CHAPTER 117.0
To the delight of those on the Hailstorm’s Hauler the planet Isen was right where they had left it. It appeared at least to have avoided the disaster that was the Shut Down, which those on board the ship kept track of situation involving Juna Rapier via various news sources -- Casper held the most interest when he was not busy thinking about his life alone. But what they could see was all they really knew; from afar the calm appearance of the destitute world offered nothing in terms of what had occurred in Destiny’s, Mathaniel’s, and Nowen’s absence.

Alluetia piloted the ship away from the main continent’s line of sight even though she knew the central city of Isen had no real spaceport control. Conveniently it was night time on the quiet continent where New Paradasia was located. No one noticed the vessel entered the atmosphere high in the northern hemisphere. It turned south close to the artic realm, finally reaching an all too familiar, if not frightening, place. Casper nearly talked the group out of it, but in hindsight that the dark side nature of the Last Lines of Fortal Coal cloaked them from the rest of the Vhinech. The reasons for landing there made sense. 
For starters if the Shut Down had affected the Guardians and their base in New Paradasia, and there was no reason in Nowen’s estimation that it could not, and their was an uprising, the Vhinech were in control and all they would need to escape, or some of them at least, would be a ship. Because of the possibilities that existed it made no sense to land in New Paradasia, or too close to it; putting the Gospels mountain range and the structures of the Reversal Drain and the Dam of Gerale between the chosen landing site and Little Mountain created travel time reasonable enough for the trio to get home and trouble time for any Vhinech weary of their return looking for a ship for escape. The trip home was going to be easy because it was spring and the snows in the lower elevations were gone.

They landed just outside the Last Lines of Fortal Coal, just past the statue of Exe Kriple. Casper was out first to survey the land immediately around them; they were just as blind over long distances because of the dark side. Mathaniel came out right behind him and took more careful looks around while the Jedi Knight relaxed.

When the others came out, Mathaniel relaxed considerably. He said, “Maybe we are being a bit too paranoid.”

“I prefer the hike,” said Nowen as he slipped he re-equipped helmet on; he had his armor upgraded and restocked after the Cofka mission. “Need to build more strength in my knee anyways.”

Mathaniel nodded and agreed with the Guardian’s original wisdom; it was Nowen’s idea to land where they did; not too far away where it would take forever to find out their worst fears; not too close to where Alluetia and Casper were put in danger. And he personally wanted to get use to the air of this world again; not that Naboo’s air was bad to breathe in. He just wanted some time to get use to home again. After lots of days spent in hyperspace, he still believed they wouldn’t find a massacre. The wise live long because they were wise.

Destiny looked towards the primary mountain amongst the Gospels, Little Mountain, and wondered aloud, “No one is living in my home, are they?”

Mathaniel smiled at that in humor. Destiny had spent the last moments of their flight looking at the top of the mountain to see if she could see any lighting. He would have thought that she would give up the lonely life on top of the mountain because she appeared to have broken through some fears. He was curious as to find the source of her breakthrough spiritually.

“You can’t tell from here,” mused Mathaniel. “And would you kick them out if they were squatting there?”

Double taking, she said empathically, “They did not ask to stay there while I was on the mission. ‘Those who steal now or later are stealing; even compassion’, so said Presence herself.”

“Well, you’re a Wookiee,” pointed out Alluetia, “Just roar them out.”

“I will accept your advice and keep it under advisement,” said Destiny. The two were good friends, so much so the Vhinech-Wookiee showed her love for the ‘villain’ by giving her a farewell hug. “And I always remember you, in this life and the next.”

“Ah shucks, Carpet, that’s nice of you!” Alluetia gave Destiny a shaky rub on her hairy head. Destiny in return wiped a little tear from the Human’s face. “Ah, I’m getting too old for this.” She grasped Nowen by the hand. “Take care, Bub.” He nodded, and then she looked to Mathaniel. “Magus.”

“Believer,” said Mathaniel. He walked over to her and as expected a follower of the Path let the Magus of the Path hug them to affirm their faith in the religion. He had deemed her safe from harm spiritually by locating for her a golden Path charm for her to wear; no one in the Vhinech chapter of the Path sported Marks of Forgiveness, but showed their redemptions by wearing charms of their faith in gold. As far as Mathaniel was concern the Vhinech’s Path, based solely on the Vhinphyc’s Path, was the Path and as an arbiter of the main Path his word carried more weight and law than some Path sect reverend who only chooses to believe only parts of the Path to his satisfaction. Alluetia accepted the main Path in her life, not the Oracle of Circles.

