CHAPTER 70.0

The escape from Ancesca was not a smooth one for anyone on board the Perseus, for after Beja Tu’s outcry upon feeling Jrimmer’s death, Coy instructed the Sith Hunters to seal the infirmary with Angelleia and her charges inside and strap in. He took them straight up and straight away from the planet, leaving Yhon behind to track their foes if they ever did leave. Quick, dirty, and unbelievable; that was miracles, and collectively they pulled it off.
In hyperspace, there was some elation amongst them; it was easy to be felt; Coy could actually cite each and every word they had in thought. The others had joy for they had undoubtedly corrected quite a few mistakes: they got the Blue Seed back, and more importantly they got Angelleia back, and even better she had not been turned. Coy had always expected that mother Rapier would never make her daughter a creature of evil, just because he knew Rapier was never evil in the clichéd, classic sense in the first place.

“Okay,” began Novee Cet as he and the others were undoing their seat belts, “what now?”

“We take Angelleia home, I would think,” said Enfungo Nul.

“We’re not taking her home,” stressed Coy. He turned in his seat to confront Enfungo, Novee, Yars Meek, Posh Piv, and a very quiet, very self-contained Beja Tu Ramore. “We can’t take her home, not until he made certain she’s with us, with the Jedi. Putting her back in the Temple without knowing could jeopardize other Padawans.”

“She saved Jive,” began Novee, instantly springing to Angelleia’s defense. “She didn’t have to, but she did. I think that should merit something here towards her innocence.”

“It could just be a trick,” encouraged Coy. And slowly, he began to think that outwardly, like a thin stream of water being released from a tap; eventually, such thoughts would pool in their minds and fill them. Still cautious, still careful with the others: Angelleia’s good will towards them was putting cracks into that Rapier-hate foundation he had built in them. It was also important not to stress the other’s minds; too much could lead to death, or in the transformation of their common senses.
“Safe than sorry, then?” questioned Posh. “Okay, let’s go get her locked up and shackled up then, and guard rotations the whole thing.”

“Actually,” thought Coy quickly, “if you really want to test her allegiance, now is your chance.” He reached behind him and turned on a screen. The others that could gathered behind Coy and looked over his shoulder. On the screen they could see the young Vhinphyc still tending to McBain. She then turned her attention towards Jive Kring for a moment, and finally went back to McBain.
“This will be the test,” said Coy. “She’s got an agent of evil to side with her somehow, and an agent of good she can take hostage. Now, at this point,” he stressed this as the others began to raise objections “she’s a Healer. These patients are her jailers; their medical conditions are far better than any shackles we can put her in.” He began to imply to them in mind as well as in words, “Don’t you have faith in her?”
The others looked at one another, but they all collectively looked at Novee; Jive after all was his former Master, and Jive’s life could be in the hands of deceptive entity. As he anticipated, Coy could feel their apprehension now created by his influence. Any Jedi worth their weight in the Force could tell that Angelleia had not fallen; any Sith Hunter with common sense, like this bunch had, would have sensed her evil ways if she had them. However they were victims of the doubts Coy had put in them.
“I have faith enough,” said Novee, those small doubts appearing on his face. “Let’s see what she does.”
“But what about Jive?” asked Posh quizzically. “She said the fix she did was temporary.”

“Assume she’s lying,” offered Coy. “It’s a risk we’re going to have to take. And even if she isn’t evil, if we turn her over to the Jedi Council, we lose our only chance at getting Rapier.”

“Do you think so?” questioned Yars Meek reasonably. “You don’t think she would turn tail and run?”

“We Jedi have a tendency to downplay the mother-child relationship every single time, Yars.” Coy looked at him and pumped out of his mind the thought, “She came for Angelleia at Zonloki; she will come for her again if presented the opportunity. Rapier wouldn’t stupid a chance at raiding the Jedi Temple to get her, so if we go home the Sith just goes away. We’ll have to start the search all over again.”
“I don’t see why that would be a bad thing,” offered Novee. “We saved this girl from the Fall.”

“And in her place will be another,” cursed Coy. The others did not need a push to understand that. “She’ll just find someone else.”

“And all your other measures?” asked Posh.

“People forget more easily than they remember, from politicians to bounty hunters. Ancesca’s toast, and therefore the bounty on her is too. It would have helped if Coaxial just made that kidnapping allegation: so much for that now, we have the victim.” Coy shook his head and said, “Give her incentives to stay away, she will. With Angelleia she had no mind to leave the civilized realms. Rapier had a plan and it involved her; that’s why she never ran. The plan has, at the moment, failed. The next move will be based on whether or not she can get Angelleia again.”
Coy snickered and said in conclusion, “I guarantee it. Angelleia is just too strong in the Force for any one Sith to pass up on turning. Who knows: maybe she waits for Angelleia to become available. Maybe in that time she trains another. In the meantime, we will be spending the next five, ten, perhaps even twenty years or more trying to find the one Sith we know. Somewhere down that line perhaps Rapier gets killed by her new apprentice. If we don’t know the identity of that one….”

