?" the judge asked.


A flush of shame crept up her neck.  They had only to show her their instruments to get her to speak, to say whatever it was they wished to hear.  A witch's power came from her blood, they told her, and if need be, they would bleed and burn her to remove the threat she posed to the world. 


She had hoped for mercy, or leniency, if she confessed.   What a fool.


The guard handed over the signed confession.  Like  most church documents, it was in Latin, which Jeanne-Claire couldn't read.  The judge took it, and proceeded to read aloud.


"That the woman Jeanne-Claire Dobbs has confessed to  heresy and the practice of witchcraft; the evidence  of her crimes is this:  that the loathsome vermin of  the earth, rats, spiders and insects, do look to her  as familiar spirits, and answer her summons.  That she bears the Devil's mark upon her flesh where she suckled  an imp in place of the child she should have borne, that said mark does not bleed when cut.


"That after two years of lawful marriage, she has borne no child.  Through her sorcery, she has caused her husband  Charles to forsake his sacred vows, and has ensorcelled a  young boy, all in the name of her lord Ashtoreth, a demon of hell..."


The charges rolled on, people she had never met swearing she had caused their injuries, spoiled their food, sickened their animals, or hexed their spouses.  Witnesses swore to improbable if not impossible scenarios, claiming Jeanne-Claire's presence and influence. 


Jeanne-Claire shut it all out.  They said a demon did these things, a demon she served.  But she was a woman of faith, a good and loyal servant of the Lord.  If a demon walked among them, he did so in the form of Charlotte Stanford.  She lifted her head a fraction and scanned the assembly.  Her faithless husband and his petite chien were watching, she knew, mock-sorrow and horror on their lying faces.  How could such a pair, steeped in the sin of their adultery, stand before the anointed of God and make such claims?  And how could the anointed believe? 


Until now, Jeanne-Claire had been certain her faith would protect her.  The Lord God, after all, looked after His own.  Surely she had nothing to fear.  Even the Inquisitors had said so.  But now, she realized her faith meant nothing. 


"You are not God's men!" she cried out, unable to keep silent.  "You believe the lies of a whore!" 


The guard cuffed her into silence, while the judge ignored her outburst.  


"And so this court finds you guilty, and sentences you to death. You will hang by the neck until dead, and may God have mercy on your soul." 


Jeanne-Claire spat on the stones.  "*That* for your mercy!"


This earned her a heavier blow from the guard that sent her head ringing.  The judge gestured sharply, and they dragged her out to the waiting scaffold.


Neither the verdict nor the sentence had ever been in doubt, she realized in despair.  The waiting crowd howled at the sight of her, hurling stones, garbage, and abuse, deterred not at all by the guards and priests with her.  Oh, if only she had the power they accused her of!  She would summon up a plague wind to make the Black Death seem a summer chill. 


They bound her hands behind her back and shoved her up the steps.  The crowd's noise faded to a wordless roar, like the ocean's waves.  The hangman waited, hood dangling from his hand. Splinters from the rough planks bit into her bare feet, forcing her to hobble forward. 


The foul-smelling hood slipped over her head, leaving her in darkness. Desperate, she fumbled for the words to the Act of Contrition, trying to prepare herself.  She had only minutes left, now. 


{Mon Dieu, je suis regrette...je suis regrette...} She couldn't remember the rest of the words.  The noose rasped over her head, scratchy fiber biting into her neck.  She sobbed once, and the bottom dropped out of the world. 
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This place was too cold and damp to be hell, and Heaven surely did not smell of ditch water.  Her throat burned, crushed windpipe shifting into something whole.  Jeanne-Claire's eyes snapped open.  No breath yet, though her lungs strained for air.  Her back arched, and her fingers clawed at the mud and water beneath her. 


[Thou shall not suffer a witch to live...}


{Suffer...a witch...}


{Suffer, witch.  Live.}


And she breathed, drawing in a huge gasp of air as if it were her first ever.  This triggered a round of coughing, and she huddled in the ditch until the spasms eased.  Shaking with the effort, Jeanne-Claire pushed herself upright.  Could the priests have been right?  No!  She had done none of the things they'd accused her of!  But still she had died...and clearly been cast out of Heaven.  And even Hell spurned her. 


Kneeling in the ditch, under an overcast sky, Jeanne-Claire  sobbed. 
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Tethys stood across from the church, watching.  The second hand on her silver pocketwatch swept past the twelve, the minute hand creeping closer. 


Almost time.


She returned the watch to her pocket.  It clanked against the small glass vial that also rested there.  Just three spoonfuls, mixed into the simmering pots of soup and the hot-water urn for tea and coffee.  A modern witch's cauldron. 


One o'clock.


The church doors suddenly swung open, and a handful of people trickled out.  Most were leaning on one another for support as they tried to navigate the stairs.  No few were doubled-over in pain. 


Right on time.


And then, the sudden pins-and-needles up her spine, tingling at the back of her brain.  Tethys tensed, one hand twitched toward her sword.  But no-this was a public street.  No Immortal would challenge her here.  Still, it would be good to know who was around. 


A tall man stood at the bottom of the church steps.  From here, she could discern only that he had short, dark hair, and he wore dark-colored clothing.  No coat, which meant no sword, but he scanned the area with the searching glance of an Immortal seeking another of his kind.  He looked in her direction and stilled.  Tethys lingered for another moment, then turned on her heel.  Let him follow her off Holy Ground if he had the spine. 


She hurried down the block, then turned to duck between two shops, following her pre-planned route.  Behind her, she heard the screech of tires as the other Immortal dodged out into the traffic to follow her.  She paused at the end of the narrow walkway and looked back.  He was a solid silhouette above her.  She couldn't see him, but he could see *her.* Let him look. 


She dashed out to the corner where one of the local buses was hissing in. 


Perfect timing.


She boarded to the sound of sirens in the distance, emergency vehicles racing to aid of the stricken church-goers. 


'Opiate of the masses' indeed. 


�
Part 1


The first edge of panic had receded, people taking comfort in the sound of sirens and nuns' assurances that help was coming.  Duncan re-entered the church, grimly frustrated at his inability to catch up with the woman Immortal.  Since when did Immortals flee Holy Ground?  And how could someone confront evidence of so many sick people and just walk away? He’d come back to Seacouver for a short stay when he’d heard about Joe’s close encounter with Kuli. The fact that some friends were having a charity event had seemed like a reasonable cover at the time. Of course Joe had seen through it the moment the Highlander had stepped off the plane and forbade any mention of the events which had nearly killed the Watcher.


"Duncan!"


Sister Luke hurried over to him.  In her neat gray suit and bobbed hair, she looked more like a lawyer than a nun.  Only her silver cross and plain wedding band showed any hint of her calling.  She caught his arm, more to stop her own headlong rush than out of any need to keep him still. 