“You will know grace,” said Mathaniel with a smile to the shorter, older Human female. “Your heroics, such as our heroics, have not gone unnoticed. If it helps think of me, and through my words you will feel our Savior.”

“I will,” said Alluetia quietly. She pulled away just as Destiny was finishing up on crushing Casper’s little bones.

The Magus bowed to Casper. “Friend, may the Force be with you and your Path to enlightenment and life.”

Casper returned the bow with deep respect. “Your Path shines so brightly. I only wish the Force in favor of you and your people.”

Mathaniel accepted those words, but it was not over. He felt something else had to be said and the words came to him. He said to Casper, “You can always go home, even when you can never stay.”

After a little time, Casper wondered, “Why do you say that?”

“I’m not sure, Casper,” offered Mathaniel, “maybe because I have seen your face so many times before. Maybe because out of all of us there really is no one you can relate to; when such relationship is lacking, then only real relations, family, can offer the answer. For certain, I don’t know why I said what I said, but I have no regrets saying it, just as I have no regrets fighting along your side.”

Smiling a bit, Casper nodded and said, “Or maybe you have seen my face so many times before.”

Mathaniel knew what was in Casper’s heart the moment they had left Naboo. To that it was why he said to him, “Farewell.” The groups said their last, feeling they would never see each other again. There was a hope they would, but they hoped it would be under more ideal circumstances; not with the universe they know about to go to hell.

The trio watched the ship depart and retraced the path flight in. Nowen asked, “Well, do we get walking or do we camp?”

“Camp,” implored Destiny. “I do not wish to walk around in the dark.”

“Fair enough,” said Nowen. “But we shouldn’t camp right at the egress site. Give me a few minutes and I’ll find another location.”

“Be careful,” said Mathaniel, and as Nowen donned his night visions aids to scout while the Tig-Vhinech used the Force again to get a general sense of the area. Much was still obscured by the dark side even though they weren’t exactly in the boundary of Fortal Coal.

“For someone who has good faith in our people, you are being overly cautious,” said Destiny as she began putting up the quick tents Rapier Technologies had supplied them. She was going to get them ready ahead of time.

“I worry for Nowen because of the wildlife more than I do our people,” assured Mathaniel. “I agree with some discretion, but I just feel strongly we will have little worry upon our return.” He then asked the question that had worried him the most with their return home. “How is your faith, by the way?”

Destiny looked at him and frowned. “My faith is strong, Magus.”

“Even after all we have learned, about our Savior being cloned, about Enothchild and Prophet being her Sons?”

The Wookiee-Vhinech did not sigh, waver, or appear flummoxed. She said, “There are reasons for why things just happen. Does all the science involved in the creation of our people make us illegitimate? No. We live, and we believe even when our faith could be partially manufactured.

“When I discovered the truth about Sanctuary, did I give up the Path? I wavered, I do admit. To not have Thor by my side made it much more difficult.” She did her best to smile with her Wookiee muzzle. “However this whole quest has reaffirmed my faith, for things do happen for a reason and the reason is good.”

She quickly turned on the camp site illuminator from the kit, for the darkness did creep her out. Destiny continued. “Wobble’s sacrifice had done so much for us, so his death was not in vain. The Keeper…I mean, Enothchild….he was the Son of Presence, truly he was for he gave himself to his wife, and in his sacrifice he saved her and everyone else in the galaxy from evil. Only such a good like him could save such cursed, and it came from his mother, from his father. It was Presence in both form and in spirit that had changed Enothchild’s father from a hater to a man of value and purpose. And the Jedi ensured the good of Enothchild Sarch was never tampered with.”

Destiny eyed Mathaniel so carefully and said, “And you do not understand that?”

“Well,” began Mathaniel, “for a long time I did not understand the motivates behind Juna’s actions on Nal Hutta until Casper had told us.”

“His only act of selfishness was to save his unborn child,” said Destiny defensively, sticking up for the fallen Jedi Master. “Saving the child saved us all.”

“I don’t dismiss that, trust me,” said Mathaniel to assure her. In fact if given choice he would have done the same. “I just assumed you would have reservations because of the facts.”

Thinking for a few moments, she said, “But I do know the facts, and they are the truth. Presence had been brought back to save us. I believe the Force had a hand in her divinity, and through the Force it was destined that she returned. Her Words had been corrupted and bastardized by so many for gain outside their intended value: the Vhinphyc, Jurivicious Pern, and Magus Prophet, one right after the other. One copy of herself -- and it does not matter if she was a copy -- broke the cycle and like Enothchild after her she had saved someone she found to love. I am certain she accepted her fate, that she had not intended to be so forcibly returned…”

“Forcibly returned?” questioned Mathaniel.

