Wandering Stars
By J H Moore (Elfwatcher)
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2011 Jim Moore
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Chapter 1
"Hi!" Jon smiled, stifling a laugh, as he glanced between a sable-haired girl and the rumpled white compact car with the decidedly flat left rear tire. "Need help?"
"I'm fine... thanks," she snapped as she yanked two of those ubiquitous blue paper towels from the rack on the pole by the gas pump and pressed them down on her right hand.
"Okay," Jon shrugged and gazed a moment at the shattered window behind the driver's seat. "You're strong."
"It was already cracked." There was a hint of whimper in her voice.
"Oh," Jon snickered and shook his head. "Got a spare?"
"I... uh... I... don't know," she shrugged. "I'm fine." Her brow narrowed as she looked straight into his eyes. "Really."
"Okay," Jon sighed and headed back to his car.
"Shit." The girl sucked in a gulp of air as an old used-to-be-red pickup truck bounced over the curb and rattled past her car. The dingy driver in a grungy white "wife beater" undershirt slowed only to glare at her and spit a wad of tobacco on her car before continuing out the other exit and on to the side street. He turned right, went to the light, and paused, glaring back at where she stood.
"Friend of yours?" Jon took a couple steps back to her.
"No." The word was clipped as her nostrils flared and she gnawed on her lip. "I'm fine."
"Okay," Jon shrugged and took another look at the truck.
"Oh shit." The girl tensed as the truck turned the corner and began to re-enter the gas mart. As it did the driver reached behind him and took a short barreled shotgun off the rack. "Uh... I uh..."
"Lemme look at that hand." Jon was to her in three strides and was between her hand the pick-up as it passed. A tear rolled down her cheek as a police car rolled into a parking space and the old red truck sped away.
"This hand needs a little work," Jon smiled. "How about I take care of it."
"I... I'll... be fine," the girl tugged at her hand.
"You're not fine," Jon furrowed his brow. "And that truck means no good."
"Shit." She bit her lip as she looked away.
"Look... I'm... uh... staying in a hotel not far from here. You're bleeding pretty good."
The girl glanced at the highway just as the pick-up truck passed by.
"Fu..." her head jerked back as tears rolled from both eyes. "Fine." She sighed hard. "Why not."
"Good," Jon lightly touched her arm, "come on."
Jon helped her to his SUV, then took her keys and moved her car to a parking spot. He alerted the attendant and told him they'd deal with it tomorrow. He paid for both tanks of gas, then returned to his car and drove to the hotel.
"My name's Jon, by the way," he smiled as he opened the car door. "Do you have one?"
"Yeah." The girl scanned the road.
"Well?"
She stared straight ahead and fell silent.
Jon retrieved a black medic's bag from the back of his SUV as the girl continued to furtively glance around the parking lot and road. As they opened the door the sound of a less-than-perfect truck engine passing by made them both turn around. There was nothing there and they went inside.
"Go sit at the table." Jon unlocked the door and held it open for her, smiling as she passed through at her bare back and slim frame, displayed well through the very transparent mesh of her otherwise solid black velvet top... which didn't quite meet her black low-riding jeans. Without speaking, she sat down with her back to him, staring at the drape-covered windows.
"Okay... try to be still..." Jon sat down across from her and took her hand, "this is gonna hurt."
"Used to it." She sighed and stared at the floor.
It took about a half hour for Jon to clean the cuts and gouges on her hand and pick out some shards of glass. He closed the large wounds with super glue and wrapped her hand in a light gauze dressing for protection. Throughout the process the girl grimaced and sucked in several quick breaths, but continued to remain still... and silent.
"There..." Jon looked up and smiled, "finished!"
"Now what?" The girl gazed at the gauze wrap.
"Well..." Jon checked his watch, "it's past midnight. Ready for bed?"
"Knew THAT was coming." Her mouth curled in as she shrugged. "Why not."
"Good... I'm exhausted." Jon got up and pulled back the covers. "I hate conferences." He got undressed and climbed into bed. "Turn off the lights when you come. Jon rolled over and closed his eyes.
"What... are you doing??" Her head twitched back and forth.
"Going to sleep... why?" Jon leaned up and looked around at her.
"I... just... shit!" Her arms flung out. "Never... had that happen... before! You married?"
"Widower."
"Fraid you'll get something, huh," she snorted out a sardonic chuckle. "Don't blame you. Uh... got something... I can put on?"
"Uh... yeah." Jon groaned himself up. "And no, not afraid of catching something. Just figured you hurt pretty bad."
"Yeah..." she glanced at the hand, "I really do. Got anything for it?"
"Yep, sure do!"
Jon got her four ibuprofen and a glass of water, then tossed her a extra t-shirt. She disappeared into the bathroom to change, and immerged a couple minutes later wearing only the t-shirt and a tiny thong.
"See..." Jon spread his arms and legs, displaying his t-shirt and boxers, "we match!"
"Yeah... whatever." She flashed him her first real smile, and climbed into the opposite side of the king-sized bed.
"Goodnight, oh nameless one." Jon reached up and turned out the light.
"Goodnight."
Jon woke the next morning to find his guest, his keys and his wallet gone.
"Figures," he grumbled as he turned on the coffee maker. "No good deed goes unpunished."
After making sure his car was really gone he opened his cell phone, paused, then closed it and returned to his room. He showered, shaved and had just finished getting dressed when the door lock cycled and the girl pushed through carrying two white Styrofoam boxed.
"Hungry?" She smiled self-consciously. "Pancakes and sausage." She placed a box on either side of the table. "Breakfast is their best meal."
"Yeah, really!" Jon chuckled. "Thanks!"
"You're welcome! Guess... you thought I... stole your car."
"Crossed my mind." He pored them both some coffee.
"Mine too... sorry."
"What changed it?"
"I... uh... not sure... yet."
"O...kay."
"I'll explain later... maybe. Let's eat!"
They made small talk while they ate, then left to deal with her car.
When they pulled into the gas station her car was already on a flatbed wrecker, while a police officer busied himself scribbling on a clip board. "Gees, that was fast! It wasn't in their way!" Jon parked and started to get out. "I'll go talk to them."
""No!!" The girl grabbed his arm. "Please... don't?"
"Why?"
"I... uh... I'll..." her grip tightened, "show you a real good time tonight... okay? Anything goes... okay?? Just... just don't... please!"
"Okay, okay," he pried her hand off, then squeezed it. "Stay put... I'll be back." He got out and poked his finger back through the window. "Stay put!"
Jon nodded to the officer as he went inside. He snatched a couple drinks from the cooler and went to the counter. "What's up with the car?" He motioned outside with his head as he pulled a couple dollars from his wallet.
"Stolen car," the sweet-faced pudgy clerk handed him back two pennies. "Some girl left it here last night. Had a flat and got spooked, I guess."
"Guess so," Jon chuckled. "Have a great day!!
"Thanks!" She smiled. "You too!"
Jon picked up the drinks and returned to his car. "Hope you like root beer," he passed her a bottle.
"Thanks," she kept her eyes on the officer. "Can we leave now... please?"
"Yeah..." Jon glanced at the car and wrecker, "good idea."
"Okay... let's hear it." Jon plopped down in the recliner as the girl slowly lowered herself onto the edge of the bed. She stared out the window... then at the floor. "Hear... hear what?"
"Stolen car?"
"Yeah... sort of."
"Sort of??"
"I... used it... to get away."
"From??"
"Look... I... can't explain.... You... wouldn't believe me... or understand."
"Try me."
The girl looked up and began to stare at him. Her brow narrowed slightly and her eyes did not blink as they locked onto his. He squirmed under her gaze for more than a minute, then turned away. She sighed and looked back at the floor.
"I want so much... to trust someone."
"Hey..." Jon got up and sat beside her, "I'm not gonna turn you in. What happened?" He reached out and brushed her thick hair. She began to tremble and lean ever-so-slightly away. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing. Just... stress... I guess." Tears ran down her cheeks as she slowly turned to him. "I am no thief." Her eyes pleaded. "I had... to get away." She blinked and looked back to the floor.
"What's your name?"
"You can call me Ellen."
"What's your name??" He put an arm around her waist and pulled her close.
"Eleraen."
"That's very pretty. What's it mean?"
"Wandering Star." She snorted a chuckle. "Prophetic, I guess."
"I love your accent. Where are you from?"
"Thanks." Eleraen got up and went to the window. Several children were playing in the pool and she gazed longingly at them. "It's hard... you wouldn't... understand."
"Whatever," Jon sighed. "Wanna swim?"
"Maybe... tonight..." she looked herself over, "got a problem, though."
"So.. we buy you one," Jon shrugged. "Uh... can I choose?"
"That sounds dangerous!" Eleraen returned his grin. "Sure... why not?" She chuckled. "Guess you're paying anyway."
"Great!" He lightly kissed her lips. "Let's get going."
Later, Eleraen would admit... grudgingly... that the shopping trip had been fun. She talked him out of a tJong... barely... but still ended up with the skimpiest two-piece the shop had... along with two pair of ultra-low riding jeans and a couple of tight tops. He talked her out of bras, proclaiming... with a delicious smirk... that she looked very good without them. She tried to look upset, but quickly burst out laughing and agreed. Lunch, a movie and supper rounded out the day. They headed back to the hotel after stopping for a bottle of wine.
"Jon... I meant what I said..." Eleraen took his arm as he brought the car to a stop.
"About?"
"I've done... what I've needed... to do..."
"To stay alive."
"And healthy."
"And I meant what I said." Jon leaned over and kissed her. "Let's go swimming."
She bit her lip and followed him in."
"Well, get in!" Jon smiled up at Eleraen from the hot tub.
"I... uh.." she looked around the pool area. It was unoccupied except for them. "Okay." She pulled the t-shirt over her head and tossed it aside and rushed down into the tub.
Jon grinned. Her early twenties body was barely covered at all.
"Happy??" Eleraen scowled.
"Uh... yeah! For the most part." His grin grew broader and she was forced to laugh. She relaxed a little and shifted closer to him.
"Nice night." Jon gazed up at the few stars the lights couldn't hide as he reached out and touched her leg.
"They are far more glorious..." her voice flowed with excitement, "uh... I mean... where it's dark."
"You mean... where you're from."
"Yeah..." she smiled a bit and nodded, "that."
"I'm getting hot. Let's get in the pool!" Jon hopped out, pulling Eleraen along with him. They walked to the pool as devilment filled his face.
"Ready?"
"Uh... sure... where's the sta...hey!" Her eyes bugged out as he scooped her up in his arms. "Don't you dahhhh!!"
Her arms and legs flailed as she sailed across the water, smacking down in the middle and sinking almost to the bottom. She came up sputtering and franticly fussing with her hair.
"Jerk!"
"Hey!" Jon jumped in, landing no more than a foot in front of her. "Sorry!" He tugged her to him and gave her a deep kiss. She resisted... for a moment.
"I... I'm sorry. You... startled me... that's all. Gee...." she smiled, "you're strong!"
"You were already cracked."
"Very funny!" She scooped up water with both hands and sent it smashing into his face. That caught him off guard, but it also started a water fight and wrestling match that lasted for a while until they collapsed on each other to rest.
After several more back and forth trips between hot tub and pool... Jon even got some exploring in... they got out around midnight and returned to their room.
"Back in a minute!" Eleraen gave him a quick kiss, then snatched up the t-shirt and rushed into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. The sound of the hair dryer drifted out for four or five minutes and when she came out her hair was back to its fluffy self and she was dressed for bed.
"Gee, I wanted to help!" Jon's lip rolled out in a mock pout.
"Yeah... bet you did," she smiled. "There's still the wine."
"I'll open it!"
Eleraen drank most of the bottle. They cuddled some and kissed, but it wasn't long before she had drifted off to sleep.
"Now... let's see..." Jon gently pushed her hair aside to expose an ear. He smiled and nodded as his fingers traced its outline to a graceful but decided point. Thought so... he replaced the hair. "I did see it. You have many secrets my little star... many secrets." He kissed her cheek and turned out the light. In a short while he had drifted off into dreams.
He woke up the next morning to the aroma of waffles and coffee. Eleraen had found the food in the lobby and had brought up breakfast, complete with fruit and strawberry yogurt... and two cups of apple juice for Jon.
"Hi!" She chuckled at his still not-quite-focused eyes.
"Uh... hi," he smiled. "Been busy, I see."
"Hope you like it."
"Looks great! Let's eat... uh... in a minute." His feet hit the floor and he staggered into the bathroom. He quickly returned, kissed her, then sat down to devour breakfast.
They ate mostly in silence while watching a home and garden "dream" show, the staple of Saturday morning cable TV. Occasionally Jon's eyes would drift Eleraen's way and he'd study her.
Without warning her eyes locked onto his and she launched from the chair. They became wilder and she began to shake as she backed to the door.
"Hey... what's wrong?" Jon pushed his chair back to get up.
Without answering she reached behind her for the doorknob. She paused, then flung the door wide and raced out.
"Eleraen!" Jon reached the door and looked out just in time to see her disappear into a stairwell. He threw his trousers on, grabbed a room key, and tried to follow her. But by the time he got outside she was out of sight.
He made a quick foot patrol, then went back and grabbed his car keys. After driving several times around the area he returned to the room for his usual morning ritual.
Jon paid for another night, then went out in search of Eleraen again. He drove four or five hours, getting lost several times in the process, but had no luck at all. What he did spot... from a distance... was a pickup truck much like the one at the gas mart. He gave up looking sometime after dark, bought a pizza, and returned to his room to wait.
It was past two AM when the door unlocked and slowly opened. Eleraen crept into the darkened room, paused, and studied the bed. Satisfied, she groped for her clothes, then pulled a plastic bag from a pocket and began stuffing them inside.
"Going somewhere?"
She jumped and jerked around as the room lights came on. Jon was glaring at her... and blocking the door.
"I'm listening. Where ya been?"
