Chapter sixteen

  Farren and Leigh limped to the trail head. They were covered in dirt and their own blood. Farren had tried to wipe the woman’s blood from his hand, but it caked the webbing of his fingers. Farren sat them down by the wayside to wait for Aaron and Morrison. They appeared soon enough and galloped to their companions.         

  Aaron was off his horse in a flash. “Are you two all right?” he panted.

  The sight of Aaron made Farren furious. “No thanks to you! Just what exactly were you trying to do up there, Aaron?!”

  Aaron sighed running a hand through his hair. “It was an accident.”

  Farren leapt to his feet and put his face inches from that of the elf. “An accident? You almost got us killed! My horse is dead, Aaron. Look at it! Look at us! Her wrist was broken. The bones were through the skin! Her blood is all over me and all you can say is it was an accident?!” 

  Aaron looked down at Farren’s bloody hands and clothes. His eyes then moved to the steed laying dead on the mountain.  Then he looked at Leigh. She was sitting with her knees drawn into her chest. Scratches and abrasions covered almost every inch of her exposed skin. He returned his gaze to the other man. Farren’s eyes were dark with anger.  Aaron returned Farren’s glare.

  Morrison had dismounted and came to join them. “Let me look at ye two,” he said.

  Aaron pushed past Farren deliberately bumping shoulders with him as he went. Farren was ready to turn around and slug him, but Morrison took hold of him. Farren looked at Morrison warningly. Through clenched teeth he growled, “Let me go.”

  “No,” Morrison said quietly. “Let it go, Farren. What’s done is done. The important thing is that you two are safe now.”

  “None of us are safe with him around.”

  The elf did not hear the other men. He went directly to Leigh. He looked down at her ragged form, then dropped to his knees beside her. “Leigh…forgive me. It was a mistake. You should know that I would never endanger you.”

  The woman eyed him coldly. She spat out blood and dirt. “Fearless leader,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Get away from me Aaron.”

  Aaron stared at her miserably. He could see the rage in her eyes. If she weren’t so banged up he was sure that she would be attacking him. Aaron thought he would have preferred  a beating to the look she was giving him. He had lost her. He stood. “For whatever its worth to you, I am so sorry, Leigh.” He hesitated, waiting for her to reply. When he got no response he slunk away from her and went back to the other men. 

  Aaron was quick with his words. “We will camp here tonight,” he told them. “I want for you and Leigh to have time to recover. I want to be sure that you’re all right. I’ll see what I can retrieve of your gear then I will gather some fire wood. We will be losing the light soon, it will be cool up here tonight.”

  Morrison watched Aaron turn and walk away. He passed Leigh without even looking at her, making his way up to Farren’s dead ride. Morrison studied Farren. He was glaring at Aaron’s back. “I’ll lay out her bedroll for ye two,” he tried to distract. “It wouldn’t hurt if you tried to lay down…and she’ll be with you.”

  This last comment was enough to make Farren face Morrison. His anger ebbed and concern crossed his face. “Morrison…her wrist was badly broken. I healed it, but I don’t have the strength to heal anymore tonight.” Farren heaved a heavy sigh.

  “It’s all right. Let me get you settled then I’ll go help Aaron gather some firewood.”

  Farren nodded at him and Morrison set to the task. He helped Leigh over to the blankets and Farren drooped beside her. With the wounded ones resting, Morrison went to help Aaron.

  Aaron had collected what he could find from Farren’s pack. It wasn’t much, a few dishes, a pair of pants still intact, and a pouch full of stones. Everything else had been either shredded or carried away by the winds. He tied the belongings up in a tattered shirt  and moved on to find a pile of dead brush. Aaron had begun stripping the bush when Morrison found him. 

  Morrison came up beside him and proceeded to help Aaron generate a pile of good kindling. Morrison was quiet at first, but found he could not hold his tongue for very long. “She sure does have you boys all balled up, don’t she?”

