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Bounds of friendship

37 ABY, deep jungle, Korriz
Xantros walked slowly through the jungle towards the dense jungle of Korriz. The data retrieved from the Tritos Nal’s workshop suggested that there was a powerful Sith artifact hidden in a small temple, which was buried under trees and bushes. It was to said to be located twenty kilometers west from the workshop itself. However, due to the density of the jungle, there was way to approach the location with neither aerial crafts nor ground vehicles. All the way had to be traveled on foot. As the planet had been conquered by the Dark Jedi Brotherhood and granted to House Scholae Palatinae, the Aedile of the Imperial House decided to investigate the matter himself.
Xantros realized that the farer from the Tritos Nal’s workshop he was, the louder sounds reached his ears. The effects of the Dark Side energies, which emanated from the facility, became weaker with the growing distance from the building. Due to that fact, more and more animals did not have to avoid the area and nested here and there. The Duro was aware that where are herbivorous animals present, there are also carnivorous animals, omnivorous animals and omnomnomnomnivorous animals living too. Among the trees and bushes, numerous predators could wait for a prey. Though Xantros was definitely not a helpless prey, but he had to be extremely cautious, if he wished to reach the temple, retrieve the artifact and return safely.
The Krath Priest was in the mid of his way to the destination point, when he heard a loud roar less than thirty meters to the north from his position. He immediately found a cover behind a tree and started to look in the direction from which the sound came. After few seconds, he saw a large cat-like being. It was two meters long and had more or less sixty centimeters of height. The Duro could see hunger in the eyes of the creature and it definitely was a carnivorous animal. However, it seemed to be hurt, as it was clearly limping and it was leaving a trace of blood behind.
Xantros wondered how long ago the large cat had had its last meal, but did not hesitate very long. It was going to be quite risky, but it was a chance that he could use to get a useful companion, at least for the time of the mission, and such opportunity might not happen again. He walked out from behind the tree and stopped in front of the animal.
“Welcome, mighty one. I am a friend and I see that you are hurt. I can help you. I can heal you. I can give you meat to eat,” spoke Xantros through the Force, hoping that the creature would understand him. A twinkle in its eyes proved him correct. The being was intelligent enough to learn the sense of his speech, even though it could not understand his words.
“Wait here, mighty one. I will be back soon. I will bring food.”

Soon, Xantros encountered a small pack of a local species of wild boars. They were pretty small, so carrying one or two of them would not be a problem, but large enough to serve as a meal for the wounded cat. The wild boars did not notice him yet and the wind was blowing from the opposite direction, so he used the favourable conditions to walk closer to them. He carefully aimed from his blaster and killed one of the wild boars with a blaster shot. The pack scattered away, but he managed to pull another one close enough to kill it with a quick blaster shot. 
Xantros did not try to chase the rest of the wild boars, but instead, he took the bodies of the animals and returned to the cat. He put the meat next to the being, but it did not start to eat. It looked at the Duro with pain in its eyes. The Dark Jedi understood that he needed to heal animal’s wound, before it would be able to eat the meat. He focused and two minutes later, the wound on cat’s leg skinned over and slight internal damages were healed up. Then, the cat ate the wild boars and looked with gratitude on its saviour. It rubbed itself against Xantros’ leg, in order to show its sympathy. He smiled and walked away to see, if the animal would go with him. As he expected, it did so, probably in return for helping it. The Dark Jedi sent an image of the temple covered with bushes and an urgent desire to get there to the cat, to let it know, where he wanted to go. After a moment, it moved to the west.
A travel with such a companion was far easier and safer than moving alone. The creature had superior sight and knew the area well. It lead the Krath Priest through safe and relatively convenient passages. Thanks to its naturally developed sense of smell and hear, they managed to avoid several unexpected and undesired meetings with very large and obviously dangerous animals. It saved Xantros’ energy and he realized that the speed of the march was slightly increased thanks to help of his new companion.
They reached the destination point around the noon, after five hours of marching. The Krath Priest was tired, but he could sense faint emanations of the Dark Side inside a formation, which could not have been natural. He decided to make a short break to eat a food ration and to rest for a moment. Guarded by his animal companion, he did not have to be bothered with special protection measures and could relax for some time.
