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            "Juriel realizes that true wealth lies in gratitude, respect, and companionship—not in fortune or the approval of others."
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CHAPTER ONE
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Juriel and the Onyx Horse



Dawn crept across the horizon like a shy visitor, brushing pale gold over the ragged edges of the scrubland. The world was waking inch by inch: first the distant rustle of sagebrush, then the flutter of a bird’s wing, then the hush of morning wind dragging itself over the cracked earth. But none of this beauty mattered to Juriel.

Juriel had never been a man who greeted mornings with gratitude or awe. He woke each day with the same heavy sigh, the same determination to find riches that forever slipped through his fingers, the same bitterness wrapping around his heart like a stubborn vine.

He kicked at the ashes of last night’s fire and muttered, “Another day, another disappointment unless luck finally decides to show itself.”  Beside him, tethered to a leaning post of dead wood, stood his horse — a creature so striking that even the sunrise seemed to pause for a moment, casting brighter light just to examine him.

Horse — for that was the only name Juriel had ever bothered to give him — was enormous. His coat was the deepest black imaginable, so dark it seemed to swallow shadows whole. When Horse moved, light traveled over him like water over polished stone. His mane cascaded down his neck like strands of midnight silk, and his eyes, dark and still, held a quiet intelligence that unsettled anyone who looked too long.  He was the kind of creature stories should have been written about.  But to Juriel, he was simply a beast to carry burdens.

Juriel stomped toward him, frustration already buzzing in his head. “You ate the oats again,” he said, voice sharp as flint. “Those were worth coin, you stupid animal!”  Horse’s ears flicked back. He didn’t step away or resist; he only watched Juriel quietly, that same unreadable depth in his gaze. The way he looked at Juriel was strange — almost knowing, almost patient. As if he understood something the prospector refused to see.  That look only angered Juriel more.

“How many times must I teach you?!”  The whip cracked through the air like lightning. Horse flinched, his muscles rippling beneath the onyx sheen of his coat. His hooves scraped dust. Yet he didn’t fight back, didn’t rear, didn’t even snort. He simply endured.

A voice broke through the tension.  “Why waste your strength on such a useless animal?”  The whip froze midair.  Juriel turned. An old man stood a few yards away, leaning on a crooked staff carved with swirling patterns. His clothes were simple, patched in places, the fabric the color of wood smoke and earth. His beard fell in soft waves to his chest, and his eyes — pale gray, sharp as winter frost — studied Juriel with a disconcerting mixture of pity and amusement.

The prospector scowled. “This is no business of yours.”  “Oh, but it is,” the old man said lightly. “Everything is the business of those who still care to notice.”

He pointed with his staff toward a narrow door wedged between two weather-beaten buildings Juriel swore hadn’t been there yesterday. Above the door hung a dingy wooden sign so old the letters had worn away entirely.  “Come here,” the man said. “Inside. I’ve something to show you.”

Juriel opened his mouth to refuse, but the old man’s tone — calm yet oddly commanding — tugged at him. Something in Juriel’s chest tightened in curiosity before he could stop it.  He tossed the whip aside. “Fine. But make it quick. I have work to do.”

As Juriel stepped toward the shop, Horse raised his head. For a moment, his dark eyes glimmered with something like alarm — or perhaps warning. But Juriel didn’t notice. He was already ducking into the doorway, muttering, “Probably just another beggar with some tall tale.”  Inside, everything changed.

The moment Juriel crossed the threshold, the dusty world outside disappeared. The shop was vast — unimaginably vast — stretching upward into an arched ceiling so high it vanished into shadow.  Suspended from that ceiling hung hundreds upon hundreds of crystalline ornaments: long spears of glass, bells shaped like frozen raindrops, spiraling rods etched with delicate patterns. They reached from above like the hanging gardens of some forgotten kingdom.  Light filtered through cracks in the walls, catching the edges of the glass and scattering it in shimmering colors — sapphire, rose, emerald, gold. And then the breeze came.

A single cold breath of wind swept through the room.  The crystals answered.  They chimed — not randomly, not chaotically, but in a symphony so soft and haunting it felt alive. Each shard swung on its thin glass filament, all in different directions, yet somehow perfectly timed. The sound rose like the whisper of a thousand fairies singing from the heart of a mountain. Each crystal’s note layered upon the next until the entire shop vibrated like a giant instrument.

Juriel staggered back.  “What — what is this place?”  “Ah,” said the old man, strolling past him. “The music of things that are fragile but know how to endure.”

Juriel stared upward, awe breaking through the crust of his hardened personality. “But how did you...? These things should break. They should fall.”  The old man chuckled. “Why would they fall? The floor is only a suggestion.”  Juriel blinked. “A...suggestion?”  The man winked. “This is only your first visit. We must leave a few mysteries for later, mustn’t we?” “...Be careful... I wouldn’t want you to fall hm, hm, hmmm...”

The mysterious man lowered himself into a chair beside a small, cluttered table — though Juriel was certain that table had not been there seconds ago.  “Sit,” the old man said, gesturing. “Let me tell you something important.”

Juriel hesitated. He wasn’t used to taking orders, especially from wrinkled strangers in uncanny shops. But something in the air — maybe the soft singing of the crystals, maybe the old man’s unfathomable calm — coaxed him forward.  He sat.

