13 DAYS (CHAPTER 92.0)
The landscape was much clearer. More light than shadow, but always the shadows existed. Refined quasidrum stretched in every direction towards curved outer walls. It was not winter or night, it was just the world was always cold, and in fact where they were it was one of the warmest places on the world.

Casper and Mathaniel struck the dark cloud’s weapon again in unison. The cloud was not as diffused as before when Juna had this vision. It was humanoid in shape, but every time it moved, and moved faster than Casper and Mathaniel, the shape would diffuse again. If it stood still for a long while, the cloud would retain a defined shape, and then sharpen and become more detailed. As Juna should have understood this vision to date, it was that as she approached this particular future, the future became clearer.
The scene blurred as the focus was trained on Enothchild rushing towards her Mother. He spoke again; the volume of his voice had come up a little bit more. Naressa’s voice was even louder, but it was just whispers even with their emotions so vivid on display.
Enothchild calmly lifted Naressa’s head up, “I love you, nearest and dearest of my heart. Remember, we shall meet again.”

He defeated -- once again -- Naressa’s resolve. She stretched up and kissed Enothchild….

Juna saw her Mother, all alone, only this time she was in a white room, quietly sobbing to herself, appearing clearly to be bound…
Tomas Krendel was elated, dancing around in his bed clothes in the Palace of Theed in the middle of the night in spite of the company around him….
Several members of the Jedi Council boarded a Jedi Shuttle; Mace Windu said only one word that was loud enough for Juna to hear: “Dantooine.”…

Down below in the Medical Bay, Nowen was still unconscious, finished from his surgery; his bed rolled in and parked beside Alluetia’s bed; Casper was awake, looking at Alluetia…
Nach was busying himself with the genetic samples from New Paradasia….
Dizzy was actually still awake, busying himself over the Ruby Heirloom…
Muriel was asleep…but she was also thinking….strange…

One of the living quarters close to the Medical Bay on the ground floor was where Muriel had put Destiny and Mathaniel. The Vhinech-Wookiee thrashed about in her sleep. Mathaniel appeared to be on his guard, thinking hard about the situation and what had happened hours ago with Alluetia. He gave his knives a tentative look; he was inching to use them again, in some sort of practice. He then frowned a little and seemed to look at Juna as if she was there….
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Frustrated with herself for falling asleep, Juna opened her eyes. She was tired, but a quick jolt of the Dark Side chased away her exhaustion. And just like that, Juna had broken one of the many rules Enothchild had taught her. The Force could refresh anyone, but a Jedi only used it in situations of immediate dire magnitude. There were stories from the old Sith War of Jedi that fell to the Dark Side fighting against unyielding Sith that employed the Force Refreshing practice; for the Jedi to keep up, they did as the Sith did, and eventually they succumbed to power because of their abuse of it; just like Alluetia Hailstorm had succumbed to glitterstim.

Juna sighed any guilt away; he wasn’t here anymore to tell her not to do it, and she had all ready fell. Time was running too short for Jedi morality concerning abusive use of the Force. She was never going to be a Jedi, and she was just sick and tired of trying to even act and live as a Jedi! The Dark Side was her ally, it was there: hell was coming, and those who survived did so as conquered slaves or the powerful rulers. She chose the latter, and for the rest in Rapier Manor…
The Dark Hope of the Sith sighed deeply as she thought of everyone else in her home and went to thinking about what she had just saw again. She was alone in her living quarters, surrounded by the darkness of the late hour. She had been working at her station on a little side project that was somewhat related to the situation at hand, but that slipped her mind as she faced the vision again and attempted to make sense of it. During such contemplations she was faced once again with another nagging thought, the one that had to deal with Nach and what secret he held from them concerning Enothchild; she couldn’t get off of that one, and without figuring it out it would continue to lock up her thought processes.

After some time, going over it all over and again as the night progressed Juna buried her armored-covered hands into her armored-plated face and wondered to herself, honestly, if she was just losing her mind. She was having a vision that made no sense: Casper and Mathaniel who collectively couldn’t trust her, Naressa who was not here, and Enothchild who was still quite dead. The updated vision and the secondary ones, though seemingly up-to-the-moment, provided really no insight. She could not understand the one with her Mother being held somewhere; it appeared as if she surrendered to lesser powered captors, allowing herself to be held; the very act, she felt, scared Naressa. Not understanding the newer vision only made the plaguing vision with her kissing Enothchild make even lesser sense. Enothchild alive never made any sense.
The frustration just built within her, and she was so much wanted to release her frustration. She had to hold back from unleashing anything that would cause what shaky progress she had made with Mathaniel Jarvis to break into pieces; even with her offerings of good will the Vhinech Study was willing to bail out of this situation the moment it threatened his friends; that was made clear with Alluetia. He thought for his people, but he had Jedi-like principals that mimicked Casper’s past stubbornness. 
And then there was Casper, whose protectiveness of Alluetia was a little more than expected; strange given that her arrival signaled the end of his Jedi Training. Although Juna did not know every little detail about Casper she felt that if he had left Casper was done, finished; before him on Lonestar was Darkness, one that stretched across the vast cosmos to work against him. Juna never saw that then, not until she pulled all that current and left behind glitterstim from Alluetia’s body. A great specter of evil that was only powerful because Alluetia and Casper and the rest of the people of Lonestar allowed it to be.
Juna still did not know how Alluetia survived her killing attempt, but Juna was thankful she lived. Thankful because Alluetia’s miserable life being saved was slowly bringing two warriors of light to her side. There was still a lot of work to do with them to secure their trust complicity. She just had to have Casper and Mathaniel won over side.

Then again Juna had to question why that was so? Enothchild was dead! Her Mother was not here! Nach had not -- and she sighed again, working away the headache that inched its way into her skull -- revealed his secrets. Nach was cracking, though; her statement about wanting to have Enothchild’s children really chewed on his disciplined resolve. Still, Nach was there hampering her thinking processes. Juna wanted to rip it out of her mind, she wanted to break Casper and Mathaniel, make them all her slaves because IT WAS JUST, DAMN EASIER!!!!!

“Peace,” she said so quietly she didn’t even hear herself. Juna pulled herself away from her terminal and walked out onto the balcony, seeking some way to quell her troubles other than seeking the solution through answers. What she discovered momentarily was another mystery.

At first she thought it strange that Dizzy and Muriel had not put a security field to prevent her from walking outside. Then she realized that the Saberhide prison she sported wasn’t going to release her without Dizzy’s data pad command from inside Rapier Manor. One mystery solved; forty million, it seemed to Juna, to figure out.

One of Naboo’s three moons was full and drifting towards moonset and the sight of it gave her some peace. But she felt she needed to be naked under it to find the full serenity for what plagued her; never had she ever felt so with any orbiting body; to her, until Dark Purity, a moon was a moon. She realized that perhaps her moongazing feelings were not different from Naressa’s; her Mother always took such long walks under the moon lights even in the dead of winter. Juna was damn curious as to know what exactly her Mother did on all those jaunts, wondered if all she did was just ‘gaze’. Just a few more mysteries for Juna to contemplate on top of all the other mysteries that filled her head.
Juna’s mind had always run faster than even she could realistically comprehend it, a mind that progressively processed thought and recalled learned memory experiences faster as she matured. Since the Fading Light -- and that term and other terms related to her transformation just continued to pop up in her brain seemingly, to her, out of no where -- it had become an even more baneful curse. In the blender that was all of her experiences she caught hold of something, a memory of significance. She was able to focus on it, the time on Alderaan years ago where Enothchild had shown her how to control her budding powers.
“Peace.” She crossed her legs, so easily to do the armor so forgiving in flexibility, and for the first time since achieving Dark Purity the Sith Maiden focused inward and began to meditate like her Enothchild had shown her. She was not confident that techniques of the light would calm the mind of an instrument of darkness. She had no choice; she could not have the mind storm and expect to win.
Juna’s mind was hit all at once with greatness and horror! She whimpered, but she held strong, telling herself over and over that she was alone, but that she wanted peace. The barrage of images were various, from a variety of sources she could not even begin to understand or learn where they came from; even those images that came from within her. Though it was difficult, and when she centered on Darkness, she finally found some answers, and then there was such peace in her mind! She could never believe that in the Dark Side there was such nirvana. Yes, there was malice, desire, cruelty, and conquest, but there were other words that attached to those feelings: the need for malice to bring forth justice; the desire of power to conquer her enemies; the cruelty required ensuring victory; and conquest of all to uncover what was truly, and not regrettably, peace.
Enothchild was never wrong, but Juna felt that he had shown her the wrong way of finding herself, just as her Mother had done.  Falling deeper into the calm that was now within, she found that Darkness was her calling, but for that one, small moment on the balcony, Juna realized as Naressa had that she could exist as a Sith, and somehow still be good. She understood that it was possible for her to live a full life, not a hollow existence, in Darkness. It lasted a moment.

