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   Lee Starfinder sat astride his massive black stallion, head high and back straight. His fur-lined suede coat covered the silver silk shirt that he had received as tribute from the Miners’ Guild. His black hair was oiled and pushed back in Baltrian fashion, which had become the style in Hazrah. His black trousers and polished boots were decorated with tiny silver beads set in a crisscrossing pattern that glittered in the noonday sun. His long, slender blade hung carelessly at his side. Though he preferred to attach it to his saddle, this gave him an even greater air of superiority, important for a man of his standing and position. A true noble lord by all accounts.
 
   The streets of Hazrah were bustling with activity. The sounds of peddlers shouting their wares and the songs of wandering minstrels echoed off the stone walls of the buildings. Hazrah was a solidly built city constructed mostly from a dark gray granite common in the Razor Edge Mountains. This ensured that its structures would stand the test of time, not to mention any assault. Some houses and shops were as high as three stories, and though impressive to look at, they did funnel the harsh wind through the markets in winter. But thankfully, it was now early spring.
 
   The seed and hay merchants had begun to arrive, along with the copper and jewel traders up from the southlands. Lee owned six mines, and the sight of trade meant more gold for his coffers. Not that he didn’t have enough wealth already. Only the king boasted more. Still, more was better. Gold kept his house powerful and his interests secure.
 
   The scent of pack animals and the unwashed bodies of laborers mingled with the perfumes of the wealthy traders and nobles,  which  gave  the  air  an  unwholesome  smell  that  Lee
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   detested. It was why he rarely came to the market himself. His friends would tease him that he was abandoning his humble beginnings in favor of a lordly life. He knew they weren’t wrong, but also that they were little better. By all accounts, they lived as if they were wealthier than he (though they clearly were not). When not training or studying warfare, he spent time at the private baths reserved for landed nobility, or at lavish parties that took place almost every night. It was there he would cause tongues to wag. His self-confident swagger, good looks and carefree disposition caused the noble ladies to swoon, and Lee made no secret of the fact that he enjoyed their company. More than once he had faced down a jealous suitor or angry father. But, as his prowess with a blade was well known, he rarely had to do more than apologize and give an expensive gift to quell their fury.
 
   From the moment he inherited the title of Lord Nal’Thain, it was speculated as to whom he would wed. It was clear that a house of such vast riches and influence should have an heir. That Dauvis Nal’Thain has left his fortune to Lee to begin with had caused great discomfort among the nobles, being that he was a commoner and former servant. But luckily, Lee had sufficient gold and the wherewithal to silence their protests. Even so, as he had shown no more than a passing interest in any of the noblewomen in Hazrah, many feared for the future of his house.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder and scowled. Millet was riding just behind on an old painted mare. His prematurely gray hair and weathered features gave him the appearance of a far older man. In fact, he was only thirty-eight, a mere fifteen years Lee’s senior. Still, he was neither frail nor timid. On the contrary, he sat straight and proud as any lord, and his simple green cotton
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   shirt and brown pants were tailored and well fitted to his thin frame.
 
   “You could have dressed a bit better, don’t you think?” scoffed Lee. Lee had a somewhat strained relationship with Millet.
 
   “Perhaps, my lord,” he replied. “But as we will be beyond the gates in minutes, and out of the public eye, I chose to dress for the journey.”
 
   Lee glared. He knew Millet disapproved of drawing attention to themselves on this particular trek. They would be away for quite some time if all went according to plan, and marching off as if to war would only start rumors flying prematurely. “I dressed according to my station, Millet. But don’t worry. I brought the rags you had placed in my quarters this morning.”
 
   “They were put there last night,” corrected Millet. “Which was when we were meant to depart.”
 
   “I refuse to skulk off in the night like a thief,” said Lee, irritably.
 
   “It’s not skulking, my lord,” he countered. His tone was calm and emotionless, but his eyes told a different tale as they met Lee’s. “We are to be away, and under assumed names. Do you not think we should be a bit less conspicuous?”
 
   Lee shrugged. “I don’t see why it should make a difference. Besides, I had promised Lady Grivalti a dance. Should I have broken my word and canceled the party?”
 
   “I think Lord Grivalti would rather you did,” said Millet disapprovingly. “Particularly being that I saw Lady Grivalti leaving the manor this morning…without her husband. And there was no party scheduled until yesterday afternoon. Begging your pardon, but I think you wanted the delay.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “And if I did,” Lee growled. “Who are you to question it? I swear, sometimes I wonder why I keep you around.”
 
   Millet chuckled. “Why indeed?”
 
   Lee knew very well just how valuable Millet really was. He had dismissed him a year ago, after a particularly long night of drinking and dancing. It only took three days before Lee realized that without Millet, things would soon fall apart. It was amazing to him how quickly he could lose gold through his own mismanagement. Orders for his mining interests needed filling daily, shipping schedules needed confirming, not to mention the basic requirements of his own household. Lee fumed as he recalled the smug expression on Millet’s face when he was forced to ask him to return.
 
   After they were an hour from the city gate, Lee halted to change into his travel clothes. He looked at the dusty rags Millet had given him. A plain brown tunic, tan trousers, and a worn pair of black leather boots. “I can’t believe you want me to dress like a bloody pig farmer.”
 
   Millet frowned. “It would be unwise for you to travel openly, my lord. It would attract unwanted trouble. It’s bad enough that you chose to ride your best stallion and bring your finest sword.” Lee knew he was right. He was always right, and that was what really annoyed him. “You know, I liked you much better
 
   when I was a servant.”
 
   “When you were a servant, you were far more responsible,” Millet retorted. “And now you have the added burden of the prophesy, which is why you really should be more mindful.”
 
   “I wish I had never told you about that,” said Lee as he mounted his stallion.
 
   “The fact is, you did tell me,” said Millet. “And when the Oracle of Manisalia speaks, you should pay heed to her words.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   If the prophesy came to pass today, and you were given the hope of the world to protect, you would not be prepared.”
 
   Lee spurred his horse forward. “Why do you think I’m going on this journey? The sword masters in Hazrah have nothing more to teach me.”
 
   “True,” said Millet. “But I wish you would have chosen to seek out a master that was not so far away, or in so wild a place. Dantory is an unsophisticated desert oasis. When was the last time you left creature comforts behind?”
 
   “I’m not soft,” said Lee. “I can deal with hardship. Besides, I hear the women in Dantory are beautiful beyond compare.”
 
   Millet sighed and shook his head. “I have a feeling this will not end well.”
 
   Lee laughed. “Don’t worry. I promise I’ll only pursue unwed maidens.”
 
   Travel that day was pleasant. The warm spring sun was made comfortable by a cool southern breeze coming off the mountains. The scent of honeysuckle and pine needles wafted through the air, bringing a smile to Lee’s face. Normally, they would lodge in one of Lee’s country homes, or in the home of another lord, but as they wanted to keep their departure and destination out of the rumor mill for as long as possible, they had decided to camp.
 
   Millet started a small fire and prepared some rice and lamb he had packed away. Lee lounged on his bedroll, content to watch Millet work. The light from the fading day began to wane, and the dim twinkle of starlight peeked through.
 
   “I think we’ll cut through Dashivis Pass,” said Lee, as he tossed his bowl carelessly aside.
 
   Millet retrieved it, muttered a curse, and began to clean up. “I think that would be a bad idea, my lord. Bandits are known to
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   frequent there. Nothing would please them more than to run across two travelers foolish enough to brave the pass without an armed escort.”
 