“How else to describe it?” Destiny shook her large head. “I do believe the Force destined for her return even when she did not know of it; however there was a process to her return.” She waved her hands about. “She returned and she saw what had been done in her name. She had her son to correct many of those wrongs.

“The Son of Presence saved all he could, not just his mate and child alone. I know in his heart, by saving me years ago, that he wanted to help everyone, even if those he saved did not accept him, and what little he did meant so much to so many and not just myself.” She picked at her hair for a moment to find better words for her feelings. “I do not fear Juna Rapier any longer; I only hope all the best for her and her child and to be her friend.” She swallowed before continuing. “I envy her a little, and I ask Presence and Enothchild to forgive my envy. It is not everyday one is touched in so many ways by such pure good, and be saved spiritually in the process. She has been given a gift that only she could tarnish; I believe she will not.”

Destiny laid her big hand on Mathaniel’s shoulder. She laid it there for a long time before talking. “He also has given you a gift. He, too, has past that good onto you, and so I have the same faith as you in our people that they can face what will soon bless us, not plague us. It is, again, a test of our faith that our people have these Vhinphyc; the old Vhinphyc, the most of them, refused the lessons of Presence; these newly born will be different than their ancestors. If the time is difficult, it will be up to you to make it less so. I believe, firmly, that the Son of Presence gave his good, and with it and with your own good self our people will only benefit and become the people we should be. We are truly blessed.”

Mathaniel nodded in agreement, and somehow Destiny’s words had more of an affect on him than his own thoughts on the various subjects discussed. Perhaps it was because it meant more to him to hear it from a member of the Flock than from his own perspective, a Magus of the Path. Before this, after having learned the Council of Towns had put Destiny in the position of hero, he though it was wrong: it became the best idea that could have ever happened for her. Sometimes, it took a challenge that forced one to question themselves as well as their faith to remind them what they firmly believed in, if they still believed. Those very same things made him worry about himself as well, but Mathaniel Jarvis got through them, and to his eternal happiness Destiny had gotten through them as well and had been spiritually healed. It did help baring witness to what easily could be described as a miracle in spirit, watching one so evil and consumed by the dark side as Juna be saved. To Destiny that was a miracle as well as an honorable sacrifice; Mathaniel was not going to tell her she was wrong, because she wasn’t wrong to believe that. He believed it too.

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

CHAPTER 117.1

The morning came sooner than expected and none of the party had really slept; their clocks were set different, to Naboo time, and after some time they did end up talking the rest of the night. Much of their conversations were just repeats of similar conversations they had have for the past month; little stories from Nowen about his experiences on the Device lead the conversation. To Mathaniel the Guardian’s quest was much more of a dire adventure and it was made all the more impressive by the fact the Nubians accomplished so much with very little of the Force for help. Destiny was impressed as well, but she shyly went silent whenever Mathaniel praised her throwing effort against Darth Rune. 

Hearing the battle Team Nal Hutta had with the Sith Lord, and they agreed with that fact all around that Rune was a Sith Lord, Nowen was deeply impressed by Destiny’s involvement; it was so very significant and he told her she was just as responsible for saving billions of lives with that one act of bravery as anyone else. By that point Destiny’s nose was so dry with embarrassment the two males laid off the praise for a while, but both agreed that Destiny was being too modest and humble. They were going to make sure when they got back to New Paradasia that she was equally praised for her efforts.

They all agreed as well that the new information regarding Presence was not going to be revealed to the rest. Though Destiny believed everything was fated, Mathaniel and Nowen firmly believed that many would not accept it. Under the potential circumstances that laid ahead the trio collectively agreed there would be great tension among the Vhinech even if they accepted the Vhinphyc-births, or perhaps for the time being they tolerated the births, waiting for some excuse to attack those who had such children. For now it made no sense to stir up more debate when one debate was going to be bad enough with the trio’s return. They even agreed not to tell those of power: Magus Orrick, the Council of Towns, and any friends and relatives, including even Oggie Newhausen: none of them, for now, would know the whole truth; just the truth that no cure was found.

At the dawn of the day the group packed and began to six day hike to New Paradasia with Nowen having more reservations than the other two about their return. It was great that they had saved the galaxy, but unlike Mathaniel the Guardian did not quite share in the Magus’ hope. Being a student of history Nowen knew that great enemies that never gave quarter to each other have never accepted one another in peace. There were still worlds, members of the Republic, that held hatred for one another for past transgressions; rarely was there a physical war between them, but there was skirmishes sometimes; most of the time, they were on opposite sides of political issues, even when the arguers held the same political philosophies on every other issue. Mortal enemies always carried an odor on them and that stink could not be so easily washed away with the soap called hope.