It ended when the early dawn light touched Juna’s back -- she had meditated for hours and hours without realizing it. The calm, the Dark Calm, felt so good and she never wanted to leave it. Why would she leave it; there was no other peace. Leaving it would mean she would have to face her calling, the calling that the likes of Pern and Prophet all desired her to embrace. 
It ended when she felt Muriel approach her. It ended when Muriel said, “Juna.”

Juna opened her Sith Maiden eyes, and for a moment realized something odd: she was eye level with Muriel, and Muriel was standing. She looked down, noted her body floating so effortless off the ground, her legs still crossed for meditation. All she could say was, “What a night.”

Juna let one leg at a time uncoil to let a foot drop to the marble floor, and not to her amazement she was at the appropriate height if she were standing. She felt very refreshed, and compared to hours ago she felt incredibly powerful! She just said again, rubbing her arms, “What a night.”

She then looked at Muriel and for the first time noted how serious the red head looked. Muriel sported a newer model version of Saberhide body armor, much like Juna’s own but with wrist controls. Muriel also wore the matching helmet with environmental gear built in, ready to snap in place with a single command. She had under her left arm another helmet, fully out. She tossed it to Juna with equal seriousness. Juna took one look at the helmet, and understood that it was her helmet; it went with the armor and the mask on her face.

“Tired?” questioned Muriel sternly.

“Satisfied, actually,” was Juna’s smirking, cryptic remark. She then remembered how much peaceful it was in Dark solitude; Muriel was reality, representing it, bringing forth disgust. “What’s up?”
“I want to kick your ass,” said Muriel as plain as the green grass outside on the lawn. She wasn’t joking. She wasn’t fooling. She wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “Put that on and let’s go down to the gym.” She didn’t wait for Juna; she turned right on her heel and began walking out.

Because of Muriel’s interference, suddenly Juna wanted to a piece of Muriel. No, she wanted not a piece, she wanted everything, and on a personal note she wanted what the red head still had! Juna seethed because Muriel had her man and had a future with Dizzy and they have been intimate: OH the fact was not lost to Juna, hints of the Arnes’ romps flashing here and there. Last night’s melancholy and the tranquility from long hours of meditation were lost on her; it was replaced by this for it was here, now, and had meaning, had substance, had purpose had something for Juna to really punch.
How she wanted to deck Muriel! 
How she wanted to do some vicious things to her! And Muriel wanted it: if Juna hurt her, then Juna felt she wasn’t going to be guilty, not one bit.
Juna snapped the helmet on; automatically the locking coils connected the helmet to the neck, and a draw line drew her hair into the helmet. She said, “I’m right behind you!” Muriel wasn’t there, but the Sith Maiden swore she could feel her scoffing!
It suddenly occurred to Juna that she had not closed her work from last night, and that Dark Side of her let out a little sigh. She went to the screen and checked on her data retrieval bot. Its primary purpose of course was to locate the Legacy Virus remnants, and so far that wasn’t promising: of all the code she had uncovered, there was perhaps enough to create the letter ‘L’ in the word ‘Legacy’ if the damn program had a logo, and at best Juna knew this was all Prophet and Faith had! She doubted very much that the Trade Federation had more than this. Alas, with time so precious, she let the bot continue its work, for it did have a second purpose.
On the screen a small window appeared and showed Juna the bits and pieces of encryption that controlled her helmet. The lines of code were woefully incomplete, but with the bot working with the Rapier Manor core against the core itself, Juna was close to overriding Dizzy’s control over the armor that covered her body and prevented her from feasting -- just like that, her woefulness was replaced by hunger for Force energy. The Sullustan only had to use the controls a few more times, three times minimum, and the bot will provide Juna the means of escape!

Juna stole a smile, never once realizing how her mind shifted about even after meditation to center herself. The past was the past, but never did one forget so quickly as she did until something brought it back up again. For now she saw the future. She saw her escape from Saberhide prison. She saw Muriel, and Mathaniel, and Destiny, and Casper: four delightful meals, all just begging for her drain them!
She saw Muriel waiting for her in the gym.

A few more times, just a few more: Juna realized that she had to go to the bathroom; she could only be happy at the thought.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

13 DAYS (CHAPTER 92.1)

Mathaniel had slept a few hours before waking up to find a Rapier Manor servant standing next to him. The young Tigra-Vhinech sat right up with both of his retractable knives at ready and scared the smiling, elder Human nearly out of his shoes. Catching himself and stowing his weapons, the Study said, “Sorry.”
“Q-Quite all right,” stammered the man, and suddenly he remembered to smile. It wasn’t too sincere, but professional. “I am Wilerbe, young sir, Butler to the West End, Sector Four. Sorry to disturb you, but it is eight in the morning and I am required to ask if you and your madam Destiny would like breakfast.”

Before Mathaniel answered he could smell the food. He looked down the length of the room, three hundred feet away, and saw Destiny still sound asleep, in a bed like his he thought could never be this big. “Ah, sure, I guess.”

“Would you like it served in banquet, or do you have a preference?” asked the butler politely.

Mathaniel just rubbed his head and said, “Banquet, I guess?” The butler made a motion to the door far from them and men and women just kept bring in row after row of carts with what appeared to be everything on the menu -- that is if the young Vhinech had seen the menu.

Destiny rolled over and raised her large head up, dropped her head, sniffed, and lifted her head again, and gawked in complete shock at all the food. “By Presence!”

Mathaniel didn’t hear Destiny because she was so far away. However his stomach churned in a bad way. He looked up at the butler and asked, “Do I…I mean, do we have to eat all that?”

Wilerbe blinked in confusion; he wasn’t aware of some of the Vhinech’s Path customs, such as important guests like Study Mathaniel having to eat one of everything that was served on their host’s table. The butler just said, “Only eat what you may, young sir.”

Down the other end Destiny shyly rose and got nervous at all the activity. After so much time she still wasn’t comfortable being ‘naked’. She got the attention of one of the maids who attended to her bed. “Excuse me.” To her surprise the maid gave her just a once over, but unlike Alluetia or anyone else that never met a talking Wookiee before the young woman looked attentive and ready. “Is it…well….possible…” She sighed, “This may sound queer however might you good people have…clothing…for someone like me?”
The maid went to a group of her fellows and talked. In a minute Destiny was joining Mathaniel at the tables and carts with a bath robe that miraculously fit her tall, Wookiee stature. Mathaniel shook his head at the butler, and the people left them in peace. She asked, “What is wrong?”
Mathaniel looked at her and saw how comfortable she was to have clothes over her hairy, unrevealing body. He just shook his head and said, “He offered to have my clothes washed, and even offered to find me new ‘adventurer’ duds.” He scratched his head. “Other than that, these people don’t appear to flinch much at us.”
“I know,” said Destiny with some uneasiness. “It is so strange. Normal beings treating us fairly and respectfully.”

“Doing their jobs,” corrected Mathaniel. After a moment, though, he conceded, “But they are good people. Honest people. We have nothing to fear from them.” He looked around the whole room. He made a confession. “I have never seen wealth before.”

“I have,” said Destiny. Mathaniel gave her a look of interest. She explained. “I was in the Premier’s home on Vhanba for a night, a few weeks after Sesche had fallen.” She looked around again. “It was never this clean.”

“Clearly our host is not a Vhinphyc, even though she married one,” said Mathaniel.

Destiny looked at the spread before them, then at Mathaniel side long and got on a little tangent. “Do they expect us to consume everything here?”
“Only what we can.”

