CHAPTER 16.0
A rose.
A familiar smelling rose at that.

A black rose.

In the darkness that was Angelleia’s lonely room in Terra Terrace, her small nose picked up the hauntingly recognizable scent. As she had always done in the past she kept her eyes shut tight as possible and pretended to be asleep. All the while she faked stirring to get her body in a good position. When she was a child and tried rustling up from whatever position she was laying in the results were often comical if somewhat painful; tripping over blankets and strangling herself with sheets and shattering furniture was some of those awful results. She tried hard not to recall the first time she smelled the scent, and the ultra cold, yet loving, touch that brushed against her cheek, causing her to scream in shock and unleash Force energy that nearly shook apart her room. And as she screamed, she remembered a woman in black very clearly stumbling backward and joining the shadows on the wall, vanishing as soon as her Father turned what lights were broken on. She told him what had happened, and Casper’s reaction was as non-explanatory as his verbal explanation.

Since that first time there were other instances of her Father getting involved afterwards, but as she grew up Angelleia did her best to solve this mystery herself. She was not sure what they were, ghosts, dead spirits, Force phenomenon, but she understood enough about them. She referred to them as imaginary friends, or Friends for short, until she understood them otherwise. The Friends made rare appearances whenever Angelleia was away from the Jedi Temple, always at night, always as she slept, and always during a full moon; there was a full moon over Alderaan City this night. As a child Angelleia had only left the Temple overnight three times with her Father, and each time the Friends came. Since becoming Zesha’s Padawan and they had left Coruscant more frequently, and when Angelleia slept alone, the Friends would come under the usual conditions.
Save for the one time she had seen a Friend, all Angelleia could gather in identification was their scent. She had visited the Coruscant Gardens with her Father a while after that first Friend encounter and caught a similar scent; familiar, but only close to it. She followed her nose and came upon the very exotic, night opening black rose bed hidden in the rear of the facility. She kept the information from her Father has he quickly escorted her, unexplained, from the black roses. The Friends possessed no other scents, no living odors or dying stenches, no expected and unique pheromone signatures, just the natural scent of black roses. As much as her nose said it was a black rose, her mind would show her a woman in dark shadow. What was more each Friend, and there was more than one encounter, had their very own fresh black rose scent. 
And she knew there were times more than one was in the room. Like right at this very moment, she could smell half a dozen black roses. They were all around her bed. As she again faked stirring, she forced herself to not respond when she heard, for the first time, their whispers. It sounded delicate, as if sounds on a gentle wind.
“She is so very beautiful.”

“She is.”

“Her horns are just like Nessie’s.”

“I am so intrigued, even if she not pure as us.”

“That should not matter.”

“I wish such childhood could last forever. It would have made our lives so much better.”

“Do you think she will become a Jedi?”
“Oh yes. There is no question.”

“Definitely!”

“She won’t become a Jedi, however, if she doesn’t get her sleep.”

Angelleia frowned as the group chuckled at that last statement. She almost opened her eyes, but it dawned on her that by the time she laid there and opened them, her Friends would be gone. Eyes closed shut, she whispered, “I can hear you.” The chuckling stopped, and the scents were not as strong as before. Yet, a scent did linger. “I know you are there.”
There was a prodding, droning silence that went on for what seemed to be a long time. Angelleia gulped, kept her eyes closed, and she whispered, “I won’t hurt you. I don’t even know who you are. Could you please tell me?”
There was a pause again that nearly made Angelleia open her eyes until she heard soft fabric rubbing against her blankets. There was no feeling of extra weight on her bed, but in her mind’s eye she could see someone sitting on the bed, facing her, drawing closer to her pudgy little body. The lone black rose scent grew very strong, and it came on stronger from someone’s exhale in front of her face. “Keep your eyes closed.”

Angelleia analyzed everything from that. The presence was very chilly, she could sense it so close and her breath was just as cold, but her words were friendly, calm, and to finish the paradox warm in sentiment. The next sensation was the cold fingertips gently touching her face. For the first time in her life, Angelleia chattered her teeth; cold had no affect on her Vhinphyckian body until now.
“Forgive me,” whispered the Friend, delicate as the flower she smelled like. “I do not mean to chill your soul.”

