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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


The Barge


Duncan MacLeod leafed through the huge basket of mail he’d just picked up at the post office following his six-month absence from Paris.  Junk, junk, bank statement, junk, junk ... oh, a postcard from the Valicourts.  Duncan smiled as he read it, then turned back to the stack of mail.  He paused to open a letter from the Paris Ballet; it contained a donation contract for the Tessa Noel sketch he’d agreed to donate for the silent auction at their annual Gala fund-raiser.  A pair of tickets for that evening’s performance of “The Nutcracker” was also included. Nice touch.  Duncan tried to remember the last time he’d seen that particular ballet, but his thoughts were interrupted by the thump of the day’s new mail being tossed onto the deck of the barge.  More mail; just what he needed!  He pulled on a pair of boots and headed up to retrieve it.


The Paris Ballet had sent him a second set of complimentary tickets to “The Nutcracker”, this time in a small hand-addressed envelope.  He was surprised at the duplication -- after all, tickets to the popular show were hard to come by -- but shrugged and considered to whom he might give the extra set.  In the same moment it occurred to him that he had no one in mind to take with him to the show, and an intense wave of loneliness swept through him.  Tessa’s memory always haunted his first few days returning to Paris, and the effect was strengthened by the fact that he’d recently gone through her works in storage to find one to give for the auction.  Duncan pictured the sketch he’d selected.  It was a stylized male ballet dancer performing a series of leaps.  Tessa had been fascinated with the grace and controlled power of her subject, and had captured it in the study. 


Duncan suddenly remembered a conversation he’d once had with Anne Lindsey.  In a rare moment of introspection, Anne had revealed her adolescent longing to dance in the ballet.  She had always excelled academically, but felt clumsy and unattractive and secretly wished for the grace and effortless beauty of the dancers she admired.  Duncan had suggested that she take some lessons now but she’d just laughed and asked where she’d find the time for another commitment.


Duncan had seen Anne a few times over the last several months, but since Mary’s kidnapping a certain tension seemed to underlie their meetings.  Even Methos had chided him and suggested he take Anne somewhere nice in an effort to make amends.  Duncan smiled as the obvious connection occurred to him.  He reached for the phone.


�
Part 1


ORLY AIRPORT IN PARIS


Duncan checked his watch for the fifth time in as many minutes and fiddled with the single long-stemmed rose he held.  Anne’s flight should have cleared customs an hour ago; time was becoming very tight if the evening’s events were to take place as he’d planned.  Next to him stood a man holding a large bouquet of flowers.  He noticed Duncan’s fidgeting and asked him if he was waiting for his fiancee.  With an odd feeling of deja vu, Duncan replied, “Something like that,” but immediately forgot the man as the doors to the flight gate opened and passengers from Anne’s flight poured into the terminal. 


As expected, Duncan felt the presence of another immortal and a moment later Richie Ryan came into view with two carry-on bags slung over one shoulder and little Mary in his arms.  Anne Lindsey followed, accompanied by Richie’s immortal girlfriend Altea.  Duncan smiled at the group but spoke directly to Anne. 


“I’m so glad you came.”


“Well, Richie insisted it was ‘a matter of great importance’, but refused to give me any details.”  Anne shot a stern glance at Richie, but followed it with a smile.  “So, Duncan, what could possibly be so urgent as to require my immediate presence halfway around the globe?”


Duncan colored slightly and glanced at his shoes.  He suddenly remembered the rose he carried and handed it to Anne. 


“Let’s discuss that over dinner.  We have reservations at ‘Chez Bernard’ and tickets to ‘The Nutcracker’, at the Paris Ballet.”


“But Mary can’t. . .”


“No problem,” Richie interrupted with a wide grin.  “Uncle Richie would be honored to spend the evening with such a beautiful young lady.”


“But . .” started Anne, turning to Richie.


“It’s all settled,” said Duncan, putting his arm around Anne’s shoulders and turning her toward the exit.  “ Now let’s get moving -- we’ve got a busy evening ahead.”


“Bye bye!” said Mary cheerfully as she tugged Richie toward a display of colorful balloons.


Anne opened her mouth to protest again, but instead smiled, shook her head, and gave Mary a quick kiss.  “You be good for Uncle Richie,” she admonished.