   “You worry too much,” said Lee. “I can deal with any bandit scum. It will cut at least two weeks from our journey, and I would like to get there as quickly as possible.” He smiled. “You could always turn back. I’m sure your services would be appreciated back home.”
 
   “I doubt you would be able to manage without me, my lord,” said Millet. “You are a bit too rash to be left on your own. And if you insist on taking the Dashivis Pass, I would ask you to allow me to take the lead if we encounter anyone on the trail.”
 
   Lee rolled over and grumbled. He swore to learn how to run things without Millet when they returned.
 
   Millet shook Lee awake the next morning. The sun had hardly broken the horizon and a few stars were still visible. Lee rubbed his eyes and sat up. He was unaccustomed to rising this early, and the sight of Millet cheerfully packing the horses angered him.
 
   “Why must you be so bloody cheerful?” Lee struggled to his feet and stretched.
 
   “It’s just as well that you learn to grow accustomed to seeing the dawn, my lord,” Millet replied. He looked pleased that Lee was still tired. “In Dantory, you will be Lee Starfinder, not Lord Nal’Thain. The sword master will not teach you according to your schedule, and will likely expect you to rise early.” He tossed Lee a bar of soap. “There’s a stream a few hundred yards north. You should wash the oil from your hair. It is a clear indication of wealth, and will draw brigands down on us like flies to manure.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee ran his fingers through his hair. “As you wish.” His tone was sarcastic and venomous. He stalked away toward the stream.
 
   The pass was a full three days’ ride over rocky terrain, and Millet was right about it being frequented by bandits. A few merchants used it in the spring and summer months, but always with a large escort. Even then, there were occasional attacks. The king had tried in the past to make it safe for travelers, but bandits would nip away with hit and run attacks until losses became too much to justify the cost. In the winter, the snow made the crossing impossible. Many a traveler had lost their life in the attempt.
 
   Once Lee had washed and mounted, Millet took a scrutinizing glance and nodded, satisfied.
 
   “You do realize,” said Millet. “That even in spring the mountain pass is cold, and you brought no warm clothing.”
 
   “The time we save will be worth the discomfort,” Lee replied.
 
   Millet reached back into his pack and pulled out a thick blanket. “I think only one of us will be uncomfortable.”
 
   Lee snorted and spurred his horse.
 
   The road to Dashivis Pass was narrow and uneven. It wound its way through the dense pine forest for fifty miles, then over the rocky foothills, straight into the heart of the Razor Edge Mountains. The melting of the winter snow had washed out large sections of road, making it even more difficult to travel. What would have taken only take a day and a half on a well cared for road, took Lee and Millet five. The mountains loomed above them like great horned beasts threatening to devour them. The forest thinned and was mixed with thorny bushes, and was dotted in between with tiny yellow flowers springing forth from the jagged earth. When they were a mile from the entrance to the
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   pass they came upon a section of road that had been completely washed away, leaving a huge gap in the road ten feet deep and ten feet wide that stretched east to west as far as the eye could see.
 
   Lee slid from his horse and stared across the damaged road. “Blast!” He spat and spun around.
 
   “It would seem we will take the long way around after all,” said Millet, in a failing attempt not to sound self-satisfied.
 
   Lee paced back and forth, fists clenched. Finally, he let out a roar. His voice echoed repeatedly off the mountainside.
 
   “Screaming won’t get you across,” came a woman’s voice from behind a rock, a few feet off the trail.
 
   Lee turned swiftly and drew his sword. “Who’s there?”
 
   A young woman appeared. Her straight, flaxen hair was cut to her shoulders. She was slender in build, yet strong and toned, made apparent by her well-fitted black leather trousers and blue cotton blouse. Her dark eyes and olive skin made Lee think of the women of his homeland on the coast of the Western Abyss. In her right hand she held a long, curved dagger.
 
   “Do you intend to rob me?” she asked. Her voice was feminine and musical, yet contained a hint of danger.
 
   Lee stared at her for a moment, then threw his head back in laughter. “Put away your blade, girl. We mean you no harm.”
 
   Millet leaned down from his horse and whispered, “As she may not be alone, it may be wise to make certain she means us none either.”
 
   This spawned more laughter. “Do you mean us harm? Tell me quickly. My companion thinks you’re dangerous.”
 
   “Then your companion is a much wiser man than you,” she remarked. “This close to the pass, all travelers are suspect.”
 
   “Then why reveal yourself?” asked Lee.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Better to reveal myself than get discovered,” she replied.
 
   “I see your point,” said Lee. “But my friend is right. It would be rather odd for anyone to be alone so close to the Dashivis Pass; least of all a young girl.”
 
   “I have seen twenty years,” she shot back. “And I am not alone. My brothers should be returning soon.”
 
   Lee scrutinized her for a moment. “You lie well. Sadly, I am not an easy man to lie to.” He stepped forward. “So why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing here?”
 
   The girl stared at Lee, her hand wrapped tightly around the dagger. “I am heading to Baltria. I am in a hurry, so I’m using the pass.” She looked at the road and frowned. “At least, I was until I got here. I was just about to look for another way across when I heard the two of you coming.”
 
   Lee rubbed his chin. “Well then. We should get started.” He sheathed his sword. “I am Lee Starfinder, and this is Millet.” He bowed low.
 
   “I am Lyndria,” she replied. “And I’m not certain your company is welcome.”
 
   Lee cocked his head and flashed a roguish grin. “As we are both traveling in the same direction, it seems unavoidable.”
 
   “True enough.” She put away her dagger. “I was just about to head east and see if there is a way across.”
 
   “As good a plan as any,” said Lee. “What say you, Millet?”
 
   “I say you both are fools,” he replied. “But as I am not, I suppose it’s up to me to see you keep your foolishness to a minimum.”
 
   “I see your friend isn’t exactly a pleasant fellow,” said Lyndria.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee shrugged. “He’s just grumpy when he’s tired.” He grabbed his horse’s reigns. “I hope we can get them across as well. I’d hate to go on foot the rest of the way.”
 
   They followed the gorge east through the forest for a mile, until they came across a makeshift bridge. The earth was well trodden, though no clear trail led from it. Lee examined the structure and declared that the horses could cross safely.
 
   “You should be asking, who built the bridge?” said Millet. “Not, is it safe to cross?”
 
   Lee drew his sword. “I’m not turning back now.” He smiled at Lyndria. “Besides, we are obligated to act as protectors.”
 
   Lyndria sighed and looked at Millet. “He thinks he’s rather charming, doesn’t he?”
 
   Millet rolled his eyes. “You have no idea.”
 
   They led the horses across the rickety bridge and made their way back to the road. The rocky terrain forced them to walk the horses. Lee tried his best to maneuver himself next to Lyndria, but she expertly kept herself closer to Millet, who was clearly amused by this.
 
   “We should reach the pass within the hour,” said Lyndria. “Unless you two are tired?”
 
   “We’re fine,” said Lee, boastfully. “I could walk for days without rest.”
 
   Lyndria gave Lee a weak smile. “How nice for you. But I assume you’ll be riding.”
 
   “I will not ride while you walk,” said Lee.
 
   Lyndria nodded. “Then perhaps Millet would allow me to ride with him.”
 
   Millet smirked. “Of course.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. He stood there, flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and anger, then cleared his throat and pretended to check his saddle.
 
   The moment they entered Dashivis Pass, the wind picked up and grew colder. Millet, reaching into the pack bound to the saddle, pulled out his blanket and offered it to Lyndria sitting behind him.
 
   “That is not necessary,” said Lyndria. “I am accustomed to the cold.”
 
   Millet pulled out a second blanket. “I brought two.”
 