Novee said, “It’ll take the rest of our lives, for ever how long those lives are.”

“Best lure the predator we know out in the open,” said Yars.
“Besides that, we need time with Angelleia,” noted Coy. “We can’t put her back in the Temple, expose her to other Padawans. We don’t know what has been done to her.”

“Then we must examine her,” said Posh.

“I will do that; I have more experience in that area,” assured Coy.

Posh looked to Beja Tu and noted the Jedi’s covered eyes. The make-shift strip of Jedi robe was on tight, but it was not causing the frown on the man’s face. He suggested, “Perhaps we should let the Healer look at Beja Tu, so we can get another body in there, an able body-.”

“That thing,” began Beja Tu very coldly, “is not going to touch one hair on my head.” He turned his attention towards the group. “You hear me! That thing does not touch me!”

“Easy there, Beja, we were just-,” began Enfungo.

“I know what you are all thinking!” Beja Tu bared his teeth, and the anger from the always-tense Jedi Master was disconcerting for them. “If you put me in that room, I will kill it.”

The others shot a look collectively at Coy; it was more than just their friend referring to Angelleia as ‘it’. This time the Bothan was not amused with this. He just said, “Let’s just get ourselves straightened out.” He made a motion for them to leave he and Beja Tu alone. This was not some mental command, this was just basic hand motions and regular hints the other Sith Hunters understood, and amongst them all a new fear entered their minds as one. Coy was no stranger to such problems and he didn’t need this, not now. 
One of the most noted problems in the Sith Hunter lore was some of its own members embracing the dark side and becoming the very thing they had swore with allies to destroy. Such problems in the Hetfield Ulrich era happened quite a lot, creating a lot of turnover in the ranks, often times disrupting the hunts. A scenario was unfolding that was founded into those earlier chapters, when the hunt had dragged on, and the costs mounted, and unfortunately it all grabbed a hold of the relationship between Beja Tu Ramore and his once apprentice Jrimmer Dugal. Everyone felt Dugal’s death, but Beja Tu had clearly felt it more.

Alone, Coy found himself treading carefully here, even for him, even for what he had being doing all along. He understood that his trickery on everyone, including Beja Tu, had that potential of causing them to fall. He already knew his one time Padawan was going to be handful in the beginning; the Corellian-born just had a hard-case streak in him, unusual given where he came from, a very loose-of-the-rules group of people. Given his own experience with ‘genetic heritage’, Coy had seen such transferences before, but it just never happened with that young man he chose to be his Padawan long ago.
“Beja,” began Coy, when the last of their fellow Sith Hunters left the bridge, “I’m sorry about Jrimmer.”

“I saw Rapier kill him,” cursed Beja Tu, misreading what he ‘saw’ in the Force. All he saw was Juna standing over the drowned Jrimmer, with the statue upon him, his body bleeding. “I saw it just….flash in my mind. She just coldly murdered him.” He looked, or rather craned his covered stare, at Coy. “How is that your fault, Coy!”
Coy dropped his head and said, “After Jrimmer told me what Casper wanted to do with all of us, I told him to stick around.”

Jrimmer inhaled and then exhaled. “What does that matter?”
Sensing how this was going, Coy did not like it. He leaned closer to Beja Tu in his seat and said, “I didn’t necessarily ‘tell’ him.” He took a deep breath, exhaled himself, and on another inhale he made his decision. He exhaled, “I encouraged him, if you know what I mean. Just as I have been encouraging Knightshade and the others all this time.”

Beja Tu craned his head. Coy said, half lying, “Yeah, I’ve been manipulating Casper for quite a while, and….its come back and bit me on the ass.” He gestured with his hands, but he realized he was gesturing to a blind man. With regret, he said, “Jrimmer was a bridge to Casper that I needed to make sure I could weaken Rapier strategically enough to get to her.” He tried not to chuckle, but it came out. He said, “I needed a skeptic, too. So, let’s just say I can share some of the blame there when I had Jrimmer side Casper, caused him to stick around there to die.”
“What does it matter to me?” asked Beja Tu, and it was a rhetorical question. “You didn’t kill him. Rapier killed him. Whether you created the circumstances or not that lead to his death is irrelevant. It requires Rapier making a choice, and she did what all Sith do best!” He gritted his teeth and squeezed his hands together, very tightly. “She killed my friends, she killed my apprentice. She laughs at us every time and she gets away with it. I’ll give her something new; I’ll make that cold hearted bitch cry if she has a heart at all!”

Beja Tu stood up, the Force surging through him like a crazed torrent of rushing flood waters. Coy stood up with him, hands on his friend’s shoulders, and urging, “You’re upset, and not yourself! I can understand, I can relate! When my Master was killed, I wanted to murder the one responsible! But in that beginning I really didn’t know who to blame. In time, with patience and mediation and peace, I realized who had truly killed Qualeggoes.” He patted the taller Human’s broad shoulders, which were trembling with anger. “Rapier had killed my Master just as she killed your Jrimmer. That gave me capital to spend justice on her, but not on those around her unless they were in with her, with her crimes. She had to be my focus. For you, I will tell you now, killing Angelleia will not bring Jrimmer back.”
“It will even the score,” said Beja Tu, shoving Coy’s arms away, but at the very least still holding his ground; Coy thanked the Force for small favors. “It’s all a lie, all of it, that belief we are not attached to anything. Knightshade has held it together, even after he felt he needed to go after his adopted daughter. We can’t separate love from our compassion!”