“Balloon!!” said Mary.
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THE PARIS BALLET THEATER


Duncan was delighted with their seats.  They were in the front row of the first balcony and afforded them excellent views of the stage and orchestra pit.  He was astonished to feel Anne shudder as they sat down. 


“Anne?” he began.


She held up a hand to stop him and looked down to compose herself.  When she looked up again there were tears in her eyes but her voice was steady.


“The last time we were in a theater together was that night with Kalas. It all came rushing back, and for a moment I was there again.”


“Flashback,” said Duncan, understanding completely.  He slipped an arm around Anne’s shoulders as the house lights went down and the orchestra began to tune.  For just a moment he thought he felt the presence of another immortal, but the touch was so brief and faint that he dismissed it as part of his own flashback recollection.
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RICHIE’S APARTMENT IN PARIS


Richie had expected to tuck Mary into bed and spend a quiet evening with Altea, but as it happened it was Altea who fell into bed exhausted at eight o’clock, while Mary remained wide awake and full of energy. Richie and Mary were completing their fifth or sixth tour of the apartment playing “horsie” when Richie spotted a pile of children’s books in the toybag Anne had provided.


“Hey Mary,” he panted, “This horsie needs some time in the barn!  You want Uncle Richie to read you a story?”


“Read?” asked Mary brightly, and slid off Richie’s back with a thud. She tore over to the bag and returned with several books.  Richie straightened, stifling a groan and giving silent thanks for the immortal healing powers which were already starting to alleviate the ache in his back and knees.  He led Mary to the couch and snuggled her in the crook of his arm.


“What books have you got here, sweetie?” he asked, accepting the pile she handed him.  The first two were picture books about farm animals; each featured a horse prominently on the cover.  Given the activities of the last fifteen minutes, those books deifinitely did not appeal!  He set them aside and picked up a third book.  It was a beautifully illustrated copy of “The Nutcracker”.


“Hey!” Richie exclaimed, “This is the story your Mommy and Uncle Duncan are going to see tonight.  Would you like me to read you the same story?”  Mary was already opening the book.  “Once upon a time there was a little girl named Clara,” Richie began.


“Tree!” exclaimed Mary, pointing to the large Christmas tree pictured.


“Yes, Christmas tree,” Richie agreed, and returned to the printed text. “Every year Clara’s family gave a lavish holiday party, to which they invited. . . “


“Moon!” cried Mary, then turned the page.  “More moon!”  Richie smiled and tried to turn the page back.


“Wait Mary, there’s still more of the story on that page.”


“No!” cried Mary, quickly becoming distressed.  She turned ahead yet another page, and pointed out a bearded gentleman leaning on a cane, his other arm loaded with presents.  “Uncle Joe!” she declared.  Richie laughed.


“No, Mary, that’s actually. . .”  Something Methos had once said about choosing one’s battles wisely flashed through Richie’s mind and he sighed.  But he brightened as a new idea came to mind.  “Yes Mary,” he said, “that’s Uncle Joe.  And do you know who the little girl is?”  Mary waited with rapt attention.  “It’s you, Mary!  Uncle Joe has come to bring Mary a present!”  Mary beamed at Richie and turned the page.


“Presen’ ! Big presen’!” she exclaimed, pointing to a huge box pictured standing next to the tree.


“Yes, and what do you think it is, Mary?  What do you want it to be?”


“Horse!” she replied instantly.  Richie groaned inwardly and felt the ghost of rugburn on his knees.


“Nope, not a horse.”  He turned the page.  “It’s a giant Nutcracker in the shape of a toy soldier. “  Mary looked baffled.


“Policeman?” she ventured.


“Something like that.”
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THE PARIS BALLET THEATER


The tumultuous applause finally faded after the curtain dropped for the last time, and Anne looked at Duncan with shining eyes. 


“That was wonderful, magical!” she exclaimed.  “When the snow began to fall at the end during the Snow Queen’s big solo I was just. . .”  She paused, searching for the right word.


“Enchanted?” suggested Duncan, smiling.


“I felt as though I’d been carried up to the stage to become part of the story.  Thank you so much for bringing me here tonight.”  Duncan smiled again; such outbursts were rare from Anne.


“Well, this is only the beginning of our evening.  How would you like to meet some of the dancers in person?” he asked.  Anne answered with a brilliant smile, and they rose to leave the theater.


