EPILOGUE - The Unifying Threat
Time Frame: This takes place shortly after Chapter 120, when Casper returns to Coruscant from Lone Star.

In the months that had passed since Bealas Nowen’s spring return and his ascension to Order of Guardian’s Headmaster, the four townships that made the Vhinech colony had went through many changes. Some of the changes were the same as Vhinech moved from the other three townships of River Delta, Flat Rock, and Valleys United to Little Mountain out of spiritual fear. Other changes were or were not as expected, dependent how someone who lived in the colony viewed it all. Whether it was for the better or for the worst was just as dependent.
Nowen knew of the challenges that he had to face as the new Headmaster of the Order of Guardians; still, it did not make the challenges any easier; he still had to face them, and unlike the remaining one hundred and eighty-one Guardians he had to make the peace time end decisions. Though his return to New Paradasia painted a picture of harmony it was anything but that; the tension was only beginning to ratchet up. Since the uprising at Flat Rock there had only been minor skirmishes between unruly Vhinech and Guardians, and only because the Guardians were breaking up the personal brawls between Vhinech; most of those fights centering on Vhinech that had given birth to Vhinphycs, be it between neighbors or worse yet between spouses and children. Such fighting caused some to migrate from the other three townships to Little Mountain, where the few there did not bother with matters that were so trivial when the citizenry there did care more about their troubled souls. The stubborn remained in their homes, and the stubborn opposing them from time to time caused predictably stubborn-created problems.
In this what amounted to the end of the second year of operations Nowen was faced with the expected challenge that appeared with Ogwa Newhausen’s death of deployment fatigue. His fellow Guardians were trained tough and believed in honor and upholding the standards of duty, and to a man and woman they knew they were fugitives for helping the Vhinech escape Republic apprehension despite the circumstances, but a few began to mumble to him in private their dislike for the mission. The escalating situation brewing with Vhinphyc-born advanced the point, but reality was whatever their view the Guardians were missing home. Naboo was further away from their hearts than the known charted light years between there and the planet Isen in which they were on. In their old jobs as bodyguards, advisors, lawyers, and mentors they could go home, or make contact with home; for security purposes they couldn’t do that. The best he could do, and Nowen figured it was all Oggie could have done, was assure them that one day, some day, they’ll go home. Until that day came true Nowen had, with his free time, began making plans for every contingency featuring his fellow Guardians leaving. His new wife, Nandia Orfantan, found time to help him there and every other regard.
In the early summer Nandia had resigned as the leader of Valleys United so she could marry Nowen a month later after three months of unspoken courtship. Though she quit her seat in the Council of Towns to avoid conflict there were Vhinech that did express their outrage that one of their own would embrace one of their prison guards; a few made efforts to quash the union by making animated threats and even attempted to disrupt their wedding, held in the elevated home that was once belonged to Ogwa. Afterwards the protests became more quiet affairs; some people, from children to adults, elected to stop attending the school, where Nandia Nowen still taught. As the months past some Vhinech returned to her classes; more of them returned after it was announced that she was with the couple’s first child. Of course, in all of this, the more moderate Vhinech and all the Guardians had no problem with the marriage and the expecting mother. Magus Mathaniel Jarvis refereed their conventional marriage.
No sooner than he had returned, Mathaniel was decreed a Magus officially by Magus Orrick and recognized by the surviving Reverends of the Vhinech Path, Orrus and Cupaz, and by his sister Maddie, a Mere Sheppard who was still years away from being a Path Reverend yet who’s vote still mattered. No sooner after that the young Tig-Vhinech was besieged by so many Vhinech, all of them hoping so much from him; the Guardians joked that he had become a superstar, an instant celebrity of creditability no matter what he had done or what he might do in the future. Some of that shine ebbed when he sided with the Guardians, particularly with Nowen when he married Nandia, but no Vhinech with only one brain sane was going to challenge him; with working lightsabers he was far more imposing than Magus Orrick. 
Over the months his duties multiplied in number and importance, above which Mathaniel had the task of training his own cache of Studies, just as Orrick before him. He also realized, given his victorious exploits repeated all over from the river to the mountain top of the Gospels, he was in more demand than the seasoned Orrick despite his allegiance to the Guardians when it came to training; quite a few young Vhinech gave up when allocation was announced and they were put into Orrick’s training circle. Orrick was not embarrassed, and told Mathaniel straightly, “My greatest success was surviving defeat by the hands of Magus Prophet. You helped in great victory over a terrible evil and lived to tell about it. Success encourages the faithful far more than failure can motivate.”
There were times Mathaniel felt like Kinder Blessing, the yaltma that still lead River Delta Township but was seemingly everywhere helping everyone as part of his required duties as a free spiritual slave. The young Magus held the rank over the Reverends and often had to be one when it called for it, from recognizing unions to spiritual comforting to being a Pathfather -- the latter always made him nervous with male children, particularly since it was his hands, with the Saberhide fingers that had not yet failed him, that had to perform the circumcisions. Being a Magus gave him more access to the Council of Towns meetings and Guardian briefings, and slowly he began to learn of the political realities that existed in the colony beyond the late Ryax. It made him more determined to training his Vhinech Studiess right, but one in particular got most of his attention, and those sessions with Destiny were private and intense affairs.
It was Destiny’s idea to learn how to use Mathaniel’s old knife weapons properly, but she was not prepared to learn more about the Force. The process in the beginning was very awkward, and Destiny did not believe a single word of encouragement Mathaniel had given her. His praise was without truth, for unlike his other Studies Destiny was had both spiritual and mental clarity -- something that could not be said less than a year ago. Due the end results of their adventures Destiny had gained what every troubled Vhinech living on Little Mountain could only hope for: clarity driven by existence and purpose. Destiny couldn’t find it in her heart to mourn the losses in her life. Her family, her husband, and her friends such as Wobble were never returning from the dead and she could not go back in time and change the past; and besides that they were in the Lands of Plenty, a better place to exist than life itself, a place of rest after such a long and difficult life. She was at peace, content with her life, looking for something to do and not necessarily looking so far as if to see her end. And she did not share in the caveats of her fellow Vhinech. As the time passed Destiny began to see that she was Mathaniel’s best Study as when the others had demonstrated the ability to appropriately breathe she was learning how the Force made her hands grip her weapons better. It was terribly hard work, but it was life and Destiny would not have prayed to Presence for a lesser one; just so long as she could still wear a dress to cover her hairy body.
As Nowen had to do with the inheritance of leadership Destiny had to move down from her home on top of Little Mountain that view over all and the rest of the Gospels; as a Study, she now had the duties and tasks that Mathaniel was once regulated to, and she was now a sworn protector of the peace; a little hard for someone to run down thousands of feet of mountain to help save the day, even if they were a Wookiee. She had set up residence across from the Jarvis family home. On occasion she would return to the home on top of the mountain as a means of looking out, for security purposes for sometimes Guardians still had to check the MITES array to see if there was tampering or just that anyone was around.
On this autumn day, and day that had started the same as all the others, Destiny informed Maddie Jarvis that she was heading to the top again to survey their surroundings; Mathaniel’s sister was going to the Council of Towns in order to give her father Alouka the good lunch she had made. Before either went their own ways they were startled at first by an Aqualish-Vhinech they both knew very well. When they seen him the Aqualish-Vhinech froze in shaking fear and looked ready to run. It had been ages since they had seen him in public, in a sense not sense Sanctuary.
“Clerack?” Destiny approached him very carefully, afraid of scaring the very skittish Vhinech. “Clerack, it’s been a long time.”
“Y-Yes, it has,” he stuttered, immediately wrapping his webbed hand around his Path charm, which sported a great deal of broken ringlets. “I-It is a-a n-nice, nice day.”