  Aaron, who up to this point had been too involved in his task and lost in his own retched thoughts, stopped and turned to Morrison. “Come again?” he asked pointedly, rubbing the dirt off of his hands onto  his pants.

  Morrison straightened and faced their leader. “You’re in love with her. The both of ya’.”

  Aaron raised a brow. How had Morrison figured this out? He knew what he felt for Leigh, but he totally denied his feelings. He didn’t want to believe it was anything more than a power struggle between them. Yet, at the same time he couldn’t stop desiring her. But love her? He couldn’t allow it. “You confuse sympathy and regret, old man.”

  “Don’t bother to deny it to me. I can see it, I can sense it. I know it.”

  “You’re delusional.”

  “No, you’re transparent.”

  Aaron eyed him nervously. The moment stretched out before he spoke, agitated. “So what if I do? It matters not. She will not stay. Even if she could it would be with him.” He crossed his arms over his chest defiantly.

  Morrison studied Aaron. “Now, yes, you’re probably right. That may change in time.” An eerie look danced in the older man’s eyes. Seriously he told Aaron, “You should hold on to your love for her. The time may come when she will need every bit of it.”

  Aaron did not understand, but he did not want to have this conversation either. Morrison was spooking him and he did not want his emotions to be put on trial. He turned away and went back to gathering wood.

  They camped for the night where they had  stopped by the wayside. A fire blazed keeping the chilly air at bay. Aaron sat rigidly on his bedroll watching the others. Morrison had shared a pipe with Leigh to calm her. It had finished the job of exhausting her and she crawled into her bedroll to sleep. Farren snuggled in beside her and boldly wrapped her in his arms. Aaron looked away and starred into the fire. Morrison lay back looking at the stars. 

  The gypsy shot Aaron a quick look. “You should get some sleep, Aaron. We’ll be on our way again come the morn.”  

  “I’m fine,” Aaron replied. Lament coated his voice. He tried to clear his mind, but guilt had him beat.

  Leigh could hear the sorrow in Aaron’s tone. She snuggled into Farren’s chest and drifted off to sleep. Morrison watched Aaron a little while longer, then he too fell asleep. Aaron sat up for several more hours, alone with his thoughts. Finally, he too succumbed to sleep.

  Morrison awoke before dawn in a cold sweat. He had a vision dream that had left him perplexed and somewhat frightened. Silently he got up and moved away from his sleeping companions. He rested himself on a small boulder. Morrison filled his pipe and lit it. He watched as the first colors of sunrise appeared in the east. 

  Aaron woke. He first turned to see Leigh. Farren had her cradled in his arms, she snuggled into his chest. The sight made Aaron’s heart heavy. He turned to check Morrison, only Morrison wasn’t there. Aaron sat up and surveyed the gloom. His sensitive nose caught the scent of burning herbs. Aaron quietly got up and followed the smell to the man.

  “Good morn,” Morrison greeted as Aaron approached from behind him.

  “Good morn,” Aaron replied. He slumped down beside Morrison and rubbed his eyes.

  “Sleep well?”

  “I doubt any of us slept well.”

  Morrison paused to puff his pipe. After a short silence he said, “We should reach the temple before dark today.”

  Aaron blinked at him tiredly. “How do you know that?”

  Morrison exhaled smoke. “I had a vision dream last night, Aaron.”

  Aaron knitted his brows. “What do you mean?” he questioned.

  “I can see things in my dreams. I can see the past, the present, and sometimes the future. That is how I knew you would find me. That is how I know you love the woman as does Farren. It is how I see many things. Last night I saw things.”

  This sort of talk gave Aaron the creeps. He shuddered. “What things?”