�
Part 2


A FANCY PARISIAN HOTEL ADJOINING THE PARIS BALLET THEATER


A short walk through a glass passageway brought them from the theater to one of Paris’ most exclusive hotels.  Its grand ballroom had been transformed into a glittering collage of scenes from the Nutcracker.  An eighteen foot Christmas tree stood in one corner, surrounded by beautifully wrapped packages and adorned with real candles.  The table which displayed items for the fund-raising auction was skirted with an unlikely but effective combination of Arabian scarves and oversized Chinese fans.  A balalaika ensemble dressed in traditional Russian garb played in one corner.  Throughout the room costumed dancers from the production mingled with champagne-sipping patrons.  Even the waiters were dressed as toy soldiers and mice.


Duncan accepted two glasses of champagne from a passing toy soldier and presented one to Anne.  He was about to raise his glass for a toast when a Parisian matron dressed to the nines bustled up and took his arm.


“Oh, Monsieur MacLeod, we are sooo glad you were able to come. . .” she began.  Duncan smiled tolerantly and shot an apologetic look at Anne. He wondered offhandedly if this woman could possibly be related to Maurice; her timing certainly suggested it!


“I am so sorry, but might I drag you away for just one tiny moment?  The chairman of the gala would like to thank you in person for your generous contribution of Ms. Noel’s work. . . Oh but how rude I am!  I’m taking you away from this lovely lady. . .” 


Introductions were made.  Then, with another apologetic look, Duncan allowed himself to be towed away by the matron, and Anne was left alone.  She moved slowly toward the silent auction table, wondering as she walked why the mention of Tessa’s name had set off such a torrent of old emotions within her.  Duncan had made no secret of his past happiness with Tessa; indeed, it had not really been an issue when they were a couple.  Besides, she and Duncan had decided on the friendship route.  She wasn’t thinking about re-opening the relationship, was she? 


She interrupted her self-analysis to gaze at a sparkling crystal bowl on the auction table.  It was an exquisite piece of work, with images of ballerinas etched delicately into its sides.  Impulsively she set down her champagne glass and bent to pick up a pen to sign the bid sheet for the item, knowing even as she did that her attraction to the piece was out-of-character, and that the delicate bowl would hardly fit in with the hand-thrown pottery and abstract carvings which ornamented her home in Seacouver.  As she straightened she became aware of a presence at her side and turned, expecting to see Duncan.  Instead she found herself looking into a pair of ice-blue eyes set in an impossibly handsome yet delicate face.  The perfect lips were moving. . .


“. . . quite alright, Mademoiselle?”


Anne snapped back to reality and realized with deep embarrassment that she had been staring.


“Oh yes, I’m sorry. . .” she began.  “I was just . . “  The godlike creature smiled, and she looked quickly down at the crystal bowl.  He followed her gaze, then bent to read her name from the bid list. 


“Dr. Anne . . . Lindsey, is it? I’m Nikolai Kijinsky.  Would you care for some champagne?”  He flashed that impossibly perfect smile and Anne felt a sudden wave of wild amusement.  This was just like a page out of the sort of silly romance novel she would never be caught dead reading. Yet, for all his looks the man failed to project . . . something, which she’d usually associate with a classic come-on.  Besides, she already had a date for the evening, and for that matter she was holding a glass of champagne!  Wait.  She wasn’t.  She’d set it down.  Anne turned to retrieve her glass but found it missing -- the waitstaff here was nothing if not efficient!


“You know, I had a glass right there. . .”  Her voice trailed off, and Kijinsky chuckled and signalled to a passing mouse.  He handed Anne a new glass.  She thanked him and took the obligatory sip, then smiled and opened her mouth to speak but found that her tongue suddenly felt like lead and her mouth wouldn’t respond.  Kijinsky’s handsome features swam before her and his voice came as from a great distance.


“Are you feeling alright, Dr. Lindsey?  You don’t look so well.  Here, let me help you.”  Then the darkness engulfed her as she thought frantically, “I’ve been drugged!”


�


AN ELEVATOR IN THE SAME HOTEL


Duncan MacLeod glanced at his watch as he rode the elevator alone back to the ballroom level of the hotel.  The “one tiny moment” with the gala director had stretched into fifteen minutes, and then he’d been called to the parking garage concerning a problem with what turned out to be someone else’s car.  He felt like a heel leaving Anne stranded for so long, and was planning the wording of his apology when the elevator suddenly stopped and the lights went out.  A moment later the doors opened onto a service floor of the hotel, and Duncan felt the unmistakable presence of another immortal. 


