CHAPTER 21.0
Of all the worlds in the galaxy, the ones that she had visited in the past month since she had left her friends behind on Commenor left Naressa with many thoughts to go with all the other problems she had to contend with. Her thoughts centered on family and friends more than it did on her other duties she found herself neglecting more and more. In terms of importance she focused more on the formers than on the latter that was the business she owned that she knew could run itself; overanxious managers and employees always stewed too much over much ado about nothings. It was too hard to ignore the others, especially when it was becoming more and more apparent that they were all getting further and further apart literally in terms of where they were all located in the galaxy.

It started shortly after she had just left Commenor and felt the others were in trouble; she almost turned back until the Dark Side convinced her that they would be all right. For a while after that there was levels of serenity coming from where she believed Maradest was. Then two weeks ago roughly there was feelings of low expectations, followed by excited pose and possibility, and finally a sunken feeling of defeat. Naressa doubted that it was over something meaningless, especially since their parting of ways she could sense Juna less and less. In layman’s view that wasn’t saying much since she was having trouble feeling Juna before, but there was a smidge of feeling and knowing that Juna was somewhere, close. Now, interestingly enough, she almost had a better idea of where Juna was. The idea was based on the fact that since she really couldn’t sense Juna completely anymore in a Force sense that meant Juna was in no way anywhere ahead on the dark path Naressa had to take. All she knew was based on her motherly instincts: Juna was alive, well, on somewhere in the Known Half of the galaxy.
A while ago Naressa had crossed that terminator line that bisected the galaxy at Coruscant and every day found herself traveling deeper and deeper into the Unknown Regions, traveling what she believed to be the exact path the mysterious little Sithian girl who cried out may have traveled; at least that was how she interpreted the omens she continued to receive. Although this was purely a backtracking mission into the unknown, Naressa just couldn’t ignore it and often it was so compelling she forgot about everything and everyone else.
With the distances she had to travel to get from one civilized planet to the next Naressa at times wondered if she was really falling for some Force-awful Dark Side prank; instead of chasing down a mystery in reverse she was actually conducting an unofficial stellar cartography mission for the Republic, mapping and detailing out the Unknown Regions. The idea was just as ironic as the fact that in spite of so many civilized planets in the Known Half bordering that imaginative border line that ran from one edge across to the other no one had really mapped it even with deep space probes.

The specific reasons for no one mapping the Unknown Regions was not quite known, not even to someone as giftedly intelligent as Naressa. Where specifics were lacking many could find a lot of generalized thinking based on the circumstances of growth and development. Most to the galactic powers, either by natural or colony growth, came to be on one side of the galaxy. In time those powers branched out and either found, conquered, or plundered new worlds. When they noted the existence of other worlds, particularly those worlds that peaked their interests from afar, they went to them; it didn’t matter if it was far away or the Core Worlds which way they came and went. Generally speaking folks just began to bump into one another.
Upon a closer look in terms of the galaxy’s age there is a bit more understanding. It is naturally assumed by too many that the Core Worlds, the Colonies, and the Inner Rim are the oldest worlds with the longest lived governments and civilizations and species. The idea was flawed because it was predicated on the natural order of current growth and development; trends on Coruscant took a year sometimes to reach the furthest known Republic world in the Outer Rim. The age of stars, however, told a different story; the stars in the Known Half were far and away older than the Unknown Regions’ stars. Older stars meant they had more time to settle their systems to where they could support life and after evolution support intelligent life. Young stars, and their young systems, were either not ready yet or were just getting started. Therefore no intelligent life existed on those young worlds orbiting those young stars to stir up any attention.

Biological evolution wasn’t the only factor that kept everyone else at bay. In terms of wealth gain via minerals or resources for the modern civilization young systems offered little or none to cause wealth seekers to go seek it. If such planets did exist in the Unknown Regions where the minerals and consumables were widely abundant they were far, far apart from one another. In contrast the worlds along the Hydian Way from Coruscant to the newly created Corporate Sector Business Cooperative home world was still littered with planets with lots of time-aged treasures. With this there was no necessity, therefore there was no motivation; in history curiosity has only motivated the minority, and the minority don’t make the rules.
Fear, a subject Naressa knew very well, was the only motive when it came to this subject; the fear of going, the fear of the unknown, and the fear of failure. Again it came down to necessity, but it had to be a very necessity; something that required one good solid reason. During her travels she had passed the now dead Vhanba System, once home of Enothchild’s people. The Vhinphyc were the only known dominate empire of Unknown Regions and were very unfriendly towards anyone in the galaxy. As a threat it required that the Republic and it’s major powers to find someway to keep an eye on the Vhinphyc and more importantly try to understand the surrounding systems and beyond in the Unknown Regions whenever possible without provoking their potential enemy. Certainly probes were sent to gather information; it might has well been called what it really was: counter intelligence gathering. With the Vhinphyc species twelve years now extinct the fears, in theory, should have been just as dead. The Vhinech War since then and now the financial crisis created new fears in the hearts of politicians not ready to ask anyone, or put in motion without the electorate’s approval, an official expedition to explore the Unknown Regions.
Unofficially Naressa was certain that other free traveling beings like herself have over the years mapped most of the region thoroughly; a good share of those beings on the wrong side of the law for certain, using the region as a hideout or a bypass to avoid surprise checkpoints or ambushes from law and pirate; perhaps even governments wanting to test illegal weapons ventured from time to time into the regions; no one was keeping an eye on the Unknown Regions, and even if they were it was a lot of space to watch over. In any way, a trip into the vast region of the unexplored galaxy needed necessity.
One of those necessities was not to meet the established civilizations that were there via colonization. The further along Naressa went on her journey the worse the situations had become. Smaller colonies beckoned with every stop, pronounced in its matter of unimportance with each stop filled with growing levels of rot and decay in persons and property; quite a few worlds had no real space ports, and the most of those few had little or no supplies needed for space travel such as spare parts and fuel. The new world she found herself needing to visit had essentially nothing for her ship, however she couldn’t ignore it with the feelings of exploration linked to the Dark Force demanding she land and explore the only and lonely town on the planet. She secured the ship and after a long walk she entered the town of Shaklebare, which seen from afar made any town on Tatooine paradise. The stench from even a mile away was enough to make anyone with common sense to turn around, get in their ship, and leave. Since common sense was hard to grasp for her as of late Naressa just let the Dark Side guide her a little and take her on this continuous journey.
As she got closer to the town Naressa noticed for the first time, on a archway stretching across the gated threshold on a put together arch, was an large in size E’oqerst ger’tah, the symbol that identified a Sith as an believer of the E’oqerst or Nature; meaning their natural selves. Her intimate, bred-in knowledge of the Sith and their history was extensive and sometimes required more than thinking to trigger the knowledge to come forth so for the moment why Shaklebare dared have a Sithian symbol as their town standard bare escaped her. With this new development, as she passed through the gates made of metal starship freighter pallets that had seen better days, the long and boring trip became a little more interesting.
Inside immediately Naressa patted herself on the back figuratively for changing from casual dress to black safari wear and knee high boots as she strolled through what she could only presume to be mud; given the stench it was hard to tell based on a casual look, and she really didn’t want to use the Force to satisfy a low priority curiosity. Unfortunately her black cloaks bottom edges found the mess whenever her steps sunk into the assumed to be ground. It was her cloak she discovered intuitively that drew a few of the rag tag beings in the single, narrow strip land passing for a walking corridor and barter strip to look at her. Not so much as for the expensive appearance and cut of the cloak, but for recognition. A few took their leave; a few stood really still and pretended not to look at her. These people, humanoids with pocked-marked skull features, knew full well what a Sith was.