"Making a living." Eleraen stared at the wall. "I told you..."
Her voice was cut short by a lip lock. When he released her he forced her to make eye contact.
"So... why'd ya leave?"
"You wouldn't understand." She pulled away and dumped herself on the bed.
"So... how much you make?"
"Bastard!" She fired him an ugly look... then burst into tears. "Nothing."
"Not as hard as we think we are, huh?" Jon sat down and pulled her close.
"Too many cops... that's all. It... was their... semi-annual... lock up all the prostitutes night."
"You're a bad liar."
She jerked around in shock, then smiled and dropped her head on his shoulder. "I... was gonna try. Doesn't that count?"
"No."
"No... guess not."
"Now..." Jon turned her to him, "what was with this morning? I spent all day looking for you!"
"You... did? Why?!"
"Because... one thing at a time. Answer the question. Why did you leave?"
"I'm a freak, okay?" Eleraen jumped up and paced the floor. "Deformed! That's... that's all."
"You're a very bad liar." Jon sighed. "And your 'friends' are still out there."
"Shit." She dumped down next to him. "I'm sorry... you're involved in this."
"In what??"
Jon's cell phone rang. He glanced at the number, sighed, and answered it.
"Yes, Jenny," he smiled at the thirty second non-stop girlie-scolding invading the room. "Yes, I know... sorry I didn't call... I'll be home tomorrow... early afternoon... promise. Love you too. Now go to bed! Okay... bye." Jon chuckled as he closed the phone. "Teenaged daughter playing mother hen."
"Oh." Eleraen smiled and nodded, then noticed Jon staring at her. "What? No... Jon, no... you don't want tommmmmmmmmmmmm..." He locked her in a deep kiss, which she readily returned.
"That wasn't fair." She fought to catch her breath when he finally released her.
"I try!"
"I do... feel save with you." Eleraen put her head on his chest. "I don't feel that much. Haven't for a long time... a very long time."
"You ARE safe. I promise."
"Jon... I... haven't worked the streets... but there's not much else... I haven't done. You don't want this."
"It's late," Jon kissed her. "Let's go to sleep. We need to head home tomorrow."
"Yeah... and I need to figure out what's next."
"No... you just need to pay attention." He squeezed her. "Let's go to bed."
"Good idea."
"Guess I'll move the pillows." He smiled at the long lump on his side of the bed.
"Guess so..." she chuckled, "you're pretty good. I'll have to be more careful next time." She kissed his cheek and headed for the bathroom to change.
"You know, you still haven't answered my question." Jon turned off I-75, heading north on 575. They had gotten up and eaten late, but it was Sunday morning and the traffic was moving pretty well.
"Yeah... I know." She avoided looking his way.
"Well??"
"You may not like what you hear."
"Try me."
"Have you asked Jenny about this??"
"Don't need to." Jon smiled. "Talk."
"Do you always pick up strange women?"
"Naah... usually normal ones..." he glanced over and his mouth curled up, "but uh... they're boring. Gotta feeling you won't be."
"Thanks... I think."
The interstate became a four lane divided highway as it entered the foothills of the mountains. It curved around turning mostly eastward and began its journey across the top of the state After a quick stop at a local fast food joint they drove another hour, then Jon turned left onto a two lane road. They took this winding way for some twenty minutes, the hills growing up on both sides of them. He turned onto a gravel path and began his ascent, while an old reddish pickup about a hundred yards behind them continued on.
About five minutes later they pulled up in front of a two story log home only a few years old. As they got out of the car a rather shapely blond teen bounced down the steps, pulling at her hip hugger jeans.
"Hi Daddy! Who's this?" The girl headed straight for Eleraen. "Hi! I'm Jenny!" She paused a moment and her eyes narrowed, then her smile returned as she held out her hand.
"Uh... Ellen." Eleraen stumbled back as if nudged by an unseen hand, then went forward and took Jenny's hand.
"Thought I told you about that SMALL halter top, young lady," Jon scowled as he lifted the back of the SUV.
"Aw Daddy, it's comfortable!" Jenny's lip rolled out. "No one's around!"
"That's not the point," he sighed. "Modern girl." He winked at Eleraen.
"Yeah, with a Neanderthal daddy!"
"Watch it! You're supposed to be on my side!"
"She looks cute!" Eleraen hugged Jenny as she glanced at Jon and smiled.
"Thanks a lot!" Jon flashed them both an ugly look, which they both ignored.
"Thanks!" Jenny returned Eleraen's hug. "Come on..." she took her hand, "I'll show you your room. Unless... that is..." Jenny grinned at her dad.
"Watch it!" Jon slammed down the hatch.
"Just checking." Jenny giggled as she led Eleraen up the steps. "Supper will be ready in about an hour."
"Sounds good." Jon shook his head as he watched them walk inside.
The house was of contemporary design. The first floor consisted of a master suite and a great room-kitchen-dining room rolled into one. This opened onto a deck which looked out onto a valley and the mountains beyond. Windows covered the walls so the view could be enjoyed inside as well as out. Jenny's bedroom and a guest room were upstairs. Each came with its own bathroom, complete with a garden tub that looked out over the countryside.
The supper of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans... along with salad and tea... showed up in two hours instead of one, but there was more than enough for three... almost as if company had been expected. Jenny had even baked a pie. She had turned into quite a good cook, and though she didn't always make what Jon wanted he rarely complained, because she had cheerfully taken up the task.
While they were waiting, Jon and Eleraen wandered onto the deck. The sun was already behind the mountains and the greens were shifting to varying hews of blue. Birds were roosting, and squirrels were engaged in their final romps of the evening. The scent of pine and damp undergrowth filled the air.
"Hey look!" Jon pulled Eleraen to the end of the deck. A huge black bear had lumbered into the clearing where Jon's SUV was parked. He looked at them, then lifted himself up to his full height and raised his right paw in what looked like a greeting.
"Welcome, Eleraen! You are known to us!"
"Thank you," Eleraen spoke softly and nodded while watching Jon out of the corner of her eye.
"Wha.." Jon's head shot around toward her.
"It... uh... just... looked like... he was waving..." she shrugged, "that's all."
"Okay," his eyebrow shot up.
"Sleep well tonight, Lady, you are safe." The bear attempted a bow, then turned and waddled back into the woods.
"Strange. He usually doesn't come around until late." Jon studied Eleraen closely.
"Perhaps he thought it was." Eleraen kissed his cheek and strolled to the middle of the deck.
"Hi! Wha'cha do'n?" Jenny pranced onto the deck smiling. She looked up at the sky then came and leaned on the rail next to Eleraen.
After supper, Jon had retreated to his study to catch up on his e-mail and some work. Jenny had shooed Eleraen out of the kitchen, so she went out on the deck to enjoy the night air. Work done, Jenny joined her. "Whacha doin?"
"Oh...just thinking... I guess. I... like being outside at night."
"Yeah, me too!" Jenny giggled. "Where y' from?"
"Uh... it's a long story. So... uh... what happened to your mom?"
"She... died... in a car wreck." Jenny straightened and began to pace. "We... hadn't been here long. We were going somewhere. She... kinda... missed a curve... and we went down... the side of the mountain. I lived... she didn't."
"I'm sorry," Eleraen wiped a tear from Jenny's cheek. "You okay?"
"My head's not right," Jenny managed a chuckle. "I have trouble... in school. Oh... and I write... weird... stick stuff."
"Oh? What... stick stuff? Show me."
"Okay!" Jenny brightened. "Daddy thinks it's dumb."
Jenny rushed into the kitchen and grabbed a pencil and pad from by the phone and began to write. Eleraen sucked in a quick breath and her eyes widened as she watched the teen form letters on the paper.
"Where... did you learn that?"
"I didn't. I just..."
"You are very special, Jenny..." Eleraen's fingers traced a line under the runes. "You are very special."
"Hey..." Jenny jumped off the stool, "wanna try out the hot tub? I've got this really tiny two-piece that drives Daddy nuts! He HATES it!! I only wear it here..." she noticed Eleraen's raised eyebrow, "mostly."
"Sounds great!" She chuckled. "Let's go!" Eleraen kissed her cheek and they hurried off to change.
A few minutes later they were running down the back steps of the deck and pulling the cover off the hot tub. It was situated downhill a bit from the house, but was positioned so they could look through a gap in the trees to the mountains beyond. The evening had turned cool and they shivered some as they laid out the snacks they had brought.
"What happened there??" Eleraen ran her fingers over a scar about the size of a half dollar in the small of Jenny's back.
"Got another one in the front to match!" Jenny turned around and pointed to a spot just to the left of her navel. "Took a lot of plastic surgery to make it look this good." She chuckled and lowered herself into the tub. "Almost nobody sees them.
"So... what happened?" Eleraen got in and sat across from her, facing the house.
"Ambulance guys said I should have died." Jenny stared off toward the mountains. "Got thrown from the car right before it smashed into a big rock. My head got smashed by another rock, then I got nailed by a tree branch. Don’t remember much except barfing up blood and..." she sighed and leaned her head back.
"And??"
"Guess... I passed out or something. My head... started doing... crazy stuff."
"Like?"
"This lady... she looked like you... dressed in gray... cut the branch... with a sword. Silly, huh. Anyway, she held me... said stuff to me I didn't understand... but sorta did. Does that make any sense?"
"Some." Eleraen gazed up at the stars.
"Anyway, she was very sweet to me. She cleaned off my face... it was covered with blood... and gave me something to drink out of a bag on her belt. Medicine, I guess. Sure tasted like it!" She stuck out her tongue. "Hey..." Jenny looked at Eleraen. "You okay?" She moved next to her and wiped away a tear. "That wasn't you, was it? Sure looked like you!"
"No..." Eleraen wiped her other cheek, "it wasn't me."
"What's wrong?"
"Nothing... I was... just thinking. How long ago... was the accident."
"Uh... about three years ago. Why?"
"Just... wondering." Eleraen returned to the stars.
"Hey, mind if I drive Daddy nuts?"
"Uh... guess not. Why?"
Jenny glanced up at the deck (it was empty) then stood up and quickly removed her top, hanging it on the lamp post by the tub. She giggled as she sat back down. "He hates it when I do that! Wanna join me??" Jenny winked and grinned.
Eleraen looked up at the house and thought a moment. "Sure, why not!" She removed her top and tossed it on the side of the tub.
"Feels great, doesn't it?"
"Yeah, not bad... not bad at all."
Jon finished his work and wandered onto the deck about twenty minutes later. "Hey! How's it going down the... JENNY!!"
"Told ya!" Jenny grinned across to Eleraen.
"Get dressed right now, young lady!
"Oh, calm down!" Eleraen chuckled. "Nobody's out here."
"That's not the point!"
"I... uh... can't get it with you standing there," Jenny turned around and grinned up at him.
"Uh... " Eleraen glanced up at Jon, "I'll get it!" She got up and... slowly... took Jenny's top off the lamp post and tossed it to her. Then she did a lazy pirouette as she lowered herself back down into the water. Jenny turned to her and stared. "Oh, don't worry." Eleraen smiled, "that's the best view he's had."
"Oh... no problem!" Jenny rubbed Eleraen's leg with hers. "I'm cool! No jealousy here!"
"Thanks!"
"You two having fun?" Jon finally found his voice and tried to sound irritated.
"Uh... yeah! Come join us!" Eleraen waved him towards them.
"Be down in a minute!" Jon disappeared back inside.
Eleraen waved again and reached for her top.
"Dare ya!" Jenny bumped Eleraen's leg again. "I don't care."
"I do, Jenny... for now," Eleraen smiled. "Thank you, though." She gazed at the trees surrounding them. "I do love this place."
"And... Daddy?"
"Yeah, Jenny. Him too."
"I really don't mind!"
Eleraen cocked her head and studied her. "You... want... me to... don't you?"
"I'm just say'n..." Jenny looked away, "that... I mean..."
"You're plotting something," Eleraen laid the top back down. "Okay, I'll work with you."
"Really??" Jenny sat up straight and grinned.
"For now." Eleraen slid down a little as Jon came out the door. "For a few minutes."
Jon added some cheese and wine to the mix when he came out and they stayed and played until late in the evening. When they went in, the bear came to clean up the scraps... including those "accidently" left by Jenny.
It was after two when a scream caused Eleraen to bolt upright in the bed. She groped on instinct, but there was nothing to use as a weapon. After waiting and listening for a minute or so, she slowly let her feet touch the floor. As she did, a knock came on her door. She paused... and the knock came again... followed by a soft voice.
"Ellen?"
"Yeah?"
"Can I... come in?"
"Sure!"
The door opened and Jenny... paler than usual... slowly came in and sat down next to Eleraen, whimpering as she stared at the floor.
"What happened??" Eleraen pulled her close. "What's wrong?"
"It was you!" Jenny fought for words. "I... know it was!"
"Huh??" Eleraen tried to shake off sleep.
"You! You rescued me! I just saw you again... in my dreams!"
"Pretty scary, huh!" Eleraen smiled.
"That's not what I mean!" Jenny stomped and turned away.
"I'm sorry. Dream about the wreck much?"
"Yeah... all the time."
"Jenny..." Eleraen took her hands and placed them on both of Jenny's, "it was not me. May I... do something?"
"What?"
"Close your eyes." Eleraen took a deep breath, then closed her own eyes. They remained that way for several minutes, Jenny shaking and weeping, tears rolling down Eleraen's face. When she had finished she released Jenny and sighed. "Now I understand."
"What? How'd you do that??" Jenny fought to catch her breath.
"Now I understand." Eleraen got up and gazed out the window.
"What??" Jenny wiped her eyes.
"Jenny..." Eleraen sighed, "let's go to bed. We'll talk tomorrow.
"No! Please?? What's going on?? I can't sleep! I never can after those dreams!"
"Sure you can. You can sleep with me tonight."
"You sure?"
"I'm sure." Eleraen looked away and rolled her eyes.