Drawing his sword, he stepped cautiously from the elevator into a dimly lit corridor.  Circling, he moved slowly toward an open doorway, from which light poured.  In the doorway he froze as he identified the source of the buzz, who sat comfortably in an armchair in an otherwise empty storeroom. 


“Kijinsky. . .” he breathed.
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FLASHBACK -- NEW YORK CITY 1900


Duncan MacLeod was on his feet, along with the rest of the audience, giving a standing ovation to the performers of the ballet “Swan Lake.” The crowd was electrified by the performance, and by the presence in the theater that night of the famous Russian composer Peter Illyich Tchaikovsky.  MacLeod shared the audience’s exaltation over the show, but he had found it “electrifying” in an added sense.  Someone on stage was emitting that special buzz which signalled immortality.  Vainly he strove to determine the source, but no particular individual seemed to be scanning the crowd in a special way.  In fact, all the performers graciously looked in all directions as they acknowledged their applause. 


At last the curtain dropped for the final time and the audience began to clear the theater.  MacLeod made his way towards the entrance to the stage area.  He had no desire to initiate a challenge but felt it imprudent to be near another immortal without at least knowing who it was.  At the stage door an usher stopped him with a cool “May I help you, sir?”


“Oh, I just wanted to congratulate one of the performers,” MacLeod replied.


“How nice,” said the usher.  “And to whom may I deliver your message?” MacLeod had feared this question but before he could respond his senses were filled with the presence of another of his kind, as the male lead dancer appeared behind the usher.


“Thank you, Howard,” the performer addressed the usher, “I believe this gentleman is looking for me.”  He turned to MacLeod and gave him a dangerous, glittering smile.  “I’ve been waiting for you.  Please come with me!”  Howard gave MacLeod an odd look which somehow combined distaste and sympathy, then turned to a patron approaching the stage door. 


The Scottish immortal shrugged inwardly, then turned to follow the dancer, assessing the man as he walked.  The performer had the lean but powerful body of a man who leapt fifteen feet across stage for a living and routinely hoisted one hundred twenty pound ballerinas with graceful ease.  If his skill with a sword matched his physique this man would be a formidable opponent.  He was also startlingly handsome, and there was something vaguely unnerving about the way he looked MacLeod up and down as they walked.  MacLeod hoped they could keep their interaction brief and peaceful.


Such was not to be the case.  The dancer led him through a door which opened onto an abandoned alleyway behind the theater.  He drew his sword as the door swung shut behind MacLeod. 


“Nikolai Kijinsky,” he said, sketching a graceful bow.  “There can be only one.”


“I am Duncan MacLeod of the clan MacLeod, and I have no quarrel with you,” replied the Scottish immortal from behind his katana.  “We don’t have to do this. . .”  Kijinsky’s response was a quick and forceful thrust which MacLeod had to jump to parry.  The dancer spun gracefully out of reach.


“I feel ‘on’ after tonight’s performance, and there’s nothing that tops a standing ovation.  Except a good quickening, that is!”  With this he darted forward, leaping easily over MacLeod’s swing and delivering a nasty cut to his opponent’s right hip.  MacLeod grunted in surprise and pain, and backed up a few paces.  His adversary was clearly a master swordsman and had the jump on him -- literally -- in terms of agility. MacLeod realized that his best hope was to move the fight to a more confined space where he might turn his own height and strength to his advantage.  He advanced aggressively, swinging rapidly and forcing Kijinsky back toward a dead-end passage between two buildings. Kijinsky’s handsome face showed concern for the first time as he found himself about to be forced into the narrow passage.  Panicking, he attempted to leap past MacLeod, but there was insufficient room to get a running start, and his leap fell short.  The katana buried itself deep in Kijinsky’s abdomen and he fell to his knees in agony.  MacLeod raised his sword for the final blow but froze as he heard a horrified voice cry “No!” 