   Lee huffed and spurred his horse to a quick trot. “Hurry. I want to cover as much ground as possible before the sun sets.”
 
   Millet laughed at Lee’s discomfort and followed. “Careful, Lee. Your horse isn’t as resilient as you are.”
 
   Dashivis Pass was little more than a narrow trail, barely wide enough for a wagon. The sheer rock walls of the mountainside were jagged and cracked, and the howl and whistle of the wind drifted down like a thousand angry spirits. The ground was more or less even and easy to navigate, worn smooth over the centuries by thousands of travelers. Intermittently, there would be caves large enough to shelter in if needed; some were little more than shallow cavities, others disappearing deep inside the mountain. Each time they passed one, Lee became noticeably uneasy.
 
   “Too many places to hide for an ambush,” he remarked. He slid his hand to his sword and glanced back at Millet. “How long did you say the pass is?”
 
   “About three days’ ride,” Millet replied.
 
   “So tell me,” said Lyndria. “How long have you two known each other? You seem unlikely traveling companions.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Lee is my nephew,” answered Millet, before Lee could speak. “And you’re not wrong about the “unlikely” nature of our relationship. I have been looking after him since he was orphaned, ten years ago.”
 
   “Is that right?” Lyndria asked Lee playfully. “Does he look after you?”
 
   “He thinks he does,” said Lee. “But most of the time he’s just an annoying busybody. If we run into real trouble, then you’ll see who needs looking after.”
 
   “I hope not to find out,” remarked Millet. “I would rather our journey be uneventful.”
 
   Lyndria smiled and shook her head.
 
   By the end of the day, the wind was picking up in earnest, and the temperature had dropped so that even the blankets were of little help. They found a shallow recess in the rock wall, just large enough to house both them and the horses. Millet set about building a fire and preparing a meal, while Lee set up the bedrolls.
 
   It was then that Lee noticed something he had missed before. He looked up at Lyndria. She took a step back, just outside the cave. Her demeanor had changed. She looked serious...dangerous. Lee scanned for his sword. It was several feet away, leaning against the wall near to the horses. Before he could move, Lyndria nodded her head and six ragged looking men, clad in filthy brown tunics and pants, leaped into view. Each of them was holding a crossbow.
 
   “I was wondering when you’d notice,” said Lyndria. “What is the meaning of this?” cried Millet.
 
   “She had no pack,” said Lee, disgusted with his own ineptitude. “No one would travel so far with only the clothes on their back.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lyndria laughed. “Precisely. And please do not try to impress me by dying. I would rather you come peacefully.”
 
   “So you do not intend to kill us?” asked Millet.
 
   “Not yet,” she replied. “So if you wish to live a bit longer, allow my men to bind and blindfold you.”
 
   Lee crouched. The muscles in his legs tensed. “If they touch me, they’ll wish they hadn’t.” His voice was deep and menacing.
 
   The men shifted nervously and trained their bows at Lee’s heart.
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” said Lyndria. “Not only will you die, but so will your uncle. Do you want his death on your conscience?”
 
   “Please, Lee,” begged Millet. “Do as she says.”
 
   Lee glared at Lyndria defiantly. He stood there for a full minute as the tension continued to build. Finally, his shoulders sagged and he nodded his head. Two of the men placed their bows on the ground and tied Millet and Lee’s hands behind their backs. Lee grunted as the rope was pulled tight; too tight for him to slip, and expertly knotted. His eyes never left Lyndria until he was blindfolded.
 
   “If you kill me,” said Lee. “I want the blindfold removed. I would see the face of my killer.”
 
   “I give you my word,” said Lyndria. “But you never know.
 
   You may yet survive.”
 
   Lee could hear the men gathering their belongings together. Cursing himself for allowing them to capture him, he struggled against the ropes. But even with his massive strength, he had no hope of breaking them.
 
   They were led into the frigid night air, and then walked south for an hour. By the time they stopped he was chilled to the
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   bone. He hoped Millet was able to endure. He may not like the man, but as a part of his house, he was responsible for him.
 
   “Millet,” Lee called out.
 
   “I-I’m h-here,” Millet replied, his voice trembling from the
 
  
 
   
 
   
   cold.
 
   

 
   “Don’t              worry,”              said              Lyndria.              “You’ll              be              warm              soon
 
  
 
   
 
   
   enough.”
 
   Lee could hear hushed voices, but could not make out the words over the roar of the wind. After another few minutes he was pushed roughly to his right side. Within seconds the wind was silent. He could hear the echoes of many booted footsteps as they entered a cave. The ground was uneven and sloped down. They wound their way through a series of twists and turns until he heard the crackle of a fire. The warmth was welcome, and he nearly sighed with relief. He was led a few more feet, then forced to his knees. Lee could hear Millet’s shivering breath next to him.
 
   A short time later, Lee heard shouting echoing off the rock walls. As it drew near he could make out two distinct voices. One of them was Lyndria’s.
 
   “So you would have me kill them and leave their bodies on the road?” she yelled.
 
   “I would have you let them pass without noticing us,” shouted a deep male voice. “They might have turned back if they didn’t find the bridge. You’re reckless and stupid.”
 
   “And you’re behaving like a stubborn ox,” said Lyndria. “You can always kill them if you wish. But the young one is more than he pretends to be. He rides the horse of a noble, and his sword is worth more than a year’s wages.”
 
   “So you say,” said the man. “We will see.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee heard heavy footfalls approaching fast. Then the blindfold was ripped from his eyes. It took a moment for his vision to adjust. Slowly he could see that he was in a small rock cavern, twenty feet long, about twice as wide, and just high enough for a tall man to stand erect. A small fire was burning near the wall across from where he sat. The smoke drifted up into a small crack in the rock. A few bedrolls were pushed carelessly against the near wall along with his pack, and his sword was resting beside the narrow entrance, along with Millet’s knife and belt.
 
   Lyndria was standing beside a hulking, black haired man. He was shirtless and bore several tattoos across his massive chest. Most were symbols Lee didn’t recognize, but the sign of Saraf, God of the Oceans, (and Lee’s father) was clearly visible over his heart. He had a square jaw and deeply set brown eyes, which looked down at him with fury. His brown wool trousers were stained and tattered, and his brown leather boots were worn from years of hard use. In his right hand, thick fingers wrapped around a rusted, six inch dagger. He snarled, revealing several gold teeth. He reached down and effortlessly pulled Lee to his feet.
 
   “Who are you?” he demanded. His voice rumbled with barely contained anger. “And don’t lie, or it will be the last words you speak.” His rolling r’s and sharp vowels sounded Baltrian, though more crude and guttural.
 
   Lee looked to Millet, who was still blindfolded. “My name is Lee Starfinder, and this is Millet Gristall.”
 
   “If you wish to speak,” said Millet. “You should speak to me. Lee is in my charge.”
 
   Lyndria pulled a knife from her belt and cut his blindfold.
 
   Millet squinted and blinked.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “I believe you are the more intelligent,” said Lyndria. “But I have my doubts as to your kinship.” She helped Millet up.
 
   “Does it matter?” asked Millet. “My nephew, son, friend, or just a traveling companion. The fact is, I am the one to speak to.”
 
   “It matters,” said the man. “It matters quite a bit.”
 
   “Then you know the truth,” said Millet firmly. “Lee is my nephew. We journey to Dantory to seek work from my cousin. You have all that we possess. What further use can you have for us?” He straightened his back. “And would you be so kind as to introduce yourself?”
 
   The man approached Millet until he was less than an inch from his nose. “I am Jaleel. And I would know why two fools would brave Dashivis Pass?”
 
