Chapter six

  Aaron was the first awake. Dawn was breaking. Quietly he got up and walked a short way away from the campsite. Morning dew wet his boots. He stood alone watching the sun come up.

  His mind was full with the task at hand and his opinions of his new associates. He did not like humans as a rule; however, Farren seemed decent enough. He was sure that the other man knew who he was. Farren knew of the House of Chious, what human did not? Aaron could see contempt in Farren's eyes when he looked at him. It seemed to Aaron no matter how good of a human Aaron met, he would always hold their kind responsible for the deaths of his father and sister. It also appeared that the kind he disliked hated him as well. After all, Aaron was a tyrant.

  Leigh? Well, she wasn’t all human now was she? Aaron had to admit that he did find her intriguing…and very attractive, in a different sort of way. No woman had ever spoke to him in such a way as she. He found it challenging, maybe even arousing. If only she weren’t so crass, so rude, so…human. 

  Farren awoke and saw Aaron standing off by himself. At first he just watched him. He couldn’t believe he was actually traveling with the man responsible for so much human suffering. He stood against everything Farren stood for. Now to have to get along with him….He decided he had to give Aaron the benefit of the doubt. After a while he got up, his curiosity and general concern getting the best of him. He slipped on his boots and went to stand  beside Aaron. He reached the elf and bade, “Good morn.”

  Aaron did not face him, he kept his eye on the rising sun. “Good morn.”

  The two stood in silence for a short time watching the sun come creep up over the horizon into the new days sky. “Leigh still sleeps,” Farren informed. “Shall I wake her?” 

  “No, not yet. I wish to move on soon, but I have to speak to you first.” Aaron’s tone was serious. A brief silence fell as he sorted the thoughts in his mind. “I know that you know that I am head of Chious Enterprises. I know what you humans think of me. I have my reasons for doing what I do. I will not justify myself to anyone.”

  “I know who you are,” Farren hid his anger. “I am not asking you to explain your actions to me. I don’t work for you. It is not my place to judge.”

  “Only Nor will judge me.” Aaron stated flatly. “ I believe I was chosen to lead this  quest, to make sure we do not fail. I do not accept failure, I despise it. I know that I can get us through this, but I require something from you. I want you to pledge your allegiance to me. I want you to follow my orders, without question.”

  Farren was quiet a moment. This was a lot to ask of him. He thought it over and realized he really didn’t have much choice in the matter. “I will follow your command,” he begrudged. “You seem to know what you are doing.”

  Aaron was content. “I know it is difficult for you to understand,” he paused and looked at Farren. “I am not a monster, I’m a business man. I have my reasons, as I have said.”

  Farren didn’t press. He didn’t want to. He looked away from Aaron back to the trail ahead. 

  After a few minutes Aaron spoke again .”Do you know how to defend yourself well, Farren?”

This shook Farren out of his silence. “I can hold my own, I suppose. I have not been in many fights, but I haven’t lost any either. Why do you ask?”

  “I do not know what we may encounter on this journey. Kinlick Forrest is a dangerous place, but not because of specters. There are wild animals possibly thieves hidden in the woods. We must make it a priority to protect the woman. She can talk a good game, but I do not know if  she can truly fight. She is the key element of this mission. Only she can touch the crystal of fire. Keep your eyes open and watch her well.”

  These were not the reassuring words Farren wanted to hear. Thieves were synonymous with murders. He knew too well that if something were to happen to Leigh, their quest would be over. “As you command.”

  Aaron turned away once more. “You may wake her now. I just wanted to get things straight with you first.”

  Farren nodded in understanding. Yes, Aaron was most definitely in charge. His mind knew their course, he was socially Farren’s superior, and Farren guessed he could do better then just holding his own in a fight. His choice of weapons gave that away clear. Farren’s staff still remained tied to his horse. “I will go wake her now.”, Farren turned and went back to camp.

  Aaron called to him, “I will be along in a short time.”

  Farren approached Leigh quietly. He knelt down beside her and just stared at her a moment. Something stirred inside of him as he gazed the sleeping woman. Farren was captivated by her. She was beautiful and educated. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind or stand up for herself. Although he did not like the fact she was dressed like a man(she still wore her jeans and tie dye) it didn’t look whorish to him. He couldn’t keep himself from running a hand over her long brown hair. Shamed, he pulled back.

  “Leigh? Leigh? It is time to get up,” he said mildly. He put a hand on her shoulder and shook her a little. A bit louder he repeated, “Leigh. Leigh, wake up now. We have to get moving.”

  Leigh groaned and rolled away from him. She was still half asleep and grumbled, “I’m not going to the studio today. Kiss my ass.”

  Farren chuckled. She talked even stranger when half awake. “Leigh, its Farren. Its time to get up.”

