Chapter fourteen

  The travelers moved on after breakfast. They spent the morning riding over hill and through valley as they approached the mountain range. Aaron was still leading the way. Occasionally Morrison pointed them in a diagonal direction, but for the most they headed straight for the mountains.

  “Some of the slopes up there get pretty steep,” Morrison informed. “There are some cliffs and drops that seem to just go on forever. The trails are cut, but they’re pretty old. I just hope the recent rains have left the horse trails in fair condition.”

  Aaron agreed. “I pray the same.”

  Leigh was nervous and curious. “How did the trail come to be?” she asked.   

  Aaron being the most educated took it upon himself to answer. “Nearly a millennium ago the land beyond the mountains was heavily populated. A great civilization flourished there. The names and race of these people have vanished in time, but most popular theory is that they were majists. Their civilization was quite advanced. Ruins of great temples and pieces of the city are buried beneath Long Sands Desert. Most believe it was here that the majist and elven culture originated from. This society cut the mountain trails.”

  Farren cut in, “That is what I was always lead to believe.”

  “I think they were the Atlantian tribes,” Morrison added. “The remaining monks live far to the north of where we are going. Somewhere on the edge of the desert."” 

  “I thought the monks were just a legend,” Farren questioned.

  “No, they’re real all right,” Morrison said. “I saw one with my own eyes maybe eight or nine harvests ago. I was exploring the trails in the mountains when a storm came out of nowhere. I held up in a cavern for two days waiting for the snow to stop freezing my britches off. My bearings got turned around on me after the  snow and ended up hiking in the wrong direction.  At the end of the day, just as the sun was setting, I saw a fire burning in the distance. I was about frozen and hungry as a bear so I headed for the light. When I got near, I saw him. By the time I got to the campsite he was asleep. I didn’t wake him, I just cozied up to the fire myself and nodded off. I awoke after dawn and he was gone. He left me some bread and soup by the fire. He had stoked the fire and left an arrow of ash in the snow. I followed the direction of the arrow and sure enough it showed me the way home. Them monks is real all right. Got some powers too.”

  “Mystical beings, like the majists,” Aaron pondered.

  “So the trails were cut by the ancient culture from beyond the mountains? Do the monks still use the trails?” Leigh asked.    

  “Doubtful. I don’t think the trails have been used much in over a hundred years. Grunts, migrants, gypsies. Maybe an explorer here or there. They are still passable though. They were built to last,” Morrison said dipping his pipe into his pouch of herbs.

  “This is comforting,” Leigh complained. “You mean we have to follow some old abandon dirt trail through treacherous mountain terrain?”

  Aaron tried to sound reassuring. “I’m sure it will be fine.”

  Leigh shifted in her seat behind Farren. “Wonderful,” she grumbled.

   Farren looked back at her and said in a voice only she could hear, “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

  She smiled at him nervously. “I know.”

  They stopped briefly for a late afternoon meal. They were coming closer to mountains. They loomed ahead like spooky jagged walls. The peaks grew ever higher the nearer they came.

  They were almost through the foothills when twilight began to settle. Aaron did not want to stop for the night just yet, but the encroaching darkness insisted upon it They made camp quickly in the waning light of days end. The nigh air was chilly here, a preview of what was to come. Aaron gave Leigh his jacket and she created a large campfire. They spread their bedrolls around it. Farren laid his closer to Leigh’s than usual. Aaron noticed right away, but held his tongue.

  Farren warmed some meat and a vegetable Leigh didn’t recognize, but enjoyed. After their meal, Morrison indulged in a full pipe. He offered some to the others, but they all respectively declined. 

  One of the moons was full and the other nearly so. They could see the outcroppings of rock in the moonlight. Aaron was fascinated with their surroundings. In the back of his mind he couldn’t help but wonder if the area might be rich with crystal or other precious materials. Always a business man. He studied the glinting rocks off in the distance.

  “We could really use some entertainment around here,” Morrison commented, exhaling a cloud of smoke. 