Not that they were giving Naressa any leeway in getting somewhere. The whole row was crowded with people, surrounded by the walls of what passed for homes; she seen a few made out of sheet metal and one or two possible made out of heavy paper. The barters themselves were like the people; uninspired, making no effort to sell even when someone did stop to look at the items that didn’t look remotely valuable or needed. There were some barter stalls thrown together. Some people were just sitting down on what passed for curbs with their wares laid out on blankets or if they were lucky little food serving trays.

One such tray barter was a little boy wearing adult clothes far too big for him. It wasn’t him that caused Naressa to stop and look. She had heard a wind chime sound, very minute, and shortly after that in her Sith Maiden ears did she hear a woman’s Dark Side whisper. The familiarity of it drew her eyes to look at the tiny charm the boy was holding up in front of her with eyes trying to being earnest and hopeful. Noting the dangling little tines of metal from the unassuming and unimpressive charm things about this place seemed to make sense to her now.
“Mistress, please,” the boy said in a very too young voice. “Will you please buy this? Or trade?”

Naressa gave him a little smile and squatted down in front of him. “It depends on how authentic this piece of jewelry you have is.” She held out her hand and he put it in her palm. As soon as contact was made she was a washed with its history all in a mere second and her suspicions were correct. She gave him a knowing look and asked, “Do you know what this is?”

Before the boy could speak a man that bared no resemblance to the boy came up behind him and cleared his throat. With forced eagerness motivated by her more regal appearance the man bared a rotted tooth smile and said, “It’s miniature wind chimes. From Annaol. Some fool left them here not too long ago.”

The man picked the boy up, took the tray away, and gave him a playful pat on the behind. “Run along, Boy, I’m working this.” He turned back to Naressa and, unfortunately, smiled again. “These little beauties have been popular for ages since. Look how versatile they are.” He took one out from the tray and held it up against his chest, than his ear, and even his nose. “You could wear it as any form of jewelry. Best when the air gets to them to produce those little notes of music.”
Naressa felt the charms all around her, suddenly standing out as if on cue when he mentioned that other people owned them. They twinkled and made noises to get her attention. The man gushed, “I can see an outlander such as yourself has an appreciation for good taste and would like something to take with her so she can brag to the people back home that she stopped here. So, eh…can we name a price here? Make me an offer. Currency. Trade.” He gave her a once over. “Other…arrangements.”
Not impressed in any way, and noticing that a hand full of people were watching for their own reasons, Naressa held out the charm in front of her. The little air bustling up against it made it chime it’s little song. Loud enough for everyone to hear, she said, “You didn’t get from some fools who left this here. Someone else many and many of years ago uncovered them out in the wilds. They’ve been passing hands and been used for trade every since. It’s just that its your turn to part these things off.”
The man licked his lips, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “Well what’s a lie or two. Ever hear of haggling and profit. I’m trying to sell you these chimes.”

“And if I were a fool I would have bought them. And if I were just not totally informed I would have bought two.” Naressa gestured with the charm in her hand. “This, sir, is a notsume Oxught coltal.” After speaking with her Sithian tongue she put the charm back in the tray and translated, “The cursing charm of Oxught.”

The words caused a stir in the crowd around them. The charm seller gulped loudly and said, “I beg the differ, madam. There is no curse on these lovely items.”