“Okay!” stressed Coy, putting a hand on Beja Tu’s chest. “Okay, that’s the first reasonable thing you have said since Ancesca. I want you to know, for once, on this subject, I agree with you.” He began to use his influence, slowly directing it towards Beja Tu from the back of his mind. “I do. I really do. But just think, given how you feel right now, what that Sith’s feeling.”

“She feels nothing!”

“Wrong! You’re wrong, Beja Tu, she feels everything, including those passions that weaken her just it would weaken us. I’m inclined to believe the others that Angelleia has not fallen, so killing her won’t be evening the score, it would be putting you in a very bad place. I believe, firmly, that place is in hell, and it’s reserved for the murderers of good children. If you’re wrong, we lose a very good Healer to evil, and if you’re right Rapier’s going to have a good laugh at our expense because we acted out of revenge, out of anger, and sorrow, and fear! I say don’t give her that satisfaction. I say our satisfaction is not in the taking of that young woman’s life.”

Beja Tu just shook his head and said, “We kill her, Rapier will come!”

“Now you’re all over the place,” said Coy, becoming stern. “You’re thinking as if you are blind in your mind as you are in your eyes.” Beja Tu tensed and seethed. “I know Rapier will come after us, whether Angelleia is alive or dead, but!” He placed his hands on his chest again. “But, I feel we can control everything in our favor if we let Angelleia live. I know this Sith, Beja Tu, she’ll come to us. We need patience, time; we have both so long as Angelleia is alive. And in fact I can promise you Angelleia will be our best weapon against her.”
Not showing any calm, Beja Tu said, “Alright.” He casually walked backwards and in one motion sat back down in his chair. “Sure.”

Coy stood there, watching his friend, and he realized his own hand was on his weapon. It had just instinctively gone there, as soon as Beja Tu had agreed with him. He didn’t immediately take his hand off the weapon either as he stared at him. As badly as he wanted Rapier dead and done, he was still a Jedi that was charged with the responsibility of ending the Sith threat. There would always be one, whether Rapier truly was it or not: that didn’t matter to him personally, professionally one could always say that the remaining Sith, whoever they were, were just going to continue on without Rapier; no Jedi would believe a Sith if they said otherwise. What he did not want to do is create a threat.
Beja Tu said, “What are you waiting for, kill me.”
Coy did not move, did not flinch. He said instead, “You must understand what I must do. I’ll need you for it.” He did not push it further than that. “If it works we will get what each of us wants.”
“And what exactly is that, Coy,” asked Beja Tu.

Coy moved to his right, his hand still on his weapon. “I’ll leave you alone to think about it. Maybe when I come back we’ll take a look at your eyes, see if they’re working.” His hand slipped off his weapon; Beja Tu’s head hinted he heard the noise. “Perhaps you’ll be in a better mood.”
“Not until this is over,” said Beja Tu.

Closing his eyes, Coy clutched his lead hand as a means to keep himself from grabbing his weapon again and just finishing his friend off. He said, “Jrimmer would not want you to do anything rash, Beja Tu. I want you to think about that while I’m gone. Always remember that.”

Beja Tu’s head dipped a bit, which caused Coy’s stiff body to loosen. He was sure the man was going to weep quietly to himself, mourn as a Jedi should, and perhaps during such service he would remember who he was. Just like he told the others, he had to have faith Beja Tu would pull out of his nose dive towards darkness. The sooner this ended, the better those chances. In time, the Bothan would begin that process of closure for himself.

-------
CHAPTER 70.1

As predicted by Coy Madex, Angelleia totally ignored the locked door to the infirmary to focus on the two patients under her care. There was no time for her to discuss things by words, so she just continued to do good by her actions as a means to convince the others to listen to her. She felt she was being watched as it was, and she felt strongly there she was turning a corner with them. Not too soon, perhaps she could convince them to at least hear her about Juna’s innocence. Since take off, for hours, Angelleia just kept doing what she was doing, even when it had become mundane; Jive Kring was as stable as he was going to get, and McBain was never going to get his good arm back.

The large Human male was on the very edge of death based on his prognosis now. Even with Angelleia’s attempts to lower his body temperature, McBain would not dip below thirty centigrade. She had to induce electrolytes, but the ship’s supply of them was limited to ineffective dermal patches; she pushed them all, heavy on the sodium first. Scans showed he had a massive blood infection now, his immune system torn between fighting that and the Frog Pox that ravaged his internal organs. Losing his good arm did not help the situation one bit. In short, McBain was in worse shape than Jive Kring was, and unlike the Jedi the killer was going to need a real miracle that science and medicine and the Force itself could not produce.