   “Because I am weary of my nephew’s foolishness,” said Millet. “The pass would cut weeks from our trip, and I am anxious to be rid of his daily complaining. An action I now regret.”
 
   Jaleel fixed his eyes on Millet’s, then took a step back. “And what work do you seek in Dantory?”
 
   “My cousin is a cloth merchant,” said Millet. “As far as what work we shall do…that will be up to him.”
 
   Jaleel turned to face Lyndria. “They’re your responsibility until I decide what to do with them.” He glanced back at Millet and shook his head. “See to it that they stay put.” He stalked from the cavern, squeezing his broad shoulders through the narrow opening.
 
   “Well, at least you get to stay alive for a while longer,” said Lyndria, amused.
 
   “Indeed,” said Millet. “But I wonder what Baltrian pirates are doing this far north?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lyndria’s smile vanished. “Very observant. But I suggest you mind your tongue when you speak to Jaleel. He isn’t as good natured as I am.” She led them, one at a time, to the fire and sat them down. “If you’re thinking of escape, know that the bowmen that helped me capture you are just outside and have orders to shoot anyone that exits…even me.”
 
   “How did you know they are pirates?” asked Lee.
 
   “The symbol of Saraf over his heart was one indication,” Millet replied. “And a few of the other tattoos made it clear that Jaleel is no ordinary Baltrian sailor.”
 
   Lee looked Lyndria up and down. “You don’t look much like a pirate.”
 
   “And you would know this how?” asked Lyndria. “I suppose through your vast experience with seafaring folk.” She sneered. “You should let Millet speak. Silence is your best ally.”
 
   Lee scowled, but kept quiet.
 
   More than an hour passed by, and Jaleel still hadn’t returned. Lyndria stood and began to pace. Then a commotion could be heard just outside the entrance. A second later a thin man in a brown tunic and pants stumbled in. He held a short sword, and blood trickled down his forehead.
 
   “It’s happened again,” he wheezed, out of breath. “It got Hustra and Vantra this time.” He wobbled, then steadied himself against the wall. “Tore them limb from limb it did.”
 
   Lyndria helped the man to remain standing. “When?”
 
   “Just now,” he replied. “Jaleel sent me to warn you. It might be headed this way.”
 
   Lyndria nodded and turned to Lee and Millet. “Keep quiet if you value your life.”
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Lee. “I said quiet,” snapped Lyndria.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   A short time later, Jaleel entered, a grave expression on his weathered face. “It’s gone for now.”
 
   “How many?” asked Lyndria.
 
   “Only Hustra and Vantra,” Jaleel replied. “It ripped them to pieces before the rest of us could get there.” He spat. “Bloody demon.”
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” demanded Lee.
 
   Jaleel turned and stormed at Lee. Just before he reached him, Lyndria stepped in the way.
 
   “He has done nothing,” she said. “Save your fury.”
 
   Jaleel nodded slowly, then leaned against the wall beside the fire. “We came here a year ago from Baltria to search for an ancient treasure: The Jewel of Dantenos, God of the Dead.”
 
   “I’ve heard stories,” said Millet. “It is said to be the gem that once rested in the crown of Islisema, Goddess of the Moon and Stars.”
 
   “Yes,” Jaleel affirmed. “The legend says that  Dantenos stole the jewel and hid it in the mountains after she rejected his advances.”
 
   “You mean you’re here looking for bedtime stories?” scoffed Lee. “You must be joking.”
 
   Jaleel flashed an annoyed glance as Lee. “I’m not a fool, boy. I wouldn’t come here if I didn’t know the jewel is real.” He reached into his belt and pulled out a ripped scrap of parchment. “I was given this by my father before he died.” He held it up for Lee and Millet to see. “He found this while…trading off the coast of Althetas. The owner gave his life to protect it.” On the parchment were written two lines of eleven letters. “I had this translated. It says: “Dantenos’ vengeance will find its way to the mountain that cuts the earth in twain. There you will find the treasure of dark dreams and…”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Jaleel frowned. “It ends there.”
 
   “That’s              it?”              mocked              Lee.              “Two              lines              on              a              worthless parchment, and you go on a fool’s errand?”
 
   “That’s enough, Lee,” barked Millet. “Are you trying to get us killed?”
 
   Lee huffed. “I just...” But another look from Millet silenced
 
  
 
   
 
   
   him.
 
   

 
   “Rest assured I didn’t come here before I was certain,”
 
  
 
   
 
   
   continued Jaleel. “This parchment is a piece of a map. I searched for fifteen years for the rest of it. Finally, I found it at the Temple of the Far Sky, buried in the grave of the temple’s founder.”
 
   “How did you get it?” asked Millet. “The temple is well guarded, and they would…” His voice trailed off as he saw an evil grin and a sinister glint in Jaleel’s eyes.
 
   “The rest of the map convinced me that the jewel is real,” said Jaleel.
 
   “Where is it?” asked Lee. “Can we see it?”
 
   Jaleel threw his head back and laughed. “I would be a fool to tell anyone that, now wouldn’t I? No, I have it safely hidden.” “So what happened?” asked Millet. “Clearly you haven’t
 
   found this jewel yet.”
 
   “No,” admitted Jaleel. “I brought my crew here. We found the cave and tunnels. Everything was as it should be. Until about six days ago.” He paused, and bowed his head. “That’s when it appeared.”
 
   “That’s when what appeared?” asked Millet.
 
   “We were exploring the tunnels,” said Jaleel. “Some had been blocked off, so we were digging them out. Then it came. A blackness! That’s the only way to describe it. It was like a living
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   thing. It came from deep inside the mountain and started picking us off, one by one.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Lee. “What do you mean by
 
   blackness? Like a cloud of smoke or something?”
 
   “I mean blackness,” Jaleel replied. His voice was distant, yet boiled with anger. “Our torches and lamps burned, but the light disappeared. When it was gone, it left death behind. I’ve lost seven men so far.”
 
   “Why not leave?” asked Millet.
 
   Jaleel turned and met Millet’s eyes. “I’ll not run like a coward. Not after all these years of searching. I’ll find a way to kill it.”
 
   “If there is a way to kill it,” added Lyndria. “So far we can’t lay a finger on it.”
 
   “I’ll find a way,” said Jaleel. “These dogs can run if they want. I’m staying.”
 
   “I take it your men want to leave,” remarked Millet.  “That’s              what              I              was              doing              when              you              found              me,”              said
 
   Lyndria. “Trying to track down two deserters.”
 
   The sound of footsteps and angry voices could be heard approaching. Moments later, a group of dust covered men began to file in. They wore torn, thin clothing, far more suited to life aboard ship than amongst the mountains. They carried a variety of weapons, ranging from daggers and clubs, to short swords and crossbows. They were unwashed, bruised and agitated. Fifteen men in total filed inside. Jaleel and Lyndria rose to their feet and faced the mob.
 
   A short, stocky fellow with dirty blond hair and flat features stepped forward. “Captain,” he said. “It’s time we gave up on this madness. We’ve had enough of us dying for nothing.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Jaleel stepped forward and drew his blade. “Silence, you cur!” His form seemed to grow as his voice boomed throughout the cavern. “If any of you think you should be the new captain, now is the time to try. I promised you riches. And on that word I stand. But if any of you think to scare me into turning coward…” He fingered his blade and grinned.
 
   The man took a step back.
 
   “It’s not like that captain,” he continued, nervously. “It’s just that we keep getting killed. Whatever devil’s here, we can’t fight it.”
 