“Oh.” Destiny looked everything over and joked, “What is this, did they bring our people here for sun up meal?”

“I didn’t know what to tell them,” said Mathaniel with a shoulder shrug. “I mean that man, Wilerbe, he was like right there when I woke up asking a hundred questions about this.” He looked around again and joked, “Looking back I would have been happy with just porridge.”

“Right there.” Destiny pointed towards a silvery chalice, and sure enough Mathaniel recognized porridge. The Wookiee-Vhinech grabbed one of the many varieties of breads available, and then asked, “Are we going to be billed for this?”

Mathaniel stopped himself from grabbing at the largest butter bowl his young eyes had ever seen. He scratched his head again, noting Destiny’s robe, to which she clutched at it like a mother protecting her child. “I don’t think they’re charging us anything for the stay.”

The two of them suddenly laughed off the notion.

Destiny chagrinned, “You must wonder how they must be able to pay for all of this, by Presence!” She chewed on her bread, and she grabbed a few more items she never thought were considered breakfast food, but she relented, understanding that these were people different from her, and therefore their customs had to be very different. She twitched her nose at the funny feeling she was getting against it.
“The Rapiers are technology superiors.” Nowen rubbed his hair again, and then he remembered why he was so fidgety before, why Destiny was as well. “The MITES.” She forgotten, and then remembered before he explained. “They provided the Guardians with their weapons, armor, and their sensor capabilities. They must sell the equipment. The Lady Angelleia must run the company.”

Destiny thought of their host, and she shuddered, and just about spat out the food. Mathaniel frowned at her a little bit. Destiny said, “Our hostess is rather too giving of her bounty.”

It was almost ridiculous, but Mathaniel could not disclaim the point. The Lady Juna Angelleia was as dark as those of the Dark Path as they came, no doubt in his minds. She was evil, that went without question. He nodded in understanding, and said, “I do expect her to demand of us some repayment for helping our people; not in money, that’s obvious, but in favor yes.” He looked at the food. “But I seriously doubt she means to poison us, or drug us, or sway us into evil by feeding us. Though it is said that kindness can kill, I have yet to learn of such a cause of death anywhere.”

Destiny sighed. “I comprehend.” She ate a little more and grabbed a few more items, but with some little hesitation. She went to the table that was set up for them. Sitting, she asked Mathaniel, “What had happened last night? What did she do?”
The Study was in the middle of raping bread, pillaging butter and plundering sausage gravy when she asked a very good question. Destiny felt what Juna had done, but she lacked the ability to context it. Truth was Mathaniel was just at a lost as well; the differences were he could feel the full share of her great dark power, and that he was there for an explanation. Actually, it was Juna’s act of goodness that had kept him up most of the night, not the fear of her doing something to him and Destiny.
“She drew a dangerous intoxicant out of Captain Hailstorm’s body,” said Mathaniel as he joined her at the table. “The woman was spiced up the last part of the trip, and it appears she had been doing it for quite some time.” He held up a hand to stop Destiny dead in her tracks. “She got us here safely, thankfully, and she needs help.”
He eyed his gravy and remembered the substance that covered Alluetia’s body. He made a face. “When I returned to the hospital, their droid down there said she was covered in years worth of the drug.”

“Covered?”

Mathaniel just focused on his bread and butter -- so damn good, the butter! “According to the red head woman named Muriel, apparently the Lady Angelleia had used the Force to absolutely purge Alluetia’s body of the junk. I mean every left over molecule of it that lingered in her body. It gave off such a sickly, evil odor.” He shuttered at remembering the smell. “We won’t know more until today; they’re running tests.”

Destiny finally noticed the data pad on their table. On the screen it gave directions how to use it, but she was familiar with the device; a data pad was not a device solely for the use by the wealthy. She grabbed it, turned it on, and said, “It is reports addressed to us!” She moved enough around the table to share the screen with Mathaniel. “There is a notion for Nowen. His surgery is complete?”

“For his vocal cords.”

If she could smile she would have, but Destiny just settled on projecting her feelings. “I do miss him talking.” She saw Alluetia’s name, sighed wearily, but then like a good believer of the Path she keyed the name and read the report. Both her eyes and Mathaniel’s eyes grew wide. “You were correct, Mathaniel. The dark one had totally purged her life time use of the drug.” She read further, then stopped when the narrative got too descriptive, nearly ruining her appetite. The glitterstim, like anything else consumed by organisms, left traces of itself in Alluetia’s cells; when Juna yanked the glitterstim out, she yanked some of those rotted cells out with it; the substance that covered Alluetia was a smelly mix of blood, bile, stomach acid, liver cells, kidney cells, brain matter, and other numerous concoctions that wouldn’t make the mouth water.
“I have to see that for myself when I get time,” he said with a nod. He still could not believe it. He sat down and shook his head, “I never thought that the Force could heal like that.”
“If she is truly healed,” said Destiny with skepticism. “Addiction is not a state of mind so easy to give up.” She read the report further and set the data pad down. “It does say she will need rest. The trauma of such purging, it states, has damaged her.”
Mathaniel eyed her and thought carefully for a few moments, watching her work up the courage to eat again. When she noted him, he said, “Last night you virtually begged me to forgive Enothchild Sarch.”

Destiny chewed on bread and swallowed first before speaking. “The Keeper of Sanctuary was a good male who had no choice; he had to do what he had done to your mother, Presence comfort her.”

Waving away her statement, Mathaniel said, “And I did forgive him. What’s stopping your from forgiving Alluetia? What exactly has she done to you to curry your personal disfavor?”
The Wookiee-Vhinech looked at Mathaniel as if he just stood up and exposed himself to her. Her lower muzzle dropped while she set her food down. “You…you most certainly are not going to acquaint that villain to the Keeper?”
“What,” said Mathaniel, then crossing his arms in front of him, “as a soon-to-be Magus of the Path religion, if I do?” 
He was suddenly struck with the epiphany of the teachings of his Magus Orrick. In the Vhinech interpretation of the Path the one fundamental change was the rank of the clergy: Magus was the highest rank, higher than Reverends; to the Vhinech, a Magus, a warrior fighting for the good and the good people of their respected Flock, fought for the Goodly Word of Presence their Holy Savior, thus putting them closer to Presence than anyone else. Therefore, a Magus’ Word was nearly as strong as Presence’s Word. A Study’s Word was no less potent.
Destiny was uncomfortable, but Mathaniel was not the last bit sorry for putting her on an broken outdoor potty seat in winter. He said, “What if I forgive her for losing her way, spiritual and in life?”
Destiny gasped. “You would not dare! It is not your place: she is of the Oracle of Circles.”

“She is of the Path, as I am,” clarified Mathaniel, “and I’m not happy that you just went and spliced our faith for your benefit, to spite her.”

“I did not!” She looked ready to cry, or perhaps throw food at him.

“You did.” Mathaniel set his overly-buttered bread down and crossed his arms contemptuously. “As much as I love my faith it’s not perfect, and it will never be. It could be welcomed in many more people’s hearts if some of those who practiced the Path actually believed in all of it, not just the parts that convenience them.”
Mathaniel expressed the problem with hand gesturing. “Some of these ‘sects’ of the Path sicken you just as they sicken me and the rest of us of the Path. Presence spoke of these ideas as means of survival, of existence with meaning, not as a life of punishment and torment.” He traced an invisible line down the left side of his face. “The Padawan Learner, Casper, bares the Mark.” To that Destiny gasped again. “A full, long enough line: that means, in the eyes of his Reverend, he had committed a great and terrible sin when he was a baby!”
He emphasized, “A baby, Destiny! What evil does a baby commit?”

Destiny shook her head. “There must be an error. The life of a Jedi is not sinful in the eye of Presence.”