MacLeod turned to look in the direction of the voice, then did a double take as he recognized the white-haired bearded witness -- it was none other than the great composer Peter IIlyich Tchaikovsky, himself! MacLeod stared at the man, but Tchaikovsky’s attention was riveted upon the fallen Kijinsky.  The composer gave a strangled cry and ran to the dancer, cradling his head in his arms and crying in Russian, “My love!”.  Kijinsky, dying, could only look into the composer’s eyes as he faded toward oblivion.  Then, in a final effort, he turned his head toward MacLeod and gasped, “You shall pay!”
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THE STOREROOM


Kijinsky did not draw his sword; in fact he remained relaxed in his armchair as he addressed Duncan MacLeod. 


“You took away all that I had that night, Duncan MacLeod.  My love, my career.  It’s been almost a century and I have only just begun to be able dance again without fear of recognition.  And poor Peter was never the same.  You know, I risked visiting him a few months later.  I was ready to explain who and what I was, and to hell with the consequences. But he took me for a demon and ordered me away.  The depression started soon after that -- I think there was a touch of madness as well -- and he never really recovered. “  Kijinsky leaned forward in his chair and Duncan’s grip tightened on his katana.  “It was all your fault, MacLeod, your fault.  And now you shall pay.  Not only shall you die, but you shall do so in front of your love, so that you may know in your last seconds of life that she will be condemned to the same grief suffered by my beloved Peter!”


Two dancers stepped silently from behind the door and MacLeod never saw the lead pipe which struck him on the back of the head.  He fell like a stone.
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A DARKENED STAGE


Confusion, darkness and pain.  Anne Lindsey attempted to raise her hand to her throbbing head but found she could not.  She tried to remember what had happened -- had she been in an accident? -- but focus eluded her as she hovered near the edge of consciousness.  A moment later she slipped back into the well of darkness.


It was “The Doctor” portion of Anne which recovered first and commenced a self-diagnosis.  She had a pounding headache and couldn’t see, nor could she remember how she’d come to be in this situation.  Let’s see, could she have suffered some sort of epileptic episode, or perhaps a minor stroke?  That would explain the sense of paralysis in her limbs, but not the blindness. . . wait.  There was a simpler explanation for that.  Her eyes were shut!  Her eyelids seemed to weigh ten pounds each, but with great effort she forced them open. . .


And found herself staring into the face of a giant bear!  She tried to scream but nothing came out, and in the next instant she realized that it was nothing more than a giant stuffed toy.  Behind it were gaily wrapped packages under a huge Christmas tree.  Something about this scene seemed terribly familiar.  Her eyes came to rest on a large toy soldier with powerful jaws -- the Nutcracker!


�
Part 3


RICHIE’S APARTMENT


Richie returned from the kitchen with a snack of fruit and crackers for Mary.  To his surprise she hadn’t moved from her spot on the couch, and still clutched her copy of “The Nutcracker”. 


“More read?” she begged. 


Richie smiled and replied, “Sure thing, sweetheart.”  He set the tray on the coffee table but Mary ignored it and reached up to pull Richie onto the couch.


“More read!” she demanded, waving the book.  Richie settled in and turned a page.


“Bad, bad mouse!” shouted Mary, picking up where they’d left the story. 


“Yes, but look!  Here comes the King of the toy soldiers.  He will fight the bad, bad mouse!”  Mary pointed to the Soldier King, who was engaged in a sword fight with the Evil Mouse King.


“Unka Dunky!” she shrieked.  Richie was flabbergasted.  How would Mary have come to associate Duncan with swords?  He would have to ask Mac about this.   Mary frowned and crawled into his lap, pressing herself into his chest. 


“Bad man, bad mouse.  Mary bye-bye?” she asked querulously.


“No, no honey,” Richie soothed, “Uncle Duncan and Uncle Richie would never let that happen.”  He realized that Mary’s gaze was locked on the picture of Clara hiding terrified in a corner, and quickly turned the page.


“The bad, bad mouse gave Uncle Duncan a boo-boo, and he fell down,” Richie improvised.  Mary’s eyes formed perfect circles in her tiny face.  “But wait! Smart, smart Mary is going to save Uncle Duncan!  See -- she’s taken off her shoe, and what does she do with it?”


Mary quickly turned the page and exclaimed “Throw shoe!”