Nowen kept quiet about his fears throughout the march; it was easy since Mathaniel and Destiny did not talk about home. As the days continued those fears grew a little on a personal level. For all he knew Oggie and the rest of the Guardians were dead because of some surprise attack or there was a battle going on right now over a Vhinphyc-born. Nandia would side with Oggie, and if she was dead Nowen then lost any chance to tell her that she loved her. Just as he thought the worst he fought down the fears; the old habits of a hating Bealas Nowen were easy to return and so hard to suppress. It did help to think of the late Nach, who had hated everyone until he saw the error in it. Nach did have his moments, but he was a sorry Vhinphyc afterwards.

It was ironic that Nach and Nowen did share a common point. The men gave up on living on hate because of the intervention of women. Nach had his Valk, and the memory of her alone helped him in the end. Nowen did not feel removed at the slightest when comparing himself to Nach, and it did take Nandia Orfantan persistently on his ass to get him to come around; thinking about her made the trip out and the trip back, in positive circumstances, better than tolerable. Being a Guardian did mean being a realist: he had to balance what he hoped and what he feared. The trip somehow became longer when he tried balance.

After a few days they ran into an obstacle that at first made no sense. The three had retraced the steps laid out in the mission planner from New Paradasia to Destiny’s home; unfortunately the built in program for Destiny’s pathfinder did not allow shortcuts to the way back; since they did not start their journey back from the city of Isen, the computer as a security measure refused to operate. The trip back was much faster since wind and deep snow did not slow them. But before them was an edgy, high cliff no one could remember seeing before.

“Are we off the planner,” asked Mathaniel skeptically, and for the tenth time.

“To be honest,” began Destiny as Nowen did re-consult his wrist computer, “without snow I could not tell you if I have been through here.”

“This is it,” stressed Nowen. He looked over the scene to see if, by a long shot, if it was terrain changed unnaturally. It was not: it was a natural stop. And then it hit him. “Killer Snowballs.”

“Killer Snowballs?” Destiny then looked at Mathaniel who was nodding. “I do not comprehend.”

“Remember that story Mathaniel told you at the campsite just after Coal?” asked Nowen. “The battle him and I had with those snow creatures?”

“Oh? OH!” Destiny remembered finally and looked skyward to the elevated ledge. She traced it back down and realized aloud, “I came down the side of that humongous creature.”

“It was more than one,” recalled Mathaniel as he itched the side of his face with Saberhide fingers. Nowen peeked and noted how the Tig-Vhinech would eye the fingers after he used them with some disbelief; for being polymorphic carbonite the young man really did not note the difference between his gone real fingers and the fake ones he wore now. “A considerable number in herd, of various sizes.”

“From pimple size to a mountain side, which unfortunately the mountain side we made move,” said Nowen. “Hell of a climb.” He consulted the deep memory banks of his wrist computer.

“Is there a way around it?” questioned Mathaniel.

“I do not see the problem,” said Destiny, who was always the mountain Vhinech-Wookiee.

“Not a problem for you,” offered Mathaniel. “Those jags will give me and Nowen problems, even if I used the Force and my weapons to cut them. We would be on the side of the cliff for days. I rather take the path of safety than the path of speed, particularly over the speed of falling.”

“I’ll take safety over speed any day.” After checking the recorded topographic of the Gospels, which were a bit dated but otherwise close to accurate, Nowen said, “We can pan the edges along this cliff, and then it treks downward to the initial base of Little Mountain. It’ll put us within sight of the battrition field. It adds about a day.”

Nowen measured the initial beginning of the alternative route; without snow, there was the way through the rocks. In the back of his mind he immediately thought if the worst had occurred there would be trouble on top of the mountain to deal with. Around the base they could see the danger equally as the danger could see them.

Destiny broke the silence. “Our rations are good, but if you like I will find a stag or some brush rodents to kill easy enough.”

“Nah, we’re close enough and we had ‘Rapier rations’; we’re good on tin box stuff until we get to the towns.” Nowen liked the new term ‘Rapier rations’ he just created: it meant simply any food served at Rapier Manor, which was very good, as much as they wanted and whenever they wanted it. Quite simply they could live with standard rations for a few more days; if New Paradasia was not wiped out or in radical control there would be baked goods aplenty. “Let’s get going.” As usual, he lead the way.