“It is, Clerack, a nice day for the autumn,” assured Maddie. Both she and Destiny approached him gently and each put a hand on a given shoulder. He flinched and shuttered, but he eventually submitted to their kind gesture. “You should be outside.”
“I-I have been,” he reminded them both. “Ba-batrrition and all.”

Destiny knew Clerack watched the battrition games from the cliffs like the other timid folks of Little Mountain. The troubled mostly remained above the high frost line of the mountain; they only came down out of necessity, and even then it had to be because someone had forgotten to run supplies to them. Many charitable marketers in the town center remained open all night for such business. Again, it made Destiny wonder and ask, “What are you doing then, Clerack?”
For a long time, ten seconds, Clerack was very quiet out of uncertainty. The Aqualish-Vhinech had not been so unsteady and frightened of his own movements and motivations. In the deal made between the Republic, the Jedi and the Vhinech the latter had to give up all modern technology and develop their own as part of their punishment while on Sanctuary. Destiny’s husband Thor and many others created objects of convenience like Thor’s hand cannons, but the once brave and noble Clerack was the master inventor of many things. Once a weapon scientist for the Vhinech’s army, Clerack trained his intellect towards creation and invented such things as tiny motors that ran on heat, a large motor that ran on steam, one sided sticky paper, hair coloring, and Destiny’s personal favorite the spirit sketcher which took black and white still images and printed them chemically on paper. It all changed for Clerack when he had lost his wife and his children during the exodus from Sanctuary; they were his purpose in changing his life and becoming an inventor for the betterment of their people. The loss of so many he loved broke him and he hid himself on Little Mountain ever since. From time to time inquires were made of him and he had provided some intelligent insight in written form, but beyond that he made himself invisible. His losses had clearly aged him; no one needed to see the broken ringlets on his Path charm, each representing his loss, to understand that.
The silence passed, Clerack viewed Destiny and took a little more time to collect himself. He then stuttered out, “I-I have been w-working a-again. I-I w-watch the battrition gat-gatherings and I-I k-know the children want to play. Their par-parents are reluctant, even with the b-bantha hide s-stones.”
Clerack nervously reached into his shoulder bag and produced a grayish-black sphere, an inflated ball the size of a regulation battrition sphere. He purposely threw it down and with a blubbery sound the ball bounced back almost to his hand. He checked the seal core and appeared to be satisfied before handing it to Maddie.
“Rubber?” questioned Maddie. “You made a rubber stone!”

As Clerack nodded Maddie gave the ball to Destiny. Bewildered, Destiny asked, “You were able to make this? How?”

“It was n-not easy,” shook Clerack. “H-Heat and compounding and m-molding were difficult, as well as the inflation core.”
“But the rubber, where did you get it?”

“P-P-Packing crates,” said Clerack. “W-Wob-Wobble had brought me m-my supplies one time in the-the Guardian’s….Guardian’s packing crate. I had just, just thought of it. I remember h-how my c-children loved to play…” He began to quietly tear up.
Maddie put a warm arm around his shoulders while Destiny cradled the ball carefully; it meant so much more than a safer way for the children to play their favorite sport. In some small way Wobble had come through for New Paradasia, having accidentally left such an important material. She said, “This is so precious, to have done this in the name of your children.”
“I-I did not do it right away,” said Clerack to clarify. He looked up at Destiny. “W-When I learned you had departed….I knew t-that had taken un-uncommon bravery. H-How c-could I just do nothing, when y-you have lost as I?”
“Oh Clerack,” began Destiny, embarrassed, “I did not lose so much as you.”

Clerack looked to Destiny, and then Maddie, and then back and forth between them and said, “One or ten, they are mere numbers, but in the end they are all losses.”

“All of our love ones are equally as important as our neighbors,” stressed Maddie in reverence. She caressed Clerack’s head. “Wobble would have been so thrilled with happiness.”

“Wobble would have eaten them,” chuckled Clerack nervously, indicating the ball and the bag of balls he carried. “I hope to-to get a-approval of the Council.”

“Most certainly they will approve, are you kidding! With these children won’t be getting so many bloody noses.” Maddie quickly calmed her excitement as Clerack eyed her fearfully. Remembering that his minds were trouble, she put gentle hands on his shoulders and encouraged, “Come with me. I am going there right now.”
Sensing his struggle with fear, Destiny asked him, “Do you desire me to come with you for protection?” She showed him her Magus robe, which Clerack finally realized she was wearing. “It would be my honor.”

“I…” Clerack licked his dry lips, exhaled, and said to himself, “I must be brave.” He collected himself and assured, “Maddie…is enough for me as a guide. I-I will be all right.”
Destiny made him feel her happiness for him and said, “Summon me if you are afraid. I will protect you.” She made to give him back the ball.
“You…keep that one,” said Clerack. “It is yours to keep, she who has emboldened me with courage.”

Parting, Destiny really did not know what more to say. She privately thanked Presence that Clerack did not have anything to say more either. She was quite embarrassed and bubbling with some unnecessary ego at the same time. She was just as surprised at herself for offering to protect Clerack, but as she walked she understood once again that the training Mathaniel was giving her was not for selfish uses.
The day continued and so did the Vhinech and Guardians sworn to watch them, be it out in the field or within Fort Angelleia. Ever since the last winter when the Nubians had housed their charges for safety they had been more open; very few Vhinech took advantage of such opportunities now. Inside one of them did so, at the behest of her mate.
“There’s the head,” remarked Nowen, pointing out the spherical anomaly on the screen, generated by the fort’s medical software that translated the old but trustworthy sonic energy used to map the interior of Nandia’s noticeable tummy. She had taken time today away from the school; it was a reading day anyways.
Nandia looked at the screen from her laying down position. She looked….squinted….eyed…. and shook her head and said, “Are you sure you know how to operate the equipment?”