“I know the differ.” Naressa eyed him with sincerity to make him understand reason. “About nine thousand years ago, on a world far, far away from here, a man calling himself Uyktek sought revenge against an hierarchy that had poisoned his waters; the waters could not cool the steel properly that he forged and created items with. One day he heard the story about Oxught and her twenty-four children choir and how their spirits sang their song as part of the winds that all worlds share. With what metals he could forge, Uyktek created the charms, these charms, in the hopes of cursing those who had wronged him.”
She smirked. “Unfortunately, Uyktek didn’t understand the penalty for such stupidity. His desire for vengeance found its way into the metals as they were forged, and when Oxught’s breath kissed them she was far from amused; her songs of joy and uplift would not be used by those trying to profit in anyway. Such spiritual pronouncement put a curse on them, and anyone, no matter their intentions, that sold or gave these charms away were immediately cursed. Those who own them are cursed as well for trying to capture her and her children’s songs.”
Shaking her head as everyone stood around them in bewilderment, Naressa said, “My advice to you: take them all back and melt them down to nothing.” She nodded towards the hovel, where the boy was listening and looking out the hole that was apparently the home’s window. “If not for yourself, then at least for the boy. His parents might actually want him back from whatever trade you made with them in better shape than you.”
Naressa leaned in and added, “And if I were you, I would wonder no more why you look the way you do at the ‘ripe old age’ of twenty-five.” The man acted aghast when she revealed to him his real age. “The longer you put it off, the less of a chance you will have at reaching thirty.”

Leaving, the man sputtered, “She’s obviously joking, people. Outlanders: what do they know? Come around if you’re curious. Make me an offer, eh!”

Naressa didn’t want to answer that question, yet things now answered a question asked when she saw the ger’tah at the gates. It did become obvious to her that at one time this place must have had a fairly strong Sith presence here; perhaps a fall back point during the Sith War; given the relative time frame of when the charms were made and when the war was fought starting around five thousand years or so ago it made sense. Although she would have thought someone of a Sith pedigree would have had half the sense to not have the charms around; the curse charms were very well known. Then again they were well known amongst the Sith. Not well known amongst the people that should have been their conquered slaves. The feeling of the place screamed cursed, and such cursed beings were susceptible to easy conquest. Feeling the tug again in her heart, Naressa continued to walk through the claustrophobic crowd.

After a while the crowds began to thin and it was then that Naressa found herself, seemingly out of nowhere until this point, facing a large structure that looked exactly like the monastery on Korriban. What it lacked was the modernization modifications that fortified the Korriban version and made it into a military fortress. Approaching the doors to the entrance she noted the bleached out shape of where the ger’tah the town was using a the gates had once hung. Just before she knocked she had this strange feeling pass through her, as if thinking of the Korriban monastery was a painful subject unrelated to the time she had spent there nearly a year ago.
After she knocked and a long wait a young man answered the door sporting a very shabby, browning from wear black cloak. He was at first caught by surprise by Naressa’s dark appearance, and then he asked, “May I help you?”

Putting some ideas together based on the young man’s obvious awe, confusion, and curiosity, Naressa pointed back towards the gates that were now clear across the town. “I saw your ger’tah. I was wondering…are you offering sanctuary? I’m just a traveler that’s been on a starship for far too long.”

The young man’s wonder became enthusiasm. Not infectious but still annoying. He opened the door wider to let her in. “Yes! Please do come in. May I take your cloak?” She shook her head no. “Well, then, do come this way. I am L’amel. I take care of the monastery.”
“Thank you,” she said without returning the favor of revealing her name. L’amel was a Sithian name and judging by the vibe she could sense from him he had some, but not a lot, Sithian blood in him. He wasn’t Force sensitive, but despite that and his goodness he was still attached to the Dark Side of the Force; apparently both a lackadaisical believer in the E’oqerst and a pawn in the Force’s Dark Game. With his red hair and the origins of his name his heritage could be traced back to the ancient Southern Lands of Fire and Blood on Korriban.
To keep L’amel off balance she tested him. “So what religion do you practice here?”

L’amel grimaced a bit and gestured towards his cloak. “It’s the threads, isn’t it? It’s a traditional hand me down from my ancestors. Truthfully I’m not quite sure what the religion is. My family was sort of born into it. At least my dad’s half was I think.” He lead Naressa through a connecting tunnel and into the major prayer chamber. “For years since this place has pretty much acted like a jack-of-all-trades church for weddings and funerals. I oversee both. Making stuff up as I go.”
Suddenly he checked a wind up chrono that he pulled from his pocket. “Lord, that reminds me I do have a funeral to conduct in a hour. The townsfolk will be showing up soon. I better get you settled in.” He shook his head. “Poor old woman, too. The wild animals really had their way with her.”
As they walked past the rows of marble-carved pews Naressa happened to glance to her left and noted a rack of ceremonial candles; the sign on it said ‘Do Not Desecrate’. The Dark Side moved swiftly from her without her control -- a part of her soul it seemed left her -- and she watched it soar over to the candles. Immediately their little wicks lit up; not all of them, no more than two dozen out of scores more. L’amel didn’t pay any notice, but Naressa cut along side of him to block his view; she wasn’t going to explain how that happen to someone that didn’t understand it. To be honesty she didn’t have a clue exactly why that happened.

Naressa followed L’amel up a flight of stone stairs, down a wood floor hall and into probably the cleanest hovel on the whole planet. Things in it were modern enough to make it livable. She remarked, “Well if I’m not imposing then this will be just fine. Do I owe you anything? I would be more than happy to pay.”
L’amel looked behind him, turned towards her and spoke around in circles before he got to the point. “Well, maybe there is. I mean I don’t need money. You’re not imposing. Not at all. I just got to know, and you don’t have to answer if I’m imposing. But here goes. Really. Okay. I saw a ship land outside of town not too long ago. Is it yours, and if so could you take me with you?”
“It’s my ship,” said Naressa, half expecting him to ask whether or not she was a Sith. But she didn’t like where he was going with his ideas. She had to shoot him down quickly with no more argument. “But I’m on a personal journey to hell.”