"Okay! Thanks!" Jenny scurried to the left side of the bed and crawled under the covers. Eleraen chuckled to herself as she watched the teen... in a pink nightshirt with a huge teddy bear appliqué on the front... nestle like a little girl. She slid in next to her and cuddled up to the still slightly whimpering girl.
"Now... go to sleep."
"Ellen?"
"What?"
"What's an elf-friend?"
"Go to sleep. We'll talk tomorrow."
"Okay... goodnight."
"Good night." Eleraen smiled and put her arm across her.
Jenny closed her eyes and soon drifted off to far more pleasant dreams. She did not see the dim blue glow that pushed away the darkness and enveloped them both.
Outside, the bear looked up at the window and perceived the glow. "Good night, Sweet Lady. Sleep well!" He closed his eyes and journeyed off to his own peaceful dreams.
They had gotten up late, and Jon had already gone off to run some errands, leaving a note that said he wouldn't be back until almost suppertime. Jenny had cooked Eleraen a big breakfast and agreed... reluctantly... to take her to the sight of the wreck. It was only about two miles away and they had made it just after noon.
The convertible had careened down the mountain, flipping several times, for about a hundred and fifty feet before coming to an abrupt stop against a huge outcropping of granite. By then Jenny had been flung from the car and impaled on the limb of a fallen oak. Her mother had remained inside, to be crushed by the steering column when the vehicle hit the rock. It was still there, a rusting reminder of the mountain's dangers for any who cared to look.
"You sure it's this way?" Eleraen pointed to her left while trying to keep her footing on the steep grade.
"Yeah... there's the tree!" Jenny pointed in front of her. "Come see!"
Jenny picked her way down the mountain to the old oak tree, dying, but still sturdy. The nub of the branch that had impaled her when her midriff slammed against it was still visible, outlined by a large brownish stain.
"Bet that hurt!" Eleraen ran her fingers over the clean slice, almost level with the trunk. She glanced at Jenny, who wore a pained expression and a quivering jaw. "Uh... sorry."
"She pulled me off a little so she could cut it." Jenny lightly touched the spot. "It hurt a lot... I remember her saying how sorry she was. Ellen... who was she?"
"Which way did she go?" Eleraen looked away to her left.
"That way," Jenny pointed in the direction Eleraen was looking.
"Let's look!" Eleraen started plowing through the brush.
"Hey wait up!" Jenny tried to follow, but was a lot slower.
Eleraen didn't seem to hear. She struggled on across the Mountain side. After several minutes and thirty or so yards... and quite a few bumps and scrapes... Eleraen stopped and turned around.
"Here?"
"Uh... no," Jenny labored for breath as she scanned the area. "There.... the... white tree. I remember now. She... held on to it... then fell down."
"You sure?" Eleraen looked to her left a bit farther down the mountain.
"Yeah... let's look!" Jenny began to pick her way down to it.
A couple minutes later they were standing at a white trunked tree, unlike anything in the area. On the side facing the wreck they could see a hole somewhat smaller than a dime. A brownish smear slid down from it to about a foot from the ground. Eleraen slid her little finger in it.
"Got a knife?"
"Yeah!" Jenny pulled a lock-back out of her pocket. "Daddy said I needed one if I was gonna wander around in the woods. Whacha find?"
Eleraen opened the knife and dug around in the hole. It only took a minute or so for her to produce a slightly deformed copper-jacketed .30 caliber-ish bullet. "I'm betting eight millimeter," Eleraen hissed through her teeth.
"I DID hear gun shots!" Jenny stared wide-eyed at the bullet.
"How many?" Eleraen stuffed it in her pocket.
"Three... I think."
Eleraen began to scan and pick through the brush. "Help me look!"
"For what?"
"Anything!"
Eleraen picked her way forward from just above the tree while Jenny checked the area below it. They searched for twenty minutes but found nothing. Eleraen returned to the tree and dumped herself on the ground.
"Guess it's been too long."
"Well... it's really thick here... let's look aga... OW!!" Jenny's knee hit something hard near the base of the tree. "What the heck was that..." she pawed through the undergrowth and something shiny caught her eye. She ripped the vines and brush away, then yanked out a long, slightly curved sword.
"Ellen, look! This is it!" Jenny beamed as she held up the sword. "This is what she used!"
"Let me see!" Eleraen's eye blazed as she took the sword in both hands and raised it above her head.
There was a sharp crack of gunfire and Jenny's head snapped toward it as Eleraen crumbled to the ground, her arms locked tightly against her sides. Jenny glanced at her then looked back to where the shot had come from.
"BEN!!" Jenny screamed, then crawled to where Eleraen lay grimacing.
A deep-throated roar came up from the area of "Jenny's tree." She looked up and saw a figure bolt up-right and start to spin around. As he did something very big and brown rose up from behind him and swatted the rifle away with his left paw, sending it clattering down the mountain. His right paw came around and connected with the attacker's head, neatly severing it from his torso and sending it thirty feet the other way.
Jenny pulled Eleraen up and tightly to her. The bullet had struck her under right arm and had passed completely through. Eleraen's eyes began to roll upward as she struggled for breath.
"NO! Don't you die!! Please!" Jenny pulled Eleraen's head to her.
"Too... late... can't..."
"No! No it's not!" Jenny laid her down and stood. "Ben! Get over here!"
Eleraen coughed and a large glob of blood came up.
"Don't take another one from me!" Jenny seemed to be praying. "I want a mother... so bad!" She closed her eyes and wept.
Ben lumbered up and Jenny wrestled Eleraen up and onto his back. "Ben, take her home! Quick!" Jenny patted his head. "Oh... and be careful!"
Ben noised and nodded and started off.
"Wait!" Jenny grabbed up the sword and put it in Eleraen's hand. "Don't drop this." She kissed her cheek and patted her buttocks.
"I... won't." Eleraen's voice was weak, but clear.
Jenny watched them a moment, then dropped to her knees and began to crawl in the direction she thought her rescuer had gone... or at least had tried to go.
"Please... help me find it!" She had gone about thirty feet when she spotted an outcrop of rock ten feet ahead and slightly above her. When she reached it she saw that it sheltered the opening of a cave about three feet across and two and a half feet high. She squirmed herself in and found that once through she could stand.
As her eyes adjusted she saw, over against the back wall, a skeleton, wrapped in the shards of a once gray dress and drawn up in the fetal position.
"Well..." Jenny knelt down and stroked the skull, "at least you died in peace. Thank you!" She looked up. "You too!"
Jenny undid the now stiff leather belt and took it, along with the pouch attached to it. "Hope you don't mind, someone I think you know needs this." With another look Jenny wiped her tears and crawled from the cave.
She scurried up the hill and ran the two miles home. She collapsed next to Eleraen, who was lying at the foot of the steps. "Here... drink... this..." Jenny forced air into her lungs as she pulled a blue vial from the pouch. She put Eleraen's head on her lap and the vial to her lips.
"No... use..." Eleraen struggled for short shallow gasps.
"Drink, damnit! "I'm not... losing... you!"
Eleraen nodded and managed to get down most of the vial's contents. In minutes she was visibly better. "Wow..." she managed a smile, "that stuff... DOES work."
"Duh!!" Jenny grinned. "Let's get you inside."
"What's... with ... the bear?" Eleraen tried to help Jenny get her up the steps.
"Oh... that's Ben." Jenny laughed at the look she got. "You know... Gentle Ben? Never mind, I'll explain later."
"Good idea."
Jenny managed to get Eleraen inside and into the master bedroom, where she passed out about the time she hit the bed.
"You are... sure??" The gray-haired man scowled as he listened to the almost unintelligible drawl coming through the phone.
"Yeah... course'm sure! Lost 'y guy do'n it though."
"Regrettable." The man sighed. "Who was supporting him?"
"Huh?"
"Never mind," the man's mouth curled in. "I will transfer the funds."
"Doesat mean money?"
"Yes," the man rolled his eyes, "it does."
He hung up the phone and pulled open the upper right hand drawer of his desk. He glanced inside a moment then slammed it shut.
"Hmmm..." he leaned back in his chair and picked up his glass of wine, twirling it slowly between his fingers, "I wonder.... I wonder...."
Chapter 2
"Hi Daddy..." Jenny waved as she passed through the kitchen carrying a pile of towels, "uh... supper's gonna be late." She disappeared into the master suite.
"What's going on?" Jon's brow narrowed as he followed her in. "What happened to YOU??" He froze at the sight of Eleraen's ashen face, trying to smile at him through the clear oxygen mask.
"She...uh...got shot..." Jenny glanced up while changing out bloody towels for fresh ones, "when we went to look at the wreck."
"Are YOU okay?"
"Bad asthma attack..." Jenny kissed Eleraen's forehead, "but I'm okay now."
"Why didn't you call 911???" Jon rushed to grab the bedside phone.
"N...no..." Eleraen's voice was almost inaudible.
"Because..." Jenny scowled slightly, "she wouldn't let me. And besides," she paused as Jon slammed the phone down, "phone's not working."
"Yeah... I see that! Let's get her in the car!!"
"No!" This time Eleraen could be heard.
"Where was she shot?" Jon looked over at Jenny.
"Right about there..." Jenny pointed under her own arm, "went all the way through."
"That's it, let's go!!" Jon pulled the covers back.
"No...please..." Eleraen lifted her hand a bit.
"No, Daddy. She'll...be alright."
"She'll die without help!"
"Daddy...look..." Jenny picked up the sword. Jon hadn't noticed it had been lying by Eleraen. "We found it...I told you..."
"Let me see." Jon reached for the sword. "She still needs help!"
"Daddy..." Jenny passed the sword to him, "you remember that book on Bull Run you made me read? A guy was shot just like that...and HE lived!"
"You remember THAT??"
"Yeah...don't know why. It IS in there though!"
"Yeah...I remember it too." Jon reached for his cell phone.
"It doesn't work here...remember?"
"Oh yeah." Jon put it down and examined the sword.
The elegant single-edged blade was slightly curved, and tapered to a needle-sharp point. In spite of being in the elements for almost three years, the blade was still polished and without a speck of rust. Both sides were etched with what looked like vines and flowing letters that ran almost the entire length of the blade. The grip, which curved in the opposite direction, was of a strange hardwood inlaid with gold limbs and leaves, and apparently untouched by time. Jon sighed as he placed it back beside Eleraen.
"This doesn't change anything. You still need help. I need to hear a real good reason not to..."
"That thing needs a refill." Jenny nodded toward the green oxygen bottle.
"And I'm supposed to tell them what??"
"That I need it. I did have another attack." Jenny smiled. "Besides, Doc Lacy's a pushover!"
"George!" Jon's eyes brightened. "He owes me one!"
"Please...no..." Eleraen's eyes widened.
"Doctor or the hospital...your choice!"
"He's pretty cool." Jenny took Eleraen's hand.
"You...don't...understand...either of you!"
"Which one!" Jon raised an eyebrow.
"Doctor." Eleraen sighed and closed her eyes.
"Remind me to get a new lawyer." The doctor frowned as he examined Eleraen's wounds, while she tried to keep herself covered with the sheets.
"Hey!" Jenny planted her hands on her hips. "Daddy saved you a BUNCH of money when he won that lawsuit!"
"Just joking, Jenny..." Doctor Lacy stood up. "...I think." He smiled at her and winked. "How are you??"
"Okay, now."
"Well?" Jon came and took Eleraen's hand.
"I need to go get more IV's." Doctor Lacy closed his bag. "I'll leave this here. Be back in..."
"George!"
"Okay...fine..." The doctor sighed, "come on outside."
They walked out to the doctor's car, with Jenny tagging along behind them.
"Well?" Jon opened the doctor's door.
"Outside of opening her completely up, I've done every thing can." Dr. Lacy swung his legs into the car. "We'll give it a little time. I'll be back in an hour or so."
"Want supper?" Jenny grinned from behind her father.
"As a matter of fact...yes, thank you." Dr. Lacy chuckled. "Mine got interrupted. By the way, young lady, the oxygen was a brilliant idea. May have saved her life!"
"Thanks!"
"Thanks, George." Jon nodded to him.
"You'll get a bill!" George chuckled as he backed around to leave.
Jon waved and headed back to the house. He paused to look at the bloodstains on the steps.
"Daddy..." Jenny took his arm, "don't make her talk now, okay?" She gave him her most beguiling smile as he looked down at her. "I know you."
"Yeah..." Jon laughed, "guess you do."
They walked back inside arm in arm.
George Lacy was a doctor of the old mold. He still made house calls, and doggedly did most everything medical, including surgery and delivering babies. He made mistakes now and then, but most were readily forgiven. He was good, and his prices...for what he did...were pretty cheap. Though he had celebrated his sixtieth birthday, his hair...what was left of it...was still black. His round, chubby face and paunch belied on affinity for athletic hobbies.
Upon his return, a great mound of spaghetti with meatballs was waiting for him. After checking on his patient he cheerfully sat down to eat. Eleraen's color had returned a little and she was breathing at least a bit easier. He was encouraged, but still very concerned. He stayed with her until well past midnight, and was back for breakfast the next morning.
By then she had sunk into a coma. Jenny sat with her for hours, gazing with tears at Eleraen, IV's in both arms, unable to move, speak, or care for herself. Jenny did that, on top of keeping a steady stream of food available for Jon and George. The doctor taught her some rudiments of nursing so he could get on with other things. He checked in two or three times a day to bring supplies and change the dressings himself. He usually stayed from early evening until long into the night, at least once not leaving until just before dawn. That was a darker night than most and they had almost lost her. A large blood clot broke loose, and she very nearly bled out.
"Five minutes..." George sighed as he followed Jon down the mountain, "five minutes sooner and I could have saved her.
"They did their best, George. So did you."
"I suppose." George glanced again at the still mostly red sports car, now crumbled to half its length, and turned away. He headed for "Jenny's tree" while Jon went in search of the rifle.