The couple was alone, and Nowen stressed, “Yes, I do know. Look, that’s the baby’s head.”

“That’s my kidney.”
Nowen looked carefully and moved the scanning diode over her belly again, leaving a trail of produced slime to localize the frequency energy. Given the limited nature of their nature in the long term the Guardian Headmaster allocated the more advanced and power robbing technologies to be used in emergencies.

He stressed, “No, that’s a head.” Nowen then really got his wife’s attention by pinching her forearm, even though she was paying attention. “Ha! See! Little hands!”
Nandia finally noted the features and just smiled. And then she slugged him in the shoulder. It was rather simple to hurt him since he was wearing what the Guardians called ‘Vhinech casuals’. Nowen had been wearing the clothing style lately, even outside the confines of Fort Angelleia as he also got used to the house that had once been Oggie’s home. Of course the other Guardians objected because of concerns, and Nowen admitted only to himself he would have the same reservations if it had been Oggie wearing such feeble cloth. On the other hand, as Nandia once explained to him without being asked, the Vhinech that would most hate him would actually fear him in clothing of their type instead of the practically indestructible body armor of his Guardian fellows. To the Vhinech it was a sign of confidence, the ability to take their best shot, and in unspoken terms it addressed doomed to those who miss.
“Hey now,” he admonished, “no unnecessary stress. You’re pregnant.”
“I feel so alien,” whined Nandia somewhat out-of-character.

“It’s the hormones,” assured Nowen, who knew very well what her complications were going to be.

She gave her belly a two handed slap, gripped it, and jiggled it. “You call this ‘hormones’?”

Half laughing, Nowen settled her down. “Easy now, you’re screwing up the scanner. That’s our baby there, inside of you.”
She crossed her arms in defiance as he put the equipment away. “I never felt this vulnerable in all my life; even being incarcerated by the Jedi never made me feel this way!”
“A few more months and you can go back to being bottled up,” he cracked. He took note of random hemobolgian scanner, where he had deposited some placenta samples in an hour ago. Sighing, he said to her, “Well….shall we?”
“Lets,” she said, but she did not hide her apprehension well at all. Although Nandia and Nowen embraced the Vhinphyc babies being born from Vhinech wombs, though they had told each other they would have never minded such a baby, there was an unspoken dread they shared. This was nothing like the doubts they had about marriage. Both were such proud and stubborn students of history, and both knew just from being around the other Vhinech that Vhinphyc babies from Vhinech Gardens of Life were frowned upon by some with great, and even threatening, loathing.

But in the case of Nowen and Nandia such a thing would be unquestionably magnified a thousand fold. Be it in the greater galaxy or in the microcosm that was New Paradasia figures of authority were held to a higher standard, and currently the higher standard amongst the loudest of dissenters was ‘pure births’. With that paradox view, Nowen and Nandia had to have a Vhinech child, with no trace of Vhinphyc in it, or the community at large could possibly become upset. In the history of the known universe, for example, one could be an adulterer, but by the highest of deities sworn they better not hold public office!
The concerns they had were not helped by the latest development in the Vhinphyc-Vhinech birth progression. Though in the past the scanners and MITES had done admirably the software had not taken early second trimester genetic reconstitution into account in Vhinech with a distinctly mammalian omnivorous heritage. Such reconstitution was both hormonal and genetic, which typically a baby once thought to be a boy suddenly has a chromosomal shift and becomes a girl. With the Vhinech it shifted once thought to be species-unique babies into Force-sensitive Vhinphyc hybrids.
“Whatever happens,” said Nowen gently to her, “we will have the baby.”
“You know that,” she assured him, “no matter what.”

Nowen turned on the lab and looked at the results. It wasn’t that he tried to hide his disappointment, but still his sigh could not be hidden. Nandia sat up straighter on the table and said, “It changes little.”
“You know better,” he said back. “It changes a great deal how everyone will accept us.” He shut off the lab and turned around to face her. She was putting up just as bad as a front as he was. Yes, they were stilling going to have their Vhinphyc hybrid, but they were fooling themselves if beyond that everything was going to be fine.

They took a few moments before leaving the exam room, to which Nandia threw on her pregnancy clothing and stated harshly afterwards, “I am going for a walk!”

As she left Nandia had to pass the sixteen related reasons why Fort Angelleia’s resources were stressed in power and supplies. The Vhinphyc births from Vhinech wombs had more complications than the common births of the Vhinech; the defects were often terrible, and to date more than ten babies had died from them. The babies that had survived with no defects were still being born premature; Vhinphyc babies, in known biological standards, were supposed to gestate in Vhinphyc female wombs for two years; nine months was about the minimal gestation limit. The randomness of premature children being born was worse than the rate of defects. As with the Vhinphyc hybrid births themselves there was no detectable trigger or a means to prevent it. Nandia’s walk had become faster with each glaring reality she had passed who barely could breathe, move, and survive on their own; tiny little chests that violently throbbed with the power of their tiny little hearts. The few Vhinech that held sad vigils over their offspring paid no notice to Nandia’s escape; their attentions were decidedly fixed. By the time Nowen had caught up with Nandia they were both outside Fort Angelleia, and neither were worried about the political implications anymore -- that was because Nowen had to pass all the hurting children as well.

Neither said anything as they continued to walk. It was easy for Nandia not to talk she just refused. All Nowen had to do was give a look or make a gesture to his fellow Guardians, a brief of either, and it was enough. The Vhinech females they had passed flashed very worried and concerned looks at Nandia; they could sense her tumult, it was too hard for them to ignore. Really uncertain of what to do let alone where to go Nandia took the long way out of New Paradasia, going through Flat Rock and Valleys United briefly, to double back and head in the direction towards the battrition field.
Walking slower, Nandia breathed out, “I’m having the baby.”
“I never said or thought otherwise,” stated Nowen firmly. He did figure, on the other hand, she had been wrestling with the decision again.
“I just really have no reason why I’m….tore up about this,” she moaned. She was so pale.

“You’re worried. You have every right to be. You love your baby, that’s why.” Nowen put a careful arm across her shoulders, which she accepted with no compliant. “I don’t want to sound academic, but women put too much blame on themselves for anything that happens to their children while in the womb.”

Going quiet Nowen knew he had irked Nandia. He didn’t care; even if she knew those realities and hated being reminded of them, he was still going to do it. Because, “I mean I’m just as responsible if you feel responsible for what happened.”

She growled at herself. “The Vhinphyc had done nothing to me.”

“Just to your kind.”