"You have medical training, yes?" she asked, somewhat breathless.


With an effort, MacLeod re-oriented his thought away from the vanished Immortal to crisis at hand.  "Yes...paramedic training."  {Some years ago, true...}


She nodded.  "Good."  She gestured behind her.  "Please stay with the children.  Some of them are sick, too, and they're all frightened.  I have to get someone to wait outside to watch for the ambulances." 


She dashed off before he could respond.  St. Michael's had a small staff, and they were completely over-whelmed at an emergency of this magnitude, especially when some of the clergy folk had fallen ill as well. 


MacLeod made his way to the corner set aside for the children.  They were, he was relieved to see, more frightened than ill.  The few sick ones he managed to coax into describing their symptoms.  Nausea, stomach pains, shaking in the hands, and sweating....  Food poisoning, perhaps? 


St. Michael's had hosted a charity luncheon to raise money for the parish, to be followed by a tour of the grounds and the library. It was during the tour that first few people had complained of feeling sick.  Those few had grown to an even dozen by the time the paramedics arrived, toting their kits. 


They moved quickly and competently through the attendees.  Fast on their heels came the police, who waited long enough for the healthy to be separated from the sick before beginning their questioning.  It was too late now to make himself scarce.  Duncan resigned himself to an afternoon down at the station. 


One of the EMTs walked up to the supervising officer.  "All of these people are going to need their stomachs pumped, even the ones who aren't showing symptoms.  We're going to need you to call a van." 


{Oh, Lord,} thought Duncan.  There was no way he could explain to these people that he didn't need medical attention, and he *really* didn't want to be any place where a competent, observant medical staff could get at him. 


He was going to have to slip out when he could.
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Like so many others, the Seacouver General emergency room was over-crowded and understaffed.  Duncan couldn't have asked for a better set-up if he'd planned it.  The harried nurse on desk duty passed forms to those able to fill them out and sent them to t he uncomfortable orange chairs to wait for the next available doctor.  Those already showing symptoms were hustled into cubicles for their appointment with a stomach pump. 


Duncan pretended to study the form, glancing up now and then to gauge the attentions of the staff nearby.  He'd have to time this very carefully... 


The sliding doors sprang open, and another ambulance team rushed in with a gurney and a ominously bandaged and braced figure.  The staff snapped to, converging around the new arrival.  Duncan slid the form into the pocket inside his jacket. 


"Need the restroom," he said to no-one in particular.


He stood up and walked down the hall with an unhurried stride.  The trick was to look as if you belonged wherever you were, and belonged so perfectly, it wouldn't even occur to anyone to question otherwise.  Of course, it helped if the people around you w ere too caught up in something else to pay much attention to you. 


At an angle from the men's room, he saw a lighted red exit sign over the entrance to a stairwell.  One more quick look around, and he was at the door, pushing it open.  Down two flights to the garage below the hospital, and then outside.  The unused form went into the nearest garbage can.  No computer entry, Duncan MacLeod had never been there.  He raised the collar of his jacket against the gusty afternoon and hailed a cab.  
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Duncan paged through the afternoon paper.  Yesterday's poisonings had made the front page, and dominated most other sections.  No one had died, but it had been a near thing for some.  Police were conducting an investigation, normal food poisoning had been ruled out, the usual official press release:  a lot of words to say absolutely nothing. 


"Sorry business, that," Joe said, shaking his head.  The glasses clinked together as he set them down on the bar. 


Duncan snapped the paper closed along its folds, saying nothing.  He didn't trust his temper just then. 


"I thought the church-burnings down south were bad enough, but *this*...  This tops it all.  None of those people did anything to deserve this."  Joe looked disgusted. 


"Someone didn't agree with you."  {And that someone could be an Immortal.}


Immediately, he rejected the idea.  No Immortal would attack on Holy Ground... No Immortal would *kill* on Holy Ground, he corrected himself. Even in the madness of the Dark Quickening, he hadn't killed on Holy Ground.  Surely no madness was greater than that.  {But the woman I saw was beyond the bounds of consecrated ground.}


Xavier St. Cloud had used poisoned gas to perform his robberies.  Could this be a copy-cat?  But why use such a chancy method of distribution?  Less than half of the charity attendees had fallen ill, hardly a successful sweep.  And St. Michael's really had nothing to steal. 


A chill danced up his spine, making him shudder in reflex.  An ugly loophole, if that's what this was.  And the kind of mind that could see it and use it...  God, let him be wrong.  Paranoia rotted the brain. 


Joe reached over and turned on the bar's sound system.  Soft jazz filtered in.  MacLeod looked up at his friend. 


"Have you heard anything...odd...lately?"


"I'm a bartender.  I hear a lot of odd things."


MacLeod gave him an exasperated look.  "You're a Watcher, too."


"Yes, I am," Joe agreed serenely, polishing a glass.


Joe must be taking aggravation lessons from Methos, MacLeod  reflected.


"There was a woman, an Immortal, outside the church," he said with exaggerated patience.  "She ran off before I could find out anything about her." 


"And so you thought you'd chat up your pal, Joe."  Dawson  set the glass down.  "You know, directory assistance charges every time you ask for information.  Maybe I ought to start doing the same."


MacLeod had the grace to look abashed.  "I'm sorry, Joe.  It's just-"  He shook his, head, waving away the rest of what he would have said. 


The Watcher gave a self-deprecating smile.  "Yeah.  I know."  He sobered then.  "Listen, Mac...in the past, I've helped you out because the other Immortals involved were, to put it bluntly, bastards, and you were the only one doing something about them.  But this-some woman ran off before you could confront her.  Not unusual behavior.  Certainly not illegal or immoral."    The men fell silent.  The music came to an end, and the DJ began to read the four o'clock news. 


"And following up on our top story, a spokesman for the organization Values First had this to say about the recent string of church vandalizations:  " 


The DJ's voice faded out, replaced another man who spoke with a faint drawl. 


"The recent vandalism at St. Michael's is a heinous act.  Respect for the Church and its doctrines has fallen to an all-time low.  Still, when that church deviates from acceptable teachings and practices, how can it hope to retain the respect of the faithful?" 


"Blaming the victim," Joe muttered under his breath.  "When are they going to get new words for that tune?" 


The spokesman continued, "It's up to us as individuals to say what is and what is not suitable, and to support the institutions that take a similar stand. 


"The incident at St. Michael's, regrettable as it was, should encourage Church officials to re-think some of their recent decisions-" 


Joe cut the sound with a grimace.  "There's no tragedy that some fruit loop won't drag out his personal soap box and make a speech." 


Duncan frowned.  "Or maybe set the stage?"


The two men exchanged a glance.  Duncan stood up and gathered up his coat.