   “I’ll fight it,” said Lee. He struggled to his feet. “If you release us and return our horses and gear, I’ll kill your devil for you.”
 
   “Are you insane?” cried Millet. “Sit back down and be quiet.”
 
   Lee ignored Millet and stepped forward. “What do you say?”
 
   Jaleel nodded with approval. “You may be foolish boy, but you have more courage than this lot.” He looked down at Millet. “And what about your friend? He doesn’t sound like he’s wanting to go with you.”
 
   “I don’t need him,” replied Lee. “He’d just get in the way.” Jaleel lowered his head in thought for a minute. Finally, he turned to his men who were still shifting and shuffling uneasily. He pointed to the man who had spoken. “You. Take your blade and hold it to the old one’s throat.” The man obeyed. “I’ll cut you loose. If you try to flee, your companion dies. Understood?”
 
   Lee nodded sharply and grinned. “Don’t worry. By the end of this day you’ll have your treasure, and we’ll be away from this place.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Jaleel grabbed Lee, spun him around and cut his bonds. “Give him his blade. He’ll be needing it.” He met Lee’s eyes. “Don’t even think about betrayal or you’ll follow your friend to the afterlife.”
 
   He walked over to Millet and lifted him to his feet as if he were a small child. “You’ll come with me.”
 
   The Jaleel’s crew made way as he walked Millet out. Slowly they followed after their captain. Lyndria was leaning against the wall across from the fire, a tiny smile on her lips. Lee saw that his sword had been left by the entrance and retrieved it.
 
   “Bold move,” said Lyndria. “Stupid, but bold.”
 
   Lee fastened his sword to his belt. “I don’t believe in demons. And it seemed like the best way to get out of here with my hide intact.” He sat beside the fire. “What are you doing here, anyway? You don’t look like the pirate type.”
 
   Lyndria cocked her head. “You’d be surprised what a woman can be.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong,” said Lee. “I have no doubt you are capable. You seem to hold your own well with this lot. I’m just saying you don’t appear…well…pirate like.”
 
   She walked over and sat beside him. “I’m here to kill Jaleel.”
 
   Lee’s eyes shot wide. “What?”
 
   Lyndria laughed softly. “Don’t worry. He knows.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Lee. “He knows you’re here to kill him? How is this possible? He doesn’t come across as a man who would allow such a thing.”
 
   She shrugged. “Jaleel is a more complicated man than you can know.”
 
   “You sound as if you admire him,” said Lee. “I do,” Lyndria replied quietly. “Very much.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Then why do you want to kill him?” Lee shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Lyndria sighed heavily. “Because he killed my father.” She glanced over to see Lee’s stunned expression. “My father was a sailor on an Althetan merchant ship. Jaleel attacked his vessel and killed everyone on board. When I found out, I tracked him down and tried to kill him.” She closed her eyes. “I failed.”
 
   Lee laughed. “So you already tried to kill him, and he not only let you live, he also made you part of his crew? And he called me a fool.”
 
   Lyndria shot Lee and angry glance. “He’s no fool. He allowed me to live and join his crew out of mercy…and pity. I told him that if he didn’t kill me I’d try again. But instead of cutting my throat, he spared me and offered the chance to serve on his crew. In exchange, when I was ready, I could try again. But only if I did so facing him. No poison, or knife in the back.”
 
   “And you agreed to this?” asked Lee, in disbelief.
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “When I fought Jaleel, I was no match for him. But when next I face him…I will be. My father shall be avenged honorably, and I will not have to seek Jaleel out.”
 
   “I don’t know if I could stand it,” said Lee. “Looking at the face of my father’s killer every day. How do you resist the temptation to kill him in his sleep?”
 
   “She has honor,” came the voice of Jaleel from the entrance. “Otherwise, I would not have spared her.” He had donned a grey cotton shirt and a light leather breastplate. “Come. It’s time to hunt the demon.” When Lyndria stood as well, he held out his hand. “You stay here. It wouldn’t do if you were to die before you can kill me.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Yes,” said Lyndria, defiantly. “But I won’t have the demon do my work for me.” She hurried from the cavern, returning a moment later with a short sword.
 
   Jaleel tossed a scabbard to Lee that held a small dagger. “Many of the tunnels are too narrow for a sword.”
 
   Lee checked the blade. It was well balanced and sharp. The hilt was plain wood wrapped in soft leather. “This will do.” He shoved it in his belt. “I’m ready.”
 
   Jaleel nodded, then left. Lee followed with Lyndria at his back. Just outside was a broad corridor that forked off after about thirty feet. The walls were rough and jagged. Clearly a natural formation. The air reeked of men, charcoal and dust. Lanterns along the floor lit the area, albeit dimly. As they approached the fork, Jaleel reached down and picked up a lantern. Lee did the same. They turned right and walked for ten minutes through a series of winding tunnels. It wasn’t long before Lee knew that without guidance, he would be hopelessly lost.
 
   “How far do these tunnels go?” he asked. “Miles,” replied Jaleel.
 
   “Then I hope you know where we’re going.” Lee tried to wipe the dust from his face, but only managed to smear it.
 
   Jaleel ignored him. Soon, they came to another fork and he held up his lantern to the wall. There, etched in the rock was the symbol of Dantenos. “This is how I knew my map was accurate.”
 
   Lee ran his finger over the marking. “Does your map say who left this here?”
 
   Before Jaleel could answer, the air began to stir. A howl like that of the wind, yet more substantial and deeper, echoed from the darkness to their right.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The corridor was narrow so Lee drew his dagger. He glanced back at Lyndria. “Stay behind me.”
 
   “I...” she began to protest.
 
   “Do as he says!” Jaleel commanded, cutting her off. He drew his short sword and crouched down, legs parted wide. “Step back. When it comes you won’t be able to see, and I don’t want you to stab me... accidentally.” His last word was almost a laugh.
 
   Suddenly, everything went black. Lee listened for movement, but could only hear Jaleel and Lyndria. Then the wind picked up until the dust stung his eyes. The clang of metal rang out, followed by a heavy grunt and the sound of a sword falling onto stone.
 
   “Jaleel,” called Lee. But there was no answer.
 
   Again Lee listened for movement, but still there was none. Then, as quickly as it came, the darkness faded. The dim light from the lantern revealed what had happened. Jaleel was sitting against the wall, his sword on the floor a few feet away. He was clutching a gaping wound on his leg as blood soaked his trousers and spilled onto the rocky ground. Lee and Lyndria rushed to his side.
 
   “I think I wounded it,” said Jaleel, grimacing. He forced a laugh. “Or maybe not.”
 
   “What was that?” asked Lee.
 
   “That was the demon?” replied Lyndria. She examined Jaleel’s wound and smiled. “Looks like you’ll live long enough for me to kill you after all.”
 
   Jaleel grinned. “Yeah, well after today you may have an easier time of it.”
 
   “Tend his wound,” said Lee. He stood and started down the corridor.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Where do you think you’re going?” asked Jaleel. “To meet this demon,” said Lee. “And to kill it.” “I’ll come with you,” said Lyndria.
 
   “No,” Lee shot back. “You stay with Jaleel. He needs you more than I do.”
 
   Jaleel grabbed her arm. “Let him go. The bravery of a fool should never be questioned.” He smiled up at Lee. His gold teeth glimmered in the soft light. “Good luck, Lee Starfinder. Bring me its head.”
 
   Lee smiled back before heading off. The tunnel narrowed after a few hundred feet, then sloped down. After twenty minutes, he came to yet another fork. He held up the lantern to the wall. No markings. He cursed under his breath, peering into the darkness down both passages. They looked identical. ‘Which way’, he thought. Almost as if in response, the wind stirred to his left. Lee readied himself for an attack, but nothing else happened. A moment later the wind died.
 