“So that justifies ignorance.” She looked at him sharply as they walked slowly and away from town. “Didn’t we cover that particular issue before?”
Her statement was in reference to Nowen’s past hatred for the Vhinech. He was quick to say to Nandia, “You mean you alone are immune to hate? Just because someone points out a flaw in someone doesn’t mean they escape the scrutiny.”

Sighing, she said, “You know it isn’t that. I just want a healthy baby.” She shook her head. “I don’t want complications anymore, that’s all. I’ve been through enough, we all have. Why can’t we get some real peace?”
Nowen really had no definitive answer to her question that she would have liked. Becoming the bearer of responsibility of all Nubian concerns in New Paradasia he had understood burden, but he had to see it for himself first; the journey to get home provided backbone, but experiencing the trials and turmoil that Lady Juna Angelleia -- Juna Rapier --  had to suffer gave him perspective he had once thought he had before then. Nowen had lead in missions, but in missions objectives were known and without a doubt there was conclusion; after conclusion, he no longer had to lead. Now he was in that position, as the leader, where there was no rest and no foreseeable conclusion. He had learned that from Juna, and what he had learned most was that the peace Nandia so desired was a conclusion.
Before, the opinion would not have been spoken, but now he was the leader. He was also Nandia’s man. A man has to take the lead. “Peace is found on those big steps on the side of the mountain, Nandia. That’s the only real peace there is.”
She had followed his hooked thumb, guiding her eyes to the unfinished Steps of Eternity that was still being worked on for the passing dead. The dead buried in those very Steps, standing up on end. That was their unsung epitaph.

“A long time ago,” began Nowen, drawing Nandia closer to him as they walked, “we were known as the Shore Guardians, and the last leader of that kind was General Midas Keneaver, under the Grace of King Lothsome the Forth. General Keneaver fought for much of what Naboo has today, doing so with what he called ‘the ruthless truth’.”
“’Ruthless truth’?” Nandia paused briefly in her steps. “So philosophical.”

“The term itself is a truth, yeah,” smirked Nowen. “But he was making the point about war. See, the politicians will always spin it in a way that’s favorable or nice sounding. Keneaver hated it because he was a warrior, and he embraced war, and he had no problem being called a murderer. Belittling him was calling him a soldier, a fighter for good, or anything else that would suggest that he was doing something spectacular. He was, he had kindly but bluntly pointed out, the People’s Sinner.”

“Was he a murderer?”

“Depends really on point of view, doesn’t it? Magus Prophet was a hero of the Vhinech people until, what, two or three years ago? Anyways, that’s kinda the General’s point: the opinion of him would always change, and there would be people who loved him and hated him because the years continued onward, never back. However, in the end, he believed in his Ruthless Truth, and one of those truisms was this: ‘People believe every word you say when you stab them; there’s no doubt in their mind about you at that moment’.

“Now you don’t have to like Keneaver, and most in the Guardians don’t, but the man is important to our existence and he made so many things so clear without debate. Anyways, the Shore Guardians: Keneaver was their last leader. King Lothsome and his Royal Court began to fear the People’s Sinner; the people loved him more than their elected officials and Royal Appointed. The people didn’t care how Keneaver won, nor did he care how he did either, but when called upon he won with rarely a setback.
“But Lothsome had enough of Keneaver and his ‘Ruthless Truth’; it sounded too much like a political platform, not a life philosophy. So the day came when Lothsome and his Court brought the Shore Guardians home and verbally confronted the General. They told the General off, and expected nothing less but the General announcing a civil war against them. Instead, the General applauded them and thanked them.”

“He thanked them,” said Nandia in true astonishment. She had the feeling, based on experience of known history, that Nowen was going to talk about a coup. “Why?”
“Because, for once, they were ruthless with the truth to him,” said Nowen with a slight smile. “He told them that for the first time in their lives they showed courage, bravery, and daring he could finally respect. He could have taken the Throne at anytime, with any measure of means, but he told them he wouldn’t, but only in exchange for one promise.”

“Really, what?”

“That his remains were buried on Naboo.” Nowen shrugged his shoulders with simplicity. “Keneaver didn’t want anything more than that. No monuments, no national holiday in his honor, and he could care less if his grave was marked. All he cared about was being buried, as he put, ‘in the hands of his earthly mother, the only peace I will ever know’.”
“That’s interesting, but not necessarily comforting,” remarked Nandia dryly.

“All I’m saying,” offered Nowen respectfully, “is that the peace we all want doesn’t exist in life. I agree with Keneaver there.” He then offered, “Bringing it up actually gave my more prospective than just not talking about our baby’s woes. Prospective on what we both face in the near future. It’s going to be tough, but we will survive it.”
She mused, “You can always change your mind.”

“That’s a truth,” he offered in return, but then added, “of cowardice.”

The two really didn’t say anything more as they continued to walk. His last statement was not a shot at her; in fact Nandia felt a great confidence in herself and in him because he had said it. She knew it was going to be difficult, whatever happened, however he was never going to run away. She had to accept, he was telling her, that life was very cruel. She knew that, but every once in a while people that do know have to be reminded.
After a long while Nandia said, “Midas Keneaver one of your heroes?”

“He is,” said Nowen, “because he had no problem being called a ruthless bastard.” They then suddenly realized they were not the only ones between the battrition field and the towns. The small crowd of Vhinech entities gathered around a central, familiar Magus of the Force foretold possible mirth. “Speaking of ruthless bastard….”

“Nowen, shhhh,” chuckled Nandia. Then again, Nowen did believe in speaking the ruthless truth. They didn’t want to disturb the session and so they took a wide swath.
Since he had such a large group of Studies Magus Mathaniel had to really weed out the unready and those who would just waste the hours of the day. There was once a time Mathaniel had thought every Vhinech could use the Force; and then, he grew up. There was a significant difference between being able to use the Force and knowing exactly how to use the Force. Thanks to the active participants in his training program Mathaniel was figuratively able to determine that the difference was the same measurable distance between the world they were on, Isen, and Naboo.
For months, and despite some flak from siding with Nowen and Nandia on their nuptials, Mathaniel was just continuously swamped. He had turned so many Vhinech away, and before he could really focus on training what he had some of those he turned away would suddenly melt right back into the group. He couldn’t remember exactly when those sneaking back in had actually snuck back in, but after a while he had decided to go with it in order to implement what he passively called a ‘Bowels of Lore movement’. The Guardians would call it boot camp and Nowen had provided the Magus with a few of their training tips and advice.
The combination of knowledge had the collection of Vhinech surrounding Mathaniel looking too exhausted to give Mathaniel a dirty scowl. Even his prized students, the ones that did honestly show the most promise, were put through a series of physical and mental ringers; he couldn’t show favoritism like before; the best had to be pushed. The first important step was to make certain none had combined the Force with their physical talents, and then just tasks them by doing a simple Force exercise such as breathing to find spiritual center in a short period of time -- Mathaniel had so many Studies pass out from that exercise. Today, he had decided that if they were truly, really serious about becoming a Magus, they had to belly crawl….
Forearms and shins….