The days and nights passed and their last camp was not too far from New Paradasia; Nowen estimated they were less than six hours away walking. He lead away again, which Mathaniel once again offered no argument. The Guardian realized that his friend was letting him take the point because he wanted Nowen to see he was right; if the Magus had doubts in his confidence he would have taken the point; Nowen was certain it wasn’t because he was the most invulnerable to attack. Nowen just kept hoping he was wrong. As they walked he was aware of the immediate perimeter points, the blind spots where the MITES would not have worked if the Shut Down had not affected them. There were no Guardians patrols that meant them as they continued on.

Nowen just kept hoping.

Crossing over rocks just on the edges of Little Mountain Nowen spotted something and held everyone up. He moved quickly over the rocks, and soon realized when he reached what he was looking at he knew exactly where they were. He went to tell the others not to come, but they were behind him before he knew it. He had stared at the spot for so long he had lost track of time. On the rock was a pile of small flower reefs; many of them old and dry and long winter killed, but the very top reef was very brand new with spring white daisies. On each one a rolled up scroll was attached.

With heavy heart Nowen squatted down while Destiny and Mathaniel stood very quiet. He took the scroll and tried to read it but he recognized Vhinphyc language immediately. He gave it to Mathaniel and asked, “What’s it say?”

Mathaniel observed the paper and said, “Magus Orrick has written it, I recognize his handwriting. It says ‘Brother, in favorable climate we shall meet’.”

Nowen’s gut knotted like it did when he had discovered the late Patcher and Blessed’s dead newborn at the very spot the reefs were laid. He found this to be too consequential and a bit much and he sure as hell hoped none of the two with him would say the Force guided them to the very spot. Nowen did not like omens like this, any reminders of terrible horror, especially when it was an innocent baby that did nothing wrong to deserve the fate it did. It was clear to him that Magus Orrick held onto some guilt over it as well, even if the old Ewok-Vhinech wouldn’t say. It just did bothered Nowen when any child died, as it should any rational thinking being.

“Bless Orrick,” said Destiny sadly. “Bless the loss of a beautiful mother and her pup.”
Nowen reached and took the note from Mathaniel and put it back on the reef as he had found it. He was up and cleared his throat. “Come on.” As they left the spot, as the memory slowly faded away behind him, it slowly began to dawn on Nowen that the reef was new, and the note had been written by Magus Orrick. Orrick would have never sided with the bad guys against the Order of Guardians.

Nowen’s hoping did not seem too farfetched.

“It could be Bloom Day,” offered Mathaniel. Nowen looked back at Mathaniel and saw the Magus and Destiny share a happy look. “That’s why no one is around.”

“And Bloom Day is,” began Nowen.

“The first day for battrition tryouts,” stressed Mathaniel. “Which means,” injected Mathaniel with emphasis, “everyone’s at the battlefield.”

“Almost everyone,” corrected Nowen. He was sure there were others perhaps running guard along the perimeter of New Paradasia. And then he shook off the idea; Mathaniel was right. “All right, this way. It’s a bit longer, but more of clear way, to the field.” The other two nodded, but before they moved they gave the little spot of flowers another quiet look before catching up with Nowen. He meant no disrespect of any kind, but Nowen couldn’t look back.

The way took them away from the base of New Paradasia and the rock beds. They finally found the natural tall grass that was only ankle high, which from there they could see the stands around the field and were in the line of sight of those who wished to watch the tryouts from high above Little Mountain. Their faint shouts got Nowen’s attention shortly after Mathaniel and Destiny had sensed the people’s mixed emotions from high above.

It was a longer walk than expected from where they started at the base of Little Mountain, but the three were in good view of everything. Nowen could see the large clumps of various Vhinech trying out for their respected teams; two, Flat Rock and Little Mountain, were testing out in the Fall Back Zone; each tryout participants were practicing for their team’s generals under their respected town flags. Some of the people from the stands suddenly turned their attentions towards them. Some descended the steps, which gained the attentions of others. As a crowd of spectators rounded the corner of the stands one of them broke through the ranks and did the best she could to run in her Path Reverend Mother garment. Covered head to toe in the milky blue garment, it was only the exposed face of Maddie Jarvis gave her identity away. When she stumbled a few times Mathaniel damned his sore feet and ran to meet his sister. He caught her and gave her a big hug with Destiny catching up; Nowen took his time.

“Praise Presence you are all right! I was so worried about you! Wait, your hands, what is wrong with them!” Then Maddie looked up at her brother when he set her back down on her feet. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Y-You’re talking?” Mathaniel held her out more to look her over. “You’re really talking!”