The old man fixed him with a steady gaze. “You seem like a man always searching and never finding.”  Juriel bristled. “I find what I need.”  “Do you?” The old man said, as he raised a brow. “You carry hunger in your eyes. But not the useful kind. This is the hunger of someone who wants everything except what he already has.”

Juriel crossed his arms. “If you’re here to scold me, you can save your breath.”  “Scold?” The old man laughed — a thin, musical laugh that echoed strangely in the crystal shop. “No, no. I’m here to offer you something.”  Juriel leaned forward despite himself. “Go on.”

“Adventure,” the old man whispered, “and untold riches.”  Juriel’s breath caught. Of all the words in the world, riches was the one that could penetrate even his stubborn heart.  “Riches?” he repeated. “You mean gold?”  “Gold,” the old man echoed, his eyes gleaming like crystal facets, “and tests. You’ll need both.”

Juriel frowned. “Tests?”  “You’re a prospector,” the old man said.  “You’ve spent your life chasing treasure. But treasure without wisdom is simply a burden.”  Juriel waved a hand impatiently. “Enough riddles. If you know where treasure is, tell me where to find it.”  The old man’s smile softened. “Ah. Straight to the point. Well then. It begins at the River of Treachery.”

Juriel’s face paled. Everyone in the region knew stories about that river — its violent currents, its unpredictable whirlpools, its strange habit of luring travelers into danger with mirage-like reflections on its surface.

“If,” the old man continued, “you gather enough supplies — food, water, tools, and every needful thing — you may cross it. On the other side, you must restock.”  Juriel nodded slowly. “And then?”

“Then comes the ascent of Jagged Cliff Mountain. Higher than clouds. Sharper than nightmares.” He traced the shape of the mountain in the air with the tip of his staff. “Few dare climb it. Fewer return.”  Juriel swallowed. “And beyond that?”

“Beyond,” the old man whispered, “lies the Smoldering Pit Desert, a furnace of shifting sands and merciless heat.”  Juriel flinched at the memory of travelers who claimed their boots melted to the ground, of air so hot it shimmered like boiling water.

“But if you survive,” the old man said, voice dropping to a hush, “you will find Tiny Mouth Cave. It sits exactly one hundred and one miles from the foot of Jagged Cliff Mountain — as the crow flies.”

“What’s in the cave?” Juriel asked, leaning so far forward his chair creaked.  “Gold,” the old man said simply. “More gold than you can imagine. Enough to make you the richest man in the realm.”

Silence stretched between them.  The crystal shop hummed.  Juriel’s heart thudded in his chest.  “Why,” Juriel finally asked, “would you tell me this? What do you want in return?”

The old man rose slowly, leaning on his staff. “I am on a long journey myself. One where earthly riches mean nothing to me. In exchange, I ask only this: that you be considerate of the things you have... and respectful to those who help you along your path.”

“That’s it?” Juriel questioned. “That’s your price?”  “That,” the old man said softly, “is the most important part.”  He turned toward the door.  Juriel blinked. “Wait — that’s all you’ll say?”

“If I told you everything,” the old man said, pausing in the doorway, “you would learn nothing.”  He took one step into the morning light — then stopped.  As Juriel stood up from the chair, preparing to rush out after him, the old man turned back and held something out in his hand: a tightly rolled parchment scroll, tied with a faded strip of red cloth.

“For the road ahead,” he said.  His voice was quiet, almost solemn now.  “It will guide you where memory fails.”

Juriel hesitated only a heartbeat before snatching the scroll.  The parchment was rough under his fingers, heavier than it looked.  When he glanced up again, the old man was already stepping out into the daylight.  Juriel stuffed the scroll into his coat.

“This is it,” he whispered, excitement burning through him like fire. “My chance!”  He burst from the shop and sprinted to Horse, who lifted his head slowly, eyes reflecting the faint shimmer of the crystal shop behind them.  Juriel swung onto his back.  “Come, Horse! Adventure awaits!”

And with that, they galloped into the rising sun — never noticing that behind them, the crystal shop faded like breath on glass until nothing remained at all.

As the sun stretched into late afternoon, they approached a small frontier settlement hugging the banks of a shallow creek. A few cabins leaned against one another as though trying not to collapse. A water wheel creaked rhythmically, splashing water through a thin wooden channel. Children’s laughter drifted from somewhere unseen.

The smell of cooking stew curled into the air.  Juriel’s stomach rumbled.

“We’ll rest here,” he said. “Maybe trade for supplies.”

Horse slowed as they entered the settlement. Men and women working outside paused and looked up. Several stared openly. A few mothers called their children alongside.

Juriel frowned. “What’s the matter with them?”  Then he realized — they weren’t staring at him.  They were staring at Horse.  Whispers rustled through the crowd.  “Look at that creature...”  “Never seen a coat so black...”  “Eyes like ancient stone...”  “He’s too big to be from anywhere near here...”

Someone stepped forward. A young girl with tangled curls and wide hazel eyes. She approached Horse slowly, hand outstretched.  Horse lowered his head and sniffed her fingers gently.  The girl smiled. “He’s beautiful.”  Juriel’s first instinct was pride. His second was annoyance that someone else noticed what he preferred to ignore.  “He’s... fine,” Juriel muttered. “More trouble than anything. You very well should be careful with your fingers, as I will not be held responsible, if any of them become missing... ”  The girl frowned. “He
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