"I'm going to ask a few questions.  I'll be in touch." 
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Part 2


Duncan found Sister Luke in the church garden.  For once, it wasn't cold or raining.  Today, the sister wore work-clothes, and seemed locked in bitter combat with a patch of weeds. 


"Sister?" he said to get her attention.


She looked up and smiled at him.  "Duncan! I've been worried about you.  We couldn't find you at the hospital.  Father Dylan will be glad to hear you're all right." 


Duncan nodded, distracted.  His mind was on other things.  "Sister, have you ever heard of a group called 'Values First?'" 


The animation drained from her face.  Sister Luke stood up and pulled off her gardening gloves. 


"Yes," she said at last, not looking at him.  "Two of them came in for a meeting with Father Dylan a few months back.  I don't think it ended well.  They're not too happy with some of the changes we're making here." 


"Unhappy with *you*," Duncan said, watching her closely.


A small smile twitched the corner of her mouth.  "Why, no, Duncan, they're quite happy with me.  So long as I stay among the sisters and don't aspire to the priesthood, that is." 


Sister Luke frowned and glanced up the garden path.  Other figures could be seen, working among the plants.  "This is a work period, I can't stand idle.  But if you need to talk, come along."  She flashed him an impish smile.  "You can move some nice, hea vy boxes around the kitchen." 


Duncan laughed and followed her.  Secular creature that he was, he still didn't quite understand what drew people to the religious life, though he'd had cause over the centuries to be grateful to them.  She led him to the rectory kitchen, and as promised, put him to work.  


"So what did you want to talk to me about?" she asked, getting out a large bowl and a plastic bag of vegetables. 


"Have the people at Values First given you any problems?  Phone calls, letters, things like that?" 


Sister Luke arranged the vegetables on the chopping board, a slight frown on her face.  "Duncan...there will always be people who take the tenets of faith and twist them to their own purposes.  They limit Our Lord to a handful of verses and unrelated text.  We pray for those so misguided, we don't keep logbooks on them." 


Duncan frowned.  That lengthened his list a bit more than he liked.  "They're not the only ones?" 


"Holy Mother Church has been a target for both good and evil since the beginning," she told him with a sideways glance.  "That's part of the price of taking a stand." 


Oh, how true that was.  And at how high a cost.  "So you don't think yesterday's incident was due to their interference?" 


"I don't see how it could be," she admitted.  "We had an outside caterer to prepare the luncheon-we're really not equipped for elaborate meals here.  But the woman who runs the business has been a parishioner for several years.  We like to keep things in- house whenever possible." 


Damn.  So much for that option.  "What about the staff?  Servers, clean-up crew?  Did the caterers supply them as well?" 


Sister Luke scraped the chopped vegetables into the bowl, frowning over his question.  "No, those were all volunteers from the community."  Sister Luke appeared genuinely puzzled.  "Why do you ask?" 


The image of the woman Immortal flashed before his mind's eye.  He picked his next words with care.  "Among the volunteers, was there a young woman, pretty, with dark hair?  She wore a long, navy coat, and she may have left early, before people became sick." 


The nun thought about it.  "That describes a lot of the women, but the only one who left early is Jean.  She had to get back to her shop." 


Duncan tried not to obviously pounce on the offering.  He had a name, now, and with a little luck, he might just be able to get a location as well.  "What shop?" 


"Oh, she runs a little curio shop in the city.  It has some kind of water name.  I'm afraid I can't remember exactly what it is."  The nun looked at Duncan.  "You don't think *Jean* had anything to do with what happened?" 


"Do you know her very well?" he asked, side-stepping the question. 


"Jean is very quiet, keeps to herself."  Luke paused, and set her work aside.  "She struck as being...very sad.  And very angry.  She's one of those who could use a spiritual advisor, but for whatever reason, will never ask for one or seek one on her own. " 


'Spiritual advisor.' A confessor.  So, something about this "Jean" had set the sister's mental alarms ringing.  Good to know he wasn't simply becoming paranoid in his old age. 


"We try to help troubled souls, but to give help, it first must be asked for.  Anything else is force."  Sister Luke shook her head and resumed her vegetable chopping.  "I've spent many an evening praying for Jean." 


"She may have seen something, may know something about what happened yesterday.  Do you know of any place, besides the shop, where she might be?" 


A public shop or Holy Ground.  The first made confrontations difficult, the second made it impossible.  She *had* to go someplace else.  Everyone had a pattern.  He just needed to find hers. 


But the nun shook her head.  "I'm sorry, Duncan.  As I said, she keeps to herself.  That's all I know about her." 


He nodded, hiding his disappointment.  Still, he had a name, now, and a place.  That would give Joe something to work with, if he could convince the other man to help him.  The woman might very well be innocent, someone who chose to avoid a fight.  No one compelled an Immortal to care for mortals.  After a certain age, most tried not to, having lost too many friends and lovers to chance and time. 


But that nagging voice in the back of his mind told him there was more to this.  He stood up.  "Thank you for speaking with me, Sister.  Is there anything else I can help you with?" 


She smiled.  "Only if you can give me some extra time!  I seem to have fallen behind here." 


Extra time.  Would that he could.  "Sorry, fresh out."


She laughed.  "Go on, then.  I've people to feed."


Duncan managed a smile for the woman and quietly departed St. Michael's.
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The early dinner crowd had started drifting in, followed soon by the middle-management people stopping in for their after-work drink.  The chatter of the growing crowd almost covered the sound of the phone, but that was why they gave you that nifty little flashing light.


"Joe's."


"It's MacLeod.  If I told you that woman I saw yesterday might know something about the poisonings, would that let you look her up in your files?" 


The Highlander never wasted time on idle chatter, Joe reflected.  He'd take offense, except Mac probably didn't even realize what he was doing.  "What else can you tell me?"     Mac sounded relieved.  "She's going by the name 'Jean', and she runs a curio shop here in Seacouver." 


Joe waited, but Mac said nothing more.  "That's it?"


"That's not enough?  She's about medium height, dark hair, Caucasian."


The Watcher checked a sigh.  "Oh, that narrows it down."


"I thought the name would help," Mac said, aggrieved.


"There's no surety she's listed in the files by that name.  It's not like Immortals send us change of address cards."  Joe glanced up at the clock.  Time to cut the conversation short.  He didn't want Mike getting suspicious. 


"I don't suppose you know what kind of sword she's using?"


"We didn't get to that part."


Joe rolled his eyes heavenward.  This would be worse than searching for Kronos and company.  At least Cassandra had been able to provide decent descriptions of the Immortals in question.  And he couldn't farm this out to Research.  So much for getting an early night tonight. 


"I'll see what I can find.  But don't expect to hear from me soon."


"All right.  And Joe...thanks."