“Oh.” L’amel was taken aback. He cleared his throat, walked through the door back first, and said, “Then excuse me then.” He was wanting to leave, but his manners got the best of him. “Do you need anything to eat?”
“No thank you,” she said and watched him take his leave. Although a few of her curiosities had been answered none of them had anything to do with why she was in the Unknown Regions, or why she had to stop on this Force forsaken world.
For the time being Naressa removed her cloak and sat down cross legged on the bed. She prepared to meditate, and to wait for the answer. No matter how hard she tried she couldn’t make herself just leave.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 21.1

The shouts of horror from dozens of voices below penetrated the floor boards and pierced through Naressa’s mental blocking of the sermon below. The shouts and the sounds of stampeding fear was like a Dark Side radiation that her Sith Maiden body had to absorb and her mind couldn’t ignore. It was a rich ecstasy, an enticing aroma for the endowed senses that could awaken even the deadest of Sith Lords from their graves.
With that thought in mind Naressa collected herself, grabbed her cloak expertly in bound and on the next was out the door and down the stairs. Half way down she stopped to take in the large crowd doing everything it could to run out of the monastery through its only opening. The panic was fused with the pain of those pushed down or away, pressed and crushed against the walls as the creeping horror of the unknown was plaguing everyone’s minds. Very few people showed mercy to those that had fallen, while others fueled by the selfish need of survival make them less worthy of any conscious.
Ignoring them and fearing that much worse was about to happen, Naressa descended the rest of the stairs, looked around, and spotted the back side of L’amel facing away from her. He was taking one or two unsure steps backwards at a time, his whole body shaking with fright. Naressa found her nose just burning with the scent of terror, and reminded herself that she didn’t to live for feelings like that.
“L’amel, what is it?” Naressa walked up to him when he did not answer. He touched his shoulder and immediately she was almost ran over by the wailing, screaming preacher of false prophecies. She stared at his disappearing figure with bewilderment, her Sith Maiden eyes seeing through the walls, watching him join the others in their mass escape out of town. If they were going to her ship they were out of luck: it was locked up so tight she would have to teleport to get in.

A deadly chill ran down her spine.
Naressa turned around quickly and for a moment was in shock. Before her was walking female corpse of barely held together flesh, dressed in the finest garments in all of this world, coming towards her. A lot of makeup had been applied to the female’s face but there was nothing anyone could do about the flaking or the occasional holes around the cheek pockets. The heavy stitching was not all that hard to miss either. The dead woman walked with a lot of jolting in her steps that betrayed her broken, worn condition. As she drew near, however, Naressa felt less and less threaten by her. There was something familiar about this. About the woman. That is not the dead body. From within the body there was a presence. A related presence.

To understand it more and confirm suspicions, Naressa called upon the Dark Side and let it bleed into her eyes. With a blink the jolting, strutting corpse was replaced by an attractive, Dark Purity Sith Maiden wearing the same clothing with a perfect walk and in perfect health. The woman turned and walked to Naressa’s left when she reached the center of the chamber.
Sighing, the woman said, “The day we allow the weak to stray from the path of natural right is the day we all deserve to have our lives extinguished like flames on a candle.” She glided effortlessly over to the ceremonial rack of candles that had lit upon Naressa’s arrival, clasped her hands in front of her, and said in praise, “Bless the Dark Side I honor it so: It’s power knows no bounds.”
Naressa came up beside her, a bit tense but more at ease with the situation. She said, with the memories of the face and voice from deep in her inherited past in her mind, “You’re my Great Grandmother, Raven Nimh.”

“Congratulations: you have full use of your brain,” Raven said in condescension. “I had my doubts about you last year. Well let’s face it I do even now. You’re lack of faith in your Dark Gifts and your irresponsibility to your divine duty leaves you very undesirable to me. You should have smite this populous for their lack of respect.” She gestured around with open hands, to the state of the monastery. “Weddings and funerals? Not in this place of worship.”
Naressa figured that was coming and when it came it didn’t surprise her. Raven Nimh, like the rest of the Daughters of the Dark Side that should be resting peaceful on Korriban, gained a bit of a nasty ass bitch attitude of righteousness after being dead for a while. They worshipped the Dark Side, and they died by the Dark Side, and forever they were apart of the Dark Side: their biggest, wildest, hopeful life mission dream had come true. Those who didn’t follow, of course, were mistakes that should be destroyed or beaten down with a lot of vocal impunity.
“Sorry, I’m not in the judgment of souls business.” Naressa crossed her arms in front of her while the presence of Raven folded her hands together before her, her yellow eyes staring into the lights of the candles. “So, what do the Daughters of the Dark Side want. You went all out to get me out here. Even committing the sin of body possession.”
Naressa held up a finger and added, “Which by the way, while we’re on the subject of possession, how dare any of you show yourself around me after you had plotted with Rune to take over my Gessa!”

Opening her eyes, Raven said nonchalantly, “Anger either solves everything or solves nothing. Here, it solves nothing.” She looked at Naressa. “The reason why I’m walking around in this” she gestured towards herself with disgust “shell is because you choose to ignore us when we wish to talk to you.”
“Simplicity,” mused Naressa unimpressed. “From afar its simpler to possess a dead body than it is a living one since the body can’t think. But just like the body you’re in this conversation is just as dead.”
Raven didn’t need the Force to know that Naressa was going to leave; the turn of the back was sufficient; Naressa could afford to do here since it was taking a lot of energy and effort for the spirit to be here. It would have been easier for Raven to be there if Naressa had sought her out within herself, bringing forth a connection nexus through the Force between her and Raven’s final resting place. The dead could visit anyone, but like all visitors they had to be invited. Sometimes it happened when one wandered in thought. It didn’t matter to Naressa one way or the other: the door was a far better choice than listening to a dead Sith Maiden talk her down.

Her Great Grandmother said as she turned towards her Great Granddaughter, “Just like your mother: witty as a Sith Lord and as empty as a Dark Jedi.”