During those mute times of not doing anything, Angelleia did find herself thinking about what she was doing. Lying before her was the man she had treated back at Commenor, the stranger she had known nothing about, who had a terrible illness and injury, who turned out to have the Blue Seed, had turned out to be the man everyone was after. Here he was, the man responsible for killing thousands of people with a terrible weapon, taken in some shady deal, which had been developed by Rapier Technologies. The man who had killed tiny, innocent, little Aprin Aabracan, who had died hiding under her bed, praying she would not die after witnessing some stranger enter her home and had killed her parents. 
Here she was, treating him.
Angelleia for the first time wondered if she had what it took to deal with such a scenario, one where she had to treat a figurative monster. Never before as a Padawan Healer had she consider that reality actually occurring, and therefore had never asked Zesha if she had ever confronted such an obstacle; she did not ask whether Knights had been faced with such a task either; in either case, she was sure every Jedi has faced it. But she had never asked, and Angelleia was beginning to regret that error. It should have been easy, one would think; the Jedi Code as it reflects upon Healers was very clear: Do No Harm; Be at Service, For Everyone, To Everyone; There Is Always A Time For Healing; The First Step Towards Compassion Is Forgiveness.
All Jedi had to keep such thoughts and responsibilities in mind. 
All little Aprin Aabracan probably wanted was to play with her dolls, grow up, and perhaps one day she could have became a doctor. 
Whenever those comparisons entered her conscious, Angelleia made herself work on the very man she did not want to work on to the point her whole body shook from the forced effort. The words and the related subtexts of the Jedi Code did nothing to soothe her and see her through this dilemma. 
But conscionably, she could not say it was good at all, she could not bring herself to let McBain suffer a slow, painful death. Although she was very capable of doing it without a lightsaber she could not bring herself to kill him. Even if everyone would understand it, Angelleia could not see herself sinking down to his level. She despised him enough to want him dead, but she did not make it happen. All she could do was not mark his scent; she never wanted to remember him in that matter, closing her nose off with the Force.
McBain’s eyes rolled about under his closed lids, and he began to stir and moan. Angelleia did not fear him; although imposing in size, the Human had nothing left in him to fight for his freedom. His old and new injures, the virus he had no immunity for, was draining him of life. Sitting up could give him a heart attack. 
His eyes opened barely, and finally they tracked over to Angelleia, where the lids opened up more upon seeing her. He asked, “Are you…real?”
“I am not a hallucination, if that is what you’re asking,” said Angelleia, holding her ground, standing right where she was. She heard something in his voice, though, and it confused her. “Who are you?”

“My nose itches,” he said. McBain frowned deeply and noted, “I can’t itch it.” He looked at his left shoulder and noted, “Where’s my other arm?”

“It was removed when you fought a Jedi Knight.” With a sigh and reluctance, Angelleia moved over and with her finger she itched his nose. He closed his eyes, and she thought he was passing out, until his sigh of relief became apparent. “I would have had the other arm removed, but it will not affect your health status.” She thought how to really approach this, and said with no other course, “You’re going to die. So I need to know your name, and where you’re from, so I can send you home when you pass on.”
The man regarded her and said, “You know who I am.” His light blue eyes could have been menacing if he was malevolent. McBain was not. “You know every one of us.”
Angelleia said, “Nonetheless, I must know.” She tried to think what her Fathers would do. The best she could come up with was, “Do you know what you have done?”

McBain shrank a bit and said quietly, “Yeah, I do.” He looked away in shame and said, “I can’t beg a pardon for all that I did. I’ve sinned bad, really bad. It’s the Bowels for me for sure.”

Something that time clicked in her head with his long, drawn out speaking. Angelleia rubbed her chin and challenged, “You are from Lone Star.” He returned his gaze back to her. “Your accent, it gives you away. You are from Lone Star!” Having lived with someone with a drawl that conflicted with the Coruscantian accent most Jedi inherited, she was not mistaken.
“Why are you testin’ me?” he complained. “I’ve done bad, I’ve done more than bad. I killed when I had no reckonin’ need.” He glared at his right hand; it would not move, the arm just too far removed from his brain due to damage. “Cursed is what I am. I deserve what’s comin’.”
Angelleia tried to think; the astonishment that this man was from Casper’s home world threatened to put her on some very interesting tracks. McBain could be a link to the real Sith, and if so any information from him was going to be vitally important if not scary. She began to understand, given how he was acting like those Path-inspired spirits had at the space station, he was in awe of her. She could understand it because she was a Vhinphyc perhaps, the little girl thought she was Presence, but whatever the case she had to use it. However, her luck, Casper had told her little about the Path, and even less about the governing Path sect of Lone Star the Oracle of Circles.