Joe smiled.  "Don't worry about it.  I'm running a tab." 
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Midnight in Seacouver.


Most of the buildings here were dark, shut down and waiting for the return of the light.  At St. Michael's, a light burned over the main door, a silent, lying invitation.  The door was locked, the promised sanctuary as false as anything else spewed by those within its walls. 


It was a cheap lock, as well.


Familiarity let her avoid the creaky places on the floor, though it seemed absurd to attempt stealth.  They'd learn soon enough that someone had been in their precious sanctuary.  Soon enough, but too late to change anything. 


It began quietly enough, candles knocked down and scattered across the floor, incense ground into the runner.  Then the altar cloth was stripped off, slashed and flung down.  In rapid succession, the metal ornaments followed it, the collection box, handmade by a retired church member, smashed under five heavy blows. 


A frenzy seemed to overtake the vandal then, and anything not bolted down became a lawful target.  Books, draperies, even the baptismal font, fell under the visitor's rage. 


St. Michael's wasn't enough to contain it.  Spurred by long-nursed fury, the vandal carried the destruction to other churches.  Some were despoiled with cans of paint raided from the church's own basement.  Others had their delicate stained glass windows smashed, their statues knocked off their bases. 


By sunrise, there wasn't one place of worship in downtown Seacouver that had escaped unscathed.  
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Duncan set the phone book aside with a grimace.  US West had proven less helpful than he'd hoped.  The yellow pages listed only four shops that met Sister Luke's "something with water" label.  He'd called all four of them, asking for Jean.  Each time, he' d been told, with varying degrees of politeness, that no-one by that name worked there. 


Duncan leaned back, lacing his hands behind his head.  Of course, it was possible that the shop simply wasn't listed, or that Sister Luke had simply mis-remembered the name.  He frowned.  Maybe he should look up these Values First people.  But this 'Jean' was involved somehow, he *knew* it. 


{Like you *knew* it was Richie at the racetrack?} mocked the small voice in his mind.  {Like you *knew* Horton wasn't in that coffin, that Kronos was stalking you?}


Duncan curled forward, arms wrapping around himself.  God, now *that* had been a lapse in reason, long stretches of time where he wasn't sure if it was the world that had gone mad, or himself.  And still, despite all he could do, things still had a tendency to slip sideways on him.  He had seen through the Lisa Millone masquerade...  But these recent spate of events had the power of belief behind them.  {What's the most dangerous part of fighting a fanatic?  Not that he'll die for his beliefs, but that he'll kill *you* for them.}


Maybe he was wrong about Jean.  But the more he wrestled with it, the more deep-rooted the certainty became.  Jean *was* involved.  He just had to find out *how.*


The flip-phone shrilled and Duncan grabbed for it, hoping it was Joe.  Instead, an anxious male voice asked him to come to St. Michael's.  It took Duncan several tries to get a word in, then lost even more time as he pieced together the cause of the man's distress.


Then, Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod, once a warrior for the cause of the Catholic Stuarts, hung up on a priest.  He grabbed his jacket and headed for the lift-and St. Michael's. 
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He found Sister Luke among the other nuns, huddled together like storm-struck refugees, in one of the church's basement rooms.  Hot tea, the most potent-and likely only-tranquilizer available, was making the rounds.  The sisters preferred to rely on their faith during times of stress, but what he'd seen on the way in here was enough to shake the most devout of souls. 


The sanctuary was in shambles.  In the annex, just before the entrance into the church proper, there had been a statue of the Madonna.  Now, it lay smashed, ruined.  Every item that had symbolized the beauty and peace gained from faith had been defaced or destroyed.  Duncan felt cold claws in his gut.  The enormity of the rage behind this...such willful destruction went beyond vandalism into the realm of vendetta. 


Sister Luke gave him a strained smile.  "I'm sorry, Duncan.  I didn't mean for Father Dylan to call you away from your work." 


Duncan shook his head.  "I couldn't have stayed away, Sister."


One of the other nuns, a young woman who didn't look old enough to have taken her final vows, began to cry softly.  The cup and saucer rattled as Sister Luke set them aside and went to her, putting her arms around the girl. 


She sobbed against Sister Luke's shoulder.  "How could they do this?"


Sister Luke didn't try to speak.  Duncan looked away, uncomfortable.  He was an outsider here, graceless and crude as a mule among gazelles.  The soft sound of the nun's weeping continued.  Sister Luke made soothing noises.


"These people are angry at God.  Fortunately, Our Lord can hold it all, and has a heart large enough to forgive it." 


"I don't," the young nun said stonily.


The elder sister remained quiet for a long moment.  "Then ask Him for help," she said quietly.  "Because to allow them to awaken hate is to lose the love that helps the world." 


"I didn't say I hated them," the sister protested.


Sister Luke just looked at her until she lowered her eyes.  The older nun patted her hand and stood up.  "Duncan, will you walk with me?" 


The Highlander straightened, grateful to escape this room of mourning women.  Holy Ground might very well be his only refuge, but he found it difficult to meet the eyes of these women.  Their too-wise eyes saw deeper than he liked.  He didn't want to bring his demon-haunted soul among them. 


Outside, he felt safer, though even the church gardens had been ravaged.  Sister Luke stopped by the plot where she'd been working-God, had it only been the day before? 


"Nothing was stolen," she said, almost to herself.  "Robbery I could understand.  This..." she gestured helplessly. 


"What's to understand?" he asked roughly.  "It's evil."


She gave him a searching look, and he flinched away from her regard.  Once, he'd been driven away from hearth and home, kith and kin, for being under a demon's power.  Then, it hadn't been true.  Now...if anyone could see the marks of the demon's manipulations, it would be someone here. 


"Evil arises from ignorance, Duncan.  You can't fight it with more of the same.  When was the last time you successfully solved a problem by knowing nothing about its cause?" 


Duncan pressed his lips together and looked away.  Too many memorable examples swept through his mind.  Sister Luke touched his arm. 


"Duncan?"


He wouldn't look at her.  Couldn't.  


"Sister, please...there is more here than is apparent."  Little things kept screaming at him for attention, but if there was a message in this destruction, it was in a language he couldn't read. 


"Will you at least take more care of your security here?  I know someone who can get a top-grade alarm system installed by tonight-and never mind the cost, I'll pay for it.  A donation, a gift-" 


But she shook her head.  "No, Duncan.  I understand your fears, but we've discussed this option among ourselves, and chosen not to take it."  She spread her hands.  "This is a house of God.  To do our work, we must be accessible." 


She understood *nothing!* "Accessible, yes, but not vulnerable!" 


"A locked door offers no sanctuary," she reminded him.


"It does when it's between you and someone who means you harm!" Duncan burst out. 


Sister Luke shook her head and lowered her eyes.  "And what of those who come to us for help, only to find that locked door?" 


