Chapter eight

  Early the next morning they were on the trail again. They encountered water just as Leigh had predicted they would. The stream was nearly twelve feet wide. They stopped to water the horses and replenish the canteens. 

  Farren stood on the bank staring into the water. “How deep do you suppose it gets?” he asked Aaron.

  Aaron laughed. “You’re the farm boy, you tell me.”

  Farren smiled as he knew Aaron was teasing. “Well,” he replied, “I can see the bottom almost to the middle. Cant be more than about shoulder deep.”

  “Great,” Aaron huffed. “The bedrolls will get soaked.”

  “Not if we tie them off above water level,” Leigh interjected.

  “Looks like that’s what we’ll have to do,” Aaron stated.

  Leigh giggled. “Just listen to you guys. Three days with me and I’ve destroyed your grammar. Are you aware you’re both talking like me, using my words?”

  The men paused realizing she was right. They had started using conjunctions. Both got a smile out of the idea.

  “So we are,” Aaron admitted. “Who’s gonna know all the way out here,” Aaron teased, smiling at her.

  “You’re rubbing off on us. Oh shit,” Farren laughed.

  Leigh shrieked with laughter. “You used it right! Ho-ly shit.”

  Farren smiled back at her, pleased with him. “Just like home, huh?”

  Leigh was pleased. “No, better. I’m with a better class of friends.”

  Aaron had never had a human friend before. He turned his thoughts inward trying to decide if he wanted one now. Being the leader was one thing, friendship was another matter completely. He turned away from them and watched the horses, his feelings jumbled. “They have almost had their fill. Let’s prepare to move on.” He strode over to the horses.

  Leigh and Farren exchanged a puzzled look. Aaron had certainly changed his attitude pretty quick. They followed him over and set to resecuring their bedrolls up on the horses backs. The animals had drunk their fill so they mounted up. The water came up nearly to the horses backs in the deepest part, but they made it across only wetting the riders legs. The bedrolls were spared a sogging.

  As they rode on the terrain was becoming gradually more hilly and the forrest was becoming less dense. Water babbling in streams could be heard periodically throughout the day. It warmed up to well over eighty degrees as they plodded on.

  Farren  chatted with Leigh through out the day asking little about her world and more about herself. She devulged  information about her and Jaz; how they met, leaving New York for California. Aaron and Farren concealed their shock when she told them how long they had been living together as unofficial husband and wife. Things were not done like that here. She reluctantly told them of her drug problem and Jaz’s as well. She verbalized her opinion that he had probably been fucking his female entourage for months now. Things had really gone to hell between her and Jaz, she deeply regretted it. After all, seven years is a long time to spend with someone. Throwing it away hurt like hell now that she was sober.

  Aaron took the lead in silence listening to Leigh and Farren talk behind him. His rational tried to analyze his feelings for his companions. He genuinely liked them, even if Farren was a human. But Leigh was not all human. It was different with her. As she revealed the intimate details of her life with another man Aaron found himself thinking of being in Jaz’s position. He wouldn’t have strayed from her. He wondered what she was like in bed….Aaron forcefully blocked the thoughts from his conscious. It was inappropriate to think of such things. She was the champion of Pangea!

  Late in the day they came upon a hill all but void of trees. An open grassy field at the bottom is where Aaron halted the caravan to let the horses graze for a while. “We are not stopped for the day,” he ordered, “but this is good grass for the horses. I am sure we will find good campsites from here on out.”

  Aaron stretched out in the grass and supervised the horses. Leigh climbed to the top of the hill to take in the view. She sprawled out on the grass to gaze up at the sky. Farren wandered around a little. He was thinking about all she said about her and Jaz. It depressed him to think such a cad once held her heart. Finally he went up and sat beside her.

  “Hello,” he greeted her.

  “Hey.”

  “So, what are you doing up here?”

  She rolled over to one side to face him propping herself up on one elbow. “The sky is so blue in this world. It’s not like home at all. You know, we have holes in our ozone layer. Holes in the freekin sky. Poison in the air and oceans.”

  This disturbed Farren. “Why?”

  “My people pollute the planet.”

  “Why do they do such a thing?”

  “For the good of mankind I suppose.”

  “I see nothing good about poisoning your world.”

  Leigh shook her head. “Neither do I.” She sighed ruefully and starred at the sky. “So,” she changed the subject, “you got a woman at home?”

  “I already told you I am not married.”

  “Well, you don’t have to be married to get a piece of ass.” Farren was looking at her confused. “Sex. Screwing, fucking , you know, the dirty deed….bumping uglys.”

  Farren’s eyes grew large and his cheeks flushed. “Of course not! I am not that kind of a man.”

  Leigh grinned from ear to ear. “Oh? Just what kind of a man are you?” she asked leaning close to his face.

  It was clear he was becoming flustered. He stared at her, embarrassed. “I…I..”

  “You’re a virgin aren’t you? You have never had a woman have you?”

  A million thoughts swirled through his mind at once. He composed himself and said in a whisper, “I am saving myself for the right woman.” Fearlessly he gazed deep into her eyes.