Shaking his head, Mathaniel plainly said, “Well Presence isn’t here to agree with you. She isn’t here to tell these Reverends of these sects how so wrong they are in their private interpretations of the Path.” He bit into some bread roughly, chewed quickly but it allowed Destiny enough time to absorb it all, to think. “We all view our beliefs in our own way. I do, you do, everyone does: it’s how we look at it. But it isn’t a belief to believe in when we change it to where it makes us comfortable. I would stop believing in my Holy Savior the moment Magus Orrick comes to me and says we must kill all the dusking children every autumn solstice because he feels She would have wanted it done.”
He ate a few more bites as she just stared down at her plate of food. Mathaniel said, “Our people did that once, to children, innocent children, at the behest of Jurivicious Pern. Here we are, here, trying to find a way to prevent that horror from happening again. Because of this mission, we are conceding that our people have learned nothing, that our people are weak, that they honestly do not believe in the Words of Presence. The first sign of a Vhinphyc from a Vhinech womb and they want to kill it and their parents?”
Mathaniel stood up and walked to Destiny’s side. He squatted beside her as she chewed her lower lip. “That is why you accepted this mission: you have no faith in your people will do good. I don’t either, and it would be stupid to just pray that overnight all of their minds would change. It is best to seek solutions, not pray for them: take action, not expect it.

“Looking back to a last night I wished my reactions to seeing the Vhinphyc were more honest. I would like to say, to the one called Nach, that I was being cautious. I wasn’t: I treated him unfairly in anger. I treated him less than I treated Enothchild Sarch’s dead body. I don’t know him, I don’t know what he’s about, but I immediately hated him. All last night it kept me up, making me wonder if the reason why I didn’t save the baby on Little Mountain was because I did know, in some way, he was a Vhinphyc.”
“Do not say that!” Destiny grabbed his right shoulder with a strong hand. “Never say that!”
Mathaniel winced from her powerful grip and carefully tugged his shoulder free from her hairy hand; sometimes Destiny did forget she was a Wookiee, with Wookiee hands and Wookiee strength. He assured her, “I don’t blame myself for what happened. But after what you said in the morgue it all seemed to strike me as odd how quick I was to judge others without knowing them. Sarch, Nowen, even Wobble, and the Lady Angelleia. As a Magus of Light, I should be trying, making great attempts, to know others before I praise them or condemn them.

“My first thought about Alluetia was disdain: addicts are slaves to evils they allow to affect them. Unlike you,” and he put it strongly towards Destiny “I listened to Alluetia, and she told an unspoken story to me as to why she did this to herself. If this Path reverend is like all the others that have ruined our religion, then I must pity Alluetia and not condemn her for her choice of salvation. It’s wrong, but where was she to go? The reverend ruined her, and that means the Path ruined her. That’s her interpretation of our faith.”
Mathaniel stood up and grabbed as many breads as he could carry with him in an arm load; whole loaves of different grains. He spoke as he did it. “Condemning Alluetia is no different than the Vhinphyc condemning us to death.” He looked right at Destiny, waited for her to look up at him. “Your wrongful condemnation of her is no different than what I had for Sarch. As much as you may be right, we sometimes have to stop and wonder if we’re ever wrong.
“I’m going down there, and I’m hoping she’s awake.” Mathaniel reached with his free hand under his tunic and pulled out his Path charm. “I’m going to forgive her for everything she has ever done wrong, and with any luck I’ll help her pray today. She’s going to need the Path in her life again, or she’s going to go right back to spicing up. As a Magus, or soon to be, I should be hanged if I don’t do this.”
He then said to Destiny, “And maybe it will help that you go down there and apologize.” He didn’t wait for an answer or for her and left.

Destiny sat there, feeling very guilty, and slowly discovering how correct her friend was.

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

13 DAYS (CHAPTER 92.2)

The Medical Bay was no quieter in melancholy throughout the night and the day.
During the night Alluetia, Casper, and Nowen rested at their own paces, although Alluetia and Nowen rested easier than the young Jedi that laid between them. Casper had so much on his mind, and a part of him wished he was rendered unconscious to the point he could not immediately awakened. To the right was a woman Casper thought he had known; Alluetia’s prognosis was stable, but recovery from what occurred was to be long and difficult. On the left was Nowen, whose surgical prognosis was a complete mystery until his recovery-induced coma lifted. Strangely, they represented three people that had reached crossroads within the same frame of time.
Not too far from the resting trio was a old Vhinphyc that felt his age whether he was busy with analyzing genetic samples or waiting for comprehensive results on  anomalies. Nach’s tumult was on par with Casper’s troubles, practically the same with slight changes in the individuals involved and the reasons for each. Nach, though, was too consumed by himself, just as Casper was too consumed by himself as well, to notice it in the young man. So consumed by regret Nach hated the ten seconds or so that would pass for the Rapier computers to confirm his suspicions or offer other explanations. It meant he had to think more about what Juna had said to him and to date what she had done, time and again, to win his approval. He was rethinking his positions until an alarm would go off to let him know that analysis on a Vhinech blood sample was complete and catalogued. Ten seconds more or less to map five billion cells and only down to the quirk level: how Nach hated these Rapier computers, their limited capabilities.
The night ticked away to the morning dawn that none of them would see or have the notion to feel. Nach, ever the Vhinphyc, was stubborn as he was stout and really didn’t want to stop; if so, he would be forced to think about things he had thought too long about. Casper was about as rested as a restless Jedi could get, and with great patience that bordered on creepy he stared at Alluetia, daring her to open her eyes. For all the Padawan knew it would be hours if not days before she could ever open her eyes again, but he was that determined, suddenly, to speak to her.

It was no coincidence then that Nach would end up speaking to Casper since they were the only ones awake in the very large room. Unfortunately Nach had to walk around to stretch his powerful yet old legs. He took note of the young man’s diligence and half smiled until Casper looked at him. The Padawan sensed the stare, but he missed Nach’s amused look.

“As a worshipper of two beautiful females,” began Nach with some mirth in his old tone, “I know that not a thing causes stirs of alarm in the receptive gender than long male stares.”

“I don’t favor Alluetia like that,” said Casper. His tone was not condescending or corrective.

“I comprehend you do not.” Nach approached the foot of Casper’s bed and clarified, “It is just that the staring will not necessarily arouse her to awaken any sooner.” He went on to state another clear fact, one that Casper all ready knew as well. “You are a Jedi, young Casper: concern for her should not be your priority at present.”
Casper just looked at Nach and said, “What should be your priority? Helping the Vhinech that your people had a hand in creating is admirable, but to use your reasoning, under the circumstances, it is a waste of what little time you have said we have.”

Nach did not show Casper that he was impressed by the point returned, but he was. “I can only do so much, as much as Juna will allow.” He crossed his arms and let the Jedi in on an observation. “If you are incapable to contribute directly in the salvation of the Republic, the asking of the young Vhinech named Mathaniel will be required. There would be no dishonor in asking of him his service in exchange for favor.”
Casper sure thought there was, but he kept the opinion to himself. He did not know whether or not Juna and Nach had reached some understanding, an alliance at least, until he heard what Nach said only seconds ago. He said, “Even if that favor may kill him? We ask that he take part in a potentially deadly mission?”
“I know,” said Nach, and this time he was making it very clear to Casper that whatever Casper was thinking, Casper knew better, “the Jedi are never asked to partake in deadly missions. He, Mathaniel, is no less a Jedi than you are, even if he is a natural-born Vhinech.”
Casper almost said he was not a Jedi yet, but on Nach’s words he could not bring himself to think it any longer.

Nach continued. “He does, or he does not, it does not matter.” He sighed deeply in regret. “I…on behalf of my people do owe his people much. I owe them so much more.”

Strangely Casper understood, which prompted him to look back to Alluetia. He said, based on a feeling he had for the last few hours, “Then you do know why I wait for her to wake up.”
Nach stood there for a little while longer, but he had long understood what Casper had meant before he returned to the work station. The Vhinphyc had so much more to think about, but to rest his troubled mind he did have the genetic samples and the early results to think through. Casper could only do what he had done before: stare on, hope that he could talk to Alluetia. It was the most important thing Casper felt he had to do. To him, strange as it was based on the timing of the situation, he could not do anything more until it was out of the way. Strangely, nothing else mattered to him.