It had been six days since Eleraen had been shot, and Jon had done little else but watch over her. George had spent much of his time there as well, and the two were going somewhat stir crazy. They decided on a Sunday afternoon hike to find the gun. George felt the patient was past the crisis, so she'd be fine in Jenny's hands. The "nurse" was herself exhausted, but refused to leave her new friend's side. She had pulled out a sleeping bag and now slept on the floor beside her.
"Found it!" Jon hollered up the hill in triumph.
"Good. Bring it up." George curled his face and nose as he picked through what was left of the body. The local "sanitation crew" had mostly done their job. There was enough left though, to still make him wretch.
"What is it?" Jon handed George the rifle and sat down to catch his breath.
"Let's move over here!" George led them about ten feet away to another fallen tree that became a welcome seat.
"Well?"
"Patience." George smiled as he ran his finger over the gash in the right side of the stock made by the bear's paw. "Having a bear for a pet can be convenient!"
"I guess."
George examined the now somewhat battered rifle with interest. He had quite a gun collection which centered mostly around martial arms. He cycled the bolt, then shouldered the rifle and peered through the scope. He took a breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger. A limb was parted from a tree about a hundred and fifty yards away.
"Not bad." George nodded with satisfaction as he placed the rifle on his lap.
"Well?"
"Interesting."
"What??"
"This rifle...and this." George tossed a metal object at him. Jon dropped it and took several moments to find it again. When he did he saw an eagle grasping a swastika staring up at him.
"Uh...what's this?"
"An SS Identity Disk. Found it on your friend there."
George nodded towards the remains.
"So???"
"This is a German sniper rifle. A K98 Mauser with a 6 power scope. Rare...and expensive...and accurate. He should have aimed a bit lower and..."
"George!!"
"Sorry, professional interest. A few snipers in the German army were officers. This one's a Sturmbannfuhrer, a major. Found his ID card too. Possibly...probably...the one who shot the other girl."
"What other girl? You don't think Jenny's right, do you?"
"She was right about the sword."
"Yeah...guess she was."
George shouldered the rifle again and slowly scanned the area around them. Satisfied, he lowered it and stood up.
"Come on. Let's get back. Mind if I keep this?"
"Why not?"
"Thanks! I'm curious about something."
"What?"
"I'll let you know."
"It's coincidence, you know...the girls...the sword...her being here..."
"Really??" George stopped, turned around, and looked down at Jon. "This old Calvinist doesn't believe in chance. All things happen for a reason."
"Not THAT again! Life is a crap game. Pure luck, nothing more."
"In my experience, Jon, there are no 'coincidences.'"
"Yeah...whatever."
"We shall see, Jon. We shall see."
"What the hell is this??"
"My underwear." There was a snarl in the slightly accented voice.
The scruffy customs officer scowled as he looked back and forth between the shirt of shiny metal links and the tall, slim, blond pony-tailed young man on the other side of the belt glaring back at him from under a dark green ski cap slammed down on his head.
"Look, Jack.... It's been a long day and I'm not in the mood for your sh..."
"My apologies." The young man's voice softened. "I meant no offense. It is armor...an heirloom of my family."
"Hrmph! Feels like aluminum to me. Whatever. You can go."
"Thank you." The young man bowed slightly, closed his bag, and headed for the baggage carousel. He grabbed a long slender cylinder and sped out the door, smiling at the guard who was eyeing him as he left. He sighed and smirked slightly as he paid his fare and stepped onto the train.
Forty-five minutes later he was driving onto the interstate in the small gray car that was waiting for him when he got off at the last station on the line. He went around the top of the perimeter and turned off on US 19. He drove north and some time later turned off onto another road and followed it until he came to a small, white frame church set off somewhat from the road. The sun had been down over an hour by now, and it was a dark and moonless night.
He drove around to the side of the church and got out, smiling as he slowly sucked in a deep breath of fragrant mountain air. He paused to look around... at the church and its graveyard... then changed into clothes he was more familiar with. Leaving the keys and a small bag of gold on the seat, he grabbed his canister and disappeared into the night.
Just before dawn the car was retrieved. The gold was gratefully accepted and sent to be made into rings.
"Hi!" Jenny smiled as she poked her head into the bedroom.
"Hi." Eleraen attempted to fake cheerfulness.
"Want breakfast?"
"Jenny, if I see one more bowl of soup I will rise up from this bed and kick your a.."
"Got it!" Jenny chuckled. "What WOULD you like?"
"Well... uh... pancakes? With... uh... gobs of butter and syrup?"
"On the way!" Jenny winked and disappeared.
It had been ten days now since she'd been shot and Eleraen was feeling just good enough to be stir-crazy and irritable. Jon was forced to leave town on business. He left reluctantly, and only when assured by George that Eleraen had "turned the corner." The doctor himself came less, now confident of her recovery. He seemed to carry a concern though, that he would not name.
"You know what?"
"Uh... what?" Jenny scraped the last of the dishes and placed them in the sink.
"I'd... really love a bath!"
"Okay! I'll help you."
"Uh... outside."
"You sure you feel up to it?"
"I've got to get outside some! I need some fresh air!"
"Well... okay. Go change! I'll help you get..."
"Forget change. Let's go!"
"Uh..." Jenny's eyes grew wide, "cool!"
Jenny helped Eleraen down the steps and across the yard to the hot tub. It was easier going than they expected, and both were encouraged. Eleraen pulled off the nightshirt borrowed from Jenny, and stood a moment enjoying the sun's feel on her skin. She smiled and climbed into the tub unaided.
"Mind if I join you?" Jenny grinned as she undid the back of her halter.
"No! Come on! You can wash my back."
"Okay, cool!" She quickly stripped the rest of the way and got in. She had just gotten comfortable when the bear came strolling out of the woods.
"Okay..." Eleraen sat up a little as he headed straight for them. "What's with the bear?"
"Oh...that's Ben, 'Gentle Ben.' I named him after a bear I saw on an old TV show. He's okay, even lets me hug him. Right, Ben?" She reached back and stroked the great bear's head as he laid his muzzle next to her.
"How... uh... how long's he been around?" Eleraen settled back into the tub.
"He... showed up... right after the accident.
"I see."
"He likes me a lot! Doesn't like Daddy, though."
"I see." Eleraen chuckled. "We must change that!"
"Is it your desire, Lady?" Ben raised his head a bit.
"Yes..." Eleraen glanced at Jenny, "yes, it is, very much so." She took a deep breath, then spoke again... this time in her own tongue. "Jenny cannot understand you, can she?"
"Hey! You... talk... to bears??" Jenny looked back and forth between Eleraen and Ben. "And, like, what language was THAT??"
"I... uh..."
"She can, Lady, with your aid." The bear dropped his head back down on the tub.
"I... uh..."
"Hey, you two! Stop being rude! What's up? This got something to do with your ears?" Jenny cocked her head slightly as she raised an eyebrow to Eleraen.
"Oh... shit." Eleraen sunk down into the water and dropped her head back against the edge of the tub. "I'm so tired of this."
"Does Daddy know?"
"No... he only... suspects... something."
"Well???"
"Later." Eleraen stared up at the clouds.
"Let's see now... pointy ears... talks to bears... funky language... YOU'RE AN ELF!!! Right??" Jenny giggled and splashed Eleraen.
Ben rolled over on his back and began kicking and laughing. Eleraen stood up and splashed a huge two-handed glob of water on him, which did not douse his spirits at all. She sat down and sank deeper into the water... and started to cry.
"Ah gees!" Jenny moved next to her and pulled her close. "I was only joking. This isn't a joke, is it?"
Eleraen silently shook her head.
"Are there really... elves?"
Eleraen only wept harder.
"Y' know, you better calm down or you're gonna hurt something. You're not well yet!" Jenny pulled Eleraen's head onto her shoulder. "It's okay, I'm your friend!" Jenny kissed Eleraen's forehead and stroked her hair.
"Elf friend." Eleraen smiled slightly and raised her head. "Jenny, why did you ask me about that?"
"Cause! That's what the girl called me!"
"I see..." Eleraen stroked Jenny's face as she looked into her eyes. Jenny began to tremble slightly but did not avert her gaze. Eleraen held her for over a minute...then sighed and released her.
"There is only good there, only good. Pain as well, but it hasn't hardened you. She did well."
"Who was she?"
"She was my sister."
"An... elf?"
"Yes, Jenny..." Eleraen sighed, "an elf." She looked away and began to cry again.
"Hey! No ya don't!" Jenny kissed her cheek. "I've got an idea! Be back in a minute!"
Jenny climbed out of the hot tub and raced into the house... without bothering with clothes. In a couple minutes she returned with a huge quilt and some sun screen. They spent the rest of the morning alternating between lying out in the sun and playing in the hot tub, all under the watchful eye of the bear. Finally, around lunchtime, they picked up their clothes and stuff and went inside.
Another pair of eyes watched them go in, then the hands attached to them reached for and opened the canister.
"Jenny?" Eleraen sat at the bar fidgeting with a glass of tea.
"Yeah?" Jenny placed the thick turkey sandwich in front of Eleraen.
"Please... don't tell him."
"Who, Daddy??" Jenny laughed. "That's YOUR problem!!"
"Thanks."
"You're gonna have to do it though... and soon!"
"I know, I know."
"So..." Jenny sat down with her own rather larger sandwich, "tell me about elves."
"Jenny... I"
"Aw, come on! Something!"
"Not now... please." A tear rolled down her cheek.
"Okay." Jenny sighed and returned to eating.
"Jenny..."
"I... need... to go..."
"OH NO YOU DON'T!!" Jenny threw down her sandwich. "You're not leaving us!"
Eleraen sighed and looked down.
"Please Ellen, don't do that." Tears now welled up in Jenny's eyes.
"Hey! It's okay!" Eleraen took her hands. "Okay, I admit I've thought about it, but frankly, I'm tired of running... and I think... I'm close to..."
"Yes??"
"Jenny... will you take me to see my sister?"
"Oh gees, Daddy's gonna get really ticked if I do that!"
"Yeah, I know."
"Wanna try tomorrow??" Jenny wiped her eyes and grinned.
"Tomorrow." Eleraen squeezed Jenny's hand. "I'm gonna go take a nap."
"Okay! Thanks!" Jenny cheerfully finished her sandwich... and the rest of Eleraen's.
Eleraen closed the bedroom door and began to pack.
"You cannot do this thing!" Ben planted his nose and front paws near the bottom step, effectively blocking it. He cast his sternest gaze on Eleraen.
"Move, ya overgrown rug!" Eleraen glared down at this unexpected impedance.
"I will not. You may move me... if you are able." He settled his bulk into a comfortable position.
Eleraen and Jenny had enjoyed a late afternoon and evening much like the morning. They even had their supper at the hot tub and on the ground next to it, made up mostly of multi-course munchies. Finally... around midnight... they went inside to sleep.
Around two Eleraen carefully crept out of bed so as not to disturb Jenny, who had fallen asleep beside her. She silently dressed... for the first time since lunch... and after a final glance at the teen she moved quietly through the house and out the door. She smiled as she felt the night air and saw the stars. The smile turned to a scowl when she found the bear waiting at the bottom of the steps.
"You don't understand!"
"I don't care to!" The bear lifted his head. "My concern is Jenny. She needs you... far more than you know."
"Why??"
"I will say no more. Go back to bed."
"NO!!"
The bear rose up and bellowed... loudly. Birds awoke and scattered everywhere, and squirrels scurried in all directions. Eleraen jumped and a chill ran down her back.
"I'm not afraid of you!" Eleraen slammed her fists into her hips. "Move!"
"My purpose was not fear."
"Are you okay??" Jenny's voice came from behind her. Eleraen jumped... worse this time... and spun around, letting her bag drop over the rail as she did.
"THAT... was my purpose." Ben chuckled as he lowered himself.
"I... uh..."
"Couldn't sleep?" Jenny came all the way out the door and leaned against the rail. She had not bothered to dress and Eleraen had to smile.
"Uh... gee... wanna go for a swim?"
"Uh... sure. Why not? I'm awake now." Jenny turned a bit toward Eleraen and looked her up and down. "Might as well leave those up here."
Under Jenny's watchful eye Eleraen stripped off her clothes. Jenny gave her a quick kiss, then scooped them up and ran them inside. In a moment she was back and they headed for the hot tub, Eleraen flashing a semi-serious dirty look to the still-smirking bear. It was nearly dawn when they finally went back inside. As before, other eyes had been watching. They were awakened by Ben's bellow, and only went back to sleep after Jenny had been soothed by the hot tub's water. They were awake again when she and Eleraen when back inside.
When she got up sometime after noon, Eleraen's favorite breakfast was waiting for her, as was a somewhat distant Jenny. She was pleasant enough and even smiled, but seemed distracted most of the time.
"Breakfast was great!" Eleraen grinned. "You are such a good cook! Who taught you?"
"I learned... mostly... on my own." Jenny looked away quickly.
"You know..." Eleraen sighed, "you're a very bad actor."
"You were leaving, weren't you?" Jenny piddled with the dishes in the sink.
"Jenny... I..."
"Weren't you!!"
"Yes, Jenny, I was."
"Why??" Jenny spun around. "I've tried so hard... so hard to..."
"OH NO!" Eleraen jumped up and grabbed her. "Don't do this!" Jenny resisted as Eleraen pulled her close. "You are wonderful! You'd make a wonderful daughter! And Jenny..."
"What..."
"Trust me..." Eleraen swallowed hard, "I'm old enough to know."
"Huh?" Jenny pulled away a little, just enough to look in Eleraen's eyes. "You're not much older than I am!"
"Jenny..." Eleraen pulled her close again, "... I'm much older than you are... very much older."
"Uh... how much older?"
"About..." Eleraen put her chin on Jenny's shoulder.
"Well??"
"About... two... thousand...years." Eleraen closed her eyes and tightened her hold on Jenny.