“You ought to know,” barked Naressa back. She really didn’t have time for this. She couldn’t get to the damn door fast enough.

“Naressa Jaina, a question,” Raven began in a voice that increased in volume. “If it is not your ‘Gessa’ that you’re following, than pray tell who is it?”
Naressa was about a step or two inside the hall that lead away from the worshipping chamber when the question effectively stopped her in her tracks. The question answered the preverbal reason why she couldn’t get to the door from before, but she wasn’t about to say it was the Force that made the time seemingly drag for her. Even at that moment when the question Raven had said had never really entered her mind until now. She didn’t like that.
Walking back and looking at Raven from the archway of the hall, Naressa said, “I’m not necessarily following anyone. I’m backtracking.”

“Silly girl, backtracking involves knowing that the point of origin will be the end of your journey,” Raven said menacingly. “It won’t be.”

“So I’m wasting my time?” reasoned Naressa.

Raven widen her glowing yellow eyes and shook her head methodically. “Oh no. Oh no my dear. It’s going to be time well spent once you get there. Afterwards, when the shock wears off, you’re going to wish you didn’t waste all this time.”
Naressa read a lot into that. On one hand Raven was really rubbing it in, but on the other hand the Dark Spirit was afraid. When the Dead showed fear then that meant things were really, really, really bad. Coy, she said, “Then get back in my good graces. Save me the long trip and tell me.”

“Please,” said Raven in condescension. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. Too much of your father in you on that flaw.”
Naressa bit the inside of her mouth. Hard. Painfully. The heat in her eyes was matched by their glowing intensity. “If you’re here to push me congratulations.”

“Oh boo fricking hoo.” Raven turned towards the candles again and stared at them with a heavy lidded glare. Before Naressa could say anything else one of the candles, which had significant amounts of wax, had its flame go out; it flickered and then extinguished. Just as strange as them lighting when she had first come in, Naressa noted that the wick was not smoldering; it was as if the candle had not burned at all. “Damn.”

“Don’t breathe until you are ready to make a wish,” mused Naressa sarcastically. “Good advice my Father gave me that I passed down to Juna on one of her birthdays. She was being too insistent on blowing out the candles before she made a wish.”

Scowling at Naressa, Raven snapped at her. “Your contemptuous ways towards our heritage passes the line of blasphemy at such speeds it’s a wonder that your neck isn’t broken by the whiplash! I wish your neck was broken!” She flashed an angry smile. “But I’ll settle on your ignorance instead to do my bidding.”
Turning back to the stand, Raven gestured towards it with a wide swath of her arm. “Behold these candles that sensed a true Sith’s presence within these Blessed Walls. They lit upon your arrival; a verification of your true, blood heritage. Not that boy who’s blood has been tainted by weakness. These candles, if you have not gathered, are unique. Special.” She turned to Naressa and said boldly. “Immortal, representing the undying Dark Spirit of our People. Through their places of worship.”

Intrigued only because Raven was consumed with wanting to explain such a thing with the short amount of time she had left, Naressa humored her and grew closer. Not too close: the last line from Raven about ignorance put the living Sith Maiden Matriarch on her guard against the dead Sith Maiden Matriarch. Naressa still doubted that Raven could do anything more than she was doing now, but she didn’t know all the tricks the Dead could pull. And if she had to go through this to get to the answer to the question Raven had asked earlier than it had to be.

“These candles can’t represent the living Sith in the galaxy,” remarked Naressa observantly. The eleven flames were several flames too many if they were counting individual Sithian entities of pure blood heritage. “And if they are immortal, why don’t they burn for eternity?”

“Pish, really are you that naïve?” Raven shook her head and sighed. “These candles were created from the oils of Korriban; the oils from the grounds of the Monastery. The candles were then distributed to the Monasteries located throughout the galaxy during the Expansion Years, or as the Republic called it the Sith War.” She gestured towards the candles again, pointing out the scattered around, lit remnants. “As you can clearly see there isn’t many E’sithropian Monasteries left. Another, just now, was destroyed. It’s flame brightens this place no more.”
Raven pointed sternly at the largest of the candles, located in the center of the display. It didn’t take Naressa much thinking to understand the significance of it. Her Great Grandmother explained anyways. “The home fire of Korriban doesn’t burn anymore. Darth Rune saw to that. Just as she saw to the most recent demise of a Monastery.”
Naressa didn’t like that at all. Immediately a bunch of thoughts rushed into her head, some of it concerning Darth Sidious. She didn’t want to, but she just couldn’t ignore the realities of the relationship they had with the outcome of that relationship clearly in trouble. “She took out the Sith Order.”

“It was no longer viable in her eyes. It must make you wonder why she took such rash action to wipe out a wealth of resources at her disposal, including that powerful gift you gave Lord Sidious last year.” Raven glared back at the candles. “She hides in these Hollowed Grounds, and then wipes them out to cover her tracks. Who would care that such buildings be destroyed, symbols of a ‘horrible time’ in the eyes of those who fear us.” She looked at Naressa, an eyebrow raising. “I ask you again: If it is not your ‘Gessa’ that you’re following, than pray tell who is it?”
Naressa looked between the candle and the spirit that occupied the body in front of her; she began to smell the rot of the corpse, and that meant Raven was losing her hold on it. The body was now rotting at a much quicker rate than before as the Dark Side spirit consumed the exhaustible supply of universal Force energy that still resided in the cells of the body. Such time had not been wasted after all. An idea or two had cursed through Naressa in regards to what was truly going on. Granted the Daughters of the Dark Side were trying to contact her, but there was more to it.
Smirking, Naressa said, “You want to make a pact with me. As much as it burns you and every single one of you to come to me it really gets your knickers in a twist that my Mother is doing all of this thanks to you. You can suddenly overlook me and my ways and call me Sister.” She sniffed contemptuously. “And for what? To put everything back the way it was prophesized after you all and Rune had smecked it up?”
“I cannot see why you would have a problem with that. You’ve softened your daughter so much she could be the first most likable totalitarian ruler the galaxy has ever known.”
Naressa stepped up until she was nose to nose with Raven in challenge. She said, “My Daughter will never become the ultimate evil of the galaxy. Not while I live.”