“She is I can hear her!” Destiny scooped the much smaller Maddie up in the air, causing both females to laugh. “Bless us all you can talk, Maddie!”

Maddie was happy to see Destiny, but wiggled from the Vhinech-Wookiee’s grasp and went back to Mathaniel with sisterly enthusiasm. When Maddie ran to him everyone else’s attention was drawn, and soon others were approaching the group. In the crowd Alouka Jarvis began calling out Mathaniel’s name and begged people to move. His wishes were granted and he had to stop himself from crashing into the remains of his family. Alouka paused, and then when he noted his long traveled son he met him in hopeful hug.

As Nowen approached the scene he began to be met by some familiar, Nubian faces belonging to his Guardian friends. He noted quickly that their armor was working; many had them simply unlocked, while others kept up with appearances that they were still a functional fighting force. Meggie Tanuaght was quick to Nowen but wore a face that was sober, leaving him with the impression that she was more of realist than he was at the moment.

“Megs,” he offered with a bit of a smile which she returned in equal measure. Other Guardians were converging quickly over, but none of them could outrun Nandia. The Human-Vhinech’s long, natural blonde hair whipped in the wind behind her. He picked up on her running and rushed up to meet her. He meant to hug Nandia, but the woman was in his arms and genuinely kissing him with passion that suggested he had not been around New Paradasia for a while. He had thought about just slowly working his way into her heart, but apparently something happened between the last time he saw her and what she was doing now. Of course, he wasn’t going to pass on it.

It was not long before Destiny, Mathaniel, and Nowen all were honestly swamped by the people of New Paradasia. They were certain they were missed because for certain their disappearances had to be explained. The reaction was somewhat unexpected, unless the people were told of their mission.

There were many stories to tell, and too many to tell them to. The three and New Paradasia did share one thing in common: their fair share of bad news.

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

CHAPTER 117.2

The remains of the day were spent talking and having exchanged information, and afterwards many of the people escorted the three heroes to the Steps of Eternity. For several hours, on this day at the very least, battrition appeared to be nothing more than a child’s game not worth participating in. The three ran into the other leaders of towns, Nerdi K’ul’ui of Flat Rock and yaltma Kinder Blessing of River Delta; Nandia headed Valleys United and Alouka Little Mountain. During the long walk back to the towns Meggie had brought Nowen up to speed on much with Nandia walking along side of him, hearing it silently; she had sent one of the Guardians back to Fort Angelleia, and the dispatcher met Nowen and Meggie with a primitive file folder, along with a rolled up parchment just below the Steps of Eternity.

The Steps were still a long ways from complete, but the lowest, enlarged steps were far more complete than any of the three has last saw of them. Destiny, Mathaniel, Alouka and Maddie ascended the initial steps until they reached the Honor Guard; a mezzanine level before the Steps continued on, where only the most honored were buried or memorialized; and there, it was where they spiritually protected the rest that rested in peace in the Steps. 
Maddie lead the group to a rough statue of Wobble, complete with the Quermian-Vhinech’s name etched cleaning on the base. There was still much needed work to be done, but there was no mistaking Wobble’s smile. It was hard on Destiny as she held on to Mathaniel, but even the young Magus was breaking down. They did not need to tell everyone how Wobble had saved them; it was clear the people of New Paradasia knew a hero, a real hero. There was no sign of Ryax or his partners anywhere on the Steps in memorial.

Eventually Nowen would see the tribute to Wobble and smile, but he did not ascend the steps for Wobble alone. The others had seen it, but Nowen had much to read before he went to see the late Ogwa Newhausen’s final resting place. 
Oggie too was buried in the Honor Guard, right next to Wobble; the Vhinech were still working on the Order of Guardian’s statue in another location. They had placed Oggie, as they usually did for all major and honorable military leaders, by the guard position by the First Step; not too far from Blessed’s and her child’s resting places. After a while the weight of it all just made Nowen sat on the edge of the First Step to look at Oggie’s resting place. The time would tick away and almost everyone would depart. There was going to be celebration haphazardly put together for the night; there was so little time to prepare for it.

During all the commotion and noise and demands for stories and the passing of folklore Nandia had gotten separated from Nowen, and then got stuck taking in debriefings from Mathaniel. No one really demanded the location of Nowen. She learned from Meggie that Nowen was last seen haunting the grave of his late mentor. Nandia had a feeling Nowen wasn’t haunting it, or waiting for his headmaster to return from the grave to explain to him some things Nowen had unexpectedly inherited during his absence. The Steps of Eternity were quiet. Nowen was the only one there, and so Nandia made her way up the large, imposing steps to see him; often she had to use her hands to help herself over the ledges.