Being the Jedi that she was, Angelleia did respect other religions but, honestly, there was some parts of it that had the requirement of the suspension of disbelief. Much could be said about the ‘hooky, superstitious nonsense’ of her religion, where there was that belief that an all powerful, invisible energy surrounds and binds everything and everyone together, and controls all of its destinies. The difference was the Force was real and could be proven as real; even if a Jedi really could not provide the proof to totally prove their assertions, a demonstration of the Force in action did quell skeptics pretty damn fast. Other religions had ceremonies that honor more than one god, or the common toll of belief amongst the galactic citizens that only one spiritual entity existed and watched over them all. The approaches had their differences, but at each end of the spectrum in each were common points: the Netherworld, heaven, the Lands of Plenty, or the Dark Side, hell, the Bowels of Lore. Sometimes religion required to reach peace one must pay a price in spiritual terror and wander some wilderness, where redemption would set them on their way.
Racking her brain for anything she may have known about the Path in general, and other religions, Angelleia moved closer and said, “Only those who do not repent seek the Bowels of Lore.” McBain really looked at her, and for once there seemed to be hope in his eyes. She kept her bile down; did she really want to give this killer hope? “You would want to sunder in such a place where your insides are fed to you, where evil touches your flesh without your permission?” That was a stretch of imagination, but it truly put a streak of fear in the man when he slowly shook his head. “An accounting of your sins is known to me, but it means nothing. Either you embrace what you have done in joy, or in great regret. Which is it?”
“Regret,” said McBain weakly, but he was determined to say that to her. “What I’ve done, I regret it, truly.”
“Then you must confess it all,” said Angelleia, trying to be kind but firm. She tried to be like Juna. “If you know who I am, then you must know I expect those who repent are unafraid of me. They will tell me anything I want to know, when I ask it, regardless if I know. Do you wish to repent?”
“I do wish,” said McBain.

“Then, tell me who you are,” said Angelleia, again. “Your ‘home’ is calling, but which ‘home’ will it be, if I cannot confirm who the home is calling to.”

The man sighed deeply and said, “My name is McBain Poppythorn. I am from Lone Star. My Path was a writer, and a customs agent.” He stopped then, only to slur and mumble out, “Killer.” The shame of it all was making him choke out.
The emotions bothered Angelleia, so she made herself press on. “You were never always a killer. It is forbidden to follow such a Path.”

“I know,” said McBain. He shook his head. “I know, I never wanted to do this, never! So far from home, so far away from family, my wife, my children.” He looked to her and asked, “Will they be cursed by my crimes?”

“No,” Angelleia assured him a bit too sincerely; that is she reached out and touched him to comfort him. On contact, his emotions in her perceptions had become greater, magnified to the point that they nearly overwhelmed her. However, her heart just seemed to beat stronger, harder, and faster, she felt it in her chest, and McBain’s powerful emotions were kept at bay. Such a thing caused her to say, without much thought, “No one can blame them for what you have done. Saints do not face trial at the expense of sinners.” She managed to mentally pat herself on the back: that was a real dozy. Yet, she could not just toss it aside, for apparently she did mean that.

Focusing, Angelleia pulled her hand away and said, “McBain, it is important for me to hear the finer details of what lead to what you have finally become.” She thought quickly, and noted above the man a recording system as part of patient’s records system. Wiggling her finger around, she got the hard toggle switch to go from north to south, turning on the microphone. She said to him, “Let us work backwards, starting when you had taken possession of the Wettlespear.”
McBain seemed rather relieved that they were starting there. Angelleia had thought to start with the innocence; her first option was to talk about the Aabracans. As much as she wanted to it would be a form of self-indulgence; the others, and the Aabracans, were explained as much as they could be explained except for the absolute why, which had to be connected when McBain had first taken possession of the Wettlespear.

Angelleia asked, “Tell me about the Wettlespear. How did you learn of it? Tell me everything?”

Blinking, thinking, McBain finally said, “Um….I had the data on me…but I left it on that ship I took.”

“That does not matter for now. Tell me what I have asked you.”

“I was told of it.” McBain’s blinking was getting repetitive, as if he was trying to think while not trying to die. “I was shown it.”
“By who?” implored Angelleia carefully.

“You know who,” said McBain cryptically. “He came to me, told me I had sinned, and my repentance was to do this service.” He looked at her, forcing his eyes open. “He said I could find other sinners, and he said I could find that Wettlespear and list in blue to show me the way to them all from one man, from one place. That was a year ago. They freed the Betsy from that tree that grew through her, fixed her up, put me in her, and off I was sent. Months I was on that ship, staring at a tunnel, light passing around me, and only darkness ahead.”

Off target, McBain said, “These places are horrible. No matter where I went, no matter where I stayed, all I saw was horrible. No one ‘lives’ in this part of the galaxy.” He blinked again and quickly said, “Wait! Wait.” He closed his eyes, thought hard, and he was hesitant to speak, but then he said, “The Acendonts, on Menaddera.”

Angelleia racked her brain, remembering some of the things Casper had sent Juna in his investigation. She recalled that Menaddera was a farming community, and that the two victims there were very young adults. She bargained, “They reminded you of you and your family, of the life you had to give up.”

McBain nodded and said, “They were decent people, humble to life.”

“You could relate to them.”

“They weren’t bad people.” He then frowned and said, “But they did give up their child.” He looked at Angelleia, sadly. “He said these were people, on that Blue Seed, were people who gave up their children.”

With care, Angelleia pressed, “Is that why this individual who commanded you wanted them killed, because people were giving up their children to the Jedi Order?”