Raven returned an evil smirk. “After you reach the end of this backtrack, I promise that you will rethink that position almost immediately.”
Before Naressa’s eyes the image of Raven Nimh began to fade from reality, flickering like a cool running bulb about to burn out. She said, “And when you do come to your senses contact us immediately. You know how…” With her spirit leaving, the remains of the body before Naressa collapsed to the ground, most of it exploding and sending up in the air clouds of fine dust. Essentially the body had become nothing more than formed sand and grit, awaiting a good swift wind to blow it away.
As the dust settled all around her, Naressa used her hand to wave the dusty nuisance from around her. On top of the dust was the stench of such sudden, rapid decay that irritated her nose and made her cough. She swiped through it all one more time…
Before her, from the cloud, Magus Prophet roared his vicious cry, arms, hands, claws, and teeth coming at her….

Naressa let out a yelp and leapt back with her natural strength, knowing that it wasn’t enough to save her from such a brutal attack….that wasn’t coming. Once her body had left the dust field the Vhinech monster vanished; his existence dissipating with the dust. He was nothing more than a figment of her imagination. Not a lingering thought in her mind that her imagination created. Through her mere touch of the dust she had read Prophet’s unique presence off of the late woman’s remains, and that could only mean one, horrible thing…
Before she expressed the answer Naressa smelled smoke.

There were shouts and angry voices amplified the shouts even more. “IT HAS NOT COME OUT! BURN IT DOWN! BURN IT ALL DOWN BEFORE WE ARE CURSED FURTHER BY THE WITCHERY OF THAT WOMAN INSIDE!”

Whoever had said it was rather late with the announcement. The hallway, like the rest of the monastery and like any other ancient building that was constructed with the most reliably flammable of materials, was engulfed in flames. To which that Naressa just sighed loudly and said, “What is it with superstitious beings pronouncing witchery and wanting to burn things? Honestly!”

The solution to this current problem was many. Naressa could use the Force to snuff the flames out by engulfing them in a wall of energy and squeezing them down until the air was consumed. She could generate a shield of energy around herself and casually walk out and all the way back to the ship. She could teleport right back to the cockpit of her still unnamed ship and leave, making sure the locals had the satisfaction that their witch problem was taken care of thoroughly by the flames.

What stopped her for a few precious seconds was the promise she made to Enothchild to limit her use of the Dark Side to just finding Juna. Technically she had fudged on that promise once or twice since she had made it, but much of it was her natural self; something no one could learn by training, they had to be born with it. Still to her at this moment the whole idea was silly; if she died, it would be detrimental to the efforts being made to find Juna, even if she wasn’t on that particular hunt at the moment. 

Without anymore hesitation Naressa imagined herself in the cockpit of her little ship, finding the Dark Energies the shared the same unique place with all the energies unseen in the universe. Generating her conscious and presence there, she focused and began the process of exchanging her converted matter-to-energy with what was there on the ship…

Emerging from the shadows of the process, Naressa discovered very quickly that she wasn’t on the ship! Instead she was in a dark, musty, rotting room that was illuminated by the light of the raging fire burning the monastery down that penetrated the narrow spaces of the floorboards above her head. “Oh what the hell!”
Naressa tried again to teleport, and found herself in another part of the monastery; a room completely engulfed in flames. She tried again, just as the roof above came crashing down…

Again she was still in the monastery, only this time it was an antechamber filling with black, unhealthy smoke. Bending low to get as much breathing air as possible, Naressa used her extra-superior eyesight to navigate the vast chamber, following the flow of the smoke to, presumably, an exit out of the monastery. In factuality, remembering the thought in the books she read in her life, smoke only did this when there was some form of ventilation; the smoke was moving towards escape. In practice, though, it was a gamble; for all she knew the smoke was just pouring into another vast chamber, and once the smoke filled the chamber the exodus of choking death would stop and occupy every single cubic millimeter of space. She had no choice; the monastery was preventing her from leaving, and another attempt at teleportation could put her right in the middle of a blaze, giving the locals what they want. What she was doing was a gamble anyways, but in life as in Sabacc the only way to win the pot every time was to cheat the randomizer.
Reaching what could have been misconstrued as a dead end by a hopeless being about to die, Naressa’s keen yellow eyes spotted small trails of smoke heading for tiny little holes in the heavy brick and mortar wall in front of her. Focusing the best she could she ascertained that freedom was indeed just on the other side of the wall; the fresh, night air awaited. Diverting energy quickly she unleashed a Force Push and knocked the wall down easily.

Although she had no choice under the circumstances, Naressa mentally kicked herself immediately as she ran outside, took cover, and was almost annihilated by the blitzkrieg rush of flames that followed. By making a larger hole she proved new sources of fuel -- air, particularly oxygen -- to rush in and give the fire new life; with the release of pressure buildup inside, both air and fire combined and unleashed a destructive back draft eruption. She had no time to protect herself with a energy field because she couldn’t get more than one good breath in for focus, but luckily she was wearing her fedarok leather hide cloak; the black, Sithian cloak was made from the long extinct creature’s hide with very flexible, useful properties; heat and flame resistance being one of them.
With the fire ball over, Naressa got up and moved away from the carnage. She found herself leaning against an old, burnt up metal pole to cough out the remains of the bad air she had breathed in. She sensed another Force Impression reading coming on and pulled away from the pole, backing away; she didn’t need more things flowing in her head at the moment when she really didn’t have herself back in the present moment. She collected herself, and then realized something that made her lung freeze as well as her stomach twist.
The pole she had leaned on wasn’t the only one. In fact there were about ten of them, tall, rusty old, some with remnants of chains and mandible locking cuffs and collars coming from the top. As well as ancient in condition they all shared a scorched look about them. They were burning stakes, straight out of the most ancient of Republic historical data texts, that were used to execute a lot of Sith towards the end of the Sith War; commonly found on worlds known for their lack of compassion or wealth to make executions ‘pleasant’.