“What are you,” said Angelleia, but she got a hush from the Friend to quiet her. She whispered, “What are you?”
There was a feeling that whatever she was had a smile on her face. She whispered, “A Friend.” Angelleia frowned momentarily. The comforting fingertips, though frosty, soothed away fears and doubts. “We do not mean to wake you. We will not bother you so again if it affects your training.”
“No,” begged Angelleia quietly. “No, don’t go away. Please…you can all stay.”
“We cannot stay,” said the lone Friend apologetically. “Not for long, and not forever.”
Angelleia worried for a moment until the gentle, cold touch caressed her face again. She could tell it was still just one Friend in the room. She asked, “Why do you come?”

The wind spoke. “You have questions. You ask them even as you sleep. You need answers. We hear your calls, and we come.”

“Not all the time,” whispered Angelleia, fighting the urge to look.
“Your Jedi Temple is sacred, blessed by the courage of good. No evil may enter your temple unless a good curses it with an act of evil. That is the way of the Force for which you and I obey.”

Gasping a little, Angelleia forced her lids to seal tight. She asked, “Are you saying you are evil? Are you…” 
It dawned on her at that moment what she was feeling, what she was speaking to, what she had been seeking all this time. She turned herself over, away from her so-called Friend and opened her eyes. She said, “Y-You’re not f-fooling me, whoever you are. Go away. Leave me alone.”
Angelleia sucked in a breath when she felt the scented breath by her earlobe. “We cannot leave you alone, for we are you.” Before she turned around to see, really see, who she was dealing with a kind hand caressed her hair, stopping her. “And still you are yourself, no matter what we ever do.”
“I won’t be seduced by the dark side,” whined Angelleia loudly. “I won’t. I did not ask for this.”

“You had asked who you are, and always you change your mind and seek another answer. Tonight we have come to answer the question of you, not us. Fear not what we say to you; you should never fear yourself. You should love yourself; do love yourself; there is no trying to love yourself.”

Angelleia’s growing fears slowly began to ebb, particularly when the dark side spirit just uttered a loose version of Jedi Philosophy: do, or do not, there is no try; love yourself, or do not. There cannot be a try, a struggle, or an attempt to love. What was her Friends implying, that she never loved herself as the person she was, or wanted to be?
The Friend breathed close to her ear again and said, “You are Dragon Born. The Last Titan of Vhanba. The Keeper of Korriban. The Unification of Justice. Neither a Code or a Betrayal can sway you. Believe me when I tell you that the innocent, Light and Dark, will be the only ones that will not fear you. Those who will, will tremble, for you will become their greatest consequence. You are the greatest power in the universe: a creation of pure, true love.”
She felt very cold lips kiss her ear in respect. The Friend whispered so low Angelleia barely heard it. “Bless thee this girl, thy Knight of the Old Code.”
The door to the room opened. “Angelleia?” The light from the hall fell on Angelleia and she knew immediately the Friend was gone. The room was normal in that split second it took Master Zesha to open the door, long before she turned on the illuminators. “Angelleia?”
Angelleia jumped-turned in her bed and looked around for a second. She still wanted to try and see but she knew in her heart she had failed. She looked at Zesha, realizing her Master had her lightsaber out and her eyes were moving, alert, as her mouth moved. “What’s going on in here. Who were you talking to.”
“No one,” lied Angelleia. How was she going to explain it to Zesha that she was speaking to a dark side entity.
“Who were you talking to,” demanded Zesha, who seriously walked around the room and eyed everywhere carefully. “There was a great disturbance in this room. I sensed it, and then I heard you talking as I approached.”

“I was talking?” questioned Angelleia, trying to deflect. “What was I saying?”

The answer should have been obvious, but Zesha stared at Angelleia and blinked a few times. “You were speaking, but I do not know the dialect.” 

The young girl put on her best bluff face. Apparently she spoke loud enough for Zesha to hear her, but apparently her Master was not hearing Basic. To the best of her recollection, and her memory was good, Angelleia felt she had spoken the common language of the galaxy.

With little time left to screw around, Angelleia lied, “Well…I am a Vhinphyc. I learned to speak the Vhinphyc language from my Father.” She loosened her body up as much as she could; a liar’s body always tensed. “I couldn’t sleep. I miss my Father and those times we spoke to one another when I couldn’t sleep. We would speak Vhinphyckian back and forth.”

Zesha’s face bore a lot of disappointment on it.

“It’s a complicated language, Vhinphyckian, hard on other creature’s vocal cords,” continued Angelleia. “I think a protocol droid burnt up once trying to speak a paragraph of it. I can teach you.”