Starting from the battrition field…

Finishing, or at least they tried to, at the Steps of Eternity.

Mathaniel knew the reality of such a long task was virtually impossible for the untrained, but unfortunately everyone -- even his best -- had taken to the task with reservations on their faces immediately. There were still Studies crawling on their bellies, the slackers some hundreds of yards away still trying; a few got wise, got up, and just jogged towards the group that had reached Mathaniel’s waiting position. The location was not even an eighth of the distance needed to complete the objective. The point was, again, just to point out the futility of trying. The stragglers, the ones not meant to be, were not going to get any better and it was going to take a beating to knock some sense into both their minds. Cruel, perhaps unnecessary, but when even Mathaniel’s Magus authority was not being respected this was short of having to kill the unneeded.
He did nothing, said nothing, until one of the Studies pleaded, “My Magus, please, will you speak of the Force?”
Mathaniel shook his head and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Not until the rest of your classmates have joined us.” No one could stifle their groans; they were too tired, and that meant they were too unfocused.
Booming in a loud voice again, Mathaniel repeated something that had gotten very old with everyone. “Only the serious survive!” It sounded so much like a Nubian view, even something Magus Prophet would have said, but he had heard that from his mother, Magus Parable, in the days when the training was nothing more than his little stick and his little body moving around in an attempt to poke her. It was one of those things from his mother that made the most sense to him.
“Only the serious survive,” he had repeated loudly again when he felt they hated hearing that. “Do you think your fathers and mothers fought lazily for survival in our past? Do you think our enemies in the future will treat their attack on us as some joke? ‘Whoops, only kidding that I killed your family’.”

Those still crawling put a little more effort to improve their progress on the sly quip; some just got up and stumbled towards the others and slumped to their pain knees. Though clothed and the ground soft and wet many sported their more than fair share of scratches, cuts, bruises and abrasions.

Mathaniel looked at all of them and said, “How serious are you to the Commitment? Do you think our Holy Savior was given a choice? She took her duty to save us all seriously!” Mention Presence in the context really put a spurt in the stragglers. “As Magus you will be an extension of Her seriousness! Do not disappoint her! Do not make her look like a lazy fool!”
What should have taken another twenty minutes instead took just five minutes, and finally the last of the Studies made it to the group. They collapsed, some passed out, and the others helped them. Mathaniel, on the other hand, offered nothing in compassion even when he felt he had to. The one thing Nowen and even Magus Orrick had stressed was that compassion was often compromise. There could not be compromise in training. A change of structure would occur once the stragglers, the unready, and the absolutely unfit were gone, but not until then.
“Only the serious survive,” Mathaniel stressed again, but with less volume and much more calm. “It isn’t just being vicious and cruel. It isn’t about being prepared and having more than your foe in terms of weapons and allies. It isn’t about being able to use the Force or believing in Presence more than any other who believes in her. The serious focuses on the balance of all those things. In order to achieve such balance, one must take to the Commitment seriously.
“It isn’t a game you can give up and come back to. That’s for Battrition players.” A few made sounds, not believing what a former Battrition star player had said. Mathaniel ignored them. “You must take this Commitment as serious as you would your own lives. I promise you, if you lack any commitment to your life, you will not become a Magus of the Force!”
Standing up taller Mathaniel commanded, “On your stomachs, all of you! No matter what happens you will only listen to my voice!” Like so many eager to continue when they know they shouldn’t, the Vhinech did as they were told. For a moment there was apprehension on his behalf for he was about to do another Guardian-inspired motivational technique: one that should if enacted correctly motivate many to quit.
“Now focus on yourselves, on my voice,” Mathaniel spoke gently, quietly, and purposely to disarm them. “As you listen, as you suddenly realize, I want you to focus on what I have been saying and then what I will be saying. At no time at all, until I tell you, do absolutely nothing else. It will all become clear, in time.”
With such wisdom the Studies took it and, for the moment, accepted whatever the popular Magus had told them. Mathaniel gave them a minute to breathe, to think, and then said calmly but accusatory, “If there are some here just hoping that I would talk about my battle against evil, against the dark side, and my victory, I will once again tell you that you are not just wasting my time but your own.”

Mathaniel locked his eyes on a slacker and intentionally stepped on his back; the other foot followed, and the Study’s small back now had one hundred and ninety pounds of lean muscle mass balancing perfectly on his spinal column. The pressure of weight on the lower back was bad enough. The Vhinech went to object until Mathaniel lifted his left foot and carefully, but with some force, pushed the would-be complainer’s head back down.

“Stories of victory, of salvation, of purpose and sacrifice are beautiful.” Mathaniel then leapt springing towards another unsuspecting Vhinech, a female that let out a gasp of shock. “They are beautiful because we DO NOT experience them! We do not feel the pain!”

He leapt to another unsuspecting Vhinech. “We don’t feel the tension and the horror!”

Again he leapt and landing hard on the small back of a Vhinech. “The shock! The sensitivity to the unknown!”
He expertly went across four backs in a row before landing on the upper back of a young female Aduos-Vhinech, which made her sink deep into the mud; she was one of the many that took her sweet time crawling in the mud; she didn’t really want to get dirty. “The stains of valor are dirt, filth, and blood! Only the descriptions of such tales soak into your flesh! Many before you, many more worthy than you, took a bath in that valor to ensure your futures!”

He leapt and leapt and leapt, stopping complainers and second thoughts and those who noted the terrible undertaking their Magus had suddenly taken. Some, after he had passed them, rose up and just stared on in confusion. He ignored their looks, their feelings, and landed on a Vhinech and stopped to eye them, projecting his authority and his seriousness. Contrary to what they thought what he was doing was not foul.
“Those stories actually mean nothing to you,” Mathaniel stressed with clarity. “You sit there, you listen to them, you believe you feel for the heroes, and then you go on your selfish, merry way through life until, one day, someone like myself comes along and you think I can train you? Just because I have fought and just because you have heard my story and so many stories in the past? You don’t respect me; you just simply don’t respect me and the many before me.”