"For real??"
"Yeah, for real."
"Cool!!!" Jenny yanked herself back and grinned. "With that body?? Way cool!!"
Eleraen laughed, so hard that she doubled over as her muscles cramped.
"Uh... what's so funny?"
"You sweet... innocent... child." Eleraen struggled to get the words out. "You are... wonderful!"
"Hey, I'm not THAT innocent... at least not in my head."
"Oh... but you are." Eleraen finally caught her breath. "You have a pure heart... uh... everywhere but there." She winked and kissed Jenny's cheek.
"Thanks! Still wanna go see your sister?"
"Yes... I do... very much so."
"Good..." Jenny giggled, "go get your shoes on."
Eleraen nodded and headed for the bedroom.
"Oh and hey! I'm just normal!" Jenny hollered after her.
"Yep! Verrrrrrry normal..." Eleraen chuckled, "and then some!"
After about a twenty minute hike and another twenty getting down the mountain... Eleraen was still moving slowly... they were again standing at the white tree.
"That really hurt, didn't it?" Jenny looked down at the brush still stained with Eleraen's blood.
"Never thought I'd stand here again." Eleraen looked at Jenny and the spot. "Where is she?"
"Oh... this way!"
They climbed and crawled the distance to the cave and squeezed inside. They stood up, and Jenny waited for her eyes to adjust. Eleraen was already looking around.
"She almost made it." A tear dropped to the ground as Eleraen knelt by her sister's remains.
"Guess... she would have if it weren't for me."
"And you would be dead now..." Eleraen stood, "and I would still be alone."
"But... she'd still be..."
"Alive? Yes, perhaps. But she would not be here."
"I... don't..." Jenny shook her head back and forth.
"No... but I think..." Eleraen studied the cave wall, "I may."
"Huh?"
"Give me a minute here." Eleraen's eyes went from the bones of her sister up the wall. From there she scanned back and forth to either side.
"Whacha looking for?" Jenny pretended to help.
"Something... there!" Eleraen's arm shot up and pointed to a spot near the top of the wall, just to the right of her sister.
"I don't see anything!" Jenny shrugged and gave Eleraen a puzzled look.
"It's there, Jenny. It's there. Look..." Eleraen reached up and brushed the wall off a bit, "a rune!"
"Okay... yeah... I see it!" Jenny giggled. "LOOK!" Jenny pointed a little to the left. "There's a couple more. They're... what... I keep writing!" She beamed in triumph. "Ellen?"
"Yeah..."
"What... what do they say?"
"Let's go back. I'm tired." Eleraen turned toward the cave entrance.
"THAT'S NOT FAIR!!!"
"Uh... yeah... I know." Eleraen dropped down to crawl out.
"It's a door, isn't it!"
Eleraen froze, then began to crawl.
"See! I'm right! You're not a good actor either!"
Eleraen sighed and slumped to the ground.
"You were gonna leave me!" Jenny stomped her foot and began to cry.
"No..." Eleraen pushed herself up, "I wasn't going to leave you."
"Well then?"
"If I told you it was a door you'd want me to open it."
"Why can't we???"
"See! I DO know you!" Eleraen laughed. "Because, when we open it we'll have to go in. Perhaps to stay."
"Can't we just go look? Please???"
Eleraen sighed and studied her.
"Please?? I won't tell!!"
"Okay... fine." Eleraen let out a heavy sigh. "Just a peek, okay? We're not going in too far."
"Okay! Let's go!" Jenny jumped and giggled and clapped her hands.
Eleraen ran her fingers over the wall until they discovered a very slight indentation. She smiled and traced it from the ground to up above her head, and then back down again. She stepped back a couple feet and spoke softly in the odd language Jenny heard her speak before. Nothing happened at first, but then... slowly... the outlined portion of the wall parted from the rest and swung outward.
"Cool!" Jenny's eyes grew wide as she watched.
"Ready?" Eleraen glanced back at her.
"Yeah! Let's go!"
"Okay... if you say so." Eleraen sighed again and went in.
The door led to a narrow, rough-hewn passage that seemed to go straight and slightly downward. The floor was covered with a thick layer of dirt and dust that had not been disturbed for some time. Here and there puddles of water collected from springs and rain that leaked in. Cobwebs clung to the walls and ceiling, in places thick and difficult to clear. Spiders and bugs of various types and sizes scurried in all directions on their approach.
With Eleraen's eyes and Jenny's tiny flashlight, they explored for about a half an hour. Jenny added girlish sound effects as she dodged... sometimes successfully, sometimes not... the increasing variety if insects. She began to lag behind and her breathing became labored. Elerean stopped several times to check on her and suggested they turn around. But the teen insisted on pressing on, saying she wanted to see something "Elvish."
"Five minutes more..." Eleraen spoke sternly, "then we go back.
It took only two. They stumbled down a step and the walls disappeared. The air was cooler, but also fresher and moving a bit. It was still stuffy and wasn't helping Jenny at all. Eleraen went forward a few feet and bumped into something wooden... and hard.
"Ow!!" Eleraen rubbed her upper legs. "Uh... got a match?"
"No." Jenny's voice was pinched and raspy.
"Hmmmm... uh... shoot your flashlight around. Maybe we can find a wall."
"Can... we... go back?"
Eleraen went to the dim light and grabbed Jenny's arm. It was clammy and Jenny was shaking. She took the flashlight and led her down the steps and to the closest bunch of the tables she'd bumped into. After listening to Jenny breath for a moment, she kissed her and began to look around.
"Give me a minute here, okay?"
"Okay... I'll try."
Eleraen found the entrance and examined either side of it. A large wooden door was standing open and torches sat in racks, one on each side.
"That's what I'm looking for..." Eleraen mumbled as she reached for a torch while trying to think of a way to light it. That wasn't necessary, for it ignited immediately at a touch of her hand.
"Okay, that works!" Eleraen chuckled as she took the torch from its rack and went around lighting the others. "Wonder if she noticed."
They had entered a large square room, a cube really, for the walls (about fifty feet long) seemed to be as high as they were long. Doors were set in the middle of each wall. Two, in the walls on either side of the one they entered through, were level with the floor, while the one across from them was at the top of seven steps. That door was taller and wider than the others. The room itself was filled mostly with long tables and benches. There were racks along the walls for weapons and shields, and a few still sat in their places. The walls, ceiling and floor were well finished, but plain, and the tables and benches were of stout, thick oak.
"What... is... this place?" Jenny sucked air after almost every word.
"A ward room... mess hall, and maybe more. Come on..." Eleraen took Jenny's arm, "let's get you home. We'll come back tomorrow and explore."
"Okay..."
"By the way, where's your inhaler?"
Jenny staggered toward the door they had come through.
"Jenny??"
"It... doesn't work... for me... anymore."
"What?? You idiot!!" Eleraen jerked Jenny around to face her. "Did you think I wanted to bring you down here to die?! What's with you??"
"Don't yell at me!!" Jenny screamed as best she could. "I just... want... to be... normal!" She collapsed to her knees sobbing, and her breathing became worse.
"Aw shit..." Eleraen knelt beside her, "I'm sorry," she pulled Jenny close. "Do you have some medicine at home?"
Jenny nodded.
"Does it work?"
Jenny nodded again.
"Okay. Good. Now calm down..." Eleraen rocked Jenny back and forth, "calm down... ca..."
Something metallic clattered to the floor behind them and she jerked around to find it. Eleraen saw nothing... until she turned back and faced the door. A blue vial sat on the steps where it had not been before. She looked down the passage and was sure she saw something move. She glanced around quickly making a note of where the weapons were.
Jenny had calmed some but was breathing no better. Eleraen considered for a moment, then grabbed the vial and opened it. After a quick sniff and taste, she passed it to Jenny.
"Here, drink some of this."
"What... is it?"
"Just drink!"
Jenny drank some from the vial and almost immediately her lungs started to open. One more sip and she could breath freely again.
"WOW!" Jenny took in several deep breaths. What is this stuff?? Where'd you get it?"
"Not sure... to both."
"Whatever... this is cool!"
"Glad you're happy. Now let's get home." Eleraen got up and lifted Jenny.
"Aw... let's look around some. I'm okay!" Jenny hugged Eleraen. "Sorry I yelled at you." She kissed her cheek. "Please don't tell Daddy."
"About?" Eleraen raised an eyebrow.
"I... uh... this!"
"This... what? He doesn't know about your inhaler, does he?"
Jenny turned away and walked into the room.
"Does he??"
Jenny dumped herself on a bench.
"Well???"
"No."
"And why?" Eleraen sat down beside her.
"He'd smother me... more than he already does. I just want to be normal!"
"Hmmm... I know the feeling. But you know something?" Eleraen gently pulled Jenny's face around. "Neither of us ever will be. That's okay, though. I'm... uh... just starting to figure that out. You... uh... have any other secrets I need to know about??"
"No, that's all!" Jenny sat up and smiled. "Everything else works just fine. TOO fine for Daddy's taste!"
"Hmmm..." Eleraen smiled. "Okay, let's do some exploring. Sure you're okay?"
"Yeah, great!"
"Sure?"
"Yeah, really! Ellen?"
"Yeah?"
"Please don't tell Daddy... about my inhaler, I mean."
"I... uh..." Eleraen looked at her eyes and sighed, "okay... fine. It's our secret... at least for now."
"Thank you!" Jenny ran to her and hugged her tightly. They kissed each other and then separated.
"Come on." Eleraen took her hand. "Let's look around."
The door to their left led to the kitchen and pantry. The kitchen was equipped with a large hearth and a long table for preparation. The iron kettles and skillets were now mostly caked with rust, but it easily came off and they seemed quite usable. Great wheels of cheese (dipped in wax and still very eatable) and jars of preserved fruit lined the shelves of the pantry, kept cold by a spring that ran across a trough in the back wall and into the kitchen. Several kegs of beer and wine sat in a neat row. The beer had gone bad, but the wine, though by this time potent, was still very tasty.
The door to the right led to a series of rooms. A long room lined with short beds was, they guessed, the barracks. Another held armor and equipment. One, which was really two rooms, was apparently the quarters of an officer. Perhaps the garrison commander. In the outer room were a desk and chair and a rack for armor. The inner room contained a bed, dresser, and a basin and pitcher for washing.
"Hey... look!" Jenny carefully turned the pages of a large, leather-bound book. The pages were brittle, but mostly held together.
"Careful!" Eleraen came and stood next to her. "Let me see!" She flipped through the pages and sighed. "It's a ledger, nothing more. The dwarves keep real careful books." Her chuckle became a laugh when she saw Jenny's face.
"D... dwarves??"
"Yes, Jenny, dwarves. They are miners mostly, and have a great love of things underground. They do not love elves, but we get along... for the most part."
"Are they mean?"
"No..." Eleraen chuckled, "but they do have a REAL short fuse! And are ferocious fighters when aroused."
"Are they still here?"
"No, I don't think so." Eleraen began going through the drawers of the desk. "They have... moved..." From the bottom right drawer she pulled out another book, smaller but thicker than the other one.
"What is that?"
"Something I can't read." Eleraen's eyes welled up as she ran her fingers over the flowing script. "This is elvish, Jenny. Beautiful, isn't it?"
"Why can't you read it? You're an elf!"
"Yes... I am. An indolent one intent on being human." Eleraen sat down at the desk. "I learned the common runes... had to really... but refused to learn this. My sister... was a much... better student." She wiped away a tear and continued to thumb through it.
"Yeah... know whacha mean about studying. How about this one?" Jenny reached into the middle left drawer and produced a very large and thick leather-bound volume. It had bronze hinges and corners of gold-plated bronze.
"Let me see!" Eleraen sat aside the smaller book and set the large one in front of her. "Yes, yes I can! At least some, anyway!"
"Well?" Jenny squirmed behind her. "What does it say?"
"Patience!"
"Well... uh... I gotta go!"
"We'll leave in a few minutes."
"No... I gotta GO!!" Jenny squirmed even more.
"Oh! Uh... down the hall to the left, I think."
"Ellen... I'm serious!"
"So am I. Go look! I'll tell you what it says when you get back."
"Okay... fine!" Jenny stormed out and turned left.
Alone and undisturbed, Eleraen began to read. It was annals of the dwarves of this realm, written in the common runes, and in the elvish script she never learned. She could speak it though, and it seemed to be a bilingual text. It was a long history, which apparently came to an end when the nations of this area lost their land. Still, they returned occasionally and kept the way open for those of dwarf and elf kind who wished to return. The second to the last entry was fifty years before, the last only three. No one came, so they left.
"She came so close... so close..." Eleraen sighed and wiped her eyes, "so... close..."
She carefully closed the book and returned it to its drawer, thought a moment, then took it out again and opened it to the last page. She carried the ink well to the kitchen and put a small amount of water in it. In short order she had ink enough to do what she needed, and a sharpened quill to write with. She sat down again, took a deep breath and began to write using the runes she had learned... except her name, which she did know in the script of her people.
Eleraen, great grandniece of Willin Fairtree, returned to the land of her people on
What date should she use? She had no idea what calendars were in use. She had never been to where she was going. Well, the dwarves, at least those who came here, were familiar enough with the one she could understand. She would write in what she knew and let them figure it out.
the twenty-fifth day of July in the year of the human realm two thousand and three.
"There," she sighed. "It's done. Jenny will understand... one day." She blotted the page and closed the book. Then she walked out the door and glanced to her left. No sign of Jenny. She started to her right, then stopped and glanced down at her watch. Well over a half hour had passed. She paused for a moment, then groaned and went to check the rooms down the hall.
The barracks were empty, as was the latrine. Eleraen checked the various storerooms, but found nothing. She rushed through the main hall to check the kitchen and pantry. Nothing there either. She came back to the main hall and looked down the passage they had come through. “No...” she shook her head, “she would not have left without me.”