The depth of her faith shook him.  Once, he had believed in something that deeply, had raised sword and a company of armed men to fight for an ideal, a hope that might become truth.  And his faith had died alongside the men on Drummoisse Moor.  He wanted to shake her, rattle some sense of self-preservation into that head.  But she was a holy woman, consecrated to God.  He clenched his hands and shoved them into his jacket pockets. 


"I'm sorry, Sister, I had no right to say those things."


She smiled at him.  "Duncan...there are those in this world who set themselves as guardians, protectors of life and property, much as the archangel Michael is guardian and protector.  You are one of those, I think, and it is often a thankless job.  *We* guard the intangible spirit.  Our defenses can't be the same as the ones you use...but there may be a time we can work together." 


He looked her full in the face.  She seemed serene, a bit distant, as if she were held away from the world he walked through.  Duncan swallowed hard.  For so long, his strength had relied on his arm and his will to see his opponent fall.  He'd forgotten there were other kinds of strength. 


"I hope so too, Sister," he said at last.  He made a slight bow, student to teacher, layman to holy woman, and left her contemplating the ruined garden.  
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Duncan stood outside the church, right across from where he'd first seen Jean.  He began to retrace his steps.  She'd been *there*...moved over to *here*, then gone down *this* way.  Duncan stopped at the end of the narrow alleyway.  She'd looked back at him before dashing out.  He'd followed her, emerging out onto this sidewalk-and had lost her.  It was as if the ground had opened up and swallowed her, or she'd turned invisible somehow. 


The frustration returned.  If he could just ascertain Jean's involvement-or lack thereof-in the church attack, he could better prepare for the next.  For there *would* be another. 


"Excuse me, had the 97 bus come by here yet?"


Duncan blinked and focused on the pretty woman standing before him.  "What?  Oh.  I'm sorry, I don't know." 


"Oh."  She looked disappointed.  "I thought, since you were waiting at the bus stop, it might not have come yet." 


Bus stop.  The child-Immortal Kenny had escaped him on a school bus.  Could Jean have done the same on a local bus?  It was an absurd escape route-that wound through several public places, effectively shielding her from any retaliation by an Immortal following her.  If anyone followed her.  Who would think to look for an escaping Immortal on a *bus*? 


He thanked the puzzled woman and sprinted for the nearest phone.  A call to information got him the number for the bus company.  Another call got him the full route for the 97 local.  He hung up, grinning.  Finally, a lead in this maze.  Jingling his keys, he headed for the T-bird. 
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He almost drove past it:  The Coral Reef.  It sounded more like a seafood restaurant than a shop where you could buy things.  It was a smallish place, tucked in against a larger building, an architect's afterthought.  You had to be looking for it to find it. 


Well, now he'd found it.


Duncan parked the car a block away from the shop's door and started towards it.  What would he say when he confronted the woman?  {Excuse me, did you poison several people and sack and defile a place of worship?  If so, why?  If not, sorry to have disturb ed you, have a nice day.} That seemed a little on the blunt side. 


Outside the shop, he felt the first warning surge of an Immortal's presence, shards of ice dancing along his spine.  Well, that answered the question of whether she was in.  Duncan put his hand on the doorknob and turned it. 


A small bell tinkled overhead, but whoever was inside needed no such warning of his arrival.  The small shop appeared cramped, filled with display cases and wire racks featuring marine-related crafts and calendars.  He took a deep breath and thought he detected the tang of salt water. 


A shadow detached itself from one of the long cabinets and the icy feeling along his spine intensified.  He whirled to face it and came face-to-face with a brunette woman with pale, cold eyes.  She held a naked sword in a sure grip, its tip pointed just below his heart.  One swift lunge, and she'd have him impaled on the end of the blade. 


"I'm not here to fight," he said, raising his hands.


"That's your mistake."


And she stepped closer. 


�
Part 3


She looked as if she'd died in her early twenties, but those eyes were far too old for her face.  Worn jeans and a T-shirt covered a well-muscled body.  This one didn't rely on charm to win her battles.  Nothing in her face gave any sign of her intentions.  Then again, it didn't have to.  The drawn sword was a sign a blind man could read. 


"I didn't come here to fight you," he tried again.


"Then why did you come here?"  Her words held a soft lilt, a trace of an accent, possibly French or Belgian. 


"I came to talk."  He edged back a step.  If need be, he could leave to avoid an awkward battle.  She wouldn't pursue him out into the street with a drawn sword.  Would she? 


"I don't know you.  I have nothing to say to you, and you have nothing I want to hear." 


He glanced around the shop.  "A Quickening in here would be very bad for the furnishings.  You'd be sweeping up glass for the next two months." 


A corner of her mouth quirked.  "There is that."


"Not to mention the block-wide blackout," he continued, still edging backwards. 


"That old, are you?" she asked pleasantly.  


Oh, wonderful now she thought he was really worth killing.  She wasn't going to pass on this one. 


"Just familiar with the wiring used in this section of town.  You can't have a lamp and a radio plugged into the same outlet without blowing the fuses." 


She laughed then, bright and clear, and lowered the sword.  "I won't bid you welcome, stranger, but you may leave here with your head." 


"I'm Duncan MacLeod of the Clan MacLeod."


She raised a delicate eyebrow.  "And a long way from home, Highlander."


Was it tattooed on his forehead?  "As are you...?"


She raised her chin a fraction.  "I'm called Tethys, now."


"And Jean, on occasion?" he hazarded.


"Very rare occasions."  The ice was back in her voice and her grip on the sword hilt shifted ever so slightly. 


"The occasions when you go to St. Michael's?"


Her pale eyes narrowed and she hefted her sword again.  "You don't recognize an exit cue when you hear one, do you?" 


"Is that a yes or a no?"


"First, it's truly none of your business.  Second...I *can* afford to have the place re-wired."  She edged forward, settling into a defensive stance, watching him. 


He raised his hands again, but the gesture didn't placate her.  "I need to know, Tethys.  People have been hurt.  I need to know if you saw anything that day-" 


"Ah, part of the neighborhood watch, are you?  Sorry, I see nothing."  Her features tightened.  "Now it's my turn for a question:  MacLeod...are you by chance old enough to have been among the Clans at Drummoisse?" 


The question came from beyond left field.  Duncan stared at her, aware he appeared gapingly incredulous.  What, in sweet Christ's name, did Culloden have to do with anything?  The French hadn't involved themselves overmuch with the Rising.  Not enough for this woman to bear a grudge against any surviving Jacobite supporters. 


"Aye, I went to war with the Clan."  No shame behind that fact, only in the slaughter that followed.  The Clan had trusted him, and he'd failed.  Richie had trusted him, and-- {Dear God, give nothing more into my keeping.}


A feral smile twisted her lips.  "So you fought and killed in the name of the Papist Pretender." 