He moaned, and let out a yell as his liver disagreed with his heart. Angelleia had no choice, making contact with him again, using the Force and her lessons to stem the liver failure. After a few moments, McBain managed out, “I was told…my Son died because I went off my Path.”
Startled, Angelleia waited for him to calm enough to explain. She then said, “Explain.”

“When I was…told what I had to do….my Wife Penny and I had buried our oldest, Caleb.” McBain was trying to well up and cry. “It said to them ‘I never wanted to be a customs agent. He made me one because my father was made to be one’.” He shook his head and frowned, “But no, no, he said he had a choice just as I did. We made the choice, and look what our choices had done!” He said to her, “I did not mean to break our Life Circle.”
Angelleia just said, “I need you to continue on.”

Seeing that she was benevolent, something Angelleia picked up from the contact with him, McBain nodded and continued, “He said, because I was a killer now….” He stopped, breathing heavy out of emotion than in pain. “I would have no problem killing others like me; killing others who just give up on their children like I had done!”

Angelleia had to let McBain sob so she could try and get a better understanding of the events. People like McBain, who lived so far away from what was considered modern civilization, never lived complex lives and preferred to have their days filled with what they knew to be true. From what Casper had told her about his home, Lone Star was so far away, so far off even the less traveled paths of the galaxy that not even the scrap technology of Tatooine had ever reached it. It was so on the edge of the galaxy that at night one could venture out, look to the sky, and see the disk and all of its hot gases, not just a band of stars to mark its edges as it would be from other planets. The people lived their lives as simple and as good as they could afford to with virtually no crime and no worries of others. The caveats, in the view of those who lived in modern society, was such a life was hard and lead to short life spans; there were virtually no conveniences, where self-reliance was the norm and help from others was truly a blessing if such help could help; according to her adopted Father neighbors and family did lend their hands in help, but only if they could. 
Then there was the little talked about Oracle of Circles, which everyone on Lone Star practiced, in which the religion had a very tight hold on the society; even its governing body. Again Angelleia was not told much about the religion, but she was getting a bad picture of it from McBain; what he was saying was true, she could feel it, that its true to him that he was told by religious authorities he had done some spiritual wrong and he had to right it by killing others who, in the opinion of authority, had wronged as he had done. A thousand possibilities entered her brain, aided by McBain’s traumatic emotions. She focused and pressed in order to continue.
“So you did know,” Angelleia began to ask, “that these people you were killing with the Wettlespear were families that had given their children up to the Jedi?”
“Yeah,” assured McBain, his sobs ceasing. “I was told that.” He showed some anger and noted, “It is a crime to give up on the life you have brought into this realm. Sacrifice is sacrilege; it is not in the common interests of the parents and the children to separate for the purposes of others.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Who would so freely give up all they have ever loved, just to make others happy? I wouldn’t.” He began to get upset. “But I did, didn’t I?”
Angelleia forced herself not to ask the requisite follow-up questions for she feared it would tip the talkative McBain off and he would shut up. She did not want to get in a philosophical debate with him either about the importance of service, be a Jedi or not, to the greater community in one form or another. She said, “That is not why I am here.”
“I know,” said McBain. Angelleia was a little worried by that, figuring he had figured out that she was not some deity, that she was indeed a Jedi. She really had to hope he did not figure that out, or that one of the Sith Hunters did not enter the infirmary; the consequences were going to be far too great as she tried to get important information from him. “You’re here to Sheppard all of us.”

She feared this, so Angelleia insisted, “I need you to focus on what we have been talking about, McBain. This is about you, about your salvation.”

“It is,” he said, looking at her. “Because he told me I would bare witness to a miracle. He told me again after….after what I had done.” He did not elaborate on Ord Mantell. “He said I would see it. It frightened me to know that, that is until I saw it.” He looked at firmly and smiled a little. “I saw you.”

“Okay-.”

“And it all made sense when I came to,” continued McBain, ignoring her attempt to get him focused. “You saved me, as all Holy Saviors do.” He dared this time to look at her, as if he was afraid to give something away. “He said You would come back during this Age of Darkness, during this what he called the Reign of the Dark Lords of something called the Force. These…Sith he had called them, these descendants of the Overlord, the serpents from the Bowels of Lore. He said they had bitten the Ignorant, the venom poisoning them, causing them to do their sinful ways.” He gulped and added, “Driving those parents to give up on their children. Those people can no longer be saved; only we, the innocent, will be saved by You. So he was right! He was right all along!”
McBain just looked past Angelleia feverously. “All that I have seen has resonated true: men living on their aggression, women wearing nothing at all and subservient to the whims of those men, and the children so unruly. Even if they had not believed as I did in the Path, I did not believe they would be so lost. I was wrong: they are so lost they can never find the way back to peace and goodness.” He looked back at her, in the eyes. “Your return defines these dark times. You will be the one who knows who is true and who is not. You will judge: salvation for the innocent, damnation for the guilty. Those just straying off the Path, those seeking it will need its most Holy Sheppard to guide them.”