The hours passed into morning, and Alluetia Hailstorm woke up in such terrible pain she did not know how to react to it; the torment she was experiencing. The internal, throughout throbbing within her body was pure anguish that dulled when the Rapier nurse droid detected her distress through the sensors and attached a selective neuron inhibitor to her forehead. In seconds, Alluetia felt relief, though not better. The numbing device on her forehead, heavy and cold, sent waves of energy through her body to shut down pain centers and halt the messages of pain in the nerves to her brain. She could still move, but the movements were very slowly and often occurring after a brief pause, such as she desired to move her hand to feel the device on her forehead. Her hand flopped and her own hand ended up slapping her face.
“Please lie still,” instructed the nurse droid, placing Alluetia’s arm back down along her side. Alluetia jumped at the droid’s touch, surprised by the odd shape of the mandibles she could not see. “I am sorry. Did I hurt you?”
“I can’t see,” Alluetia mumbled. All was a blur to her.

“You eyes are temporarily damaged by your bodily residue.” The nurse droid held a mandible over each of her eyes and instructed, “Open your eyes wide, miss.” Alluetia did, and a sweet smelling mist doused Alluetia’s eyes. “In a few moments, you should see again.”
The sting lasted just an inhale, and on Alluetia’s exhale she could see, and she saw it was a droid tending to her. Before she could complete another blink, the nurse droid moved aside to allow two objects to float past her. They hovered right above Alluetia; one was a container filled with the vile liquid that was pulled from Alluetia’s body, the other was the phony antacid container. She saw no one holding the objects above her, no tractor beam or any other levitation field.
Casper used the Force to bring the objects back over to the examination table. Without looking at them to set them down, he said to a very still and quiet Alluetia, “When did you start spicing?”

Alluetia managed to get her head to turn without snapping her neck. From her laying prone position, she took a long time before answering when she saw Casper’s glare. It was difficult for to speak as it was with her discomfort. Having the young man asking that question, looking at her, made it worse.

“I’ve been doing it off and on for years,” said Alluetia with a sigh. “I was never a serious of it. Whenever I had a few credits to spare and was bored I would go get something like cyle or uinkop.” She shook her head. “Hadn’t really touched it in years, not since the last time…” She stopped right there and looked away.

“Since you took me home last,” said Casper.

“Afterwards,” she admitted with a nod. She sniffled and blinked. “I watched ya, a little kid, just a tremblin’ and cryin’ after your grandpa marked ya and then spent the month or so watch ya totally regret becomin’ a Jedi. When I got ya back home with Ros, I was scourin’ Coruscant like rust on metal until I found a cyle dealer in the Old Quarter.”
Alluetia gestured with her head. “My hair.” She moved her head around again to get the dull blue and blonde locks to flop. “Secret code to dealers. Blue on blonde: cyle. Pink on brown: uinkop. Neon green on red: browch.”

“And Fohnny Rockets?”

Shying at that at first with a turned head, Alluetia said, “You go to Hutt Space, walk into any drug store and buy it.” She refused to look at Casper because she couldn’t really look at herself through his eyes. She should not have been bothered if she had not cared about him. “Or on a planet like Isen, where I picked up those jokers that came here with me. Hutts dump the stuff there all the time; Republic lets it happen.”
“Why?” asked Casper with some growing hurt in his heart. He all ready knew the answer.

“Why do you think?” Alluetia turned her head back to him with a frown of exasperation. “I knew what the glit could do, so I went for the soft core stuff. Cyle was not going to get me through another trip to Lonestar, so I needed a slow acting buzzer so you wouldn’t detect it. Problem was I started on Fohnny as soon as I got it, as soon as I realized what I was goin’ to be doin’ again.
“I kept checkin’ and hopin’ there would be a message sayin’ you did it, you’re a Jedi. Then it would be all over for the both of us.”

Casper tucked his Padawan braid behind his ear before she looked at him again. “If it bothers you to do this duty, then why do it? Look what it had done to you.”

Alluetia couldn’t find a reason to hide it all anymore. She just looked at him with sad, but strong blue eyes and said, “You wanna know? Really? I want ya to go home a Jedi. I want to take you home as a Jedi so you can kill your granddad.” He just let his mouth open at this: he expected her to say she just didn’t want to take him home. As it turned out, she didn’t want to take him home if he was still a Padawan Learner.
She shook her head and said, “I can’t do it. I haven’t killed anyone in my life. I’m too scared of him. Onus Nightshade is so pure evil no one challenges him! You saw for yerself.”

“What you ask of me,” began Casper, but he stopped when he felt her despair.

Alluetia said, “I mean….isn’t that why Yoda didn’t kill him? Yoda wants you to do it.”

Casper shook his head in bewilderment. “Master Yoda would not have me wantonly kill anyone. Why would you think that?”
“Your granddad is pure evil,” said Alluetia, as if that explained it. “Someone like that can’t be livin’.”

Casper took this news in stride and understood all of Alluetia’s turmoil. Reverend Onus Nightshade was an evil man, and his grandson was not the only person he had been evil to. He didn’t like Alluetia’s ideas of what he should do as a Jedi, and he disapproved of her reasons for spicing up. He could not quite decide on whether he disapproved of her actions because of Reverend Nightshade or because of him. Yoda would have never sanctioned a death. But for the first time in his young life Casper had to wonder, given what he knew of his Grandfather and the darkness he lived by, why Yoda let him live.
“Could,” began Alluetia, her tone of begging drawing Casper’s attention back to her, “you tell me you’re a Jedi now? Please tell me you are. Please.” She then added, “I smecked up, I’m so sorry about that. I shouldn’t done glitterstim, and I swear I won’t do spice again.” And she meant it; her body did not crave for any drugs, a byproduct of Juna’s interference. “Just…tell me they’re late with my mail. You’re a Jedi, right?”
Conscience of his appearance, Casper was a complete mess all the way up to his head. Most of his hair style had been butchered in the brawl with Faith save for his Padawan braid. Alluetia had not seen it, and if she had she did not remember. He felt the braid still tucked secretly behind his ear, seemingly agreeing with him to lie. He felt Alluetia had learned her lesson and needed to heal, and he vowed to help her heal now by lying.

“I am a Jedi,” said Casper with pure determination. He felt he had to dig deep inside of himself in order to say it. Strangely, he didn’t have to dig that deep at all. He brought himself to a pause even as Alluetia smiled at him and left him be to rest. She really looked no better, but her smile told him she was going to make it.
Still, Casper was amazingly surprised by what he had just said. He lied to Alluetia to ease her emotional pain, yet he had never felt so correct in what he had jus said. It was not because lying was the best way to solve the problem. Something in him told him he had not lied. Something within told him he spoke the truth. Something told him there was no debate.
The Force was that ‘something’. There was no debate, and he could not simply deny it.
“I am a Jedi,” Casper said to himself privately -- Alluetia ignored him, just lying very still and relaxing as peacefully as she could. Just saying that phrase made him smile during such a dark time for them all. No matter how hard he tried, Casper Knightshade could not deny what the Force was telling him. It was no trick by Juna. There was no ruse or deception at play here. The Force was with him, strong and always there for him, and it would never lie to one who embraced it unless one thought the Force as their lie; Casper never thought that way, for a Jedi, a fully trained Jedi Knight, never thought that way.
Without another thought about the subject, Casper got the nurse droid’s attention. The automation obeyed his wish and cut his hair; first and foremost, he had the nurse droid cut the Padawan braid; he kept the braid. He asked the nurse droid to bring him his utility belt to stow the braid, for he had to keep it to give it the Jedi Council. He was not certain if what he did was unprecedented, but surely he needed to explain himself to them. The removal of the braid, by tradition, was to be by his Master’s hand.

In that moment of waiting, Casper was suddenly struck with a realization. His Master, and his Master was Ros Ofcheck he resigned, was a Twi’lek, and Twi’leks were absolutely hairless. By the grandest of traditions, Jedi Masters imparted their Padawan Learners with strands of their own hair to be added to the Padawan’s hair as a symbol of one passing all knowledge to another. Interspersed in his braid was the gray hairs of Master Yoda, his first Master, but then on closer inspection he found brown strands, some solid in color, others shifting from light brownish-blonde to deep dark brown; by visual inspection alone he knew the brown strands were different in texture. The hairs were from two completely different entities. In the sum of the equation, the hairs were from Ros only from the fact he weaved them into Casper’s Padawan braid. The hairs had come from the two Jedi that raised Ros more than from the one Jedi that trained him. The hairs obviously belonged to Nadja Moranna and Enothchild Sarch, and suddenly Casper felt blessed to have the hairs of two beings he thought so wrongly about.
An hour passed, and the room was disturbed by the presence of Mathaniel Jarvis. Casper, who had just laid back and thought over the issues of trouble in the Republic, watched the Study of the Path entered with arms overflowing with bread. The young Jedi did not know Mathaniel well, but he liked him. Mathaniel projected that sense of duty the Jedi had.

