Chapter nine

  This was the first day that the elements were against them. They awoke to gray  skys heavy with rain clouds. Thunder rolled off the hills in the distance. The air was chilly and humid. The travelers indulged in a cup of hot minty tea and then immediately broke camp.

  It began to drizzle on them within the  first hours ride. Aaron gave Leigh his long sleeved light weight black jacket to wear as she was noticeably shivering. The  drizzle turned into a steady rain an hour later. They pressed on quietly, riding close together through the gray day.

  All around them they could hear trickling in little rivulets flowing to the streams. The rain pitter-patted off the huge leaves of the full summer trees. Thunder swept along overhead and the occasional stroke of lightning illuminated the sky. 

  Aaron finally interrupted the gloomy silence. “The rain had to come sometime.”

  Leigh tried to brighten. “At least this is a fresh rain. Rain on the coast has a fishy smell. Just before it rains in L.A. it generally smells like a burning turd. This is great compared to what I’m used to.”

  Farren smiled at the burning turd comment. “The plants can sure use the rain. At least it isn’t a cold rain.”

  “Just enough to give you a chill,” Leigh shuddered, rubbing her cold hands together.

  Aaron turned to her, “Are you terribly cold, Leigh?”

  She shook it off. “No. You’re your jacket is keeping most of me warm enough.”

  Lightning lit up the path ahead and a thunder clap rolled over head. Aaron looked skyward and proclaimed, “We are almost in the heart of the storm.”

  Leigh was nervous. “We aren’t going to get struck by lightning are we?”

  “No, the trees will divert it from us,” Farren responded. “We should be fine. Just a little wet.”

  “I can live with that.” Leigh shivered again.

  Aaron was  taking a good look at the terrain. More brush was surrounding the trail before. The path sloped up and down more frequently. They rode through more bald spots in the woods. He was sure it wouldn’t be long before they were clear of the forrest. Perhaps by nightfall they would see the end of the dense trees.

  Although Aaron didn’t want to stop for lunch, but the others insisted. Each ate quickly and answered natures call as well. The party stopped no more then twenty minutes before trudging on. It was getting gradually warmer despite the rain and all were relived to be rid of the shivers. The afternoon was wearing on, complete darkness was only hours away.

  Aaron tentatively scanned the trees and the path ahead in the gloom. Suddenly, a movement in the brush at the opposite end of the clearing they were coming into grabbed his full attention immediately. He halted his steed and listened sharply.

  “What is it?” Farren called from behind him. “Why do we stop?”

  “Shhh,” Aaron hushed. His eyes moved over the thicket.

  Instantaneously, a man pushed from the trees wielding a short heavy walking stick. Four other men rushed into the clearing whooping war cries. 

  “Grunts!” Aaron bellowed. He kicked his horse hard in the sides and the frightened animal lurched forward.

  Two of the grunts grabbed at Leigh and the other two attacked Farren. He never even had time to reach for his staff. They were dragged off their mounts kicking and screaming and pulled into the clearing. Only Aaron still remained on his mount which pranced nervously before the display of violence.   

  One man held Farren from behind with his arm across his throat and a handful of his hair. His partner punched Farren hard in the stomach repeatedly. Leigh had a grunt on either arm. Both men leaned into her . One of them was taking sick pleasure in rubbing his groin against her leg and licking her face and neck. She struggled violently and screamed in disgust.

 “Enough of this!” Aaron commanded from atop his steed.

  The stick toteing grunt was apparently in charge of these thugs. He came and stood in front of Aaron leering at him. “You must be ‘der leader,” the grunt said.

  “What do you want?” Aaron snapped at him, impatient with anger.

  The grunt leaned casually on his walking stick and took his time in answering. He looked back at his waiting men and then to Aaron. “We’ll be takin’ yer booty an’ yer provisions,” he informed smugly. “The woman too if you want yer life spared.”

  “No!” Farren yelled. A grunt responded by blasting him in the face. Blood sprayed from his broken nose.

  “Stop it!” Leigh screamed. She struggled furiously against her oppressors to no avail.

  The thieves all laughed sportingly, obviously enjoying their little game. The head grunt addressed Aaron again. “She’s a feisty one. She must be yer concubine. Only a whore wears pants, elf.”

  Leigh was more angry than frightened. She strained to look from Aaron to Farren. “Let go of me you fuckers!” she demanded.

  Aaron was completely collected. He narrowed his eyes at the leader. “I suggest to you, grunt, that if you and your scum wish to depart this invasion alive, you had best turn and run now.”

  Again the grunts laughed. “An’ who’s gonna make us? You, elf?”

  Aaron’s stare was cold. “We all will. You have no idea whom you are dealing with.”

  The grunt leader flared with anger. He shouted to his men, “Kill the men. Bring the whore and the horses back to camp!”