  A strange feeling presented itself in Leigh’s stomach. She suddenly realized just how handsome he was, what character he truly possessed. Why had she not noticed this sooner? She had been too caught up in her own self pity. Now her world seemed like a dream away. Jaz didn’t even seem real to her at this moment. Her face was so close to Farren’s. She could feel the heat of his breath…now it was her turn to blush.

  Farren saw the change in her expression and leaned back to give her some space. He didn’t want to push. “Have I offended you?”

  “No,” she answered quickly.

  “You just look a little disturbed.”

  “I just have a lot on my mind.” She rolled over on to her back and shut her eyes against the sunlight. This was rather unexpected.

  Farren lay on the grass beside her. He was quiet a moment, his mind at work. He thought maybe he should have just kissed her and regretted that the moment had passed. “What do you think will become of us once we have returned the crystal to the High Priest?”

  Leigh said nothing for a moment, pondering the inevitable. “I guess we’ll go home.”

  “You will go back to your world?”

  She opened her eyes and watched a passing cloud. “I suppose so. I guess it’s where I belong.”

  “What if you could stay? Would you want to remain here?” he asked hopefully.

  A part of Leigh wanted to say yes. The past few days had been beyond her imagination, but this place made her want to stay. Something about Farren and even Aaron made her want to stay. It seemed  so unfair to get attached to someone she would only have to leave in a short time. This deal was getting stickier every day. Why get her hopes up or his either for that matter. “I belong in L.A.”

  Farren’s disappointment silenced him. He wanted to ask her to stay. He wanted to tell her not to go back to this Jaz person. He wanted to ask her if she would be for him, but he felt as if he had on such right to. She was the champion of Pangea for Nor’s sake! He was feeling quite foolish and angry for letting his mind take such liberties. “I suppose you do,” was all he could say.

  Aaron had finished doing some stretching exercises and sat watching the two up on the hill. A little jealousy nagged at him, but in his usual cold way he reasoned it away. “They’re just humans,” he said to no one, “and you know how humans are.”

  He longed for this journey to end soon. He loathed leaving someone else in charge of the business. He worried  all was well at the office and prayed things were still as he left them. This mission was important, that he understood.

  Old hatred stirred in him. He came to the conclusion that he must drive them harder. They must finish this quest immediately. After all, Aaron had a miserable life to get back to. “Don’t we all?”

  Their rides were well grazed and shortly they moved on. They had a few hours of light left and Aaron was determine to make the most of it. He drove them on at a faster trot then before. Leigh and Farren had noticed, but said nothing. They just assumed he was searching for a good spot to camp.

  Aaron picked out a site shortly before dusk. Leigh used her new found abilities to ignite their campfire. The clearing was large with a few scattered shade trees. Farren cooked some meat and a strange looking vegetable for dinner. Aaron went off to one side to practice his ninja like exercises.

  Leigh sat fascinated watching Aaron for nearly a half an hour before going to him. He was clearly working himself very hard, but had barely broken a sweat. “What are you doing?” she asked timidly.

  Aaron did not cease his training. “Practice is good for the body,” he replied.

  “How good are you?”

  His eyes flicked over her quickly, he jabbed the air. “I could sneak up behind you,” he leapt up and kicked the air beside her, “and snap your neck,” he moved swiftly behind her, “before you even knew I was there.” He swept her feet out from underneath her.

  Leigh fell backwards and in a flash Aaron caught her just before she hit the ground. She stared at him surprised for a moment and he gave her a sly grin before lifting her to her feet. She was stunned at first, but delighted with his talents. She bubbled with laughter. 

  “I suppose you move like the wind?” she teased.

  Aaron flirted back with her, stepping in close to her. His body brushed up against hers for a second. “My sweet one, I am the wind itself.”

  “Umm hmm,” she pondered. “Aaron Windwalker.”

  He grinned approvingly. “Aaron Windwalker it is then , Leigh Fireschild.”

  Farren had been watching this little drama unfold. He was surprised to see her fall into Aaron’s arms so easily and was far from thrilled to see them stand so close. He swallowed bitter jealousy as the pair approached. Leigh was giggling and leading Aaron by the hand. Aaron smiled smugly. Farren bit his lip.

 “ Farren ,” she beamed, “may I be the first to present to you Aaron Windwalker.”

  Farren forced a smile as she let go of Aaron’s hand. “It is a good name. Ah, the food is nearly cooked. Leigh, would you bring me the plates?”

  “Sure,” she chirped and trotted off.

  “She is an amazing woman,” Farren murmured looking at the vegetables he was stirring.

  Aaron stared down at the man beside the fire knowing that his little horseplay with Leigh had annoyed him. This pleased Aaron somewhat. Some sort of revenge  against humans in the depths of his mind. “She is,” he said coolly. “It will be sad to see her go…wont it Farren?”

  Farren looked the elf in the eye. He made no attempt to hide his hurt and anger. “Indeed it will. I fear I will miss her more than I ever dreamed.”