  “Things to come. I saw the temple. I saw fire in the palm of Leigh’s hand that left her unscathed. I saw us all running. Someone was screaming, but I cant recall what.” He paused to puff on his pipe. “All of it will be soon, but still I saw more. I heard the cry of a babe from over a great distance. I saw a man that resembles you, but it wasn’t you. He was fighting with Leigh in strange surroundings…I heard music. I saw Farren. He looked very ill, maybe dieing even. At the last I saw you. You were with her and another in a terrible place. I believe you were trying to save her life. I could hear her screaming your name. There was something different about her, but now I cant seem to recall the details.”

  Aaron studied Morrison in the new light of day. He looked haggard and distressed. “Do you know what any of it could mean?”

  Morrison sat quietly, chewing on the stem of his pipe. He turned his dream over in his head. “I can’t be sure. I just know that it will come to be. You know, its funny…I was left with the strangest feeling that you will soon be made to weep, my friend.”

  Aaron stated flatly, “You must be mistaken. I do not cry, ever.”

  Morrison looked Aaron square in the eye. “You will, Aaron Windwalker, you will.”

  A chill ran deep through the elf. “I hope that you are wrong, friend. It would take something pretty bad to break me.”

  Morrison sighed, then inquired, “Do you admit to loving no one? Are you truly that stone hearted?”

  Aaron reflected on the question for a moment. “You know how I feel about Leigh. I have grown fond of you and Farren as well. Its just that I haven’t really loved anyone in so long it seems pointless to start now. I remember that I loved my mother very much…she died when I was only a boy. I loved my sister and she was murdered. After that I guess I just stopped feeling, it’s easier that way. It may sound cold, but my lifestyle leaves me little choice. Business first. Emotional relationships mearly cloud the judgment of good minds. I won’t let that happen to me.” 

  “Not even for Leigh?”

  “Not even for her.”

  “You are a cold one, Aaron. I have heard tell of your business practices. You truly are loveless. Someday, you’ll learn.” Morrison stood and went back to camp.

  Aaron sat and watched the sun rise. His ideals and emotions clashing within. He tried to sort out what Morrison had spoken to him about, but came up even more confused. He sighed heavily and ran a hand through his hair. “I just want this over,” he whispered to a new day.

They had breakfast and rode out thereafter. Aaron gave Farren a shirt to ware. It fit snug, but was of light comfortable material. Farren had also changed his pants, leaving his ragged pair behind. The day seemed warmer than the one before. Farren rode with Aaron and Leigh with Morrison to try to evenly distribute the weight. The group followed a wide path side by side.

  Soon they found a fresh stream and filled their canteens. All four wetted their hair and the horses drank deeply their fill. Here they had a quick lunch. Their food was running low. This would be the last time they would have the luxury of three meals a day.

  On they rode through the afternoon heat. The trail was seemingly endless. It was mid afternoon when Morrison spotted something. “There it is,” he said pointing. “There’s your gorge. Your temple isn’t far now.”

  Aaron surveyed the canyon nervously. So, they would be to the shrine today after all. Morrison was right. Aaron shivered in his saddle.

  “How much further is it?” Farren asked. He had healed Leigh’s worst cuts and scrapes along with his own when they had broken for lunch. He was still sore and riding was giving him a backache. His freshly healed skin was already browning in the sun.

  Leigh answered him. “We will be there by dark.”

  He eyed her curiously.

  “Majist guidance,” Aaron explained.

  “Gives me the creeps sometimes,” Leigh admitted.

 In another hours passing they could see the gorge widening in places. Soon after, an object appeared in the distance. At first it was nothing more than a lumpy shape on the horizon, but it began to take shape as they came closer. It was identifiable as a structure of some sort. An eerie red light seemed to surround the roof of the building. 

By dusk they were less than a mile from the temple. With elven eyes Aaron and Leigh could see that it lie in ruin. A huge monument with collapsed roof and columns. The red light appeared to radiate through the holes in the roof from somewhere inside. It was on the opposite side of the canyon. Up ahead they could see an old rope and plank bridge spanning the gap in the earth.

  “The crystal of fire,” Leigh breathed.

  Aaron stated, “We camp here and now. At first light, we move.”