Nandia took a moment to catch her breath, and she said aloud, “When we commissioned this project, I should have told them to make the steps less for a giant. Whew!” She was warm with exertion but made sure her wrap was around her body before she continued towards Nowen. She almost thought he was asleep, with him sitting there quietly and his head down.

“Snake eyes.” She stopped short. Nowen looked up at her with a serene, tired face; Nandia had seen such a face, on so many Vhinech who have seemingly fought themselves out of the lust for battle. “That first night here, Ogwa told me he was compulsive gambler when it came to people. We were dice to him; he just had to ‘roll’ us, take a chance. Knowing my hate for Vhinech, I was still the first guy he called for this mission. I told him he rolled snake eyes with me.”

The leader of Valleys United and school teacher of New Paradasia strolled over and sat down beside Nowen. She did her best from time to time moving her hair out of her eyes. “Although he never could use the Force, he did seem to have some unique ability to read and know people.” She then said, “Ogwa knew you better than you knew yourself. Such masters, such fathers, are supposed to possess such power over their students and their sons both literally and figuratively.”

“Yeah, and the funny thing about that is, at the time I knew better, and yet I just…put it off.” Nowen wasn’t exactly saying that as a compliant against himself. It was just to fill the gap to explain where he was coming from. “It’s strange, because a few days ago I told Mathaniel about every prediction Oggie ever made that came true. The whole time I’m thinking, this time, with the Vhinphyc-Vhinech hybrid births, the old man’s going to wrong about this place. But even before that, I thought this place had no chance.”

Nandia only nodded and took note of the various documents lying at Nowen’s feet and the data pad with clear information on it; all of it she was aware of. She said, “You were not wrong to assume that.” She decided to recount some things that did happen, that Nowen read about in the reports. “The Battle for the Mines of Flat Rock while Ogwa was dying in Fort Angelleia could have very well went the other way if not for the Guardians’ determination and the rest of New Paradasia’s efforts to help them. There could have been more murders like the one on Little Mountain, but awareness of the other babies allowed us to ensure the births of five Vhinphyc-Vhinech to date with no loss of life or harm, with so many coming to the aide and comfort of those they feel need their blessing, not their anger and evil from the past. The ice storm before the thaw could have ruined all of us if the Guardians had not been alive, watching over us, and allowing us into their Fort Angelleia for warmth, safety, and the prevention of injuries due to slipping.”

She urged Nowen to look at her. “Ogwa was a compulsive gambler, but he was rare in that he knew the table, knew the dealer, and stacked as much as he could in his favor. Certainly, it all could have gone bad and it still may as we continue on, but Ogwa knew that at some point the Vhinech as a people just want to live. They want a life without warring conflict. They need a life filled with less danger and more children. And there would be a majority of them that would do anything they could for that kind of peace. Unlike the nine other compulsive gamblers out there he’s the one that actually takes the serious steps to win the jackpot.”

Nowen smiled just a little and said sidelong, “Is that a teacher of history talking, or someone that helped tipped the tide at Flat Rock Mines?”

“A teacher, of course,” lied Nandia, straightening her dress top and wrapping herself up in her wrap again. “I wouldn’t get my hands dirty in such an affair.”

Nodding in sarcasm, Nowen just said, “I wouldn’t count six ‘professional-looking’ kills as getting hands dirty; just a little grit, easy to wipe off on a dark dress skirt.”

Nandia offered nothing in response to that truth. Nowen felt there was so much more to her; a lot of it she was not proud of. The reports on the battle were not written by liars; Nandia had a very short distance hand in killing Ryax’s pals, who had decided to cause a ruckus in their leaders’ absence. The how and the when of it were not offered by Nandia in the reports; this was the same Human-Vhinech who did not carry out her mission on Coruscant, in the Supreme Chancellor’s office….

But then Nandia said, “Do you like my dress, by the way?”

“I do,” he said, knowing she wanted to move away from any part she took in the Battle for the Mines of Flat Rock. In the end, two Guardians and thirty Vhinech allies perished, while most of the sixty-one rebellious miners had died in massive cave ins. Those numbers did not consider Oggie’s death or the death of the traitor, Emel Bandre. Nowen was going to thank whoever decides to bury the dead in the Steps of Eternity for not letting the murderous weasel be buried in the Steps. Nowen had read the report on that particular situation: he agreed Oggie was murdered by Bandre, but not before Oggie killed his murderer. 