“Yes!  See?  Mary gave the bad mouse a boo-boo and Uncle Duncan got up and. . .”  Here Richie paused; the concept of killing seemed too harsh to introduce to a two-year-old.  “. . . And he made the Mouse King go in time out and say he was sorry!” Richie finished triumphantly.  Mary clapped her hands in delight and seemed to notice the tray on the table for the first time.  Moments later Richie’s hands were full trying to keep cracker crumbs and pieces of banana from becoming one with the rug.
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A SERVICE CORRIDOR


Bouncing ceiling tiles and war drums??  Duncan fought to regain consciousness and became aware that the pounding sound was coming from his own head as it bounced along the service corridor floor as his two assailants dragged him along by his feet.  As his head cleared he realized he’d been relieved of his katana -- one of the dancers carried it carelessly in his left hand, as if it posed no more danger than a simple stage prop.  They hadn’t bothered to tie his hands; either they hadn’t anticipated his waking up so soon -- chalk one up to immortal healing powers -- or they were simply overconfident idiots.  Duncan allowed himself a brief internal smile; either way would do!


They stopped before an elevator.  As one captor released his hold to press the button, Duncan seized the opportunity to kick free and push off the wall into a back-handspring.  The sudden motion took the other by surprise and he sat down hard as the immortal’s left foot sailed over his head.  A moment later Duncan had floored both captors with a neat roundhouse kick, knocking one out cold and regaining possession of the katana. 


“You should be more careful with sharp objects,” he admonished the other, “you could get hurt.”  He allowed the blade to press against the man’s flesh.  “Now where were you taking me?  And where is Anne?
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THE PARKING GARAGE OF THE SAME HOTEL


Duncan MacLeod tried the huge steel doors which led to the backstage area from the parking garage, but they were firmly locked from within, and their smooth exteriors offered not so much as a keyhole to try to pick.  {Amanda herself would be hard-put to break in this way,} Duncan thought ruefully.  Very well, through the front door he would have to go.  He turned and strode purposefully in the direction of the main lobby.


Just before arriving at the ballroom he remembered the reception going on within and took a few precious seconds to smooth his hair, dust off his clothes and assume an expression more suitable for the situation. There was no sense in calling the attention of Security before attempting to slip past them! 


Entering the room he turned towards the entrance to the walkway which connected the ballroom with the theater lobby.  With dismay he noted that it had been closed and, presumably, locked.  In fact, an hors d’oeuvres station had been set up directly in front of the door.  So much for the direct route back!


His gaze swept the room seeking another entrance.  At first glance there seemed to be none, but closer inspection revealed a small door almost concealed behind several racks of costumes.  Dancers passed through this door occasionally, on their way to or from mingling with the patrons in the ballroom.  A single security guard sat on a chair next to the door. Duncan considered trying to talk his way past the guard but could think of no plausible reason for using what was obviously an artists’ entrance.  His attention returned to the racks of costumes and a crazy plan began to take shape.


Duncan strolled over to the farthest rack and casually removed the costume of the Nutcracker king.  Turning, he sauntered toward the nearest exit.  An usher gave him a long look but he favored her with his most charming smile and said “auction item,” as if that explained everything.  She relaxed and Duncan headed into the corridor in the direction of the rest rooms.  He spotted an individual restroom reserved for the handicapped and quickly slipped inside, locking the door behind him.


The tights in particular proved difficult to don -- they weren’t called “tights” for nothing, he grumbled to himself as he struggled to wedge himself into the costume.  Eventually he succeeded, and in a stroke of luck discovered that the slightly curved sheath for the Nutcracker’s prop sword perfectly concealed his katana.  He slipped on the giant headpiece and stepped back into the corridor. 


Duncan re-entered the ballroom by a different door, then moved smoothly towards the artists’ entrance.  Years of martial arts training combined with his natural cat-like agility allowed him to move with a dancer’s grace, and the guard barely glanced at him as he passed through the artists’ door.  The disguised immortal walked briskly past a series of green rooms and dressing rooms, stepping around and in some cases over clusters of dancers chatting and drinking coffee in the hallways.


Duncan turned the corner at the end of the populated hallway and released a breath that he hadn’t realized he was holding.  As his eyes adjusted to the dimmer light he noticed  a hand-lettered sign taped to the wall, reading “Crossover to Stage Left,” with an arrow.  He moved in the direction indicated and soon spotted a similar sign on a small door.  Trying the handle, he was somewhat surprised to find the door unlocked.  He let himself into a pitch-dark passageway.  Groping along the wall he felt cables and wires underfoot.  Suddenly the wall gave way to something heavy and velvety and he realized he must be behind the rear curtain of the stage.  He was bending to try to peek under the curtain when his senses were flooded with the presence of another immortal.  At the same moment he had to fling a hand over his eyes as the stage lights sprang brilliantly to life.  Squinting, he drew his katana and raced across the remaining distance to the closest stage wing. 