  Leigh’s eyes snapped open as reality hit. “W…what time is it?” She sat straight up and looked at Farren puffy eyed. 

  “Day has come. We will be on our way again soon.”

  She stretched as Farren’s eyes watched her. “I need some coffee.”

  “What is coffee?”

  She smiled. “Hot, black liquid that gets you going in the morning. You know, caffeine.”

  “Well, we do not have any coffee, but we have something like it in one of the canteens. It is called tea. I can warm some for you if you would like.”

  Finally, something familiar. “Yes, please do,” she sighed. She looked over to Aaron’s empty bedroll. “Hey, where did Aaron go?”

  “I am here,” he said approaching the two.

  Farren stood. “I will go warm some tea.”

  “Excellent. That will do nicely.”

  “Good,” Farren brightened. “We still have some kindling and smaller pieces of firewood. That should do it.” He went to the horses and retrieved the canteen and a cooking pot. Merrily he performed the task.

  Aaron took from the horses packs what looked like three cast iron coffee mugs and took them to Farren. Leigh slipped out of her sleeping bag and moved in closer to the men beside the little fire. The tea was warming and soon it was warm enough. All sat back with a cup.

  Much to Leigh’s surprise, the tea was quite good. Strong and almost lemony to the taste. No one was hungry yet so they packed up their belongings and moved on.

  The day was growing slowly warmer as the sun shone brightly down upon them. Birds could be heard and a few flew overhead as if watching the strangers to the forrest. The dew dried gingerly on the grass in the meadow through which they rode.

  The forrest was now almost a hundred yards away and Aaron rode on ahead. After a few minutes of searching, he found an old path through the woods. “Over here!” he called to Farren and Leigh. They speed over to him. It was clear that he was proud of himself for finding the entrance so quickly, his minds eye their guide. “I have found the way through.”

  Aaron took the lead and Farren took the rear so that they could keep Leigh safely between them. She barely noticed. Leigh was surrounded by sweet, fresh scents of the woodland. She fancied that she could smell every tree and flower. Even the dirt smelled good to her. Sunlight broke through the tops of the trees scattering light around them. Small squirrel like creatures leapt from tree to tree quiriously watching their procession. “This place is beautiful,” she sighed. She breathed in the fresh air deeply.

  “Yes, it is quite lovely,” Aaron remarked.

  Farren was most surprised. This wasn’t the spooky place that he  had expected. “I must agree. This is not at all how I imagined this place to be.”

  “I tried to tell you that there are no such things as spooks,” Aaron reminded.

  Farren smiled contentedly. “I suppose you were right. Nothing to fear.”

  “Just beautiful,” Leigh continued to marvel. “It smells so good here. I’ve never smelled anything so pure before.”

  “You’ve never had the senses of an elf before either,” Aaron laughed.

  Leigh laughed as well. “Aint that the truth. You know, its almost like I can hear better too.” She paused a moment and then finally confessed. “The part I can’t figure out is how come I’m not dieing for a smoke or a drink or a toke or a hit? My lungs feel clearer then they have in years, my head too for that matter.”

  Aaron thought a minute then tried to offer an explanation. “Perhaps when you entered this world and your  body changed, if you will, you left your old vises in your own world.”

  Leigh thought about it for a while. She knew that addictions didn’t just go away overnight. “But I still look the same?”

  “Yes, but you are not the same,” Farren stated. “You are now of three races.”

  “I guess that’s it. It has to be,” she laughed uneasily. “Either that or shock.”

  “Are you not accustom to your situation yet?” Aaron asked, concerned.

   She shook her head. “I think I am. I don’t really have much choice. Maybe I’ll just end up screaming like a loon until my head explodes! I dunno. This is all still a little weird.”

  Farren gave her a consoling smile. “We can understand.”

  There was a break in conversation for a while as they traveled on down the lane. The sky above was clear and blue through the trees. Colorful flowers bloomed all around the edge of the path and at the base of many trees. All the colors of the rainbow decorated the forrest floor. The leaves were vibrant green and fresh with summer time.

  The day grew warmer still as they rode on. Leigh ended up tying the front of her shirt in a knot. Neither man said anything when she bared her navel, it was just too hot. Sometime after mid-day, the sound of a brook caught their attention. They veered off and went to it.

  They dismounted and let the horses graze and water themselves in the stream. Aaron dunked his head into the water to wet his hair and Farren followed suite. Leigh couldn’t help but notice how attractive they were sporting what she knew as the wet look. Here they had sandwiches for lunch.

  Afterward, Leigh wandered down the stream a ways. She came upon a little pool no more than three feet deep. Looking over her shoulder she could see Farren rubbing down the horses faces and necks with a wetted cloth. She looked around, but didn’t see Aaron anywhere. “To hell with it,” she said. “I’m hot.”