Angelleia wanted to correct him, tell him she was not Presence, the spiritual entity that created the Path and is its most hallmarked character. She decided to tell him later, when she got as much information as she could out of him. That prospect, once thought, proved suddenly very difficult, and she did not know why.
Knowing the recording was still going, Angelleia asked, “McBain, who is this man that told you all of this. I must know his name; I must know if you are true.”
McBain nodded and said, “My reverend, Onus Nightshade.”

Angelleia’s tongue thickened. Her Father’s grandfather was named Onus; he was a Reverend of the Path on Lone Star. That was all she knew of Onus Nightshade; as much as he had spoken little of his family, his grandfather was least of all. Casper did not speak lightly in those few words about the reverend; a cloud of despair hung over him when he did that one and only time. From that time on, when she was three, Angelleia noted a few more times that cloud came back to haunt her Jedi Father, which lead her to think Casper had a thought about him.

McBain said, “He said he knows what’s comin’ because it’s written something to do about something….” He winced and laid back, showing signs of pain. Angelleia used the Force to ease it, which slowly he came back around and noticed her hands on his bad arm. He smiled just a little. “You would never let anyone suffer, even a forsaken fool like me.”
Angelleia got her tongue, and her mouth, to work. “The reverend told you all of this because he said it was written.” She put some thought into that statement, for she had to really wonder what that meant. Was it something real? Was it something that Reverend Nightshade was exploiting? Was it something else far more sinister, perhaps even fooled by the Sith themselves; perhaps Reverend Nightshade made his claims by reading off of a data pad, hence ‘written’? The latter question bore relevance because somehow Reverend Nightshade knew about a top secret military weapon, knew about a top secret Jedi filing system with only one know way to access it. This information could not have just, literally, fallen out of the sky. “Did you know where this was written, how? Did you see it yourself?”

The questions did not arouse his suspicions. McBain just said, “No, but he has not wronged us before. You’re here, so he is right!”
“Focus,” urged Angelleia, her butt sliding off the chair as she anticipated the answers. “Had Reverend Nightshade mentioned others? Had anyone strange come to the world that disturbed him?”

McBain moaned and said, “Any form of trade and visitors to Lone Star dried up once the Reverend’s grandson had left us for the last time.” Frightful, he whispered, “Everyone knows young Casper had become a Jedi. Ol’ Orion Nightshade rebelled against his father before, goin’ and fightin’ for people he never knew because those people apparently can’t fight for themselves; such foolish thinkin’, saving sinners and getting involved in business not his own. It cost Orion more than both his legs.”
Angelleia knew about Casper’s father’s leg loss. Before the escalation that would become known as the Mid Rim Conflicts, Orion had heard about the taking of the Nubian colony Evramora and enlisted in the Republic Outer Rim Corp, becoming a Rim Ranger, and his unit was the first to attempt a rescue mission against the Hutt-backed Mandalorians that took the planet hostage; he lost his legs on that day. 
According to Casper, many on Lone Star did not receive Orion well with what he had done. For his part, Orion did not care: Casper’s father had that desire to do the right thing, and joining the military was all there was for him to do at the time. And yes, Casper assured her during that conversation years ago that the irony of himself losing his legs while in the service of protecting and saving the galaxy was not lost on him.
McBain said, “But Orion had his Daddy, the reverend, so no one said anything about that. Reverend Nightshade tried to make it right, marking Orion, having him swear his second born son to his Life Circle. But that tiny green feller came and took baby Casper away. Reverend Nightshade kept telling folks Casper would see the error and come back to us. He did come back, but Casper just completed what his father had started. The blasphemy….geez, the blasphemy of it all, it didn’t seem right that the Nightshades, because of the reverend, got a pass. At the same time what could the reverend do? That tiny green feller was a Jedi; none of us stood a chance at stopping him from taking that baby, let alone the reverend.

“After Casper had left he just seemed to take the Outworlders with him. We all thought good riddance, to them all. Reverend Nightshade began to warn us, though, that we were in trouble with Presence. I never saw it for myself, or for my family….until Caleb died.”
McBain collected himself and said, “I finally understood what Reverend Nightshade meant. We allowed one of us to become something he was not supposed to become. I…I regret what I did….but it does burn me that Casper Nightshade hasn’t. If he did he would have come home, he would have become a reverend of the Path. I blame these Jedi for that, brainwashing him with lies and such.”
Angelleia let herself just absorb McBain’s brutal and misguided point of view; sometimes obtaining information was tough to swallow. Some of this she did not know about so she could offer no opinion, but the rest of it she did have an obligation to refute. Still, it was vital to keep McBain talking, even if he was becoming rambling, unfocused, and incoherent.

“So no one outside had visited Lone Star since Casper had left there?” asked Angelleia.

“I ought to know,” chuckled McBain weakly, “I’m the customs agent. That was my Life Circle, inherited from my Father, and that was what I did everyday until last year.”

She did not want to debate with him the possibility that, given Lone Star’s poor status and location, anyone could land anywhere on that world at any time without him knowing it; that was before considering any tricks any good pilot knew. If anyone, especially a Sith, especially after Juna demonstrated it to Angelleia, wanted to arrive and depart a world easily without notice there was a way. 