  Then all hell broke loose. Swiftly Aaron removed his throwing stars from the pouch tied to his saddle horn. He threw on at Farren’s captors. It embedded itself in the forehead of the man who had broken Farren’s nose. Blood trickled from the hole and the man fell over dead. Farren turned and began to brawl with the other man that had been holding him back.

 Leigh screamed and squirmed just enough to land a kick to the groin of the grunt on her left arm. The man doubled over cradling his throbbing testicles. Leigh faced the other and punched him in the face. The grunt returned the blow sending Leigh reeling. She landed flat on her back, lips bleeding. The grunt pounced on her, pinning her arms with his knees. His rough hands tightened around her throat as he began to strangle her.

  The grunt with the stick raised it up high and charged toward Aaron. Aaron effortlessly took the stick from the screaming man and clubbed him in the back of the head with it. Blood sprayed from the gash in his head as well as from his mouth and nose. His brain hemorrhaged, exposed. He fell to the ground, twitching violently as he went. In seconds he was dead.          

  Farren and the grunt exchanged blows, pummeling each other to a bleeding mess. Farren was hit repeatedly in the face. Fresh blood oozed from his split lips. He continuously jabbed his opponent in the head dizzying him. At the last, Farren brought the heel of his hand up to the bridge of the grunts nose. Fragments of cartilage sprayed into the mans brain killing him.

  The grunt Leigh had kicked was recovering and starting to stand up. Aaron saw that he was ready to rush him. As soon as the grunt flew at him Aaron flung three stars in quick succession. Two struck and went deep in his chest. The third embedded itself in the grunts throat. The grunt clawed at his chest and fell over. His blood drowned him and in moments he was still and silent.

  Leigh continued to struggle against the grunt. She could no longer swallow and couldn’t breathe. Her vision was going black around the edges. She tried to focus through her panic. She thought hard, “Burn, burn, burn up you fuck!” The mans hair burst into flame, then his clothing. He leapt up screaming in horror furiously beating at the flames engulfing his entire body. The grunt made it a few feet away from Leigh, but in the end he dropped to the ground a shrieking inferno. Then the screaming stopped. He was dead.

  When it was over all that could be heard was the sound of their heavy breathing, Leigh gasping hoarsely for air  and the falling rain hitting the leaves of the trees. Leigh was gasping for air. The stench of burnt hair permiated the air mixed with the smell of cooking flesh.

  Farren went directly to Leigh. “Are you all right?” he asked hurriedly.

  She was shaking badly. “I killed him. I burnt him up!”

  Aaron called to his companions, “Is everyone all right? Can you both ride?”

  “I think so,” Farren answered.

  “Then mount up quickly. Where there is one gang of filth there is usually more. We need to put some distance between us and these bodies!”

  Farren hoisted Leigh to her feet and hurried her to her horse. He helped her up and then dashed to his own ride. Aaron took off down the trail his steed in a dead run. Leigh followed close behind and Farren shadowed her.

They rode at high speed along the wet trail for as long as their mounts could take it. Aaron knew they needed to put a huge distance between themselves and the grunt bodies if they did not want to be slaughtered in their sleep. Most outlaw bands consisted of a dozen or so men, they had dealt with only five. The rain did not cease and soon darkness began to surround them.

  When satisfied that they were safely away Aaron stopped the troop in the thickening gloom. He leapt down and tethered his horse to a low hanging tree branch. “We’ll be safe here for the night. It is too dark to go on any further. The trail is too wet and slippery.”

  Farren and Leigh joined Aaron on the soggy ground. Farren suggested, “We can bunk under that big tree,” he pointed. “The ground shouldn’t be too wet there, but we’ll have to bed down pretty close.”

  Aaron quickly agreed with him and ordered, “Make it so. I’ll go gather some wood. We need a fire. We need to get dry.” Aaron vanished into the darkness.

  Leigh and Farren rolled out their bedrolls in silence. They were damp, but had been rolled tightly enough to prevent them from being completely soaked. None the less, they were cold. Leigh put hers in the middle, all three practically overlapped in the small space.

  Aaron returned with some semi dry bundles of wood and Leigh got the fire going. Farren warmed some stew, but no one had the appetite to eat too much. He brewed tea and each sat back with a cup. The three huddled close together trying to stay warm. None spoke that much that night. 

  Turns were taken to keep the smoky fire going . The men kept it low enough to be able to see into the woods. The rain finally stopped late in the night. Leigh schootched close first to Farren on Aaron’s watch , and to Aaron on Farren’s watch. She was freezing and couldn’t sleep. Each of the men was accommodating when it came to keeping her warm. She wondered if it was just because they were cold as well or if having another body close was as comforting to them as it was to her. Perhaps there was more too it then that, but she couldn’t think of it now. If something were going on here between herself and these men…well, it just took a backseat to a new problem. Things had changed. Now they had all killed.      