Eleraen sighed hard and slammed her fist into the wall. "I deserve this." She wiped her eyes and hung her head a moment, then began to look around the hall. "So... where is she?
She turned and looked up at the door opposite her. It swung out into the room (as the others did) and was open just enough for someone to squeeze through. Eleraen hit the wall again and cursed.
"I'm gonna kick her..." Eleraen ran past the tables to the steps, stopping when something shiny caught her eye. She bent down and picked up a gold coin, somewhat larger than a quarter. In the center was a crowned lion rampart and elvish writing and runes surrounded it.
"I'll kick yours too!" Eleraen scowled and glanced back at the passage. "Where'd you come from, anyway?"
When she turned back to the door Eleraen noticed the torch on the left side missing. "She learns fast!" She quipped as she grabbed the other one and went through the door to follow her.
Across the hall two eyes watched Eleraen go through the door. They smiled then went back down the passage. They went through the cave entrance and took up a position to watch and wait for their return.
Chapter 3
The door led to a set of wide steps that went up for about a hundred feet then leveled out onto a spacious, well-finished hallway. This in turn took her, after about twenty minutes, to an even wider gallery, frescoed and with vaulted ceilings. Eleraen paused a moment to look left. The light faded quickly that way and she could see little. To the right though, was a good bit of light. Jenny had apparently lit the torches as she passed by leaving Eleraen a clear path to follow. She smiled, even chuckled a bit, and turned to go after her.
The gallery itself must have gone on for miles, with many passages branching off from it. This was once a great realm, with many thousands of dwarves in residence. Eleraen wondered aloud what became of them. Her progress was slowed somewhat as she gazed at the great battle scenes displayed along the walls. Dwarves, along with elves and men (she noticed the fairness of the dwarves in portraying them) were locked in mortal combat with goblins... and other things. There were victories... and defeats... and she wondered who finally won.
One fresco in particular caught her attention. It seemed to be at least relatively new, and showed a decidedly red-haired elf maiden standing straddle over a goblin she had killed with a crossbow. She wore a triumphant look as she directed other elves in attack. Eleraen was deep in study when a shrill scream brought her back to reality.
"Jenny!!!" Eleraen raced down the gallery toward the sound.
She found that she was near the end of this part of the gallery. In a minute or so it emptied out onto a grand columned boulevard about a hundred yards wide, that disappeared into the darkness in both directions. In front of her, in the distance, a small light flickered on the floor.
"Jenny!" Eleraen ran to the torch and snatched it off the floor. She frantically swung it around in all directions trying to find the missing girl. "Jenny!"
"H... here." Jenny's voice was no more than a whisper.
Eleraen turned to her left and saw a hand pinned against a pillar. She walked around it to find the rest of Jenny glued to it as well. Her eyes were as wide as they could get and she stared straight ahead, trembling.
"Jenny, what's wrong?" Eleraen touched her arm and she jumped.
"Something moved!"
"Where?"
Jenny pointed without moving. Eleraen turned around and moved a few feet toward an opening where the gallery continued on. She waved the torch around slowly but saw nothing.
"Probably just the shadows moving.
"Damnit, it moved!"
"Jenny..."
"No! That's bullshit! Something moved!"
"Hey! Watch your mouth! Don't get like me! Come here." Eleraen grabbed Jenny and pulled her close. "Stay sweet, okay? Stay sweet."
"Something did move!" Jenny hugged her tightly and sobbed "Can we go now?"
"Yeah, maybe we better."
"I... uh... need... to change."
"Huh?"
"My jeans... I"
"OH!" Eleraen tried hard not to laugh. "Okay, let's... go..." Something caught her attention as she turned and headed back to the gallery.
"What's wrong?" Jenny began to tremble again.
"A light! See it?" Eleraen pointed to her right.
"Uh... no."
"It's there, trust me. And it's sunlight! Come on. Let's go look!" Eleraen started to pull her down the boulevard.
"Ellen, my pants!"
"Oh... uh... take'em off."
"Uh...." Jenny looked around at her surroundings. "No."
"Can we go look? Please??"
"Okay..." Jenny let out a teenaged sigh, "fine."
Eleraen rushed towards the light as Jenny stomped along behind her, taking time to examine the various columns she passed along the way. Each one was carved in the form of a different tree, and no two were exactly alike. She looked up to find where they ended, but they disappeared into the darkness above her. Along the way she passed hallways, passages and stairways. Some went straight; some went in at an angle. Some steps went up, some down. She peaked in occasionally, but did not try to open any doors. As she trudged along, Jenny smiled at the torch Eleraen had handed her before she ran off.
It took her close to ten minutes to cover the half-mile distance. About half way there she too could see the light, and it grew in size as she approached until it became a doorway that led to a small sheltered balcony. Eleraen was already on it, seemingly in a trance. Jenny's mouth dropped open as she went out and stood next to her.
"It's... it's beautiful!"
"Yes," Eleraen nodded, "yes it is."
From their perch high up the side of the mountain they looked out on a vast expanse of trees and streams, lush rolling hills and more level places of apparently nothing at all. Not far away on their left a waterfall rolled its way down the mountain. In the distance, a bit to their right, the ruins of a once great city lay sleeping.
"Well Toto..." Eleraen put her arm around Jenny and pulled her close, "we're not in Kansas anymore!"
"Well... uh... where ARE we?"
"I'm not sure, Jenny... not sure at all."
"You're... gonna... leave me... aren't you?" Jenny clinched her eyes tightly shut.
"Jenny... that's... my home... I think. At least it should be. I..."
"I knew it." Jenny's head dropped and tears rolled down her checks.
"Hey, come here. Look at me." Eleraen turned Jenny to her. "I will not leave without you. Okay?"
"What about Daddy?"
"Yeah, him too... as soon... uh... as I figure out... how."
"You sure?"
"Yes, Jenny." Eleraen kissed her. "Very sure."
"Okay, cool!" Jenny grabbed her and hugged her tightly. "When do we go? How do we get there? Are there elves there? Who..."
"Jenny!"
"Uh... yeah?"
"I have no idea... to all of them. Let's go get some supper. I'm starving!"
"Yeah. Good Idea!"
Eleraen turned for a last look. The sun hung low in the sky now, and here and there thin ribbons of smoke meandered up to the sky as someone, no telling who, prepared for their own supper. "Wonder who... or what... they are." She sighed heavily and lingered another moment.
"You really wanna go, don't you?" Jenny laid her head on Eleraen's shoulder.
"Yeah, I do." Eleraen smiled and kissed Jenny. "First things first, though. Come on. Let's go eat!"
They had only gone a hundred feet or so back when Eleraen suddenly stopped and swung the torch to her right into the main part of the boulevard. (They were on a "sidewalk" which ran up either side between the columns and the wall.)
"Get behind me!" Eleraen barked as she pushed Jenny backwards.
"I told you something moved!" Jenny whispered and began to shake.
"Yes... yes, you did," Eleraen moved haltingly forward as she slowly scanned the area with her eyes and ears. She heard Jenny's accelerating breaths... and maybe something else. Her eyes caught something in the road about a hundred yards in front of them. "Come on."
"Ellen!" Jenny froze and trembled.
"Come on." Eleraen held back her hand. "It's okay!" She rolled her eyes upward. "I think."
Jenny latched on and Eleraen dragged her forward. When they reached the spot she had seen, they found what at first appeared to be two piles of bright metal rings. Eleraen smiled as she knelt down to examine them. As she did she was sure she saw two forms, off in the distance in front of her, move swiftly to the left toward the gallery near the spot where she had found Jenny. She opened her mouth to speak, but only chuckled instead.
"W... what is it?" Jenny stood back a bit from the piles.
"Chain mail..." Eleraen picked one up, and was amazed at its lack of weight, "I have heard of this... but... never..." she held it up and watched it sparkle.
"How... how'd it get there?" Jenny jerked her head around trying to find someone.
"Don't know..." Eleraen laid the mail out flat and picked up the other pile. "But..." She chuckled as she held it up, this one decidedly smaller, "they have a good eye... and they like you!" She looked at Jenny and grinned.
"Huh? Who?? Ellen!" Jenny flapped her arms.
"Here." Eleraen picked up the first mail shirt and handed it up to Jenny. "Try it on."
Jenny hesitated, then pulled the mail over her head. It went on easily and fit perfectly... everywhere.
"See? Poof! You're a shield maiden!" Eleraen laughed as she gazed at the buxom blond in armor.
"Huh?"
"Well, guess you do need a spear and shield."
"What?"
"Helmet wouldn't hurt either!" Eleraen stood up and pulled the other mail shirt on. "Okay, NOW we're ready! Keep it on for now, easier to carry." She smiled and motioned Jenny on. Jenny sighed hard and followed.
When they reached the intersection where the grand gallery ran through the boulevard Eleraen stopped and looked down the darker portion. She studied it, until she could just make out two short squat objects in the shadows. She smiled and bowed, and was sure each bowed and waved in return.
"I'll be back!" Eleraen spoke in the elvish tongue as she waved and turned to leave.
"Hey!" Jenny grabbed her arm. "What's going on?"
"It is good at times, Jenny..." Eleraen smiled, "to have friends in dark places. Such are we in now... such we have."
"Huh?"
"Come on, I'm very hungry!"
"Will she return?" The aged dwarf leaned on his ax. "Or have we wasted another good set of armor?"
"You are too cynical..." His still-older companion laughed, "even for our kind! She'll be back."
"Hrmph!" The aged dwarf grunted as he headed down the darkened hallway. "We'll see."
"Aye! The other turned to follow him. "That we will."
They disappeared into the darkness without looking back.
"Uh... Ellen..." Jenny, who had taken the lead, blocked the door to the wardroom, "someone's in here!"
"Move." Eleraen pushed her in. "Let me see!"
Jenny stumbled in and Eleraen followed behind her.
"Well... been here, anyway." Eleraen chuckled as she looked down at the table closest to the way out. An earthen pitcher and two mugs sat on it, as well as a plate which held a large hunk of cheese and a knife.
"Well, come on! I'm thirsty!" Eleraen rushed down and filled both mugs.
"But..."
"Shi... phooey!" Eleraen finished a big gulp, "only water. COLD water, though, and pretty good!"
"Really?"
"Yeah, come get some!"
They spent a half hour or so resting and eating cheese. It was obviously from one of the wheels in the kitchen. Very old and strong, but very good. They left only after emptying the large pitcher and finishing off the cheese. They removed their armor first, and placed it in the office. Eleraen didn't want to explain that just yet. Jenny lingered in the passage doorway as they left, finally admitting to herself that she really did hate to leave, and was excited by the prospects of coming back. Eleraen sighed and smiled. She had sensed her thoughts, and was glad. She also sensed another's, but ignored them.
"When you gonna tell Daddy?" Jenny sipped on some cold tea, having just finished her third turkey and Munster cheese sandwich.
"I don't have the faintest idea, Jenny." Eleraen slipped deeper into the hot tub. "When... or what... or how!"
"Well..." Jenny grinned, "maybe if you and Daddy... I mean... you know... a couple nights... and... it would be easy... and..."
"Listen to the expert!" Eleraen laughed. "And you've had how many dates?"
"None." Jenny pooched out her lip. "You know that."
"Hey...."Eleraen chuckled and held out her hand. "Come here. I was only teasing a little." She pulled Jenny to her and hugged her.
"I was... just thinking... that..."
"If I slept with him I'd stay?"
"Yeah... kinda." Jenny sniffed once or twice.
"I'm staying, okay?" Eleraen squeezed and kissed her.
"Okay." Jenny sighed. "Guess I'm just a little insecure. Daddy's last girlfriend freaked when I had an asthma attack and we never saw her again."
"I see." Eleraen snickered. "Well. I didn't freak. Though I was kinda pis... tic'd at you. Warn me next time, okay?"
"Okay." Jenny ran her hands lightly over Eleraen's bare chest. "You're pretty."
"U-huh..." Eleraen smiled, "and you're horny. Behave!"
Jenny hung her head. "Just... once?"
"There's no such thing as 'just once.' We're not going there. Uh... have you before?"
A tear rolled down Jenny's cheek.
"Jenny?"
"Just once... last summer... the girl's basketball coach... invited me over... to swim... and..."
"... seduced you. You tell anyone?"
Jenny shook her head.
"Well, you should have!"
"She's... moved. Other girls... did."
"Good! Now... you do have a problem that needs fixing. Come here."
Eleraen pushed Jenny onto one of the hot tub's seats, then reached down and pulled off her bikini bottom.
"Now... stay there." Eleraen reached for the water control. Jenny's eyes grew wider as the pressure increased.
"Oh... wow!"
"U-huh..." Eleraen laughed, "I'm surprised you haven't found that one yourself!"
"Yeah, really!"
"Guess I might as well relax." Eleraen winked as she took a seat across from Jenny. She leaned back, closed her eyes, and smiled.
"Ellen??"
"Yes?'
"Thank... you... oh!" Jenny groaned and took in a deep breath.
"You're very... welcome." Eleraen let out a long sigh.
"Good morning!" Jenny pranced onto the deck." You okay?"
"Yeah," Eleraen stared towards the drive, "just thought I heard something."
"Oh." Jenny bumped up against her. "So... how many last night?"
"Jenny!!" Eleraen flashed her a disgusted look.
"Aw, come on." Jenny grinned. "How many?"
"Three." Eleraen sighed and turned away... and red. "I think."
"Beat'cha! I had four!"
Eleraen laughed in spite of herself. "Does the term 'nympho' have any meaning for you?"
"Uh... no... should it?"
"You need a man, bad!" Eleraen shook her head. "Go cook breakfast." She gave Jenny a playful swat on her backside.
"Okay!"
Jenny went inside and busied herself with breakfast. She heard Eleraen go down the steps but paid little attention to it. In the back of her mind she thought she heard her call Ben's name. When everything was ready she smiled at the stack of steaming pancakes, then turned and went back outside.