Old political disputes never really died among Immortals.  Had Tethys had a husband killed at Culloden?  Or had she been one of the bare handful of women who'd followed their men, disguised, onto the field of slaughter?  That might explain her current actions. 


"I fought for Scotland, not for the name of any man."    


"Half of your own country's population refused to fight for the House of Stuart.  That told you nothing?" 


"That was long ago, Tethys.  Why are you concerned now?"  He watched her closely.  Any sword wielder betrayed an attack with the eyes, first... 


"The repetitious theme concerns me, Highlander."  Her pale eyes flickered to the left and Duncan tensed, preparing for whatever defense he could make. 


The bell over the shop door tinkled, heralding the arrival of a new customer.  Tethys straightened, holding her sword behind her.  "Your luck holds, today, Highlander," she hissed at him.  "But it will run out eventually.  Get out of my shop and don't shadow my steps again, or I'll have your head." 


Her eyes gleamed fever-bright, as intense as Annie Devlin's when she'd told him she was coming for Richie's head.  He'd never understood fanaticism, how one cause alone could so consume a mind and soul, burning it up as a fever ravaged a mortal body, until there was nothing left. 


"Go!" she hissed at him.


Duncan backed away.  He didn't trust even a mortal's presence to prevent Tethys from attacking him once his back was turned.  The new customer, young enough to be a University student, watched curiously as Duncan passed him.  Reaching behind him, Duncan groped for and found the door handle, pulled it open, and escaped to the sunlit safety of the street.  It seemed even brighter now after the gloom of the shop.  Looking through the glass, he saw Tethys turn to greet her new customer.  But she watched him, her eyes never leaving him until at last he walked away. 
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Figures, the one time Joe *wanted* Mac to call in for information, and the Highlander was out gallivanting around the city.  Joe tried to concentrate on the bar's ledgers, but the desk phone hovered just at the edge of his vision, teasing him with its silence.  Joe gave a snort of exasperation and shoved the ledger away.  He'd try one more time.  The Watcher reached out and put a hand on the receiver. 


The phone rang under his hand and Joe started in surprise.  {The Serendipity Serpent strikes,} he thought, and picked up the line.  "Joe's." 


"Dawson, it's MacLeod.  I've got some more details.  The shop is called The Coral Reef, the sword is a Charles V Nickel, and the woman calls herself-" 


"Tethys," Joe interrupted, eyeing a slender volume bound in dove gray leather. 


Mac paused.  Static crackled.  "You know."


"I've got something here you should see, Mac."


"Can't you tell me now?"


"Are you on the cell phone?" Joe asked.  At MacLeod's affirmative, Joe continued, "I don't want to take the chance of this being picked up by someone's scanner.  Come by work, and see what I've come up with." 


MacLeod sighed.  "All right, I should get there in a few minutes.  See you then." 


Joe hung up and reached for the thin book.  An odd mixture of reverence, awe, and anticipation swirled through him.  Finds like this were what Watchers lived for.  And this one had been filed away, forgotten, when it should have been as proudly displayed as Rebecca's crystals had been.  He touched the cover with his fingertips, and settled back to wait for MacLeod. 
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Stress had crept back into Mac's face, stresses his friends had worked hard to alleve.  Joe silently poured out a measure of whiskey for them both, his concerns solidifying when Mac tossed it back without tasting it. 


"What've you found?"


Joe produced the book.  Duncan took it, turning it over in his hands, noting the absence of the Watcher insignia.  "Another Chronicle?" 


Joe grinned.  "Better yet.  One of her own journals."


Duncan raised his head and stared at him.  Dawson hastened to explain.  "Her Watcher found it, left behind in the boarding house she was staying in.  She had to leave in something of a hurry, apparently." 


Duncan opened the book.  "It's in French," he said unnecessarily. 


"Yeah, and two hundred years behind what I learned in college.  Took me a while to work through it." 


"Is this all you found?"


{What, that's not enough?} Joe hid his irritation.  Mac could be as single-minded as a hungry bear when he had something on his mind, and there was no point in feeling slighted about it.  Half the time, the Scot didn't even realize he was being insulting or ungrateful.


"I tried the usual database search, but the search field was too wide. Then I got a hunch, and did a check on Special Projects, and there she was."  Joe sat back, rather proud of himself.  May of his Research skills had gotten rusty over the years.  Like many field agents, he'd depended on the straight Researchers to do most of his legwork.  This would have been a challenge, even for them, and he was quite proud of what he'd  accomplished. 


"So what did you find?"


No thanks, no 'good job, Joe', *sigh*.  One day, he was going to casually mention the Watchers had a working alchemists' formula for turning lead into gold, just to see what the Scot would do. 


"Jeanne-Claire Dobbs, died in the mid 1500's...she's a few years older than you.  First death was a public execution where she was hanged as a witch, charges brought by a woman believed to be her husband's mistress.  Denied Christian burial, etc."  Joe wa ved a hand in dismissal of old prejudices.  "Made her way back to her parents' village, but they'd heard of the trial, and she died again, stoned by the villagers." 


Duncan winced.  The rabid superstitions of his birth-years were not something he felt proud of.  "Then what?" 


Joe shrugged.  "She surfaced in Bath a few years later, as the student of a fellow named Giovanni.  For an Immortal she's pretty quiet.  Just one thing."  Joe waited, drawing out the bait. 


"What?!" Duncan demanded.


"As far as our records indicate, Jeanne-Claire Dobbs-or Tethys, as she calls herself now, never took sanctuary on Holy Ground." 


"Never?"  Duncan looked skeptical.  "Even for mortal women, the Church was a place of safety." 


"The Church condemned her to die, Mac," Joe reminded him gently.  "What kind of sanctuary would she have found there?" 


The Scot frowned and turned to the last entry.  His French was better suited to the reading than Joe's modern vocabulary, but the task wasn't made easier by the watery ink and poor handwriting.  The crabbed letters crowded across the page, almost too small to be read in places.  He was two pages into it before he realized what he was reading.  He looked up at Joe, disbelieving. 


"This is about the theft of the relics of St. Devote!"


St. Devote, one of the most beloved saints of the people of Monaco.  The tale of how the saint's martyred remains came to the shores of the small Christian community then living in the area was celebrated annually with a gorgeous fireworks display in Monaco. 


Joe nodded slowly.  "Mm.  Looks like she paid a man-what's his name?"


Duncan scanned the entries, then shook his head.  "She doesn't name him, just gives initials.  Common for the time, actually." 


"Right.  Anyway, she paid him to front for her.  *He* wanted to sell the relics, Tethys-" 


"Tethys wanted them destroyed."  Duncan closed the book and stared into the distance, resting the slim volume against his knee.  "I don't like this, Joe." 