A misconception -- and there always was one when civilization was at its worst -- not found in texts of any kind was the fact that not all of the Sith that had sought to leave Korriban wanted Va’der, or vengeance, against the Republic for what it had done. The Dark Jedi majority that had married and integrated themselves into the E’sithropian bloodlines over a span of many millennia couldn’t let their denouncement by their one time Jedi brothers go and, confident in their beliefs, started the war that lasted five thousand years. During this time, and very quietly because of the Sith Lords’ conquests, many of few remaining E’oqerst Sith explored the galaxy to find a new home just to get away from the Dark Jedi Sith’s unquenchable demands for blood, for rule, and conquest. A good share of the E’oqerst Sith were weak compared to the Lords although their knowledge of the Dark Side was far most vast, thus the weakness and peaceful nature made them easy prey for those who hated the Sith; any Sith.
Collecting herself fully, Naressa turned to the monastery and stared at it for a very long time as what had happened inside was replayed back in her mind. Like everything else in the universe she didn’t like it, and in fact everything had become worse. Everything she knew had a brand new and complicated wrinkle that no hot iron was going to flatten out quickly.
Yet there was one obvious thought that had no debate: for whatever the reason Naressa felt she had to continue the journey. If she didn’t now she would be forced to do so later. For what reason this was spurred on she didn’t know, but she had a feeling it would bug her to her death if she didn’t.

Before she left Naressa heard the most faintest of little girl cries for help. For a moment she thought it was the Sithian girl she had been tracking down all this time, trying again to find her father. This time, though, the girl’s pitch was different and she spoke Basic, not E’sithropian.
It came from the pole Naressa had touched. A voice from a child that had died shackled to it a long, long time ago, echoing from the deep past. She found herself, suddenly, walking towards the pole, and try as she could she couldn’t keep herself from touching the pole with an outstretched hand…

Thousands of years ago, the little girl struggled against the much bigger adult men who had her, forcing her to stand on chair so she could be properly shackled to the pole; otherwise she would have to dangle and hang. Force to stand on her precarious perch, the twelve year old named Aeol Methda fought for balance while hanging on to her chains; a hard task given that her right hand had something in it. Up to that moment all of her strength had been on the hand, which really ticked her tormentors off because after they had broken every bone in said hand she refused to relinquish the prize. The pain and anger fueled her strength and along with her resolve she denied them their prize; a prize she wouldn’t give up until they pried it from her cold, dead fingers; a promise she had made to the Sith Lords and a wish her tormentors were going to grant.
One of the men drew a blaster, aimed it at the wood surrounding her, and fired several shots to start the blaze. Aeol didn’t know what was worse as the short time she had left ticked by agonizingly slow: the smoke, the flames burning and melting her flesh, or the feeling of betrayal. Someone had betrayed her existence, alerting these state sponsored killers to her location. Someone with Sithian ties had betrayed their kind to save their collective asses. She had her suspicions…
But she had to scream finally because the inner part of her legs were boiling. Unable to stand she fell off the chair, cutting off her scream as the neck collar caught her body from falling completely to the ground. With her body weight aiding in the choking, she was finding harder and harder to think. To focus. To hang on to the waded up bag in her right hand…

Before her vision clouded over, she watched the bag fall into the flames creeping up her body….

Naressa found herself on all four on the ground, coughing for air again only because she was -- or she believed she was -- being strangled to death by the choker; putting herself literally in a Force sense in the victim’s place by using her asilamorphic abilities to relive the past experience as if it were really happening in the now, till the last breath. Doing what she did one would question her sanity to want to go through such pain and emotions of such a horrible time. Personally she wondered what compelled her to do such a clearly stupid thing in the first place; that was an act of no control, something a Sith Maiden could not fall prey to.
Staring down after wiping the choke tears from her eyes, Naressa realized that she was looking down at the very spot where the girl had dropped the little pouch she had so faithfully to her demise held on to. Curious she quickly dug down into the earth with her right hand, doubting that whatever it was couldn’t be there; not after those Sith hunters went through such extremes in order to obtain it. 

But then she felt it.

Digging harder, through centuries of dirt, Naressa found the buried pouch. Pulling it out she inspected it quickly, noticing that the material of the pouch was the same as her cloak. Taking a careful look around and noting with her senses that everyone in the town was busy on the other side of the monastery she opened the pouch. Inside, gleaming when her glowing eyes shinned on them, was Ilum crystals.

Closing the pouch and pocketing what turned out to be a significant find, Naressa took one more hardened look at the now collapsing monastery, and imagined that somewhere in the galaxy, where there was another Sith monastery where perhaps Rune was staying in, another monastery candle winked out. Hearing the crowd roar in approval, and after going through the memories of the young Sithian girl burning and choking to death, there was a small part within Naressa’s heart that desired to slow burn every man, woman and child to death one by one.

But then again Naressa never did what the small part wanted her to do. She just walked out of the town, quietly and not turning back.