The Tigra-Vhinech let the bread fly out of his arms onto the serving table at the foot of Alluetia’s bed. The action stirred her awake. He said, “Forgive me if I disturbed you both.”

“Nah, nah,” said Alluetia ahead of Casper. She never tried to sit up; she was just too weak even if she did not feel the pain anymore. “We’re just chillin’ out.” She frowned. “Where’s the Wook?”

Mathaniel chagrinned, “Well…you know her.”

“I don’t know her,” mused Alluetia weakly. “But I’m not in a position to ask all the questions I have about her, or you.”

To that Mathaniel sighed; he partially understood where Alluetia was coming from, from her point of view. Casper looked between the two and understood the tension between them as well. Alluetia had spent the past two weeks under the assumption she was transporting a Jedi Knight and his friends to Naboo for important purposes. Destiny suddenly talking escalated the sense of betrayal, of lying, before Alluetia ever got to hear the reasons for the deception. Then again, Casper did wonder how many missions Alluetia Hailstorm ran as a Tidings Runner for Master Yoda under a false guise.

“Destiny…has her issues, all Path related,” said Mathaniel. “And we needed secrecy to ensure arrival to our destination. For all that, thank you, and pardon us all from ending.”
Alluetia snorted more than sighed, but it was such a poor snort. Since her conversation with Casper she kept telling herself mentally that she was going to change….AND THIS TIME SHE MEANT IT! She didn’t know how, or why, or even where. But like Casper, Alluetia suddenly was presented the solution, but unlike Casper she did not embrace it. The idea made her incomplete Mark of Forgiveness burn no matter what the inhibitor did to the rest of her body. Words and phrases from Mathaniel did not help either, or at least it did not change her opinion right away.
Shaking her head, lopping it actually, Alluetia said, “Save it, Kid. What happened just happened: nothin’ I haven’t faced before.”
Mathaniel was nervous about this suddenly, but he felt he couldn’t turn back. He had to do this, not just try. He showed a loaf of perennial rye bread and asked, “Anyone here hungry? They gave us so much food upstairs and we can’t eat it all.”

“I’m starving, actually,” said Casper in realization. He saw what he wanted and used the Force to get it. Mathaniel watched, studying what the Jedi did; all part of the learning process.

Mathaniel took a moment to study Nowen’s sleeping form. “I hope Nowen can speak again.” He walked over, drawing at least Casper’s attention. “He saved our lives on this journey, sacrificing his ability to speak during an important fight.” He then said almost privately, “We both lost a friend on the way here.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said Casper after swallowing down the dark, grainy bread he selected. “Your journey has been very difficult.”

“It would have been worse without Nowen.” Mathaniel patted Nowen’s left hand. He made his way past Casper’s bed and took a side along Alluetia’s bed. He found a chair and used the Force to pull it up. “Are you hungry, Captain?”
“Not really,” said Alluetia. She realized that he was making amends. “Thanks for askin’ though.”

“There is no need to thank me when I express compassion and friendship to you.” Without any hesitation, without asking, Mathaniel reached towards Alluetia’s face and with the back of his hand caressed it with an intimacy that froze her quiet. It wasn’t a romantic or sexual intimacy that occurred, but it was no less personal.
Mathaniel fell back to his training, fell back to his experiences on Little Mountain mostly and the rest of New Paradasia generally, and spoke with a genuinely kind voice that was honest with where he was coming from. “Suffering gives us reasons to stop living. In that suffering, we lose our way to salvation, of purpose, of an acceptable existence that we ourselves can control.”
Alluetia swallowed her emotions down with a hard gulp. “I…know I made a mistake with the spice. I’m not going to do it any longer. I promised Casper, because he’s a Jedi now. I don’t have to take him home.”

“Yet you still face the cruelty that drove you to this….hell,” said Mathaniel with such calculation it actually gave Casper a ride up his spine. The Tigra-Vhinech spoke with such learned presence of mind -- or minds as it were for the Vhinech -- that the Jedi wondered if he should be calling Mathaniel master out of respect for his abilities.

“You desire solution,” continued Mathaniel. “Not ‘a’ solution, not ‘thee’ solution. You want and need solution, a certainty you feel will work. We all desire that in our darkest hours of life. When we are at our most alone and vulnerable.”

Frowning a little, not in serious anger, Alluetia asked, “You’re not a reverend of the Path, are you?”

Mathaniel gently caressed her face again; again, Alluetia became so still, so quiet, so child like in her eyes. He looked at her with great pity, with sympathy for her. He did not need the Force to see the hurt; he did not need to know she had done spice to fight her demons.
“I am a Magus of the Vhanbadian Path,” said Mathaniel with measured pride, “a warrior of light unafraid to say that all others who claim to be the speaker of my Holy Savior is absolutely wrong.” He held his hand just under her Mark of Forgiveness. “The Oracle of Circles was never meant to be so cruel to such a good woman.”

Alluetia smiled weakly and chuckled, “Me? Good? Dontcha be spreadin’ no rumors, Kid.”

He smirked and said, “It’s no rumor. You are deserving of kindness.”

Yoda had said the same thing to Alluetia long ago, or something close to what Mathaniel had said. She just cleared her throat and said, “Nice of you to say.”

“You need guidance that you are familiar with,” said Mathaniel. She began to see where he was going with it and was slowly becoming disinterested. Before she could say no, he said, “But I can’t show you, or tell you what it is.”
Confused, Alluetia frowned heavily at him and asked, “What the frak are you selling?”

He ignored her. “The answer, the solution, is all ready in you. You have to choose to follow it.” He caressed her cheek again, and it caused Alluetia to think more than just become still. “Never obey it, ever. Only listen, and follow, Her words. No one is ever born into a faith, nor should they be.”
Casper, though impressed with Mathaniel’s words, was sure Alluetia would just blow him off. The woman was head strong, and he had thought if Master Yoda could not turn her completely around, what real chance did the Vhinech Study of the Path. But then Casper suddenly realized the folly of what he just thought: as much as Master Yoda was wise, humble, and helping he also took steps to avoid conflict. Such conflict was not just over war. It was, after all, the Jedi Code: the tenets of the Code did forbid the Jedi to do anything for anyone unless they had specific reason. Alluetia had been taken out of prison because she was a link to Lonestar. As much as some would like to think Yoda was being absolutely nice, Casper believed Yoda was only following the Will of the Force to Alluetia’s conclusion. Casper was not quite right in his private observation because Yoda indeed showed pity to Alluetia, saved her, and did his best to keep her safe. But, to Casper’s realization, there was only so much Yoda could do.
The blow off, however, never came. Alluetia couldn’t understand the sudden shift of thinking in her head and thought it was another mind trick, or it was drugs, or something else she couldn’t think of. Her best retort was, “Why would she care about me?” She wanted so much not to say that, but her heart overrode her brain.
“I won’t lie to you: I asked myself that same question hundreds of times,” admitted Mathaniel. He put his hands together on his lap, shrugged his shoulders, and just was honest with her. “Would Presence welcome me with open arms? Given Vhinphyc nature, probably not. I mean, let’s be real: five thousand years ago Vhanba was the center of the’ known universe’. Lore was a real place that sunk into the Grand Ocean, and somehow only one of them, the Overlord, was the best swimmer?”
Alluetia snickered.

“Then there’s Presence herself,” continued Mathaniel lightheartedly. “She outlasts a eight-day blizzard? What’s wrong with ten days, or nine?” Alluetia just held her grin on her face after that one. “Tortured for twenty years at Paradasia? Maybe she should have asked for a better room, not next to noisy neighbors. Or maybe she could have said ‘you know, after the first five days of this, it gets kind of boring’.” He held up his hands. “Children of Presence? By golly, first she says these are her kids, then these are hers, then we all are, and then we all could be?” He shook his head. “Women: can never make up their damn minds.”
“Careful there, boy,” chuckled Alluetia in reference to females, but she wasn’t serious.