Half an hour later, Xantros raised from the ground and started to investigate the formation. There had be an entrance to it, even if it was hidden behind ivy, which was dense enough to cover the walls with a barrier, which was impenetrable with mere sight. Finally, he found what he was looking for and entered the building.
Being inside, the Krath Priest realized that the temple was much smaller than he had expected it to be. It had just a short corridor and one small room, where the artifact was hidden. The constructor of the building probably thought that the protection granted be dense jungle and the animals living there would be enough, even in case that someone would have discovered the secret. Xantros had to remind himself that it might have been a trap, but he could see nor sense anything in the room that would be likely to cause any troubles and to pose any danger to him.
Still, he walked to the round table with extreme caution, ready to quickly react and retreat if anything wrong happened. He grabbed the necklace and slowly moved back. Step by step, he walked out of the temple and sighed with relief. He shook his head and thought, “Do not get cocky. You still need to make it safely towards the House encampment near Tritos Nal’ss workshop.”
He reached his companion through the Force and asked it to follow him, if it wished so. The animal obediently followed him, though it made an impression of being somehow hypnotized with the necklace, which Xantros had recovered from the temple. Was there a connection between the creature and the amulet? The Krath Priest could not determine it at the moment, so continued his march back to the encampment.
However, it was not going to be an easy thing. It looked like if all animals from the surrounding jungle went mad and wanted to attack him. With significant help of his companion, Xantros was able to repel frequent attacks and to kill all the wild assailants. Still, the price was very high. His speed was greatly reduced and he felt more and more tired each time, he had to fight the animals. Soon, he had not enough energy to launch quick strikes of his lightsaber and his accuracy, when using his blaster pistol, dropped significantly. Few animals managed to slightly scratch his legs, causing not harmful, but annoying and painful wounds.
Finally, Xantros recognized the area as close to the workshop, but there was still around over a kilometer left to the destination point. Suddenly, he heard a loud blare less than fifty meters to north. He looked there and saw large bison-like animal, which charged at their direction. It was really fast and he realized that he had no chance to escape, unless a miracle would happen.
However, it indeed happened. His companion jumped on the charging bison and bit it. The pain caused with the wound was enough to make the animal slow down and focus on the attacking cat.  Still a little bit impressed with bison’s size and weight, as well as the bravery of his companion, Xantros ignited his lightsaber and moved quickly towards the bison, while it was still busy with dealing with his companion. Few seconds later, he cut the animal through, killing instantly.
However, it was too late for his companion. The bison managed to shake the cat off on the ground and stomped it few times. Xantros kneeled down and examined his animal friend. Still, he already knew that it was too late to do anything. He was aware that cat’s bones were broken, internal organs heavily damaged and he assumed that there was an internal bleeding. The damages caused by stomping of such a heavy animal were far beyond what Xantros could heal, especially when being so tired. He could do nothing, but to accompany his friend in its death.
“You have been brave, my friend. You have saved my life. I am very grateful for this. I regret this, but I cannot help you. Your wounds are too extensive. I am not able to heal you. Still, I will wait with you till your death. I wish to thank you in this way, as I cannot do anything else.”
It did not take a long time. Two minutes later, the cat was dead. Xantros promised himself to bury his dead companion as soon as it would be possible, but his task was not yet completed and staying in the jungle with the artifact was too dangerous. He raised from the ground and moved towards the workshop as quickly as he only could. Fortunately, the Dark Side energies, which emanated from the facility, were strong enough to keep the animals away from him.
As soon as he left the necklace safe in the treasure house, he injected himself a stim pack to cheat his tired body and returned to the place, where his companion died. He took a shovel with him and dug a meter deep grave, where he put the corpse of the animal. It took him another three hours and he was aware that he was going to pay a price of being extremely tired and his body aching for few days, but he had to do that. He might have been a Dark Jedi, but he valued true friendship and his companion sacrificed its own life to save his life. Something that Xantros would never forget.