  She pulled off her shirt, kicked off her sneakers, and slipped out of her jeans. She left her clothes on the bank and waded into the cool water. It was not too cold and she squatted in the little pool. Leigh stared up at the bright blue sky for a moment, then shut her eyes.

  Aaron was wandering around collecting berries in one of the bowls from the packs. He was slowly heading downstream, unaware that he was headed in Leigh’s direction. Aaron was bent over picking some delicious reds, and stuffing some into his mouth, when he saw Leigh’s clothes laying on the ground on the opposite side of the hedgerow. Immediately he assumed foul play. He set the bowl down silently. Aaron took a cleansing breath and prepared himself for a fight. He jumped over the top of the bushes whooping,”Aaaaayyyyyyeeeee!”

  Leigh was startled half out of her wits. She jumped up out of the water with a scream and spun around to face her  would be attacker, fists up. She almost laughed when she saw Aaron standing there in a fighting stance. Aaron’s eyes bulged at the sight of the girl in wet white underwear. “I..I…I..am so sorry,” he stammered. Aaron turned his back to her immediately. “I thought you had been attacked. I saw your clothes just lying there…” Aaron’s heart was racing. Her half naked image burned into his mind.

  Leigh climbed out of the water and grabbed her shirt. Pulling it on she said quickly, “It’s okay. I shoulda’ told somebody I was coming down here.”

  Farren came rushing onto the scene yelling, “Leigh!” He stopped dead in his tracks when he beheld her all wet and clothed only in a tee shirt. Aaron was standing near her looking at Farren blankly. “What goes on here?” Farren demanded.

  “Nothing!” Leigh huffed. She snatched up her jeans and shoes and hustled back to the horses.

  The men watched her go, then faced each other. “I thought she was being attacked, “ Aaron explained. “Her clothes were just laying there, what was I supposed to think?”

  Farren couldn’t help it. Even though he was feeling a little jealous for catching the pair in such an uncompromising position, he had to smile. “So,” he chuckled, “did she look all that good?”

  Aaron’s face was flushed, but he smiled as well. “Looked pretty good to me.” He spun around and went back to collecting ripe berries.

  Farren went back upstream to Leigh and the horses. She was dressed and shaking out her wet hair. Farren started to chuckle the minute he saw her. “Sorry, I heard a scream…”

  Leigh nodded biting her cheek. She sighed and said, “I was just cooling off. I’m not sure who surprised who more.” Leigh laughed herself.

  Aaron was almost to them with a bowl full of berries. “Have some,” he offered extending the bowl.

  Leigh looked at Aaron and smiled. “Thanks,” she directed at him.

  “For what? I did not mean to-”

  “No, its okay. You were just protecting me…I think.” She took a handful of berries and ate them.

  Farren did as she did. Aaron ate a few more as well. Then Aaron said, “Finish them up and lets go.” They did just that.

  The trio came upon a large clearing in the woods about a half an hour before dark. Aaron halted his horse and climbed down. “We will take advantage of this spot. It could be hours before we find another clearing and by then it will be dark.” Aaron tied his horses reigns to a nearby tree and his companions dismounted.

  As Farren tied off his horse he offered, “ I can get things ready to make dinner.”

  “I will go gather some firewood,” Aaron announced.

  Leigh handed the reins of her horse to Farren. “I’ll help Aaron.”

  Aaron and Leigh scoured the clearing with great luck. Soon they had a roaring campfire and a stew brewing in a pot over the flames. The warm smell filled the clearing. They rolled out their beds and when the food was ready Leigh helped Farren dish it out.

  “This is quite good, “ Aaron complimented.

  “Yeah,” Leigh agreed.

 Farren swallowed a spoonful of stew. “Aaron, how much longer before we come to the mountains?”

  Aaron swigged off his canteen before answering. “I see we will be in the woods for a few more days. Once the terrain gets hilly, we will almost be out.”

  Farren looked out into the dark forrest surrounding them. “No telling what’s out there. Maybe we should take turns keeping watch over the fire.”

  “Yes,” Aaron agreed. “It will keep the animals away.”

  “Ah, what animals?” Leigh asked nervously, peering into the dark.

   “Mostly wolves or bears at the worst. I doubt we will be bothered though. Food is plentiful this time of seasons. We are not on the menu by any means.”

  Leigh finished her stew and tossed her bowl by the fire. “Keep it big.” She snuggled down into her sleeping bag and rolled over to face the woods. She stared out into the darkness until her eyes were too heavy to stay open ant longer.

  Farren and Aaron took turns sleeping and stoking the fire. Somehow both were able to get enough rest and by morning they were ready to move on.