“All she ever wanted,” continued Mathaniel with a little smile, “was to show others a better way to exist. Ultimately the choice was everyone’s to follow her instructions. Some did, some didn’t, and others just picked and chose what they wanted to believe.” He sighed. “Unfortunately when you nit pick an entire philosophy, you fill in the gaps with what you perceive to be your version of your beliefs. Though many others have showed good in their intentions, they still lack the fundamental reason for embracing the Path.”
“Which is?” asked Alluetia out of weary curiosity.

“A better way to exist.” Mathaniel repeated, feinted surprise at her response. He reached out and caressed her face again with the back of his hand, by her Mark of Forgiveness. This time she closed her eyes. “This Mark was never intended for you.” He looked at Casper, and then back to Alluetia. “Or for him. Whoever put it on you both, he only did so to feel he owns you. Such is slavery: unless you are a willing yaltma, slavery is forbidden by anyone to practice in the Path. He has no such power even over criminals.”
Alluetia mumbled, “But he said I sinned.”

“You sinned against him,” said Mathaniel, guessing and guessing correctly. “Not against your Holy Savior. You chose a way, and maybe it was the wrong way, but that was your choice. All I can do is ask you to change. Maybe come back.”
“You said she would hate us.”

“True, but what if she didn’t?”

“She doesn’t answer prayers.”

“Prayers help us remember why we live our lives the way we do. The disenchanted don’t pray, obviously because it would remind them why they are disenchanted. The certain, to me, appear to be the most likely to be evil because they are so sure, so absolute. Prayers are for people like you, Alluetia: the wayward, the lost, the helpless. Sure they don’t feed you, or save you in a gunfight, but with what you have learned and with common sense prayers help you remember those things. It’s best to live by those learned things you know well. Not the Oracle of Circles, by the true Path itself.”

Mathaniel leaned in close and whispered in her left ear, “It does not matter that Presence hears you and answers your prayers. That is not the objective. She’s only there to remind you of her imparted wisdom. She asks of nothing more from you but to find peace.” He took her hands and whispered delicately, “Presence, your parents, and your whole family only wants that for you.”

Alluetia whimpered softly, prompting Mathaniel to stroke her head to assure her that it was going to be all right. The best of times in a younger past were what Alluetia had always wanted even though she didn’t want to live the life of follower of the Oracle of Circles. She had never blamed her family for what had happened, but she felt guilty for just leaving them, and she wondered if there could have been another way of dealing with life on Lonestar. Running away had lead her towards this present, and she hated it. She was slowly finding that although she wasn’t going to go wear some Path clothes and praise Presence loudly to the rafters, she couldn’t deny that the solution was in those things in the past that made her happy; Presence, her story anyways, made her happy.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

13 DAYS (CHAPTER 92.3)

Nach had re-entered the room some time before Mathaniel had finished his point to Alluetia. He listened quietly and let the Vhinech tend to the Human like any good reverend of the Path should. He had heard of Casper’s story from Juna, and obviously Alluetia was in the same company as the Jedi. The thoughts in regards to their plight just shook his head. His lips loosened.
“The Mark of Forgiveness,” began Nach, his loud, bass voice drawing the others to look at him, “was never meant to be issued by any individual, to any individual.” He crossed his arms before he continued, looking at them all one at a time. “The way the Mark of Forgiveness is distributed is incorrect beyond what is known. It is not issued as a tattoo. It is issued with a blade, scarring down the bone.” He tapped the left side of his face with his right hand. “The reason it is placed here was in order for one of our Holy Savior’s most trusted person could perceive the intent. It is not a secret language known by those who bare the Scars of Pargem. Pargem himself created the language upon his ruined hand. The others dared followed suit.”
This was news to both Casper and Mathaniel. Each was very versed in the Path, Mathaniel more polished in the learning of it than the Jedi. According to legend, in the Path Bible, Presence had purportedly seen her life from beginning to end on the scarred right hand of Pargem, the son of the emperor who had captured her and tortured her for many years, and in response the Overlord had Pargem cruelly tortured in the same manner for many more years. The placement of the Mark of Forgiveness was in direct connection to the Hemisphere of Life, on the left side of one’s head.
“Clearly the softer races dared not butcher their little hands with long Vhinphyckian words,” continued Nach with a slight sneer. “They have little faith in their ability to handle the reality of pain. Again I say without dare the Mark of Forgiveness was never meant for more than one, given by only one.”

Casper shared a look with Mathaniel, not quite sure how the Vhinech was taking this. Casper was a bit confused by Nach’s sudden participation and discussion. Mathaniel, trying to trust the Vhinphyc, was not sure what he was hearing. Alluetia just laid still where she was, listening intently.

Nach said, “In the depths of the Enoth Mountains, Presence had been given a serrated dagger by the one she chose to forgive above all others. The male was named Dego’bardum Seg’vactum’brium, one of many Children of Presence. She forgave him, and then she cut him cruelly to mark him forgiven to Pargem. Pargem had known what the crimes were the Dego’bardum Seg’vactum’brium had committed, however by that mark he took no revenge upon him.”
Mathaniel was very confused by the story. He shook his head and said, “You must be in error. There is no story like that in the book.”
“Which book may that be, young Reverend of the Path?” questioned Nach, non-threatening, but challenging nonetheless.
“Well,” began Mathaniel, pulling out his copy of the Path Bible. It was an old book, one Magus Parable had given to Alouka before Alouka had given it to Mathaniel. “This one belonged to my Vhinphyckian great grandparents.”
There were a few moments of silence, but the tension was not uneasy. There were no real problems between Nach and Mathaniel; the Vhinphyc sensed the young Vhinech was giving him a chance to show he was not an enemy. Casper’s curiosity was still peaked, wondering if this would become more than a disagreement between two believers of the Path.
Nach casually approached Mathaniel and laid both his hands out, palms up. He asked, “May I?”

“Sure,” said Mathaniel, who laid the book properly, across the palms as tradition called for when one sought to look at another’s good book. 
Mathaniel’s was not hesitant to give it over: it was not the family’s Path Bible; that one was hand copied from another by Magus Parable before Mathaniel was born, as tradition again called for. Mathaniel’s Bible was not necessarily a keepsake; he just kept it on him, for others to read. There were four hundred palm-size plestiates between the hard bound cover that made up the eight hundred pages, featuring a section on speculator philosophy of what mysterious passages in the text might mean; plestiates was the Vhinphyc’s version of flimplast; like plastic paper, where writing can be done on it and last as long as the rest of the book did.
Nach gave him a nod, took the Path Bible in both hands, and tore it evenly in two.
Everyone that saw it, and heard it in Alluetia’s case, was stunned, but Mathaniel was the most numb. It might not have been ultra-sacred to him, but the significance of a Path believer destroying Holy Text boggled his minds to no end. Nach did not even let them have another look at it, walking over to the refuse chute. With a piece in either hand he just tossed them in to be disintegrated.
“W-W-Why?” asked a bewildered Mathaniel. He honestly could not react to what he just saw. He saw Nach’s Path pendant hanging tightly around his massive neck again, causing more puzzlement.
Nach just turned towards Mathaniel and said, “You should not always accept as true what a government prints in a book.” There was a loud chime coming from his work station. “Pardon.” He turned and left them, leaving them behind in stunned silence.
Nach looked on his screen to see what the computers had come up with and just shook his head. Though slow by Vhinphyckian standards, the Rapier’s computer system were very advanced; the analysis systems were top of the mountain. The routines within the hardware and software ran with no glitches based on the diagnostic routines Nach had run several dozen times, and would run again. He felt the conclusions were going to be the same again. The systems were going to be functioning properly. The cause of the birthing epidemic was still unexplained.

During the time that ticked away for Nach Nowen had finally awoke and quietly told everyone to, “Shut up, I’m trying to sleep.”

Mathaniel’s shock was momentarily forgotten for the next half hour. He talked to Nowen as he helped fed Alluetia the bread he brought with him. Nowen could not eat for another twenty-four hours, and should not have talked for that long either. Still he did, stopping Mathaniel off and on during the conversation that centered on what he had missed. Nowen’s voice was dry and scratchy sounding, and he spoke in near whisper which caused Mathaniel to really listen by leaning towards him. During this Casper finished eating and began to meditate.