"Breakfast's ready!" Jenny called as she scanned the area for Eleraen. "Hey Ben..." She looked down at the bear, seemingly asleep just inside the clearing, "where's Ellen?"
Ben didn't move.
"Hey, sleepy head! Where's... Ellen..." Jenny's eyes were drawn to a bright red something on the bear's hind quarter. "Ben??" Jenny scurried down the steps and ran to the bear.
"Oh... shit!" Jenny grabbed the tranquilizer dart and yanked it out. Ben lifted his head a little, but then it flopped back down.
"Damnit!" Jenny flung the dart to the ground as she stood up. "Ellen!"
Jenny raced down the drive without going back for shoes. She had not gone far when she came upon fresh tracks made by large tires. When she reached the road she found tracks newly laid on the pavement trailing off to the left, heading north into the mountains. She kept running, glancing down side roads, until she came to one that was little more than a dirt path. It had rained early that morning and the tread marks, matching those by the house, were clear and new. She paused a moment to gulp in air, then followed them.
"Told me you were dead, l'l bitch." The dumpy dirty man kicked the naked figure twice... hard... as she lay curled up on the ground trying vainly to shield herself. "Was that ever'body??" He finished zipping his pants. "Wasn't I nice to let y'all go 'fore me?"
The motley collection around him grinned and nodded.
"What's wrong... car thief..." he kicked her hard in the chest, "wasn't I good to you?" He slammed his foot into her navel. "Stringerup!!"
They jerked Eleraen up roughly and dragged her to a nearby tree, where a rope was already waiting. They jammed the noose down around her neck and she was hauled up until her feet were about two feet off the ground. They circled her and laughed as she clawed weakly at the rope tightening around her neck.
"Hey! Get... her down!!" Jenny stumbled into the clearing and made a quick scan of the situation: ten men, some junk cars, and an old, beat-up log cabin with something smoking behind it.
"Get her!" The leader hollered and two of the others grabbed her before she could react.
"More fun!" The one with two teeth grinned as he ripped off Jenny's top.
"No time... stringerup!" Their boss' voice left no room for argument.
"Aw shit!" They were unanimous as they pulled her under a new noose.
"No!!!" Jenny struggled, but they were much stronger. Eleraen kicked at them, causing the rope to tighten around her own neck.
"Noagggg..." Jenny's voice faded as her feet left the ground.
She pulled on the noose... and managed to get a breath now and then. But the rope was getting tighter, and she was loosing strength. She looked over to Eleraen, to find her already unconscious. She hung limply by the rope, a clear liquid running down her leg.
Suddenly it seemed the rope broke, and Eleraen's body dropped to the ground. Jenny stared at it, wanting it, trying to will it, to move. She pulled hard on her rope one more time and got another gulp of air.
Then men started falling, each with an arrow in a vital place. Some drew pistols and started shooting wildly in every direction... and at the black Cadillac that crashed into the clearing. Jon and George jumped from it, George dropping the man closest to him with his .45. Jon raced toward Jenny and had almost reached her when the rope parted, cut cleanly in two by another arrow, and she dropped limply to the ground. She had just passed out and Jon frantically pulled at the noose.
A young blond-haired man strolled into the clearing and drew his bow. His arrow felled the leader as he was fleeing through the trees in panic.
"Jenny! Jenny!" Jon blew two quick breaths into her with no effect. "George! I need help here!"
"I'm kinda busy right now!" George was bent over Eleraen, administering CPR.
The young man stood between them, seemingly in a trance.
"Jenny! Jen..." Jon jumped as Jenny jerked and took in a quick breath. She breathed in several more times and opened her eyes.
"Ellen... how's Ellen?"
"Don't know." Jon pulled Jenny up and hugged her. "George... how is she?"
"Got a pulse.... She's breathing... and you're gonna get one hellava bill! How's Jenny?"
"Can't breathe..." Jenny struggled for short raspy breaths.
"George, she's having an attack!"
"Got a pen at home?"
"Yeah!"
"Let's get there!" George scooped up Eleraen's limp body and headed for the car.
"I... need... a... shirt..." Jenny, with Jon's help, slowly struggled to her feet, half-heartedly trying to cover herself.
"Use mine!" The blond-haired man pulled the greenish brown shirt over his head and passed it to her.
"Thanks!" Jenny smiled at him as Jon helped her pull the shirt on.
"Yeah... thanks." Jon nodded as he led Jenny to the car.
"Most welcome!" The young man bowed slightly. "I will meet you." He nodded to George, then disappeared into the woods.
"George?" Jon glanced back at the car.
"Let's go!" George motioned Jon to the car then jumped in.
"I have failed." Ben lay dejectedly at the foot of the steps. He didn't even raise his head when the tall blond man ran up.
"No, my friend..." He knelt beside the bear and stroked him, "we are all caught off guard at times. I should have hunted less... and been more vigilant." He looked up as George's car blew gravel coming to a stop. "We will talk later."
George and Jon dragged the girls inside, ignoring both the bear and the man. Jenny collapsed on the couch while Eleraen was carried into the master suite. Moments later the doctor emerged.
"She needs a hospital. Now." George grabbed a glass and chugged a large gulp of water.
"No." The young man was suddenly in the midst of them. "Come doctor, I will aid you." He smiled at Jenny and disappeared into the bedroom.
"Jenny... where are all the epi-pens??" Jon pawed through the kitchen drawers.
"Uh... think... we're out..."
"Jenny!!" Jon slammed the drawer shut.
"I'll... be okay."
"Where's the machine?"
"In... my bedroom."
"Stay put!" Jon jabbed a finger at her as he ran upstairs.
Twenty minutes later Jenny was breathing easier, but not all that great. She went into the kitchen to get a drink, but burst into tears when she saw the uneaten breakfast and ran upstairs. A few minutes later she was back, wearing her halter and carrying the shirt. She glanced at Jon, then headed toward his bedroom.
"Where are you going?" Jon jumped up from the chair.
"Returning a shirt."
"Jenny, wait..." Jon threw up his hands and followed her in.
George and the tall blond man were leaning over Eleraen from opposite sides of the bed, their patient, covered now with a sheet, was unconscious and breathing weakly.
"How is she?" Jenny took hold of Eleraen's feet.
"She is bleeding again... internally." George kept his eyes on Eleraen. "She... may not..."
"Why?? Why did they do this??"
"Those? For pleasure. I fear we have suffered much at your hands through the years." The young man straightened up and turned to her.
"Oh... uh... here." Jenny held out the shirt to him. "Thought... I'd get this back to you." She smiled and stuffed her hands in her pockets, pushing her jeans down.
"Thank you!" The man bowed, then pulled the shirt on. "I am Gildor. And you are?"
"Sixteen!" Jon scowled at Gildor from behind her.
"Daddy!"
"Ah..." Gildor chuckled, "I am two thousand four hundred and fifty two. But I meant your name."
"I'm Jenny!" Jenny grinned and held out her hand.
"A pleasure!" Gildor squeezed her hand. "A great pleasure!"
Jon sighed loudly as Jenny's face turned red.
"Oh... shit..." Eleraen's voice was weak, and her eyes were still closed, "did you... really say that?"
"Which one of us?" Gildor pulled slightly on Jenny's hand. She understood and moved closer.
"You!" Eleraen slowly opened her eyes. "Where... am I?"
"You're home!" Jon pushed around them and took her hand. "How do you feel?"
"Terrible..." She attempted a smile. "I... think... I'm in trouble. So cold... so cold..."
"George??"
"We'll see." George sighed and turned away.
Jenny rushed from the room, followed closely by Gildor. He caught up with her when she reached the deck.
"I don't want to lose another one!" Jenny pounded on the deck rail. "It's not fair!"
"Jenny..." Gildor took her arm, "come, let us walk."
She took his hand and together they walked into the yard past the hot tub. Ben followed them, but at a discreet distance.
"Jenny, Eleraen has much strength in her. Do not lose hope just yet."
"Who? Her name is Ellen."
"Her name, Jenny, is Eleraen. It means 'wandering star' in our tongue."
"Fit's, doesn't it, Gildor. Are you... I mean... you and..."
"We are cousins..." Gildor smiled, "nothing more. I do seek... though."
"You gotta get past Daddy first. I haven't even had a date." Jenny pushed her jeans lower.
"You have no suitors?"
"Huh?"
"No one has asked for you?"
"Uh... I don't... think so..."
"Good! Then I shall!"
"Move kinda fast, don't you?" Jenny raised an eyebrow, but pushed a little more on her jeans.
"Jenny!" Jon yelled from the deck.
"Uh-oh." Jenny groaned. "Yes?"
"What... uh... do you want... for lunch?"
"I'll come cook," Jenny sighed. "Caught again." She mumbled as she walked slowly to the house.
"I will aid you!" Gildor grinned as he walked back beside her.
"Sit down." Gildor moved gracefully between the pots and pans on the stove and the various bowls and plates on the counter. "I will do this."
"Huh?" Jenny leaned on the bar behind him.
"My ears are not deceived by your words." Gildor turned to her. "You cannot breathe."
"No... really... I'm... okay."
"No, really." Gildor took her hands. "You are not."
"Another reason I haven't had a date." Jenny whimpered as she looked at the floor.
"Hmmm... I see." Gildor placed a finger under her chin and raised her head.
"I just... want to be... normal!"
"Come to me." Gildor pulled her to him and hugged her, rubbing her bare back. "I do not care."
"Really?" Jenny pulled him tighter. "Do you... mean it??"
"Yes." Gildor kissed her forehead. "Now come." He lifted her easily and placed her on a stool. "You rest... I cook! The doctor and your father will have need of sustenance soon!"
With another kiss he went cheerfully to work.
The late lunch/early supper was eaten mostly in silence. Jon would occasionally glance disapprovingly at Gildor, and steal a worried look at the bedroom door, but he mainly kept to his meal. Jenny could barely keep her eyes off Gildor long enough to find her food, while George sat and snickered, ignoring the dirty looks he would get every now and then from Jon.
After they ate Gildor and George checked on their patient, then held a short and hushed consultation. Gildor disappeared into the woods, to return a short time later with a brown leather bag. He pulled out a small blue vial and handed it to Jenny, then took the rest into the bedroom. A short time later George arrived back from town with saline, plasma, and equipment to perform a transfusion. They closed themselves in the room and did not come out for over two hours. When they did, Gildor had a bandage on his left arm, and they both wore slight smiles.
"Well?" Jon jumped up from the chair.
"Well..." George poured himself a large glass of tea, "there is more hope than there was this afternoon."
"What does that mean?"
"It means, Jon, that we've done all we can for now. The bleeding... I think... has stopped. She's stable. Now, we wait."
"Can I see her??"
"We were hoping you'd take a turn sitting with her."
"Sure! Uh... now??"
"Yes, now. We both need some rest."
"Okay... I'll uh, just... okay!" Jon scurried into the room.
"Gildor..." Jenny touched his arm, "wanna get in the hot tub?"
"Well..." Gildor glanced at George, "if I will not be needed for a while."
"Go ahead..." George smiled, "I'll stand guard."
Jenny went into the master bedroom to check on Eleraen... and steal a pair of Jon's swim trunks. Both missions accomplished, she changed into her skimpiest bikini and they were soon enjoying the pleasures of the hot tub. She had even provided them with munchies and drinks. True to his word, George kept a watchful eye on Jon to see that they were not disturbed. They need not have worried, though. Jon was taking his duties seriously and... for the moment... had quite forgotten the love birds. Jenny meanwhile, used any excuse she could find to inch her way closer to Gildor.
"The stars are so pretty here!" Jenny pressed up against Gildor's right side.
"They are much more beautiful in our land." Gildor smiled as he swung his arm around her and she snuggled to him.
"You know... that crack about your age? You shouldn't have done that."
"I suppose you are correct. I really do not like humans. There are few of them I care about at all. You are changing my mind..." Gildor leaned in and kissed her... this time on the lips, "somewhat."
"We're not that bad! Uh... are we?"
"Throughout history there have been those... Jesuits and Puritans among them... who were terrified of us, and our 'magic' as it is called by them. For that they have sought... and seek... to destroy us. There are others, Druids and the SS, who wish to use us... and then destroy us. It is the SS that killed Eleraen's sister, and is trying to kill her."
"SS? Nazi's??" Jenny snickered. "Isn't that, like, the ultimate 'bad guy' or something? I mean... you're joking, right? They're all dead!"
"They are evil, Jenny... evil beyond imagination. And they are not all dead."
"Okay... fine... but we're not all Nazi's." Jenny glanced up at him as she pooched out her lip.
"No, but most of you do fear what you don't understand, and react in a rather negative way to that fear."
"Well... maybe... but not me!" Jenny's wide eyes stared up at him.
"No, Jenny, not you." Gildor pressed her against him.
"This feels so good!" Jenny stretched up and kissed him and they remained locked together for several minutes. Gildor's hands began to roam, then he jerked them back.
"I am sorry."
"No! It's okay!" Jenny placed his hand back inside her top. "I want this."
"Perhaps..." Gildor withdrew his hand, "but we will wait."
"Please??"
"We will wait...though perhaps not long." Gildor grinned as he pulled her close. "Now... be content."
"Okay..." Jenny sighed as she snuggled, "This feels very good."
"Yes," Gildor sighed. "Yes it does."
On George's signal they quickly got out and were coming in the kitchen door as Jon was coming out of the bedroom. He scowled, but said nothing. Gildor and Jenny dressed, then took a turn themselves watching Eleraen. It was around midnight when George took over again and the rest went to bed.
At a little after two Jenny ever so slowly opened the door to the guest room where Gildor was sleeping. She crept into the room, carefully closing the door behind her so as not to make a sound. Haltingly... step by hesitant step... she moved to the side of the bed opposite Gildor. She gradually pulled back the covers and lowered herself, almost imperceptibly into the bed. She waited several moments, then replaced the covers and nestled in next to him.