Jumping to the ground, the Vhinech Mathaniel was on groaned in relief and looked up at him. Mathaniel didn’t apologize and looked at them all, their attentions fixed upon him. “When you do not take the Commitment seriously, you spit in my face. I look amongst you all and I have yet, yet, to see in your eyes the very confidence my allies had. Such confidence comes from people who accept the reality of who they are and what they mean in this universe. They accept being a Magus, and they accept that responsibility without question or fear. They don’t look at me with astonishment, surprise, or fear, and they don’t look at me expecting to relive something that has all ready happened! I was all like you once, but let me assure you this: it was once!!!
“The stories are good for you to hear, but why repeat them so often when some of you, if not all of you, won’t take them to heart? If you truly respect the storyteller and what they have done” he slowly raised a finger “at your ages you should only need to hear the story once. The one time is all it should take to make you a believer in heroes. Heroes have enough to do being the heroes that they are, proving who they are with deeds; they don’t need the added job of repeating themselves through story just because you don’t have the serious mind to remember them.”

Mathaniel crossed his arms and said aloud, and firmly, “Again, if you came here expecting the story again you are wasting your time. I won’t be telling it. I will be too busy training the serious, and when duty calls I will be busy defending the rest. I ask of you all two things: that the truly serious stay, and those who are not to please in the name of Presence stop spitting in my face.”
No one moved or said anything, but Mathaniel had to convince himself that there should have not been an immediate response. The next move was a simple one, though he doubted the doubters could think clearly now. He ordered, “Everyone assume a meditative stance. Only feel the Force and find clarity and peace. When you are done, you may go home.” There were some looks from some and he added to them, “We are done for today. All that is left is meditation, and if you feel like it prayer. Remember, I may frown upon some of you, but our Holy Savior does not.”
Slowly the large gathering at their own paces seated themselves or kneeled. Some were silent with eyes closed. Some let their hands come together on their lap and whispered prayers. Some to Mathaniel’s quiet joy were looking rather doubtful in their own way, and those some were his worst Studies, the un-serious. He wanted to apologize to them, but he needed not to and he chose need over want. He stood there and lead by example, as a Magus of the Force was supposed to do, and closed his eyes.
In the realm of their minds, for the Vhinech had two of them and each taking an opposite side of the Force, they experienced different feelings and saw their own energies within them. The unprepared barely saw these energies, and the energies snapped back and forth between the goodness of light and the curse of darkness; each tempest was affected by their neighbor through the Living Force and the constant of the Universal Force. Currently in their disarray they felt more of the Universal Force, of the beings that affect it, and it was only a dark cloud.
In the serious of minds the darkness was heavy cloud cover above them and deep snow at their feet, but the metaphoric world in their minds was still daylight and the snow was not falling. Like the weather in their mind, they could clearly feel that there was a threat of a storm but it was only that. There was light, and life, in their minds, and in the universe around them. It gave them hope, or at least it gave the most serious of minds hope.
Mathaniel’s minds were so much more clear than the rests. The universe was in shadow, but he could see through the shadow; it was so much worse months ago. Close to him he could feel the different rates of conflict and he knew who really wanted to follow him and who had too much conflict. Beyond the edges of his minds there were hints, of events occurring outside the extent of their physical realm. It made no sense to follow the line and to seek what it was that had nothing to with them directly.
The sudden sensation of sunlight upon him made Mathaniel train his Force senses towards it, lifting his head and his closed eyes towards the tallest heights of Little Mountain. He was presented with the ‘feeling’ of Destiny calling for him. She appeared in his mind and she said, “I need you!” It was followed by the appearance of a shooting star, but the problem with that was it was not night.
Opening his eyes, Mathaniel discovered he was not alone in worry; the other Vhinech had apparently sensed Destiny’s alarm. He said, “Head back to town, go to your families!” No sooner had he began to run did he feel Magus Orrick ‘hinting’ at him through the Force. Mathaniel did not reply; Orrick would know he was responding.

From a distance Nowen had noticed Mathaniel’s run. He said to Nandia, “Head home.” She really didn’t need to be told, but she took her man’s words to heart. He was running -- his knee was better -- and caught up with Mathaniel’s long strides with his bursting, compact gait. “Where the trouble?”

“Little Mountain, Destiny’s Peak,” said Mathaniel between breathes. “Nothing major, but there was enough worry in her warning.”
Nowen knew two things and they were related; he knew Destiny’s Peak and he knew ‘she’ could only mean Destiny, for she was the only Vhinech that would climb that high up in the mountain. “So no idea?”

“A shooting star.” Mathaniel assumed the last piece of the vision he had saw was what Destiny had worried about.
Grimacing, Nowen raised his left forearm and spoke into the wrist comlink. “Nowen to Fort, yellow alert! Security measure Delta slash Three! I’m on my way to Little Mountain! Have a timing team waiting for me with my things!”
Numerous people, mainly Vhinech and some Guardians, were seen hurrying back to New Paradasia. They had seen others running or they had sensed Magus Orrick’s summons to return, or they had received Nowen’s transmission. In their minds through the Force there was a growing tension, which much of it was produced by them and not by some outside threat that had yet to be determined. This was the result of living on the edge for so long, where even a minor thing with the right subject matter could spur on panic.
At the fort, Nowen met ten of his fellow Guardians and began to change quickly into his armor; they would then follow him up the mountain. Mathaniel, on the other hand, kept going. He knew Nowen’s little stop was going to give the Human a breather, a Human that could not tap the Force to refresh himself and catch his wind for the long climb up Little Mountain. It helped Mathaniel physically that he hadn’t used Force Running to just reach the start of the road upward, and thus he paced himself.
After a considerable amount of time Mathaniel had reached the climbing wall that lead to Destiny’s old home. Destiny was there waiting for him after having just climbed down. She said, “I am sorry I did not come down to meet you, but I stayed up above to see if any of occurrences happened.”
“It’s okay,” said Mathaniel, panting slightly and releasing his hold on the Force. “But I’m a little lost on the danger. Shooting stars don’t occur in daylight unless the object is huge.”
Destiny did not play with him. “It is not shooting stars; it is the thermal exhaust from ion drive engines. Ships had descended on long approach and had landed somewhere just north from us.”

With concern growing Mathaniel went to the climb face. “Ships, as in many.”

“Too many,” stressed Destiny, following him up; the climb was not difficult because there was no snow yet on the peak. “I had thought Nowen proclaimed this entire continent was safe from starship traffic?”

“He wasn’t the only one,” remembered Mathaniel. He helped Destiny when he had reached the top. “Ogwa Newhausen had told Magus Orrick that the continent was one large game reserve. That was why the space port of Isen was so crammed up with inhabitants as well as rogues. There’s no central government authority, but Isen’s so far off the beaten path it isn’t worth anyone’s time to explore it and mine its resources.”
He immediately looked towards the north; the Gospels broke enough and below Little Mountain that one could see for miles in every direction on a clear day. Even then reality betrayed them both; they could not see the Reversal Drain, the Dam of Gerale, the Last Lines of the Fortal Coal and Coal. The only hope for seeing where the ships may have landed was if more ships would land.
Mathaniel did remember to ask, “Do you a good idea where they landed?”