Looking onto the stage he both saw and felt Kijinsky, dressed in the costume of the Evil Mouse King. Behind him, tied up like a package under the huge Christmas tree, sat Anne Lindsey.
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THE STAGE


Duncan flung off the headpiece to his costume and stepped onto the stage. 


“Let her go, Kijinsky; she’s not part of this.”


Kijinsky removed the head from his mouse costume and replied, “Oh, but she is!  The audience is essential, MacLeod -- I wouldn’t have sent you two tickets if I’d wanted to face you alone.  But don’t worry, I won’t harm her.  I want her to live with the knowledge of your death the way Peter suffered with the memory of mine.”


With that he raised his sword and stepped toward Duncan.  The Scottish immortal moved forward to meet him, and they traded a few initial blows.  Swords sparked as the pace of the fight increased, but neither man seemed to have the upper hand.  Duncan remembered Kijinsky’s flying leaping style from their first encounter and was somewhat surprised that the Russian was choosing to fight with both feet on the ground.  He suspected he himself would be the victor in a battle of sheer endurance; surely Kijinsky must realize this as well.  Why was the dancer holding back?


Meanwhile, from her vantage point amongst the Christmas packages, Anne witnessed the fight.  While the drugs had left her with a pounding headache, she was at last able to think clearly again.  Forcing her eyes from the battle, she searched for a way to loosen her bonds.  She spotted a metal brace helping support the Christmas tree.  If only she could get to it she might be able to cut the ties that bound her wrists. . .


Abruptly Kijinsky switched styles and began a series of leaps, tracing a triangular path around his opponent and forcing him to spin rapidly to maintain a defence.  At the same time he worked Duncan upstage towards a small area rug in front of the set’s fireplace.  Kijinsky abruptly reversed direction and a dizzy Duncan had to spin the other way.  He stepped back hard with one foot onto the rug and felt it give way beneath him.  The rug had concealed a small trap door!  Duncan pitched backward and Kijinsky aimed a thrust straight at his heart.  However, the momentum of Duncan’s fall carried him back just far enough that the sword missed its mark and penetrated only his costume.  But he found himself flat on his back with one leg down the trap door, the other straight in front of him and his arms splayed to the sides.  Kijinsky laughed and raised his sword to deliver the killing blow. 


“For Peter,” he said.  Suddenly a shoe came flying through the air and knocked the dancer soundly on the back of the head.  It was neither heavy enough nor thrown with sufficient force to cause injury, but it did provide a moment’s distraction.  That instant was all Duncan required to swing his leg free of the trap door and deliver a solid kick to Kijinsky’s knees.  As the dancer staggered Duncan rolled to his right, clearing the trap door and ending in a crouched position.  His katana traced a deadly arc as he rose, pivoting, and took Kijinksy’s head. 


“Take cover, Anne!” he managed to shout before the quickening seized him.  Anne dropped her other shoe which she had been preparing to throw and inch-wormed her way back under a heavy table which was part of the drawing room set.  Already the stage lights were flashing and popping, and the quickening proved as spectacular as one would imagine a theater quickening to be.


It had almost subsided when a final tendril of energy burst the “snow fly” high in the proscenium and “snow” gently fell upon the stage.  Anne released the cords which bound her legs and raced to Duncan. 


“Thank you,” he breathed and wrapped his arms around her.


�


RICHIE’S APARTMENT


Duncan and Anne quietly let themselves into Richie’s apartment.  Richie lay sprawled on the couch with Mary sound asleep on his chest.  “The Nutcracker” lay on the coffee table next to the remains of their snack. 


“How was the show?” Richie asked sleepily.


“You might say the story came to life before our very eyes,” replied Duncan with a mysterious smile.  Anne walked to the coffee table and picked up the book.


“You know,” she remarked, “I think I’ll put this away for a while.  I love ‘The Nutcracker’, but I’ve had quite enough of it for one season!”
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