Chapter fifteen

  Late the next morning they reached the spiraling trail leading up into the mountains. Morrison conferenced with Aaron through the morning about the trail and about their course, now they were finally ascending into the mountains. 

  The day was hot, but not as humid in the higher elevation. The summer sun beat down on them as they followed the ancient path. Both Aaron and Farren removed their shirts. Leigh couldn’t help but eye the men’s physique. They were both well sculpted; Farren from field work, Aaron from his exercises. Farren was deeply tanned and Aaron was browning quickly himself. Leigh tied her shirt in a knot in the front and rolled up her sleeves. Aaron had given her a short piece of leather cord and she tied her hair up in a ponytail.  Morrison, being the most unfit, sweat profusely and sipped frequently from his canteen.

  They spent the afternoon listening for signs of water near the trail. “We will come along some sooner or later,” Aaron tried to sound hopeful.

  Afternoon temperatures soared above ninety degrees even at their elevation. Some of the ground and rock was still moist from recent rains. Rock glinted in the sunlight. The smell of the mountains was thick, stony, and sweet. They rode along a thin trail single file circling up and then down the mountain. To one side, rock. To the other, a steady decline down the face of the mountain.

  By late afternoon they seemed to be going downhill. Morrison was leading the  party down the path at a slow pace. “Come on now, Morrison,” Aaron nagged. “We have to move faster than this! Where is this level ground you spoke of? We’ll never get there and pitch camp before night at this rate. We must find some water for the horses and our canteens. There is no time to be sight seeing. Move faster.”

  Being chastised only made Morrison irritable. The heat had already made him a bit cranky and he was in no mood for an attitude. “I am moving as fast as I dare. This trail is ancient, man. I can see where it has begun to crumble away in spots. We’ll be back on level ground soon enough,” he huffed.

  Aaron was annoyed. “We must move faster. It will be getting dark soon. The sun is beginning to sink. Move on!”

  “Patience,” Morrison grumbled. “We will be at the trail that takes us down to the plateau shortly. From there we can follow the canyon to your destination,” he informed.

  Farren and Leigh sat quietly listening to the argument. “I don’t like this,” she whispered in his ear.

  Farren replied, “Nor do I. I’m not sure which has me more unnerved, this trail or their bickering.”

  Leigh’s senses were alert. “No, that’s not it. Something is wrong.”

  Farren looked at her. “What?”

  She looked frightened. “Farren…I think something bad is about to happen.”

  Morrison and Aaron continued to argue with each other up ahead. Fed up with the arguing, Aaron  finally decided to make his point in another way. He nosed his steed up close behind Morrison’s ride. “I said move it!” 

  “Back up, impetuous elf! This ledge can’t hold all of our weight at once!”

  No sooner than the words left Morrison’s lips, disaster struck. The ledge they were riding over started to give way. The weight of two well packed horses and riders at once was too much. Morrison spurred his mount on escaping the crumbling ledge. Aaron was on his heels. He kicked his steed hard in the sides and the animal jolted forward nearly running Morrison over in the process. He barely made it across.

Farren and Leigh saw the ledge giving out simotaniously. Panicked, Leigh did as she saw Aaron do and gave their horse a good kick. Their animal speed foreword onto the crumbling ledge. The rock and earth gave way beneath the horses hooves. Farren and Leigh still mounted, slid away from the mountain. They were falling.

  Aaron and Morrison whipped around quickly, but too late to do anything to help. Aaron’s eyes grew large. “Leigh! No!” he screamed.

  “Damn you, Aaron!” Morrison cursed. They watched helplessly as their companions slid down the rocky face of the mountain.

  Their decent was swift. Somehow Farren managed to pull both of his legs up onto the seat of the saddle. The horse was trying to kick and whining in terror. Balancing was nearly impossible, but he was trying. He acted fast. Awkwardly he turned his body around to help Leigh

  Her left leg was trapped between the animal and the side of the mountain. She was screaming in pain and horror. Farren grabbed her pinned leg and pulled hard to free it. Her blue jeans were torn in multiple places and she was bleeding, but at least she was no longer trapped. He moved her so that her body was sheltered from the rocks by their horse and his own back. They balanced precariously in the saddle seat.

  Down they continued to slide screaming as they went. Farren’s bedroll flared out behind them. Dishes flung off the saddle as it shredded. The animal was screaming its death cries. The pair saw a huge boulder coming up fast. It was clear to Farren that they were going to hit the boulder that seemed to be rushing up to greet them. “Hold on to me!” he yelled at her.

  Leigh wrapped her arms tightly around Farren’s waist and buried her face in his chest. He clung to her as tightly as he could. This was going to hurt.

  The massive rock connected with the horses head and front legs. Its neck snapped back and its legs shattered. Farren saw it happening for a brief moment, then he and Leigh went flying into the air.

 They struck the ground hard several feet below them. The force of the landing ripped them from each others arms. “Farren!” Leigh cried.

  “Leigh!”