  Leigh cleared her throat. “I could recite a poem for you, Mo.”

  “Please do,” Farren answered for him. Aaron and Morrison nodded her on. 

  She closed her eyes and thought about it for a minute. She had a hidden agenda. She was going to recite one of Jim Morrison's poems to see if  she could get a reaction out of old Mo. She orated, “ “You parade through soft summer We watch your eager rifle decay Your wilderness Your teeming emptiness Pale forest on the verge of light decline. More of your miracles More of your magic arms” .”

  The men sat in silent reflection. Leigh opened her eyes and studied each of them, particularly Morrison. 

  Aaron was first to comment. “That was beautiful. Is it one of your own?”

  “No. It’s poetry of an idol of mine.” She stared hard at Morrison.

  “Someone you studied under?” Farren asked.

  “Someone who make me think,” she replied. “He sort of turned my way of thinking around.”

  “Not always a good thing,” Morrison finally joined the conversation. “I want to hear one of your own.”

  She looked at him. “Okay,” she paused to think. “Scattered dissent Falling through The nothingness of sunlight.”

  Morrison nodded approvingly. “I think I like yours better. Sounds like your mentor was a little messed up in the head.”

  Aaron chuckled. “I liked it, Leigh.”

  Farren asked, “Do you have many poems?”

  She shook her head no. “Mostly stories.”

  “About what?”

  “Life I guess.” She rubbed her eyes. “This getting up at the crack of dawn shit is killing me.”

  Farren stretched. “I think a good nights sleep will do us all some good. I need to stretch my legs first.” He stood up.

  “I’ll join you,” Aaron announced. The two men walked off together.

  Leigh lay down, staring into the fire. Morrison finished his pipe and did the same. Leigh had hoped hearing his poetry would do more than aggravate Morrison. She wanted him to remember who he was. She was sure he was Jim, she just couldn’t prove it.

  Aaron and Farren wandered away from the fires light. For a while neither spoke. They studied the land breathing in the fresh breeze. The wind had picked up just enough to tousle their hair. Aaron could smell the mountains. Finally, Aaron said, ”Farren, I am compelled to have a word with you.”

  Farren halted in his tracks and faced Aaron. He looked at him suspiciously. Farren jumped ahead and blurted, “You want her, don’t you? You want Leigh.”

  Aaron raised a brow at him. “My, aren’t we defensive? Actually, I do want to speak to you about Leigh, but it has nothing to do with my desires. I can tolerate her well enough, but I certainly feel nothing more than camaraderie for the woman,” Aaron lied.   

  Farren sighed somewhat relived. “Then what is it?”

  “I see the two of you becoming close. Have you had her? You were gone for quite a while last night.”

  Farren was taken aback by Aaron’s bluntness. “Not that I see how it is any of your business-”

  Aaron took a step closer to the human. “It is very much my business. We are on a mission here. Her welfare, her actions, are my concern.”

  The two glared at each other. After a tense silence Farren answered, “No, I have not had her.”

  “Good,” Aaron was more relived then he wanted to admit. “I am not sure she should compromise herself before laying hands on the crystal. It’s obvious she is no virgin, but in this world, in her new body, she is. Her chastity could be vital to our mission.”

  Although Farren had not thought about it up until now, he had to agree with Aaron. With the metamorphoses she had gone through being brought into their world it  had changed her physiology. She was a new  and unique creature. In essence she was just as much a virgin as Farren.  “I agree,” Farren conceded. “You have my word of honor I shall not bed her.”

  Aaron sighed. He was comforted by this more than he let show. Certainly he had a point, but he also had his own selfish reasons. “Then I will take you on your word. We must remember that our quest comes first. Our desires must remain in check.” 

   Farren turned away from their leader and faced the campsite. “Is there anything else?” Farren’s words were coated with bitterness.

  “No,” Aaron said not looking at him. He heard the other man walk away. Aaron starred up at the stars. A strange feeling nagging at him, something telling him there would be another time for him and Leigh.