“I can only gamble a guess,” she said honestly.
“Where?”

Destiny shivered and said, “Perhaps that evil place. I only say that for their level of flight descent would take them to at least there.”
Mathaniel nodded his head and said, “We’ll wait for the others, they’re coming. I’ll try to get some feeling on this.” As he did Destiny proceeded to pace about with some worry. She occasionally looked up in the sky for any more signs of trouble. It did not help either one of them that they sensed the duress of the Vhinech populace down below.
Many minutes later Nowen and his small group arrived at Destiny’s Peak. After a much needed breather in the thin air while Mathaniel and Destiny both briefed him, Nowen and the rest pulled out their electrobinoculars and scanned the north. They maximized the capabilities of the spotting glasses, using statue mode in their armor to hold them steady.

Nowen grimaced and unlocked from statue mode. He ordered, “Give it up, we can’t see anything. Too far.” He looked at Mathaniel. “Anything?”

Mathaniel had tried and tried again, but he said in defeat, “I can’t get a feeling for it. They’re too far away, and a lot of static has been raised by the people below.”
Thinking a moment, Nowen then understood Mathaniel what he meant by ‘static’. Destiny shyly said, “I should not have raised such an alarm.”

“It’s alright,” assured Mathaniel. “They landed too far away for certain.”
“And you guessed that city?” Nowen watched Destiny nod her head. He said to Mathaniel, “Didn’t you say you had trouble reading past the dark side there?”

“Yes.”

Rubbing his chin, Nowen thought for a moment. “We really don’t know, do we?” He turned to Mathaniel. “We don’t know if that was where they landed. But if they did, why?”
“Isolated. There are structures there.” Mathaniel raised a hand towards the north. “Not much else.”
Nowen nodded, but his nod contained no agreement. He asked Destiny, “How many ships did you see?”

“Oh, more than a dozen,” said Destiny, picturing the ion drives she did see. “I could have counted them all; they were on a slow descent. But Nowen, such a slow, early approach to Fortal Coal, if it was there destination, is not what I would expect from smugglers and rogues. It suggests they were following a navigating approach vector.”
“I concur,” assured Nowen. “The mystery, though, is why anyone hasn’t approached this place? Curiosity of good and evil would have made them at least loop this town. If they were rogues, they don’t want witnesses of any kind.”
There was a brief pause as the people on the peak considered it. Nowen said, “I want this place to be a secured look out. Outpost and transceiver equipment and a nine member detail running three shifts everyday.” He looked to Destiny, “Can we use your house? It’s still your house.”

“By all means, please do,” said Destiny with no objection.

“We’ll need a Vhinech presence up here too,” said Nowen off hand.

Mathaniel looked to Destiny and said, “You should be that presence.” He looked to Nowen who nodded his head. “Okay?”

“Certainly,” said Destiny with a nod.

Nowen looked at the rest of his group. “Goebs, you’re with me; the rest of you are the Peak Outpost Team. Make preparations.” He looked at Mathaniel and said, “We have to at least secure the towns, and then call a meeting of the Council.”

“If we have that time,” said Mathaniel.
“Right now, they’re giving it to us,” said Nowen.

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

The initial Guardian operational counter-effect was implemented even before the Council of Towns initiated an emergency private meeting. The plan was time sensitive, implemented very slowly and long after the first debriefing of the Vhinech leadership. Destiny’s Peak became the transceiver point to Operation Aslan. Step two of Aslan was a heavy group of Guardians making a constructive sweep of New Paradasia’s northern frontier, within ten miles of Destiny’s Peak, establishing the rally point and in time created a trench from the point back up to Destiny’s Peak to lay shielded line for communications. Step three had group’s of two Guardians go out in a preverbal straight line towards the possible landing sight of the ships; ten groups to two; twenty Guardians in all, each group a mile a part. Step four was the redeployment of the remaining Guardians and after four days since Destiny had seen the ships Nowen sent his troops to various locations throughout the Gospels.
The meeting prior to that mass deployment was not cankerous or filled with banter. Neither was the more public meeting when Nowen had decided to brief the populace on almost everything that was being planned. Though Nowen did have the notion to not keep the populace in the dark it was Mathaniel that cemented it for him.

“I truly think we should tell my people,” said Mathaniel, both he and Nowen sharing a space after the initial security meeting with the Council of Towns. “I believe they will understand the threat.”
Mathaniel really didn’t expect Nowen to say “Sure, no problem”, so the young Magus was at a loss. Both had the same reasons for the idea. It made no sense to keep giving the Vhinech the impressions they were free and then turn around and home jail them, although the purpose of being marooned on the planet to begin with was a means of imprisonment. The secrecy they had operated on many months ago in trying to solve the Vhinech births had actually emboldened the likes of Ryax and his followers, and though there were no others like Ryax yet, secrets now could create a new one. Nowen did remain true to Ogwa’s mission: the Guardians were to be the protectors of the Vhinech against the influence and presence of the outside universe.
“Surely, Headmaster,” Kinder Blessing had pondered to Nowen in a subsequent security meeting, “there is that chance that they are not hostile. I mean, they have surely seen us, at least detected our technology.”

“Because I’m certain they have seen us,” stressed Nowen calmly but with a learned edge, “and why they haven’t made contact with us scares me all the more.” 
Yet later in the meeting he had stressed to the civilian leadership, “Fort Angelleia is fully operational and ready, but I will not fully energize it’s reactor for defenses yet.” Fully energizing the reactor core of the fort would light up any passing sensor array, and since Nowen was still operating under the belief that their new neighbors kept to themselves because they were hiding too he wasn’t about to betray their position quite yet to any unwanted; he held the belief because the ships had landed, but at no time was their any indication that they had left. The group furthest from New Paradasia had kept their eyes open. Many of the Guardians were itching to go figure out what it was. Mathaniel couldn’t blame them.
Nowen was going to send a reconnaissance team northward three days after Destiny had seen the ships until another group of ships had flown over them; their approach was the same as the previous vessels. Two options were born from the new development: hold position, buffer defenses and formulate a comprehensive plan, or launch an immediate offensive operation. He chose option one before the leaders of New Paradasia suggested it. Later in the day the farthest team communicated what they saw for the leadership to figure out.

“The ships are Steaders?” Nowen looked amongst the brain trust as the Guardians on the other end of the radio transmission confirmed it. Nandia was allowed in on security meetings; there were plans to perhaps to use Nandia as a spokesperson, to communicate to the people for the leadership. She shared with everyone that did not know the same looking question.