"Elf friend?"
Jenny jumped at the sound of Gildor's voice.
"Uh... yes?"
"You must learn to move more quietly." Gildor smiled as he reached behind him. "Give me your hand."
Gildor took her hand and pulled her arm across him, and her tightly to him. She squirmed to get as close to him as she could.
"Jenny, is your father armed?"
"Uh... no. Mom didn't like guns."
"Just as well!" There was a chuckle in Gildor's voice.
"Yeah, gotta point!" Jenny laughed and squeezed him.
"Goodnight, Jenny."
"Goodnight."
Jenny made sure there was a particularly fine breakfast waiting for Jon when he staggered in from sleeping on the floor next to Eleraen. Of course it didn't trouble her at all that Gildor enjoyed it as well. George appeared, having just returned from a run into town to get supplies. He ate his share of breakfast, then disappeared into the bedroom with Gildor. They remained there for over an hour.
When they emerged, Gildor took Jenny down to the lawn for some impromptu archery lessons. She had barraged him with questions the previous evening, so he decided to teach her. Several arrows went off in various directions... and Ben went into hiding under the deck. Finally Jenny stomped and flung the bow to the ground.
"My boobs are getting in the way!"
"It is said that the Amazons removed one of theirs... the right one I believe..." Gildor's eyes twinkled, "in order to alleviate that problem."
"No!!" Jenny grabbed her chest tightly with both hands.
Gildor laughed. "I do not believe that will be necessary. It is certainly not desired!"
"You sure? I'm kinda big... everywhere."
"I am very sure." Gildor grinned. "Now come, bring the bow."
Jenny frowned, but picked up the bow and another arrow.
"Now..." Gildor motioned toward the target, "draw the bow, but keep your eye... and your mind... on the target. Think of nothing else."
"Concentrate..." Jenny mumbled to herself as she slowly drew the bow, taking in a deep breath as she did. She paused, then released the arrow. A moment later it had sunk into the center of the cardboard target he had made for her.
"I did it!!" Jenny squealed as she jumped up and down.
"Again!" Gildor nodded. "Move back a bit." He motioned her back with his hands.
Over the next few minutes, at increasingly greater distances, Jenny emptied the quiver of arrows. She faltered only once, placing the rest of the arrows very neatly into a target about the size of a dinner plate. When she was through she tossed the bow in the air and ran to Gildor, giving him a tight embrace.
"Here..." George shoved a glass at Jon as he watched... and fumed... from the deck. "It will cool you down, and 'cool' you down!"
"She's a child, George. A child!"
"Looks like a woman to me!" George gazed down into the yard.
"She's a child!" Jon glared. "A sick child!"
George raised an eyebrow as he turned to go inside.
"How long does she have, George?"
"Jenny?" George leaned against the deck rail. "Oh, I don't know. A month... a year... maybe fifty. It all depends on where the next severe attack takes place."
"Good wine cooler." Jon sipped on the drink.
"I'm a man of many talents!"
"Then get rid of him!" Jon jerked his head toward the yard.
"Be careful, Jon." George put his hand on Jon's shoulder. "They're both alive because of him."
"Yeah... but..."
"Listen to me." George's voice became stern. "You may succeed in keeping her here, but you will lose her all the same. A body without a heart is nothing."
Jon hung his head and nodded.
"You have Ellen." George squeezed. "Let Jenny have hers."
"I hate it when you're right." Jon smiled and took a long drink from the glass.
"Well then..." George laughed, "I must be a great annoyance a considerable portion of the time!"
"Well..." Jon grinned, "now that you mention it...." He laughed at George's expression. "Come on, let's check on Ellen."
"Good idea." George followed him in. "Finish your drink."
The house settled into a routine that lasted almost a week. They took turns watching Eleraen, who had taken a slight turn for the worse. George found more bleeding, which required more work and another transfusion. That done, they settled down to wait. Jenny cooked, Jon fretted, and George conspired with Gildor to give the couple as much time together as possible. Jenny's archery continued to improve, and the sword lessons began.
On the morning of the fifth day, Jon opened his eyes from the chair he had fallen asleep in to find Eleraen smiling and reaching weakly for his hand.
"Okay... what's with the 'nick of time' stuff? You were way out of town when this happened."
"How do you feel??" Jon grabbed her hand and squeezed. It was still cool, but not as cold as before.
"Not sure. Better, I think. Answer the question."
"George came and got me... which reminds me, I need to go get my car... said there was trouble. Seems this Gildor guy told him."
"Oh yeah... him. Where is he? He needs a beating."
"Probably stealing Jenny's virtue as we speak..." Jon scowled, "if he hasn't already!"
"Hey Jon..." Eleraen managed a laugh, "go look up 'hypocrisy' in the dictionary."
"Ellen! That's my daughter out there!"
"Yeah, I know." Eleraen pulled on him and he sat on the edge of the bed. "Believe it or not, him being here makes this easier."
"Makes what easier? I've a girlfriend who's tried to die on me twice, some guy in his twenties chasing after my daughter...."
"Jon... he's not in his twenties." Tears welled up in Eleraen's eyes.
"What... are you saying?"
"Jon..." Eleraen tightened her grip as much as she could, "Jon... Jon... I..." Tears rolled down both sides of her face. "Later. Later." She gave his hand a squeeze and smiled.
"Breakfast's ready!" Jenny bounced into the room. "Oh, hi!" She saw Eleraen's eyes and rushed to the bed and flung herself across her.
"Jenny!" Eleraen wrapped her arms around her. "You're okay!"
"Hey, be careful!" Jon tried to pull Jenny up, but Eleraen held her down.
"She's fine... I am better... really." Eleraen ran her fingers lightly along the bruise on Jenny's neck. "Are you sure you're okay?"
"Yeah... I'm fine, just a little sore." Jenny kissed her and rose up. "Hungry? Gildor and George went off somewhere. They spend an awful lot of time mumbling to each other."
"I don't wonder." Eleraen chuckled slightly.
"I'll bring two plates!" Jenny grinned and turned to go.
"No." Eleraen shook her head as she sat up stiffly. "Enough of this bed. Help me to the table."
"Are you sure?" Jon furrowed his brow.
"Really sure?" Jenny chimed in.
"Yeah, really." Eleraen's tone was firm. "Come on, you two. Help me."
She needed far less help than they thought she would and in a short time they had all relaxed and were enjoying a meal together a the table. Afterwards Jon went to his study for some much-needed catch up while Eleraen sat in the easy chair "supervising" Jenny while she cleaned up. They made small talk while she did, and exchanged very knowing smiles.
"Do you think he knows?" George watched as Gildor shuffled through the pile of documents, papers, and books scattered around the cabin.
"No... not yet." Gildor paused to read one of them. "But he used this vermin for other things. When he can no longer contact them, he may come looking for them himself."
"Then what?"
"We must decide... quickly." Gildor picked up the pile of documents he had collected and stuffed them in his bag. "Come... we must not linger here."
"Okay..." Jon looked back and forth between Jenny, Eleraen and Gildor, "this is way against my better judgment, but I've got to get my car back. Think you two... three... can stay out of trouble for a whole day while I do this? No telling what this is gonna cost me!"
"Yes, Daddy. It'll be fine!" Jenny gave Jon a peck on the cheek.
"I'm up and around now." Eleraen gave him a lingering kiss. "It will be fine."
"You're the chaperone here." Jon scowled at Gildor as he hugged Eleraen. "Watch those two!"
"Yes, dear!" Eleraen kissed him again.
"Come on, Jon." George called from the door. "Believe it or not I do have other things to do. And you, Ellen..."
"Yes??"
"It's only been three weeks. You're not healed yet. Let's not do this again!"
"Yeah, really." Jon chuckled. "This is getting expensive!"
"Oh??" Eleraen raised an eyebrow.
"I haven't noticed a check." George winked at Eleraen.
"Hurry up and get out of here!" Jenny pushed Jon toward the door. "I don't want supper to be too late."
"Okay, okay!" Jon kissed her. "Behave!"
"Yes, Daddy!" Jenny answered with her fingers crossed.
Jon nodded at Gildor, then followed George to his car.
"My Lord..." Eleraen watched George's car disappear down the drive, "are we safe?"
"Huh?" Jenny glanced at Eleraen, then gave a puzzled look to Gildor.
"For a time." Gildor and Ben exchanged glances. "But only for a short time." He sighed. "A very short time."
Chapter 4
"Guess I shouldn't have said that." Eleraen watched from the deck as Jenny shot arrow after arrow into the target as fast as she could draw the bow.
"No..." Gildor sighed, "you should not have." He turned and walked inside.
"It was a slip, okay?" Eleraen followed him. "Like your age thing."
Gildor flashed her an ugly look as he poured himself some tea.
"I know... she's scared." Eleraen dumped herself on a stool. "What would a great elf lord want with a dumpy asthmatic human?"
"I have seen her mind as well." Gildor drained his glass. "And my greatness is yet to be tested."
"You might want to go do something about it... before she ruins all your arrows."
"Hmmm...." The edges of Gildor's mouth turned up a bit. "Perhaps you are right." He emptied his second glass, then went outside.
He came up behind her just as Jenny drew the bow yet again and grabbed both her arms at the wrist.
"Hey!" Jenny jerked away. "I'm trying to practice, okay?" She drew the bow and released the arrow in one smooth action. It sank deep into the center of the target.
"You do well when angry." Gildor mused. "Most do not."
"I'm not mad." Jenny whimpered as she notched another arrow. "I'm just... it's just... that..."
"You are not dumpy." Gildor smiled as Jenny jerked around wide-eyed to face him. "I like the curves!" He ran his hands up under her t-shirt and rubbed her sides. "And as for your lungs..." His hands drifted across the top of her chest, "they will find healing in my land. At least that is my hope... and belief."
"You read minds too, huh." Jenny turned her back to him. "So... what does Daddy think of you?"
"We do not read all minds." Gildor wrapped his arms around her. "Only those to whom we are close. Especially those... we become one with." He squeezed her a bit. "I suggest you consult my cousin about your father."
"Gildor... are... you sure..."
"Care for a swim?" His hands drifted across her chest as they pulled away, eliciting a gasp. "You have done well in practice. Now you should rest."
"Uh... sure!" Jenny spun around and grinned. "Guess we need to invite the chaperone, huh?" She glanced up at the house.
"I suspect so." Gildor laughed. "She is in charge."
"Well..." Jenny shrugged and giggled, "I wanted a mother. Let's go get her!"
"Why can't I kill one elf!" The gray-haired man pounded the desk with each word to make his point.
"The level of incompetence is distressing, Herr Oberfuhrer." The well-groomed aide poured a glass of port and sat it on the blotter.
"Brigadefuhrer!" The man bolted from his chair. "At least... I should be." He walked to the clothes tree in the corner of his office and stood gazing at the well-pressed field gray uniform. He ran his hand lightly over the three silver bullion leaves on the collar patches, and the shoulder straps of twisted gold and silver cord. "Brigadefuhrer unt Generalmajor der Waffen SS. He robbed me of that. She stole something else."
"Ya... Herr... Oberfuhrer." The aide retrieved the glass and brought it to him.
"Dunka." The man took several sips and sighed. "You are sure he is dead?"
"Ya, Herr Oberfuhrer."
"You are... sure? They do not die as other men."
"I placed him in the crypt myself."
"Hmmm," the man returned to his desk and sat down. "If he still lived, one would think he would have tried to kill me by now. I'm sure he feels he has much to avenge."
"Indeed, Herr Oberfuhrer. You have done well!"
"Hrmph!" The man took another drink, "Let us give him yet another reason. I tire of fools. We will handle this ourselves. We go to America! See that arrangements are made."
"Ya, Herr Oberfuhrer."
"Kurt?"
"Mine Herr?"
"We dine in uniform tonight. I am weary of hiding."
"Shall I order them packed as well?"
The gray-haired man leaned back in his chair and fell silent. He rubbed his chin for several moments before looking up at his aid. A look of expectation was on Kurt's face.
"Yes, Kurt... perhaps it is time. We travel in civilian clothes. Perhaps opportunities will present themselves there as well. See to the orders."
"Ya, Herr Oberfuhrer!"
"Oh... and I wish a formal reception when we arrive. Let us meet these... people."
"I expect, mine Herr, that it will be a decided disappointment."
"Indeed." The man let out a sarcastic chuckle. "Kurt?"
"Mine Herr?"
"Do you think he's dead? Really?"
"I can check the crypt, mine Herr, if you desire it."
"Yes, yes." The man rose from his chair. "Do so. After formation tomorrow morning."
"Mine Herr?"
"Oh, forgive me." The man laughed. "I suppose I should tell you. Order a formation for in the morning. 0800 hours. I expect them to be ready for inspection."
"Ya, Herr Oberfuhrer."
"Oh, and... I have an award or two to present."
"Ya, mine Herr."
"And... a promotion." The man paused to drink from his glass, then turned to Kurt. "My misfortune should not be yours. Besides, since Heinrich's demise I need a Chief of Staff."
"M... mine Herr?"
"I'm promoting you to Sturmbannfuhrer. You will be my new Chief of Staff."
"Dunka, Herr Oberfuhrer!" Kurt snapped to attention and bowed slightly.
"You are welcome. You have served me well. Now... come. More wine! Pour yourself a glass as well."
"Ya, Herr Oberfuhrer!"
"Kurt?"
"Mine Herr?"
The man walked to his window and looked out into the courtyard. He watched as his soldiers walked back and forth on their various duties.
"Do you think they understand? I am the only commander who did not surrender. Do they have that zeal? Do they really know why we fight, or are they like those bald-headed fools in America... stupid... uneducated... purveyors of hate... and nothing more."
"They understand, Herr Oberfuhrer, and will die for it!"
"They may have to, Kurt. They may have to."
"And what's this one?" Jenny bore her finger into a dime-sized scar just to the left of Gildor's sternum.
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