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

CHAPTER 21.2

There was no going back now.
Reviewing everything that had happened now that she and her newly named ship the Aeol Methda was hundreds of light years away from Shaklebare from the lean back lounger on the bridge, Naressa found herself coming to that conclusion very quickly.
Taking this lonely journey to its conclusion was no longer about a feeling that was compelling her to go, no longer about some unknown little girl shouting out for help. The Daughters of the Dark Side sparred no expense to contact her and with their obvious interests in this journey it would have been foolish for her to turn around. For all Naressa knew Raven and the rest wanted her to turn around, didn’t want her to uncover the truth at the end of the trip. However that thought was discredited by the fact that Raven had tipped her hand a bit: she acknowledged what Naressa believed all along, that Juna was still her Gessa alive and well.
Putting the immediate, motherly reaction that followed the fact aside…

No. Naressa frowned in deep disapproval. Juna had stolen her best friend’s space ship, blasted off without saying good bye, was getting into uncivilized duals with blasters and doing all sorts of things that were wrong, completely wrong, and absolutely completely wrong! Her Gessa had every right to be mad, and perhaps leave, but by no means in Naressa’s big book of motherly opinion did that entitle her Gessa to become a rogue! Oh, she could only fume at what her Daughter might do next! She was now not sure whether or not to hug her Gessa when she saw her again or give her glowing red ass cheeks for the first time in her young life!
Aside from her concerns/displeasure over her Gessa, Naressa forced herself to focus back on the growing list of problems; all of which were linked in some form or another to Juna. At the top of the list was Magus Prophet: the Vhinech was alive, maybe not all that well, but operating unchecked, unnoticed in the wide open galaxy. After Duro there was no more question: she and the others had missed the beast by at least a half a day. What she had seen Shaklebare, when that old woman’s body crumbled into ashes after Raven had exhausted all of its remaining energies and Prophet appeared in the cloud, was the old woman’s killer. Based on the impressions left in the Force the old woman had been killed months ago; her remains were only found recently, hence the funeral so late for a rotting corpse. Given how long it has taken her to get this far in the Unknown Regions, Naressa deduced that it fit the travel time frame or close to it that Prophet had to travel from wherever his starting point was to at least Duro.
How Prophet survived Sanctuary and his doom without her notice left Naressa with a sour feeling. Once again she had to blame herself, for she did choose to ignore the Winds of the Force. The Daughters of the Dark Side’s manipulations of it may at times left it unreliable, that is if they were still toying with it, but she had to believe that at some point she should have taken a chance besides the chance she was taking now. Nebula had warned her never to doubt herself too much; paralysis was a curable condition so long as one believed they could move again.
So once again Raven’s visit came into play although it appeared on its face it had nothing to do with Prophet. Yet…

“Why exactly do you care?” asked Naressa aloud to no one in particular. If any one of the Daughters of the Dark Side were here she would ask them that. Since they resided in her genes she had the ability to call on any one of them to appear before her in a limited fashion. However she threw the idea away. They wanted her to discover what was at the end of the trip. “After you reach the end of this backtrack,” Naressa found herself repeating Raven’s words,  “I promise that you will rethink that position almost immediately.”
Leaning all the way back, Naressa mused quietly, “They’re afraid.” And with such a realization did it make it imperative for her to finish this side quest. The dead, any dead in spirit, was far more powerful and knowledgeable than any living creature. Without the ultimate limitation known simply as mortal living there was little they could not do and whatever they did there really was no fear or a reason to fear anything.

Until now. The Daughters of the Dark Side were terrified and it wasn’t over the destructions of monasteries. By all appearances Darth Rune had failed in her goal; to become mortal again. In theory, according to the E’oqerst holy testament called the comada, those who die and then return as a member of the living race would gain new and untold powers. Outlandish as that seemed the Ancient Sith nonetheless went out of their way to make sure not only that someone was dead but that their living loved ones were protected by charms, runes, and any other spiritual protection. However it was never really said how one came back from the dead. The Force, on the other hand, made it a possibility since it was energy, and spiritual energy was just as consuming and replaceable as energy generated by batteries.

Needing something to keep her in focus and away from thinking about less important matters Naressa pulled out the ancient pouch and removed one of the many Ilum crystals from it. Ilum crystals -- named so by their planet of origin Ilum, in the Adegan System -- were used in the construction of lightsabers to produce the weapons’ glowing, lethal blade. Beyond that the crystals had no real worth due to weak carat value, but Ilum was a sacred and secret Jedi stronghold that only the Jedi knew of its location, and the crystals were only indigent to that world. She had a feeling that Aeol Methda -- after many a Jedi had converted to the Sith Order during the war and revealed all of the secrets of their former religion -- was carrying the crystals for a very important mission; she went through hell to not give them up.

The discovery of the crystals would have seemed unimportant if the stakes were not high. By coincidence or by luck -- and she knew Enothchild would say that such things were neither in play here -- Naressa had been given a gift. With her passed down knowledge she could construct a lightsaber of her very own. With Prophet alive and Rune running around she felt she needed a little more than just her Dark Purity abilities when the time came. It was just intelligent to have a weapon. Plus it gave her something to do -- construct the weapon and practice with it -- while on her way to what she presumed to be the last stop on her journey, or at least the last stop on her way out of civilization.
Naressa could feel that. The next planet she was going to was where a chunk of her questions would be answered and her suspicions be declared correct. She believed her Great Grandmother: the journey was far from over. Prophet was alive and tied into this. Rune was running around, in the flesh, and tied into this. There was some link there and it was just more than Juna and the Dark Side of the Force. Rationale told her to turn around and find her enemies and destroy them, but logic and something else much more powerful urged her on and finish what she set out to do. If she didn’t she feared she would miss something important, and against monsters like Prophet and Rune nobody deserved to live if they choose to ignore any little piece of information that could give them even the slightest of edges against the both of them.
So she continued on, hoping and praying that Enothchild and the others find Juna first.