The reasons for Bandre’s motives were still unknown. The most likely cause was Bandre did not want to be on the planet anymore and struck a deal with Ryax, which would explain how Ryax and his friends got away from New Paradasia without being detected by the MITES; Bandre was part of the system’s management team that handled the security measures. Unfortunately Oggie had guessed wrong when he had rolled the dice on Emil Bandre -- neither Oggie nor Nowen or anyone else knew Bandre was a Sith’s Hand.

There was some time that passed after Nowen commented on her dress, so Nandia decided to move the conversation along by prodding the parchment. He looked at it immediately and picked it up. She said, “I think this new roll of the dice of his is correct.”

Nowen smirked and said, “So you all ready know?”

“We on the Council of Towns know: we were instructed by Oggie to read the Will by the letter attached to his private letters,” stressed Nandia. “You receive everything, including the command of the Order of Guardians that had belonged to Ogwa Newhausen. You run this prison now, Headmaster Nowen.”

And hearing that from someone else just made Nowen very grumpy. The date on Oggie’s Last Will and Testament and Last Specific Order of Reference was the day after they had secured New Paradasia as the Vhinech’s new home. It was one thing when the old man was right in a prediction; it was quite another when it looked like he got screwed into it.

“Is it so wrong that he had picked you when he passed on?” asked Nandia.

Nowen wasn’t sure if the conversation had elicited the question or the Human-Vhinech had read his mind. He didn’t get upset either way. He said, “Given who I was several months ago, at the time he wrote this Will out, I should have been the last choice.”

“Hmmmm.” When Nowen looked at her, she shrugged her shoulders and said, “You have a point. Then again he knew the kind of man you were really.”

“And what kind of man am I?” questioned Nowen.

After some consideration, Nandia said, “Given what I know, and what Destiny and Mathaniel had told us, you’re the kind of man that may not like the situation, but you go and get the job done. You’re like Oggie.” That drew Nowen’s attention. “You do understand the bigger picture, that it really isn’t all about what you want.

“Look, he gave up seeing his grandchildren because he wanted to protect them. The best way to do that was to protect us: from ourselves and from those who would crave revenge. Every Guardian here gave up something just as significant if not more because they do believe in this.”

Nandia tightened her wrap around her torso. “And if you think you didn’t give up something to be here, I’m not afraid to say you have. It just took some time to lose it.”

Nowen thought about it and then said, “My hate for Vhinech.” He was caught by the thought and it made him angry at himself. He pulled off his gauntlet to look at his wedding band. Looking at it before, it just tore him apart thinking he was giving the Vhinech even an ounce of his pity. The ring was a reminder of what had been taken away from him, forcibly. That was then, at the beginning of the mission that became New Paradasia. Now, when he looked at the wedding band, he felt no anger.

He looked to her to see Nandia looking across New Paradasia from their perch. “Yeah, you’re right. I think Oggie knew I would change.”

“Now that’s giving him too much credit,” said Nandia sidelong.

“Well he’s not around to revel in it so I don’t see the harm,” offered Nowen sarcastically. “Just simply doing this ‘out of duty’ wouldn’t fly here, not when hatred would dominate the thinking.” He looked to her. “I can’t downplay the reasons he had to bring me along to begin with just because of what I must do now.”

She nodded in agreement. She reached over with both hands and took his bare hand. “You’re not alone in this, you know?”

Smiling, Nowen said, “I know.” With his free hand and arm he reached around Nandia’s slim shoulders and drew her close. He was happier that she took the gesture. “I know. And I know it can work.”

“Yes, New Paradasia can work,” she said with a small smile.

Nowen then added, “Yeah, that too.”

Nandia gave him a small playful shove. The kiss that followed brought closure to their conversation. It was not taboo to show such affection in what amounted to a grave yard; it might have been taboo for a Human and Human-Vhinech to share their affections with one another. No one was around to complain. Not that either of the two adults would really care.

What had happened, with Destiny, Mathaniel Jarvis, and Bealas Nowen returning, was not just the return of heroes, but the beginning of all their futures. Their tale was no less important, but no more than a prologue. 

New Paradasia would work, but as with all ideas there would be trial and error and success, and every day would be a challenge. The tension of evil would always threaten the relaxation of good. The valiant would be there to turn away the shadows, but it would never be that oxymoron, an easy struggle. More heroes and villains would be born in the Gospels, under the shadow of Little Mountain, amongst the Valleys United, under the depths of Flat Rock and as far away as River Delta. 

As it was on Vhanba, as it was anywhere else in the galaxy, such things were certain.

It was how civilization began in the past.

It will be how civilization begins in the future.