   He steadied his nerves and made his way down the left passage. It twisted and turned constantly, and the uneven floor was covered with jagged rocks. After a few more minutes the passage widened enough for him to put away his dagger and draw his sword. No sooner had the blade left the scabbard than the wind rose up again. This time it did not die back down, and seconds later he was surrounded by darkness.
 
   His fingers gripped the hilt of his sword firmly as he listened closely for signs of something approaching. But the wind masked any sound.
 
   ‘Whatever it is, it’s clever,’ he thought. His heart pounded in his chest, and for the first time in many years he was afraid.
 
   There was a sudden sharp pain at the back of his sword hand.  Lee  cried  out,  and  the  sword  dropped  to  the  ground.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Desperately, he reached down for the weapon, but his efforts were in vain. Blood poured from a long gash across his hand. Ignoring this, he reached for the dagger instead. But, just as he touched the hilt, he was thrown back hard and smashed against the wall. He struggled to keep his feet as the air left his lungs, leaving him gasping. Another blow struck his left temple, sending him tumbling to the ground. A flash of pain streaked through his body. But not from the attack. It was as if it came from within. He had never felt anything like this before. It burned into his mind, as though searching. Then, one final blow sent him into unconsciousness.
 
   …………
 
   The echo of soft footfalls was the first thing Lee heard. The pain stabbed at his head as he tried to move, and the salty metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. He opened his eyes, but his vision was blurry. It was then he noticed that he was not lying on rock, but on a bed of soft furs. The wound on his hand had been cleaned and bandaged.
 
   “Don’t try to move for a bit,” came a voice. It was distant and hollow. “Take your time.”
 
   Fighting back the pain, Lee shoved himself up and gained his feet. He wobbled for a moment, his distorted sight not allowing him to keep balance. He reached out and found the wall. It was not rough like the rest of the caves and tunnels, but smooth and polished. He leaned heavily and shook his head.
 
   “Stubborn, I see.” This time the voice had more substance. Though clearly male, it had a distinct softness that gave it an elegant quality.
 
   Slowly his vision began to clear. The room was roughly forty by forty feet square, carved from the mountain by expert craftsmen. The walls, floor, and ceiling were polished smooth as
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   marble. Attached to the wall every few feet were gold lanterns, burning brightly. The surface of the stone reflected their light, illuminating the room as if the sun shone through the mountain top. A small doorway, just wide enough to squeeze through, was at the opposite end. But it was what rested in the center of the room that immediately caught Lee’s attention.
 
   There, stood a gold pedestal, about three feet tall, and encrusted with precious stones of every color. At the top, a delicate hand held aloft a truly immense jewel. It was as large as a bull’s head and a deep shade of purple. A faint light emanated from the heart of the stone, casting a dark aura around it.
 
   Lee noticed that his weapon had been placed beside the fur bed. He attached it to his belt and took a few steps toward the jewel.
 
   “Do not touch it.” The voice echoed.
 
   “Where are you?” asked Lee, reaching for his sword.
 
   From the doorway, a man appeared. At first his features were masked as if in shadow, but as he came near Lee could see him. His gaunt face and sharp hook of a nose was made even more unusual by deeply sunken eyes of undeterminable color and a ghostly pale complexion. A thin, blue linen shirt and trousers hung loosely off his emaciated frame. His feet were bare, and resembled that of a skeleton more than that of a man. Thin white hair, tangled, matted and uneven, shot out in small patches, giving his abnormal appearance a wild quality. He held no weapon that Lee could see.
 
   “I cannot allow you to touch it.” He stepped between Lee and the jewel.
 
   “Who are you?” asked Lee. For some reason beyond the way he looked, the man unnerved him.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “I am Chaudre,” he replied. “Son of Dantenos, and keeper of the jewel. And you are Lee Starfinder, son of Saraf.”
 
   The hair stood up on the back of Lee’s neck at the mention of his father’s name. “How do you know this?”
 
   Chaudre let out a cackling laugh. “You really don’t know?” He reached out his hand - Lee stepped quickly back - Chaudre smiled, his teeth almost indiscernible from his white skin. “I won’t hurt you.”
 
   Lee reached out slowly to grasp Chaudre’s hand. A shock raced through his body the moment their flesh met. In an instant, he knew that it was true. The withered figure before him was indeed the son of Dantenos. He jerked back. “What was that?”
 
   “Our kind can feel each other when we touch,” Chaudre explained. “It is the blood of a God recognizing its own kind. I take it you have never met another child of a God before?”
 
   Lee shook his head, unable to speak. The thought of meeting another like himself had never occurred to him. After a few moments he regained his composure. “Why did you attack me?”
 
   “I thought you were one of the people here seeking the jewel,” he explained. “It wasn’t until I struck you and our flesh touched that I knew that might not be true.” He walked past Lee and sat on the fur bed, then motioned for Lee to join him.
 
   Lee stared at the man for a second, then sat across from him. “You say you spared me because we are alike. But why are you slaughtering the others? Why not simply make them leave?”
 
   The shadow returned and dimmed Chaudre’s features. The air stirred and grew cold. “They come for the jewel.” His voice was shrill and seethed with hatred. His face twisted and his eyes sunk deeper into his skull. “They think to possess what is rightfully mine. And as those that came before, they will die.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Perhaps I could convince them to leave,” Lee offered. He began to suspect Chaudre was insane.
 
   “Most of them would,” said Chaudre. “But the one called Jaleel will never give up his quest. I have watched him from the moment he arrived. His obsession is beyond redemption. He will never give up.” He began to rock back and forth. “I will make him watch as his men are killed, one by one, until he is utterly alone.” The shadow around him darkened and began to creep out.
 
   Lee shifted backward, not wanting to be within the encroaching darkness. “How do you do that? Is it something I could learn?”
 
   The shadow receded, then vanished. Chaudre’s face returned to the gaunt husk it had been before. “No. The jewel has helped me gain power beyond any of our kind. It has shown me things I never imagined.” He leaned in. “I’ve seen the other side.”
 
   Lee struggled not to cringe. “The other side of what?”
 
   “The other side of life,” he replied in a whisper. “The other side of death. I have seen what the Gods see. It has taken many years, but I am finally learning all its secrets.”
 
   Lee furled his brow, looking closely at Chaudre. His skin, though thin and pale, showed no sign of age. He smelled the air- dust and rock. A man would have a scent. His clothes were old and threadbare. “How long have you been here?”
 
   Chaudre shrugged. “I don’t know. The war had been won for ten years when I set out for the mountains.”
 
   “Which war?” Lee asked.
 
   Chaudre chuckled mildly. “What do you mean ‘which war’? The war with the elves, of course.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee sat in stunned silence for a long moment. Finally he managed to speak. “That was five hundred years ago.”
 
   Lee’s words appeared to have little impact. Chaudre tilted his head and smiled. “I no longer feel the passage of time. It slows only when I have dealings with outsiders…like you.” His eyes narrowed. “It is odd that one such as you would arrive at the same time as the others.”
 
   “I had no intention of coming here,” Lee explained. “I am on my way to Dantory to learn from a sword master. We were set upon and brought here.”
 
   “Then why were you in their company?” His voice hissed. “And why were you hunting me? It does not appear as if you were set upon.”
 
   “They are holding my servant hostage,” said Lee. “I agreed to help them if they let us go free. I knew nothing of you at the time.”
 