{Words of doom.}  Joe leaned back in his chair.  "What do you mean?"


"By her own words, " Duncan lifted the journal for emphasis, "she's committed sacrilege, planned worse." 


"Mac, if Immortals shouldn't get involved in politics, shouldn't that rule extend to religious disputes as well?"  Joe asked mildly. 


The Highlander had the grace to blush.  "It's not that, Joe...I haven't formally observed the religion I was raised for two hundred years.  Being Immortal forces you to acknowledge other holy places, other faiths.  A bit difficult to carry on a jihad when you might need to seek sanctuary from the very people you thought you despised." 


"But Tethys doesn't go to Holy Ground," Joe hazarded.  "She...doesn't respect it." 


"No.  She doesn't."  Duncan stood up.


"What?" Joe looked confused.


The Scot held up the journal.  "She kept a journal once.  She might still keep one.  Mind if I hold on to this?" 


Joe grimaced.  "Don't spill anything on it," he said sourly "And get I back to me before noon tomorrow if you can." 


"Right."  Duncan nodded and walked out, tucking the book under his jacket.


"You're welcome," Joe said to the empty room. 
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Duncan finished reading the journal a little before sunset.  He know knew a bit more about Jeanne-Claire Dobbs than he had before, but the essential element was still missing.  *Why* had she taken up arms against the church?  There was only one way to find out. 


The apartment over The Coral Reef was dark, but he didn't need lights to tell him no one was home, either in the shop or the dwelling above it.  The lock on the stairwell door was a good one, but Duncan hadn't spent so many years with Amanda without learning a thing or two.  *Outside* of bed, too.  The raven-haired thief would have gotten in a lot quicker and more quietly than he had, but the lock mechanism yielded after fifteen minutes of work. 


The stairs creaked alarmingly in places, and Duncan made note of each one.  The small landing at the top was dark, the overhead light was either turned off or had burned out.  Only one door at the top, and unsurprisingly, this one was locked, too.  This one stretched his limited skills, and his hands were sweating by the time the mechanism finally clicked under his fingers.  He pushed the door open and cautiously looked in.


A reasonably sized studio apartment, with large, separate rooms for kitchen and-presumably-the bath.  The main room stretched out in front of him.  Tethys appeared to spend most of her money on locks instead of furnishings.  In the dim light rising up from the street, he could make out what might be a low sofa and a table, two chairs.  Duncan produced the flashlight he'd brought with him and switched it on. 


The powerful beam swept over the room.  A futon couch, magazine strewn table...and an overflowing bookcase.  He moved towards it.  He could see no other place she might keep a journal.  This might not even be her main residence, judging by the sparse furnishings.  She just might keep it to crash or for appearances.  A small shop owner couldn't live too well, after all. 


He didn't find a journal, lots of books, but no journal.  Frustrated, he began to turn away.  She must keep it-if she kept it-at her main residence.  A pair of wall shelves caught his eye.  On the top shelf rested a set of scrapbooks, the kind where you actually had to paste items in, not the newer ones with plastic page covers and self-adhesive coating.  Duncan pulled one down and opened it at random. 


Newspaper clippings, dating back to the late seventies.  He flipped through it, noting the articles on one religious scandal after another.  She didn't appear to focus on any particular denomination.  Legitimate faith or quirky cult, they all came under Tethys' ban.  Near the back of the book, he found the flyers.  The quality varied, from blurry mimeographs to faded dot-matrix print-outs, to expensive typeset copy.  And all of them oozed hate, no matter how prettily they worded it.  He recognized a hand- out from Values First. 


Had Tethys started these organizations?  No...most of them espoused some kind of faith, twisted as it might be.  A phrase he'd read in the Frenchwoman's journal returned to him in chillingly new perspective. 


      'By Fate, or by Decree, I have been cast out of Heaven.  A life of Faith has earned me nothing but Heaven's scorn.  And if the Righteous are denied, if the guilty will masquerade as God's anointed, if His true followers will not denounce them...it is up to me to see all become aware of their crimes.  If I am refused Heaven, so shall *they* be...and may we all be judged equally on Resurrection Morning.'


Duncan pulled down the remaining scrapbooks and settled down cross-legged on the hardwood floor.  The remaining books revealed little more.  The clippings in the previous books were older, some of them even replicas of the broadsheets of his youth-no.  He took a closer look.  Not replicas.  Originals.  Witch trials, the majority of them.  He fingered the edge of the page and shivered.  


He'd been hanged, more than once, but he'd *known* he'd revive.  To be dragged through a mob howling for your life, to die condemned but knowing you were innocent...and then to wake up and face it all over again.  Joe'd said it had been a few years before Tethys has surfaced in Bath with a teacher.  How long had she been alone, ignorant of her nature?


The scrapbooks showed the progression of the woman's rage.  At first, it seemed she'd been content to simply collect information of wayward clergy, attend their trials-and sometimes their executions.  The backs of the flyers had handwritten notes, the writing similar to what had filled the journal Joe had given him.  The cold feeling in his gut increased as he read them, squinting to make out the words in the glare of the flashlight beam. 


In the past two decades, she'd taken to active vandalism-but never without a group like Values First to take the fall.  And then she'd moved on into straight desecration.  On the back of the Values First brochure, he found a chemical notation.  He didn't recognize it, but was willing to bet it was whatever had sickened the people at St. Michael's. 


Duncan shuddered and closed the book.  Deep inside, he felt the faint stirrings of Ingrid's presence, remembered her soft, tear-choked voice pleading with him before he struck.  *She* had begun out of guilt over the failure of Valkyrie, Tethys had begun out of anger at the injustice done her and countless others.  And in the end, both women were the same.  Ingrid had, he believed, wanted to be stopped at the end.  Did Tethys? 


Cold shivered up his spine, and his head snapped up.  Immortal.  *Damn!* He got to his feet, even as the door swung wide. 


"Come to fight *this* time, Highlander?"  Tethys asked, her voice as cold as the North Sea. 
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Duncan flashed the light into her eyes, blinding her.  Tethys recoiled.  Duncan used the time to surge forward, intending to disarm her.  She heard him coming and swung the broadsword in a murderous flat arc.  Duncan dropped to the floor and rolled.  The sword hummed through the space he'd just occupied.  If she'd connected, she'd have gutted him or certain. 


Duncan scrambled to his feet, cursing himself, and pulled out his sword.  He was too late, Tethys closed in and with one stroke sent the Katana flying across the room.  There would be no interruptions to distract her this time. 


{'Unarmed is not helpless.'} Mei-Ling Shen had taught him that.  Mei-Ling had been caught unarmed, in a totally vulnerable position.  He had no sword, but some defense was possible.  And he would not shame her memory by going sheep-like to his death while he could still fight.