Also during the time Mathaniel and Nowen talked Destiny strolled in, walking in a way that reflected both embarrassment and apprehension. She had thought all this time about what Mathaniel had said, and once she reached Alluetia’s bed she asked, “Excuse me? Are you resting?”
Mathaniel got up and let Destiny take his place on Alluetia’s bed. When the nurse droids came to tend to the patients, the Tigra-Vhinech found himself in front of the refuse chute. What had occurred began to bother him again, and so he went to go see Nach. The way was not difficult; the workstations ran along the far wall, only separated by dark glass that concealed little. He could see the Vhinphyc moving inside, and the bright glare of the monitors working.

“Your pardon,” he began to get Nach’s attention. Nach gave it right away, his angry scowl not meant for the Vhinech. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You query is in regards to your people’s plight,” said Nach stoically. Mathaniel had forgotten that the Vhinphyc was looking into the problem. The Lady Juna had said that Nach was an expert on the Vhinech, had claimed they were the Vhinphyc’s ‘creation’. That brought forth a lot of questions that needed answering, but those were still trumped by what had happened not too long ago in the other room.

“I have discovered that thirty-eight of the females currently with child will give birth to Vhinphyc,” continued Nach. “The cause of this is still unidentified, and how it is possible that the different biology can coexist within, speak as, a Rodian womb, is anonymous. There are no commonalities that I have been able to ascertain save that the females are pregnant, and that both parents are pure Vhinech possessing a Vhinphyckian ancestry.”
Mathaniel took it in, but he didn’t want the subject to change. He just said, “Why did you tear up my Path Bible?”
Nach eyed him and said, “Did you not hear my speak? I said do not always accept as true what a government prints in a book.”

“But that was my great grandparents’ book,” said Mathaniel. “They wrote that from their relative sources.” The way the Word of Presence had endured the ages, and to reaffirm one’s belief in her study the passages and have a fresh copy of the Path Bible, was to have the young copy from their parent’s Path Bible, word for word.
“Those sources came from sources,” continued Nach, interrupting the young Vhinech. “That came from sources and sources upon those sources, by blood, by marriage, by friends and all those who have proverb.” He looked heartedly at his opposite, and he could see it was not about the sentimental value of the book at all. “Mathaniel is what you are called? After Mathis’anugulu the Reached?”
Mathaniel shook his head. “Named after my Grandfather on my father’s side, Monnu Anthon Denniel Jarvis.”

Nach nodded once in understanding. “Mathis’anugulu passed fresh water from Ontusfork to Paradasia during Empress Presence’s Third Reign, dying at the end of a frost drought after serving the people for nineteen days consecutively without rest. Specified your desire to aide all, it was my assumption that you were called after such a remembered Child of Presence. You honor him well even so.”

He started another series of tests on the genetic samples under a broad spectrum series. Nach then turned back to Mathaniel. “Mathis’anugulu and his sacrifice is written in the Path Bible, as you are aware of I am certain. Taken what you spoke to of the Human female Alluetia, you do not ground yourself so deeply in the mystique of our religion.”
“I’m realistic, that’s all,” assured Mathaniel. “Some of it just seems a bit of a stretch. But it isn’t whether or not what those characters did had actually been done. It’s the moral of the story, the point, the lesson to it all.”
Nach nodded, and then he asked boldly, “Do you doubt that Presence had ever existed?”

Mathaniel’s eyes flashed at Nach. Here was a Vhinphyc so well versed in his faith and he was asking whether or not he doubted the Path. Only an entity that had his own doubt would dare ask such a thing of another. “No. I firmly believe she lived, and that she passed down those words written in the Path Bible. Where is your source of information coming from that you ask me such a thing?”
He thought for a few moments, and then Nach just shook his head. “You would not comprehend.” He turned and looked at the screens, waiting for the Vhinech to say the right thing. He wasn’t going to make it easy for the young male; if he did, then Mathaniel would have never believed what he knew to be the truth. A truth that was related to Juna’s quest to know what he knew.
“Who was Dego’bardum Seg’vactum’brium?” asked Mathaniel, taking his time and thinking back to what started all of this.
Nach smiled and turned in the stool that barely held his bulk; right answer. “Dego’bardum Seg’vactum’brium was an ancestor of mine who existed during the waning time our Holy Savior. He was one of the many Children of Presence, but he was one of her closest allies after the fall of the Overlord. He was one of the four scholars who had written her first spoken words in five centuries.
“The scholars never revealed themselves in the Book of the Path for it was believed they had decided that the lone creditor to such purity would be Presence alone. The revelation I tell is that the other three only wanted to keep Dego’bardum from the primary scripture, for he had betrayed the other three to our Holy Savior in their plot to end her.”
Mathaniel would have thought Nach drunk or farfetched, perhaps even toying with him. That is if he believe the Vhinphyc was lying. The Force read the Vhinphyc easily, and therefore Mathaniel could read him easily, and therefore Mathaniel knew he spoke a truth no one should had known. He was rather surprised and impressed at the same time. Was this an honor, to be with a blood relative of an original Path scholar who penned the primary scripture so many had copied from thousands of years ago? He was not overly excited by this news, and he would never grow to be.
“The four plotted to murder Presence and her unborn child,” said Nach boldly, not hesitating at the least, not stopping when Mathaniel gawked at him with betrayed eyes. “They had feared the life growing in her, the Seed of the Overlord. They feared it, and they feared that such a creature would befell the Holy Savior. The four conspired, yet upon the execution of such horror Dego’bardum saved Presence.”
Mathaniel was just speechless, so he just stood there and listened. Nach told the tale as if he was there. “Dego’bardum was Marked by Presence, forgiven for his crimes. In return he had to save the other three or they would all die. That left Presence alone to find the Lands of Plenty on her own once again. A quest she had succeeded in.”

Again, Mathaniel asked, “Where do you get this from?” He couldn’t deny it, unless he chose to and by doing so ignore what was correct.

To Mathaniel’s request, Nach could not help to remember the source of the information. Much like his Son Enothchild a hand went up and caressed Valk’s hairs; he would caress Anka-Dee Sura’s hairs as well, but always the First Wife first. “My Wife had told me shortly following the moment I first met her.” Nach smile and he looked off as if seeing her for the first time all over again. Had it been three centuries ago, in the cold of a laboratory? “She told me I appeared similar to Dego’bardum.”
Mathaniel was really baffled. He was willing to accept a logical explanation, such as a relative passing down the story Nach had just told; that is if such information was indeed truthful; even if Nach was telling the truth, that did not mean those who told him the story were lying, and Nach the unwillingly victim believed it. It was not the easy explanation from Nach: the idea that it was Nach’s mate that told him threw a spike in the figurative gears that turned in Mathaniel’s head, light side and dark side.
Nach could see the young male was really putting in an effort to understand. Chimes alerted him to his work, turning him back to the screens, and his back to Mathaniel. He remembered what brought Mathaniel to him in the first place. He said over his shoulder, “The others, the remaining Children of Presence who Dego’bardum had saved, had altered the Path Bible to their preferred specifications. The stories of Presence within the book are faithfully true. The philosophies bound within to which the non-Vhinphyc made their own, conversely, were altered to fit their personnel agendas; some of them were altered slightly; some were brutalized. Young Casper and Alluetia exemplify the results of those alterations.”
Turning towards Mathaniel one last time, Nach assured him with a smile and last words. “The Path is only as a good as the goodly people who believe in the Path’s good. Take heart, young Mathaniel, for you are truly one of those who know which of Presence’s Words is true. Take all that you have learned and believed to be good and teach your people only that.” He turned back to the work at hand and said, “Pardon.”
Frustrated with the new information, Mathaniel could only give Nach the pardon from ending. He left, confused, puzzled, and worse not enlightened by the cryptic answers the Vhinphyc had given him. He was slow and fidgety enter the other room, which was busy with Destiny talking between Alluetia and Nowen. He felt he should join in the conversation, or perhaps do what Casper was doing and meditate. His arms and legs felt so slacked, however, and he felt so weak. Unlike a Jedi, Mathaniel hated not being physical for long periods of time.
Without a word, he left the Medical Ward, looking for more than just answers.