“Stop!” Zesha held up a hand and shook her head. She wanted to put her lightsaber away, but she was half dressed as it was and had snatched the weapon on the run. When she saw she had no belt, something just snapped in her and she said with adamant, final calm, “I give up. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m giving up on you.”

“Master?” Angelleia watched the Anomid just turn and march out. “Master, wait!” She tripped and tumbled in her bedding and ended up struggling for many seconds trying to get loose. She was free; by the time she reached the door she no longer believed Zesha was in the Terra Terrace.
“Zesha?” breathed Angelleia. She could not find her wind, not after hearing her Jedi Master telling her in so many words she was no longer her Padawan. The only real horror stories Jedi younglings heard often was when Padawans failed to learn, and their Masters gave up on them, and the Padawans never, ever became Jedi.

Ever.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 16.1

The dawn came eventually to Terra Terrace, a chateau on the southern slope of the Alderaan City mountain range just below the city and the Royal Palace of Alderaan itself. The place had become an overnight hostel of sorts for any passing Jedi coming to and from Coruscant or from anywhere else and needed rest and relaxing for a short period of time; the Organa Royal Family had authorized the building and property for the Jedi use five years ago and it had seen it’s share of use. It was grand in size, consisting of ten rooms, the structure stretched out long ways across the slope just above the perennial frost line. Every room had a front terrace to view the visible southern expanse of Alderaan and it made for beautiful views of sunrises and sunsets. From any terrace, even as the dawn broke, Clyon Tower could be seen far to the south, the ultra high rock formation marking the location of the Marymaine Plains and the final resting place of Jedi Master Nadja Moranna.
None of it thrilled first time viewer Angelleia Knightshade. And she was in conflict whether or not being the only Jedi in the chateau now was good. Her mind was jumble as she stood in light night clothing outside in the frigid cold and had been that way since Zesha had vanished from the chateau; not a long time ago and not far, far away in the young Vhinphyc’s opinion.
As the frost slowly melted off her horns and her body never registered the chill, Angelleia was at a total loss what to do. Should she call the Jedi Order? Should she try to contact her Father? Should she try to find Zesha? All those things forced her eyes open and kept them open the rest of the night. What was going to happen to her? Would she be expelled, which was very likely? Would she be able to live with her Father? Would they send her away where all the other Padawan failures went? Had anyone else survived a Master rejection outside of known, recorded history? What were the circumstances of rejection? What was failure? Would she ever use the Force again?
So many worries had entered her lonely mind. Long gone were the curiosities of the shadows; the Friends had undoubtedly ended her Jedi career; some Friends! Angelleia had found out the hard way that the dark side was apparent in not just solid form, which was why Zesha was so ready to use her weapon last night. It was why Zesha came running in and demanding answers. The Healer Master feared the very worse – and fear was a word that had to be used, for it described her reaction. Zesha was afraid for her as every master in the galaxy was afraid for their Padawans, holding them closer, keeping their minds focused, always demanding to know everything the Padawans were doing. The return of the Sith drove unneeded stress to new heights in the Jedi Order and it trickled down through the Jedi Code right down to the very last Initiate. Why did she have to make her Master so scared for her when she knew never to peer down the dark path? Why did she have to lie about what she had done?
Angelleia was afraid of the reaction from Zesha. They had barely a connection in her view, and again it showed itself last night for she could not tell her Master the truth when asked. It was the dark side of the Force in her room last night; it had been the dark side of the Force trying to contact her for some time. She should have said something, tell the truth, to Zesha and seek her guidance.
Angelleia rubbed the bases of both her horns as the thoughts kept looping around and around in a skull that just seemed to shrink by the hour. She sighed, for the last thing she wanted to do was relief the growth pains of her horn bases; trees worked best, and the nearest one was embarrassingly out front. It was starting to become more frequent, a once a month ordeal satisfied with much needed privacy to hide her adolescent shame. Yet, she was starting to wish last night had never happened, for there was nothing more shameful than losing a Master like she had. If it had meant going out front today and in front of everyone rubbing the flakey flesh from her bases and quenching the need to rub her horns in order to have Zesha come back she was going to do it.

“You’re up, good.”
Squeaking, Angelleia turned around startled to find Zesha standing behind her in the doorway, fully clothed, her hood up to shelter her from the cold. The Anomid put a hand to her chest, smiled, and said with slight exhaustion in her voice, “By Yoda’s ears, why are you so jumpy?”
“Zesha!” Angelleia ran over and with a flying hug that became a tackle both females flew back through the door and landed with a heavy thud. Poor Zesha was seeing funny things swim in front of her eyes momentarily; impact and fall combined produced some cheap effects for her visual scanners.