   He looked at Lee doubtfully. “You allowed them to capture you and gain leverage on you? You could have slaughtered them like sheep at any time, and you expect me to believe that?” The shadow returned.
 
   This time Lee noticed the light emanating from the jewel as it began to pulse. “I have only just begun to learn how to use my strength. That’s why I’m going to Dantory.”
 
   “And what do you think you can learn of power from those that have none?” He waved his hand dismissively. “Humans are weak. If you think you will gain strength through them, you’re mistaken. And if you think I am willing to allow you to replace me…” The air chilled and began to stir.
 
   “I’m not trying to replace you,” said Lee. He could feel his situation becoming increasingly dangerous. Chaudre’s obvious madness was taking a greater hold with each passing second. “I
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   don’t even know what I’d be replacing.” The thought of becoming like this wretched creature sent shivers down his spine. “Please, just allow me to speak with Jaleel. I’m sure I can convince him to leave.”
 
   “He will never leave,” mumbled Chaudre. The muscles in his hands quivered as his fists clenched. “None shall.” The air went still, and his last words echoed throughout the chamber. “The jewel is mine, and no others.”
 
   Before Lee could move, Chaudre’s fists shot out, striking him squarely in the chest. The fierce impact sent him sliding ten feet across the polished floor. In an instant, Chaudre was up and on top of him. He grabbed the back of Lee’s shirt and threw him into the wall.
 
   “Wait!” cried Lee, barely able to catch his breath. His chest throbbed, and his head was splitting from the impact. “I’m not here to take anything.”
 
   “Lies!” his voice screeched, tearing at Lee’s ears. “My father sent you. He sent you here to kill me.”
 
   Before Lee could respond, Chaudre charged in, his speed making him nothing more than a blur. Lee tried to draw his sword, but a rocklike fist smashed into his jaw. He felt as if his head would be ripped from his shoulders by the force. His feet lifted several inches off the ground as he slammed once again into the wall, the taste of blood filling his mouth. Fighting off unconsciousness, he pushed himself erect. Chaudre was standing a few feet away, glaring furiously.
 
   Chaudre sneered. “My father sends a fledgling to dispatch me? A powerless child?” He began to pace back and forth.
 
   Lee spat blood, then wiped his mouth. “I have never spoken to your father, or any other God.” He glanced at the jewel. The pulses of light were now coming more rapidly.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “Your  eyes  betray  you,”  said  Chaudre.  “You  covet  the
 
   Jewel of Dantenos. You seek its power.”
 
   “You’re not speaking sense,” countered Lee. “I told you, I didn’t even know you were down here until you attacked me. And I have no desire to kill you, or take anything from you. You must believe me.” He knew his only chance was to calm his opponent. Clearly, Chaudre was faster and stronger than him. Was it the jewel that gave him this astonishing power? Lee did not know for certain, but he guessed that it was.
 
   “You think to deceive me,” said Chaudre. “But I can see through you. It speaks to me. It tells me you are false.”
 
   “What tells you this?” asked Lee. “You mean the Jewel of Dantenos speaks to you?”
 
   Chaudre seemed to not hear Lee’s words. “I haven’t found the way to open the door to heaven yet. But that doesn’t mean I will not. He has no right to send you here. I have sacrificed everything. What more could I have done?” The shadow darkened around him. The light from the lanterns, as well as the glow from the jewel, was sucked into the gloom, leaving a pitch black spot of complete darkness.
 
   “Listen to me,” Lee pleaded. “Allow me to leave and I swear that I will convince the others to go as well. I have no desire to possess the jewel.”
 
   Chaudre stopped pacing and squared off on Lee. “The pirate captain has sealed his fate. He is a victim of his own greed and selfishness.” His voice sounded as if a dozen men were all speaking at once. “I will slaughter his men, and the girl as well. And only after he has lost everything will I allow him to die. He will never leave here. And neither will you.”
 
   Lee slid his feet apart. This time he would be ready.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   His opponent moved in quickly, the darkness trailing behind him. Lee reached for his dagger and threw it with all of his strength. But it was not aimed at Chaudre. The dagger whizzed through the air toward the jewel. Chaudre let out a piercing screech as the sound of steel striking its target rang out. The pedestal wobbled. The jewel began to slip from its cradle.
 
   Chaudre slid to a halt and leapt across the room in a single motion. Just as the jewel was about to fall free, he managed to grab and steady it. He then turned his head, snarling viciously at Lee, who was already rushing in with sword drawn.
 
   With a blood-curdling cry, Chaudre ran headlong into Lee’s attack, leaving the shadow in his wake. Lee swung his sword in a tight, low arc, trying to prevent Chaudre from ducking beneath and putting him off balance. But Chaudre was too fast. He stopped instantly, allowing the blade to pass, then struck Lee hard on the temple. Lee spun from the force, bringing his blade around defensively. Another crushing blow struck the center of his back, sending him sprawling.
 
   The moment he hit the floor, Lee rolled over and brought up the tip of his blade. Chaudre had moved directly at him, and the sword found flesh, slicing across Chaudre’s forearm. He cried out and kicked Lee’s ribs, sending him sliding several feet across the floor.
 
   Lee struggled to his feet, looking in amazement as acrid grey smoke rose from Chaudre’s wound. The stench of death and decay fill the room. He could feel that his ribs were broken, and his head was spinning from repeated blows. Ignoring the pain, he swallowed hard and moved in with all the strength he could muster. He thrust at Chaudre’s gullet, but found only empty air as Chaudre twisted deftly and brought the back of his fist across Lee’s cheek.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee lunged desperately, but another blow sent him crumbling to the floor again. Once more he tried to rise, but a swift kick to his abdomen flattened him and sent his sword falling from his hand.
 
   Chaudre ground his knee onto Lee’s neck and laughed maniacally. “You are to be congratulated. My flesh hasn’t been broken in a very long time.” He held out his arm, and Lee watched in horror as the smoke disappeared and the wound closed.
 
   Chaudre looked down at Lee with a cold smile. “It’s a pity, you would have become quite powerful.” His fist trembled as he raised his arm for the final blow. “Send my regards to my father.” The light from the jewel pulsed rapidly at Chaudre’s back. Lee glared furiously and prepared himself for death.
 
   Just as he was on the very point of striking, Chaudre’s face suddenly distorted and he cried out. Lifting his knee from Lee’s neck, he spun around. Thrashing wildly, he sent a lone figure flying across the room. Lee could see a small dagger protruding from Chaudre’s back. Knowing that this was his only chance, he quickly rolled and reached for his sword. Chaudre’s shrill screams and curses raked at Lee’s ears as his hands wrapped around the hilt. He swung at Chaudre’s exposed neck. It was like striking iron. His blade only managed to pass half the way through before sticking. With his remaining strength, Lee kicked Chaudre in the chest, freeing the blade and sending him flat on his back.
 
   Lee fell to his knees and stared the body for a moment. The same grey smoke billowed from the wound. This time the smell was so powerful that he nearly emptied his stomach. He staggered to his feet and stood over Chaudre’s lifeless body. The smoke  stung  his  eyes  as  it  filled  the  room.  The  Jewel  of
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Dantanos              had              now              become              dim,              and              its              pulse              slow              and rhythmic.
 
   Lee then remembered the figure that had saved his life. He looked up and saw a body lying a few feet away. He ran over and immediately recognized it. It was Millet.
 
   “No!” he cried, dropping to his knees. To his relief he saw Millet’s chest moving up and down. “Thank the Gods.” He cradled Millet’s head in his arms. A few minutes later Lee heard a weak groan. “Millet?” Lee’s voice was soft and kind.
 