He hooked one foot behind her ankle and yanked.  Tethys stumbled, one hand thrown out to catch herself.  With a grunt of effort, Duncan twisted and extended himself into a snap kick that caught her hard in the side of the head.  Tethys abruptly straightened, spun around under the force of the blow, and crashed into the bookshelves.  The broadsword slipped from her slackened grasp and clattered on the hardwood floor.  The lower shelf gave way and dumped books everywhere.  Duncan rose to a half-crouch even as Tethys recovered enough to turn around. 


The broadsword lay on the floor, gleaming in the beam of the fallen flashlight, waiting for one of the Immortals to claim it. 


Tethys scooped up one of the fallen books up off the floor and hurled it at him.  Books, while not very aerodynamic, make surprisingly good short-range projectile weapons.  Duncan threw himself to one side to avoid being hit and Tethys swooped down and reclaimed her sword.  Back where they started, only worse. 


Duncan scrambled for the kitchen.  There had to be something there he could use-he'd settle for a *chair* at this point.  Behind him, he heard the hissing slash of a descending sword and threw himself forward.  He didn't quite make it.. 


The razor keen blade sliced through his jacket and shirt, into his flesh, scoring a fiery trail from his left shoulder blade to just over his right hip.  Duncan staggered and caught himself against the door jamb.  Tethys hissed in satisfaction.  First blood. 


Duncan lurched into the kitchen and got his back against the wall.  Just in time-Tethys lunged forward, but her thrust missed by a good four inches.  But Duncan was in trouble.  Literally cornered, it would just take a simple pivot for her to take his head. 


Suicidal timing.  He waited until she had committed herself to the attack, then dropped into a crouch and pushed off the wall.  He tackled her around the waist and sent them both crashing into the far wall.  The air left her lungs in a woosh. 


Duncan dug his fingers into the tendons of her wrist.  "Drop it," he hissed.  "*Drop. It.*" 


She hadn't gotten her wind back yet, but shook her head 'no', wisps of dark hair falling into her eyes.  He hated hurting women.  It went against everything he'd been taught.  Methos' voice rolled out of memory: { "You keep letting her walk away, and one day she takes your head, *yes!*"}


So he twisted her wrist, wrenching it back at an angle Nature had never intended.  Small bones crunched like popcorn.  Tethys screamed.  The sword dropped.  Duncan delivered a swift rabbit punch and the Immortal woman dropped to the floor.  She crawled a half-foot away and went still.  He caught up the sword, the hilt still warm from her hand.  He turned to face her, not quite en garde. 


"Will you stop?" he asked.


She shook her head, dark hair whispering over her shoulders.  "I can't." 


Was that regret he heard?  But it wasn't enough, not enough to stop her, to keep innocents safe from her vengeance. 


"I'm sorry."  He stepped forward.


Tethys settled onto her knees, cradling her broken wrist.  "We'll finish this in the next world, Highlander." 


"I don't think they allow fighting in Heaven."


She gave him an ironic look  "Who says we go to Heaven?"


It would be cruel to draw this out.  Duncan swung.  The clean sweep of the blade, the shock of impact, the odd, half-choking sound they all made-and the too-familiar sound of a body falling.  He moved into the center of the room and waited. 


The silvery mist rose up and reached for him.  It felt icy cold against his skin, like the clammy fog that hung over new graves.  Again, he smelled the faint saline tang of the sea.  The wind sprang up, yanking at his hair and clothes.  Distantly, he heard glass shatter, exploding outward at the abrupt change in pressure.  Then the lightening arced out, twisting up from the crumpled body on the floor.  Blue-white arms snaked towards him, wrapping around him, squeezing tight, while the dead woman's personality crashed down upon him. 


{A howling mob...a rope...stones...cold mud and stagnant ditch water.  The bright flame of certainty, and the dry thirst of justice...}


*"The heretic is not she who burns in the fire, but he who builds it.'*


As abruptly as it began, the wind died, and the light faded.  His knees gave out, and he crashed to the floor.  The sword dropped from his numbed fingers to make a hollow *clang* on the floor.  The air seemed too thin and weak, and blue and red after-images blotted out his vision. 


And then he could see again, and he was alone, except for the dead and the whispering wind. 


 �


"The Tethys Chronicle is closed," Joe said, pouring a hot drink for his early-morning visitor.  He'd been soundly asleep when MacLeod came to his door, but one look at the Scot's face and Joe had let him in with no questions asked.  The bloody tear in the back of the man's shirt gave him an idea of what had gone on that evening.  "The termination report was filed three hours ago." 


"I know."  Duncan put the tattered remains of his jacket on his friend's breakfast table and unwrapped what he concealed:  a nickel Charles V boradsword. 


"I see," Joe said after a moment.  "So she was the vandal."  It wasn't a question. 


Duncan nodded.  "And the poisoner.  I found her bits of plants and such...after.  Lucretcia Borgia had nothing over this woman."  Duncan nodded at the untouched bag on the floor.  "I brought her scrapbooks and things...didn't know what you might consider important."


Joe sat back, stunned.  How often did the Watchers get a hold of an Immortals personal effects?  Tethys was about to jump from relative obscurity to one of the best documented Immortals on record. 


"Thanks, Mac," he said at last.


Duncan put his mug aside, untouched.  "What else could I have done, Joe?  She thought she was killing other heretics, as she'd been killed.  Like Ingrid, killing hate-mongers, or Annie Devlin killing the Sassenachs.  And like them, her target field grew too broad.  What is it?  Why does Immortality *do* this to us?" 


"Mac," Joe sighed.  "I'm not your father confessor.  I can't tell you whether you did the right thing or not.  I can't judge your motivations in this.  But I *can* tell you to stop doubting yourself and your actions.  There's too much at stake now for you to harbor the luxury of hesitancy."


Duncan stared at the table, silent for so long that Joe feared he'd gone too far.  Then Duncan raised his head, and his dark eyes were tired, but some of the torment had faded.  Not enough, no, but it was a start. 


"Mind if I take this?" he asked, touching Tethys' sword.


"Bit small for you, isn't it?"  


A humorless smile crossed Duncan's face.  "No.  I've found it to be just the right size." 


Joe shrugged, covering the chill that raced through him.  "Go ahead.  We have enough of the things at HQ as it is, waiting to be catalogued." 


Duncan nodded and stood up, wrapping up the sword again.  "Where are you off to now?" Joe asked. 


"To find a father confessor.  Or a sister." {Then Back to Paris,} he added as only a thought.


St. Michael's was close by.  Outside, he looked up.  The sky was as cold and dull as granite.  Another rainy Seacouver morning. 


"I hope you found Heaven, Tethys."


No-one should lose it twice.
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