“Zesha, you came back!” piped Angelleia happily. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to lie to you! I didn’t mean to! I won’t do it again! I’ll listen to you! I want to be your Padawan!”
“Angelleia, you are crushing me,” said Zesha with slight impatience. She smiled though as the girl picked herself up. “You are a little too enthusiastic for a Jedi this morning.”

Still elated, Angelleia said, “You came back! That’s why I’m happy, because you came back!” As she noted Zesha’s unusual, cheerful expression she tuned down her expectations. “I mean, last night, when you ran away, you were…not happy with me.”
Zesha recovered her breath and made a slight adjustment to her vocalizer; it was knocked askew by Angelleia’s impressive flying tackle that could have done worse. “I was not happy with you, I admit that. Come here and sit: I think you’ve been outside long enough.”
“I’m not cold,” said Angelleia earnestly. “Really, the cold doesn’t bother me.”
“We just need to talk,” said Zesha, directing Angelleia to the bed. The two females sat at the same time. “Angelleia, every Jedi is not immune to their growing pains. They still have the terrible twos, and they do become a bit rebellious during their teenage years.” She pushed back Angelleia’s Padawan braid to behind her earlobe. “It’s all apart of the test.”
“Test?”

“We are always tested, Angelleia, every day,” assured Zesha. “This test is not a part of your Jedi training. It is the test of life itself.”
“The Force tests us,” questioned Angelleia, for all her life she had been told the Force was in everything and everywhere in every form.

“Oh yes, the Force is always testing us,” said Zesha. “Life is always testing us, Angelleia. We…adults forget the earlier tests we have taken.” She looked at Angelleia knowingly. “And I forget you are different than me in so many ways.” 
Zesha grabbed her hand and held it. “Unlike me, you were raised by a parent. You were told to….accept the fact that he was just someone in charge of raising you, that he wasn’t your real father, and….Well, I think I can see why the Jedi Code doesn’t allow for wide spread parental child raising. You miss your father very much, and….I don’t know what to do or say to you to correct that anymore. I’ve tried, I have, and it hasn’t worked. This is why children are separated from their parents as babies, so the attachment is severed from the parents and such love and devotion, though thoughtful and encouraged for everyone else, does not taint a Jedi’s ways.”

With a heavy sigh, Zesha continued. “Add in teen Jedi angst that should always rear its ugly head, and…and I understand why you want to keep secrets.” Angelleia frowned a little. “Teenagers ask questions and want to experiment and test the limits of authority and find it so awkward to share their findings, their feelings, and they don’t think adults will ever understand.”
“I know better than that,” said Angelleia, a bit fronted.

“Yes, but we adults conveniently forget those awkward years of growing up.” Zesha shook her head. “Or we just selectively remember the good times. And there were times when I was a Learner Knight with my Jedi Master I really got his hair standing on end with my feet dragging antics.” She chuckled. “He called me a two year old that unfortunately could walk.”
Angelleia smiled a little at that, however she was becoming a bit confused by this conversation. She seemed to get the gist, that this was a coming of age parable. She read it more as an excuse for her not to explain what had happened last night to Zesha, right from Zesha’s own mouth. It was so surreal!