And another thing was the lack of anyone coming from and going to Lone Star. Angelleia, through Casper, knew the planet offered virtually nothing of value to the Republic or to anyone else; it was still considered an independent colony not recognized by any government, like many thousands of other colonial worlds considered only part of the Republic in spirit only, under the guise of territory. Lone Star was its namesake, the last system to be found on the edge of the galaxy, too far away from Coruscant’s notice, nothing more than a whispered hint. Whatever little was done in trade in the past had to have certainly ceased when the Great Depression had struck the galaxy; shipping traffic of all kinds were reduced significantly, and their runs only went to systems that could sell what little was being manufactured at the time. Lone Star, like so many other independent systems begging for Republic notice and help, was lost.
In some ways, when Angelleia thought about that, systems like Lone Star would be perfect for Sith hide outs; no one was paying attention to those parts of the distant galaxy, not even the Jedi; clearly not the Sith Hunters. The galaxy was a big place where one could hide anywhere, and strategic common sense dictated the Sith remained close to civilization, perhaps in the Outer Rim, perhaps even hiding amongst the Core Worlds. Not to mention there was still the use of the HoloNet, or other methods of communication that was perhaps inconvenient in terms of distance but still viable as opposed to space travel. However, that was assuming the Sith did things that were convenient for common strategist like Angelleia to dream up.
In either event, Angelleia knew McBain was at least telling the truth, he had not encountered strangers since Casper’s last visit. It did not, however, make him right about anyone visiting or communicating with Lone Star. Reverend Nightshade had to come across the knowledge of the Blue Seed and the Wettlespear somehow. Unfortunately she also knew McBain was not going to know how; when this whole mess was over, she was going to have to tell someone to check on Lone Star.
“So, how did you know to go to Breslin,” asked Angelleia, after giving him a minute’s respite.
“I was told to go there when I had reached these savage lands,” said McBain. “I was told there would be a man who was not a man. I was told what to do, in how to answer the no-man’s riddle, how to claim the Blue Seed and Wettlespear, and how to kill the no-man.” He strained and said, “I was given Vhanba quartz, I was told to install it like I would in a survey unit. I had practice on board the Betsy. Once installed, I was told it would work. And it did: a bloodless, painless death, the kind of death anyone could ask for I was told.”
McBain gulped though and bemoaned, “Killing is as bad as it sounds. There’s no nice way to killin’ a person, even when they had did the wrong they had done.” He shook his head in disbelief. “It is amazing Orion Nightshade could live with himself with what he had to do. Then again real sinners just ignore it. They really do have no soul.”

Angelleia just made herself ask, “McBain, this is vitally important, so I need you to tell me this as part of your redemption.” The thought occurred to her to ask because it was vital to the galaxy as a whole. “Did you make copies of the Blue Seed? Did you transmit any technical data on the Wettlespear? Did you transmit anything back home about them?” He looked at her, tired, confused. “Did you share any information about those things with others?”
“Yes,” whispered McBain hoarsely, and he had a body spasm that prevented him from talking more. When it passed, he moaned in pain, “I transmitted data home. They needed it, he said.”
As she feared; Angelleia asked, “Did he say why, even as they anointed you their chosen killer?”

He shook his head. McBain just let his head lull about on his big, thick neck as he had quickly paled. Angelleia checked his vital signs on the monitoring system and noted they were falling off. McBain’s body core temperature had dropped. Quickly, Angelleia yanked the thermablanket off.
“Stay with me, McBain,” whispered Angelleia. She began to massage him to stimulate blood flow, working the skin that was still covered by clothing; she rubbed his chest, his neck, his abdomen, and his thighs; focusing on the largest areas and important areas of blood flow. “Stay with me, please, I need more answers!”
Suddenly he became erratically alert, straining out, “Oh Presence, I’m dying!”

“Calm down!” Angelleia tried to order, but McBain’s eyes showed lost as his body began to shiver. His body was finally shivering from that cold she had applied, it was delayed, and it was violent. She tried to use the Force to subdue him, which required her to make contact. When she did, she was nearly overwhelmed by his emotions; they screamed at her through the contact, a tsunami tide that roared against unprepared calm.
Realizing that the form of treatment would just take her down with McBain, Angelleia relented, pulled away, and went to what Zesha dubbed as ‘analog treatment’; the classic, standard means to try and counteract what was happening to the man. She found readied medsprays of tranquilizers and pushed them, ceased electrolytes, pulled the thermablanket back on and cranked up the heat. When none of that worked she began pulling apart the infirmary, trying to find a neuro-stablizer, or a cardio-tamper, or an adrenal blocker. She tried to find anything that would cease his thrashing long enough to put him in a stasis tank. 

All that time, she never questioned why she wanted to help him; she was just too damn busy trying to save a dying man. She made every effort, flashes of that three-year-old Anomid in her mind. She never had a chance to wonder if Aprin Aacarban was asking to let McBain die, or to let McBain live.
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