   Millet opened his eyes and squinted up at Lee. “My lord?
 
   Are you hurt?”
 
   Lee laughed with a combination of relief and amusement. “Yes, my friend. But thanks to you, I’m fine.”
 
   Millet looked at Lee curiously. “So I take it we’re friends now.” He grabbed Lee’s shoulder and pulled himself upright. At first he tried to stand, but Lee prevented it.
 
   “Rest a moment,” said Lee. “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you.”
 
   Millet smiled and rubbed the back of his head. “For a second, I thought he had. Who was that creature?”
 
   Lee glanced back at the body of Chaudre. The smoke was decreasing. “He was....”
 
   He paused as he noticed the light from the jewel beginning to grow brighter and pulse more rapidly once again. “Can you walk?” His voice was urgent.
 
   Millet nodded. “Yes, but....”
 
   Lee shot up and pulled Millet to his feet. “There’s no time to explain. Go back to Jaleel and the others. Tell them they must leave at once. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The look on Lee’s face told Millet there would be  no debate on the matter. He turned back to Lee for a moment, worried. “Hurry. This is a foul place.”
 
   Lee nodded sharply and watched Millet until he had disappeared through the doorway. He picked up his sword and approached the pedestal. With each step, the Jewel of Dantenos grew brighter, until Lee had to shield his eyes. He lifted his sword and prepared to strike.
 
   “Kill him,” A voice echoed in his head. Its tone was neither male              nor              female,              but              held              a              delicate              quality              that              was              both seductive and pleasing. “Kill him, and my power can be yours.” Lee slowly lowered his sword and stared into the jewel. Its intricate beauty entranced him. Its facets were immeasurably
 
   complex, and its color impossibly radiant.
 
   “He is weak,” the voice continued. “He could never truly possess me. Not like you, my love. Kill him and stay with me. I can show you the secrets of heaven. Together we can live in immortal bliss. Together we can create paradise. Kill him.”
 
   Lee looked over at Chaudre. The smoke had ceased to rise, and his body stirred.
 
   “Kill him, now. Before it is too late. I will give you everlasting life. Kill him.”
 
   Chaudre sat up and turned to Lee. His hollow eyes stared desperately. His skeletal frame shuddered as he tried to stand, but was only able to kneel. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came.
 
   “Hurry!”
 
   The feeling of intense urgency struck at Lee’s mind. He wanted to kill Chaudre. More than anything, he wanted to end his life. He took a step toward his once powerful attacker, now a
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   pitiful shell of a man. Chaudre tried to cry out again, but still no sound passed his lips.
 
   “Everlasting life.”
 
   Lee stopped. Chaudre’s legs wobbled as he gained his feet. His frail appearance and feeble movements made Lee angry. Certainly this pathetic creature was not worthy to possess such a treasure.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Chaudre again tried to speak. This time Lee heard his words. “It lies.”
 
   Lee turned and gazed at the jewel. In that moment he regained his wits. “I would rather die than become like him.” He raised his sword high, the sinews of his arm filled with sudden strength as he struck the jewel with all his power. The deafening sound reverberated throughout the entire chamber. The jewel shattered into a thousand tiny pieces.
 
   Chaudre let out a loud gasp before falling to his knees. Lee started toward him, but halted as the man shrieked, then burst into blue flames. The heat radiated intensely, and even from several yards away, was enough to drive Lee back. In a few moments the fire died, leaving nothing put a small pile of white ashes.
 
   Lee heaved a sigh, turned, and walked over to the empty pedestal. By now, the pain of the injuries Chaudre had inflicted on him was beginning to set in. With a grunt, he hefted the jewelled pedestal over his shoulder and slowly made his way back to Jaleel and Lyndria.
 
   Jaleel was sitting alone against the tunnel wall. He tilted his head and nodded approvingly as he saw Lee approach. “Not returning empty handed I see.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Lee dropped the pedestal at Jaleel’s feet. “Where are Millet and Lyndria?”
 
   “Lyndria is helping him back to the others,” Jaleel replied. “He took quite a blow. He convinced my men to let him follow us. I guess he should have stayed put.”
 
   Lee frowned. “If he had, we would all be dead. Millet saved your life…and mine.”
 
   “Is that so?” said Jaleel. “I would be interested to know how he did this; and where the Jewel of Dantenos is?” He glanced at the pedestal. “This is indeed a treasure. But I am more interested in what it held.”
 
   “There is no jewel,” said Lee, taking a seat beside him. “I destroyed it.”
 
   Jaleel shifted to face Lee. “I hope for your sake that is a joke.”
 
   Lee told him about his encounter with Chaudre, and of Millet’s bravery.
 
   Jaleel stared in disbelief. “How do I know you’re not trying to keep the jewel for yourself? How do I know that you haven’t hidden it, hoping that once we’re gone, you can return for it?”
 
   Lee shrugged. “Stay if you want. I don’t care.” He pointed to the pedestal. “But this should buy our way out of here.”
 
   Lyndria approached and knelt beside Jaleel. “Don’t be a fool,” she said. “It’s time for us to go home. Thanks to Lee and Millet we have enough to make us all wealthy. Let them go, and give up this madness.”
 
   Jaleel scowled at Lyndria. “You’re a trusting idiot. I will not be denied my prize.”
 
   “You should know that the men will no longer stay,” she said gravely. “They don’t care about the treasure. They’ve seen enough of this vile place, and they long to return to the sea.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Jaleel met her eyes. “And you?”
 
   She sighed. “I will stay as long as it takes for you to come to your senses.”
 
   Jaleel stared. Finally, he turned back to Lee. “Do you swear that you have told me the truth?”
 
   “Yes,” he affirmed. “I swear it.”
 
   Jaleel took a deep breath and smiled. “Then I will tell the men we leave as soon as we can make ready.” He stood up, holding on to Lyndria’s shoulder and wincing from the wound on his leg. “Lee, if you would be so kind as to carry the treasure, we can get going.”
 
   With great effort, Lee put aside his pain to pick up the pedestal and follow Jaleel and Lyndria back to the chamber where the men awaited. Millet was sitting quietly by the fire with a cup of wine. He smiled as he saw Lee enter. All eyes fell on the pedestal as Lee dropped it to the floor.
 
   “Look lively,” shouted Jaleel. “We’re rich. It’s time to go home.”
 
   The men erupted in thunderous cheers, gawking at the treasure Lee had returned with.
 
   Millet got up and walked over. “I take it we are to be released?”
 
   Jaleel smiled broadly, his gold teeth shimmering in the firelight. “As promised.” He caught the arm of one of the passing men. “Give them back their horses and gear.” The man nodded and sped away. “Of course, you are welcome to come with us. Baltria is rich with opportunity, and I think the two of you would do well there.”
 
   Lee smiled. “As much as I would love to see Baltria, I have business in Dantory that I must attend to.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   “I understand,” said Jaleel. Reaching into the pocket of his pants, he retrieved a large silver coin and handed it to Lee. On one side was a skull, and on the other a dagger. “When your business is finished, seek me out. Give this coin to the Baltrian harbormaster. He will know what it means and how to find me.” He smiled at Lyndria. “That is, assuming I still live.”
 
   Lyndria laughed. “Who knows? I may continue to spare you.”
 
   They walked Lee and Millet to the cave entrance, where their horses and gear awaited them. They mounted, said a final farewell, and continued through the pass.
 
   “Millet,” said Lee. “From now on, you’re in charge of deciding what road we take.”
 
   Millet smiled. “Very wise, my lord.”
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