“I wouldn’t tell him anything everything either,” said Zesha with a smile. “I really got on his nerves when I switched off my vocalizer, and then sing a funny song in my head to prevent his telepathy from reading my mind. Do not get me wrong, I trusted my master, I honored him so much, but there were times I had to be myself, be alone, and….just not be a slave to obedience and structure. After spending the first fourteen years of my life being an Initiate, I had to spend the next fourteen years becoming a presence of authority with no rest in between. I know of many Jedi that survived that,” she chuckled, “but there are a few of us that wished we had a moment longer to take a deep breath in our lives.
“So, therefore, I remembered my teen angst, and it was wrong but we all have to go through it. I just have to be a much better and more understandable Jedi and realize you are going through a tough phase in your life and you miss your father deeply, dearly, and it can often sadden you and cloud your judgment.” Zesha put her hands to her heart. “Whatever it is that you were doing last night, I hope it is the last time it happens.” She looked at Angelleia knowingly. “I can promise that on my end. Can you promise not to do what you were doing ever again under my tutelage?”
There it was: the out! Suddenly, Angelleia did not want to take it. Only a few short hours ago Zesha was yelling that she was no longer her Master and had left the building. Now she had become just like any ordinary person in the galaxy, wanting to forgive and forget what had occurred. A normal teen would jump on it. She paused because this was not a normal teen situation; it wasn’t even close to that. The dark side of the Force was in her room last night and Zesha clearly freaked out in demanding who, why, and how. The who could not have been more obvious to Angelleia; she had called upon it! Zesha knew it, knew that, but here she was suggesting Angelleia was lonely and sad for her Father and she was perhaps being rebellious by experimenting with the dark side because of it.
On the other hand, Angelleia considered her alternatives. Only minutes ago, and for hours on end, she dreaded losing Zesha and being unable to complete her training and be sent away somewhere. Zesha’s offer to cover up last night astounded her and made her weary of Zesha’s intentions. It was too convenient, for Zesha was expecting no explanation whatsoever in exchange for letting last night vanish. That was a leap of faith for any Jedi Master, even a Healer Master, to make, a leap that was meant to jump over rational thought, logic, and the Jedi Code in a single bound; that was a stretch for even a believer in the Living Force like Zesha. Angelleia, though, could not pass this only opportunity.
“I promise, Master Zesha,” swore Angelleia with a tiny smile. Instead of bowing she reached over and gave the Anomid Master Healer a hug.
“Oh,” was Zesha’s response. She returned the hug. “Very nice of you. I swear to you, I will be more understanding and less overly concerned.” Zesha pulled away and said, “Sometimes a Master has to let the apprentice breathe a little. Last night, I was tested and because of my smothering I failed. I have a second chance: I’m not going to screw it up”
Zesha stood up and looked Angelleia over. “You should rest, or at least meditate to replenish your energy. You look tired.”

“You do not look so alive yourself,” pointed out Angelleia.

“Quite true.” Zesha took off her Jedi robe, and then her tunic; all that was left was her undershirt, matching Angelleia’s current wardrobe choice “Come.”

Angelleia was not sure what she was doing until Zesha stepped out onto the terrace. The Anomid shivered as the cold mountain air gripped her skin. The Vhinphyc followed out just in time to catch Zesha whisper, “By Yoda’s ears its fricking cold out here.”
“Master, you should be careful out here,” cautioned Angelleia, who’s hotter core temperature produced a hotter exhale, and thus she produced clouds more than she produced a foggy breath.

“I’m waking up now!” Zesha shook a little bit more, closed her eyes, and then she opened herself to the Force. Angelleia could feel the energy in her building, and warming her. The goose bumps retracted off of her yellow and black skin. She slowly opened her eyes and said, “Not only will we meditate, I am going to show you a technique which you can use to Force to raise a patients’ body heat. As we progress, perhaps even today, I will show you how to transfer some of your own excessive heat over to me. Does that sound interesting?”

“Yes Master, it does,” said Angelleia truly intrigued.

“Then let us find our spots, and clear our minds before hand.” Zesha stepped back a few steps and let herself fall right into a seated cross-legged position. “Sit in front of me, and when you have refreshed and centered yourself just let me know.”

Angelleia came over and sat in front of Zesha, inhaled deeply, and proceeded to center her energies. The Force flowed freely in her, and through her, with no detection of darkness. Such flow, however, should have come with a mind that was still asking questions about last night and right now. The Friends’ had returned in her mind, and with thought as she meditated Angelleia had realized that they had indeed answered one of the many questions she had ever thought. Dragon Born? Titan of Vhanba? Keeper of Korriban? Unification of Justice? What did those things mean to her, and why did she trust them as identifications from some representative of the dark side of the Force?

And what did her Friend mean by Knight of the Old Code? It meant something special, something holy and important to the Friends; her tender kiss bore feelings Angelleia had felt of hope and love; feelings not associated with the Sith. Such a vote of confidence, of certainty, from something inherently evil did not feel evil to her at all. And Angelleia knew it was not a trick by the dark side, and she knew it was not a test.
Angelleia could not figure out, as she slowly weaned her doubts from her conscious, which was far more disturbing: the dark side spirits that had blessed and hoped for her goodness and journey down the Jedi path, or the way Zesha wanted to pretend what had happened last night even though it involved the dark side was nothing more than childish experimentation.
She once again told herself to get her Healer training over with it and done as fast as she could.