  Aaron watched in horror from above. Panic threatened to seize him. “We have to do something!” he screamed at Morrison.

  “You’ve done enough, elf!” Morrioson scowled at Aaron. He turned quickly and sped his horse down the trail with Aaron in tow. Over his shoulder he yelled, “We can catch them at the bottom. If we’re lucky they’ll still be alive!”

  Leigh rolled downhill on her side. Sharp rocks tore at her clothing and exposed skin. Aaron’s jacket that she had tied around her waist wrapped around her torso giving her some protection. She put her hands out to try to slow her fall. Her right wrist snapped back and the bones broke. Leigh screamed in agony. She drew herself up into a ball. Slowly her speed reduced.

  Farren was thrown end over end. His shoulders took most of the beating. The mountain tore into his back and flailing arms. He could see through dizzy vision the plateau at the bottom of this part of the mountain. He could see the loamier soil ahead. He struggled to stop rolling and tried digging his heels into the rocks and dirt. He finally righted himself. The seat of his pants was tearing and his boot heels were getting hot, but he was slowing.

  Leigh ceased to roll and slid to a stop on her side in the dust. Exhausted from the struggle, she lay face down crying in pain. She made the mistake of looking at her wrist which was singing in torment and saw bone sticking out of the skin. She released a blood chilling scream and nearly fainted. She felt as if she were going to vomit. “Farren! Oh my God, Farren?!”

  Farren landed about seventy yards away from her. He rolled onto his stomach unable at first to move. He could hear Leigh crying somewhere near him. “Thank Nor, she’s alive,” he whimpered aloud. He tried to get up and go to her. He failed on his first attempt, but refused to give up. Farren crawled his way over to her on aching limbs. “Leigh?” he called to her as he came closer. “Answer me! Are you hurt bad?”

  Farren reached her and saw the bones sticking out of her wrist. Her hand lay limp in a pool of blood. She lay face down sobbing into the dirt. “Oh Nor,” he gasped. “Hold on, Leigh. I’m going to help you.”

“No, no!” she screamed. “Don’t move me. Farren please, it hurts.”

  Farren was firm, but compassionate. “Your wrist is broken,” he said. “I have to heal it now, Leigh. You are loosing too much blood to wait. My strength is leaving  me. I have to do this now.” Before she could argue any further Farren rolled her over onto her back. He grabbed her wrist and forearm and snapped the bones back in place. She screamed in agony. Farren clutched his crystal in one hand, her broken wrist in the other. Her warm blood seeped through his fingers. Farren used what was left of his concentration and energy to repair her wrist. The part glowed a mysterious green and Leigh stilled herself. In a moment she could feel the tingle. The pain ebbed away, her wrist was healed. Farren collapsed beside her.

  Aaron and Morrison were near to them now. They could see the cripple couple a few hundred yards down from their position. “Leigh! Farren!” Aaron bellowed. “Do you live? Are you hurt? Answer me!”

  Leigh sat up slowly as if in a daze. She looked up and saw the others looking down at them from above on the trail. She swallowed blood. “We’re alive,” she answered.

  Aaron sighed with unimaginable relief. “Thank Nor,” he breathed. Next question. “Can you move?”

  She looked down into Farren’s face. He was barely conscious. “Farren, are you all right?”

  He tried to smile at her. “I’m okay.”

  “Do you think you can move?”

  He breathed heavily. “Yeah...I think I can. How about you?

  “I think so. It just hurts like hell.” Leigh looked back to Aaron. “We can move,” she called up.

  Morrison butted in. “You’re damn lucky you didn’t kill both of them,” he chide. Then to the survivors he called down, “We’re coming down. Trail is just ahead of you. Meet us there if you can manage it!”

  Morrison and Aaron disappeared from view. Leigh turned to Farren..

  Farren sat up lethargically. Leigh looked him over. He was bleeding from cuts and abrasions everywhere. She had the same problem herself. “Are you sure you can move? Can you move with me?”

  Farren looked past her up from where they sat. His horse was dead on the mountain side. His bedroll shredded, his dishes and clothing scattered in all directions. He looked away from the awful sight and back at her. “I thought I had lost you,” he said, his voice shaking.

  She smiled weakly at him. “I’m not that easy to get rid of.”

  He stared into her eyes. Her face was dirty with the exception of two tear streaks on either cheek. He brought his left hand up and stroked her cheek. “I cant believe we’re alive,” he sighed. “I never want to lose you, Leigh. I love you.” 

  New tears stood out in her eyes. “We’re okay…”

  Overcome by his emotions, Farren pulled the trembling woman to him and kissed her firmly on the lips. Leigh did not resist. For a moment he held her and the two sat in the dirt clinging to each other. Farren pulled her in front of him. “Are you sure you can make it? The trail heal is not far.”

  “I’m okay, Farren,” she sniffed.

  He stood up, limbs screaming in protest. He managed to help Leigh to her feet. She clearly favored her left side due to her wounded leg. Together the couple staggered down to the trail head.  