“Steaders,” began Nowen to explain “are conversion flight vessels which the Sullustan Moonhaulers were modeled after.” The Vhinech had used converted Moonhaulers -- dubbed V-Haulers -- during the war with the Vhinphyc and then with the Republic; Nowen used the example as a reference to give them the idea of the size and shape of the vessels. “They’re used normally for colonization. They travel through space, land, and if the occupants like what they proceed to permanently ground the ships.”
“Colonization?” Nerdi K’ul’ui said flustered, fluttering his wings in disappointment. “This planet is still open to colonization?”

“No. Isen falls under the protection of the Hammerstand Accords. The governing body of the planet is the sole authority in deciding to expand the colony.” Nowen shook his head. “But the small government here is sympathetic to animals. That’s why they made this continent strictly an animal reserve.”
Alouka Jarvis, leader of Little Mountain, with his son Mathaniel at his side, said, “From what I understand what passes for a government here isn’t bureaucratic enough to tax a cup of caffe. So very lax is enforcement that someone can break an ankle stepping deep in the loopholes.”
“Okay, but I don’t see smugglers or slavers using Steaders,” offered Nandia. “Those ships are too costly.”
“They are discreet,” offered Magus Orrick. “We had used the Sullustan Moonhaulers in the past not just for variability alone. It was that they were used considerably by many other beings in the galaxy. No one would wonder so much about a high concentration of them in one location. No one would then recognize the threat of Steaders. One would assume all there is in them is a family.”
“Which is why we don’t launch a full offensive but don’t even pretend they are not a threat.” Nowen looked at everyone before he continued. “Regardless we have a security issue. Friend or foe, they could reveal the location of New Paradasia. When Mathaniel and I were out there, the Republic still had arrest bulletins for Vhinech. The galaxy’s still hot about them.”
“You don’t propose,” began Kinder Blessing, “harming innocents, do you?”

No one brought up the fact that the yaltma at one time had suggested to do something rather rash in terms of the hybrid births that contradicted his concern for innocent people. It wasn’t time to salt old wounds, especially when no one really thought the yaltma had meant harm then. Fear was impractical and it lead smart people to the land of stupid.
“No,” said Nowen firmly, “not when the solution is still obtainable through caution.”
“Agreed,” said Magus Orrick. “We must confront them.”

“Peacefully at first,” suggested Magus Mathaniel.

“We can go covertly and run an assessment series,” offered Nowen then. From there he laid out what exactly it covered, and by the next day it was put into action. An assessment series was practical of a plan on its face: a small team of Guardians, disguised as wanderers, were going to approach the suspected landing site, but make no contact until they determined the purpose of the landing site. The plan progressed then to either contact espionage where the Guardians mingle with the individuals and through such contact gather intelligence directly and indirectly, or engagement where the Guardians attacked. In the former if the targets prove to be friendly then it was up to the Guardians to determine level of revelation.
By the morning of the following day, Nowen tossed the Vhinech-designed clothing over his Saberhide body armor; the clothing was baggy enough to hide all equipment. He was going to lead the assessment and leave Meggie Tanuaght in charge of New Paradasia’s defenses. Along with the six Guardians under Nowen’s command Mathaniel was coming as well; being a Tig to break up the constant appearance of Humans and being able to use the Force gave the team two much needed advantageous.
Still, even Mathaniel going with Nowen, Nandia had her reservations and like a dutiful wife she expressed them as he prepared to leave their house. “Do you have to lead the team, Nowen?”
“I have confidence in anyone I send,” said Nowen as he tested the flexibility of his legs in the pants he wore over his armored bottoms. “But I feel I need to do this, to make sure nothing goes wrong.” He noted Nandia’s worry, and remembered he wasn’t a widower anymore; a single man once married who was just another soldier.
He walked up to her and put his armored hands carefully on her shoulders. “If not for the safety of your people, then I do it for you and our baby.” He put his hand on her swollen stomach. “This easily can be nothing at all.”
Sighing, Nandia mused bitterly, “Nothing at all? I’ve heard that too many times.” She grabbed his hand, used to cool feel of the Saberhide that covered it. She shuddered nonetheless. “I only wish your hands would only love.”
“I wish too,” said Nowen. He took his hand and lifted her face up by her chin with it. “But so does evil.”
He was right; evil would rather prefer he did not have the capability to fight back. Again Nandia sighed and nodded. Nowen gave her a goodbye kiss and went to the door. Opening it he discovered Mathaniel waiting for him in his Magus robe at the foot of the stairs. The Guardian Headmaster knew the Vhinech Magus had a feeling what was transpiring inside and thus did not attempt a knock on the door.
“Some of our men are ready below with riding mounts,” said Mathaniel, not approaching the subject of inside the house. “Keldin; they’re easy to tame, smaller, lighter, and easier to ride than banthas.”
Nowen was ready for a walk, but one change in the plan was welcoming. “Very good. Your idea?” Mathaniel nodded. “It’ll cut our time a tad, taking the path we took to come back.”

“My thoughts exactly; the sooner we take care of this, the better we will all feel.”

Nowen and Mathaniel proceeded to walk down the trail to town. The Human began to notice a few things that weren’t exactly glaring, but he hadn’t really seen it for himself either. There were various Vhinech taking up the old holding positions that the Guardians once occupied; a few had their hand cannons, other with blunter objects, and their eyes were constantly look around. The few Guardians left in New Paradasia as station guards were communicating considerably with some of the vigilant Vhinech and they were friendly and serious conversations. The shop owners had reconfigured much of their outside products layout that allowed for escape as well as defense; a recognized P-pattern offset for shooting back was right out of the Order of Guardian’s handbook. The Vhinech they passed made eye contact with Nowen for the first time in a long time and gave him a nod.
“I feel a little too popular,” said Nowen in observation. “Your doing?”
“Your doing,” responded Mathaniel. “We forget words but never action. The people understood what the Guardians did at Flat Rock, what we did when we left here and came back. They may not like what you have done in between, on the other hand they saw your deployment of the Guardians as a strong message that you mean to protect us regardless. They respect that, and some of your harsh critics have to humbly side with you. You’re responding to a threat and ask for no help from them. They in turn are helping the only way they can.”
Nowen glanced around as they reached the entrance of Fort Angelleia and said, “The help’s going to be need if it comes to that.” He whispered, “An air assault will finish this place.”
“I know,” said Mathaniel. “Which means I share your hope that this in not a threat at all. Whereas you feel it’s a threat” he then grew quieter “we do ‘feel’ something amiss.”

Nowen knew what ‘feel’ in Force user terms meant. He said, “Serious.”

Mathaniel shook his head. “Hard to say but its enough of a disturbance in the Force to give the people here a chill.”
Nodding, the two continued on after Nowen gave Meggie last orders. The small band grouped shortly thereafter and mounted on the long legged, four-legged, short-haired animals. Keldin were cankerous and a bit stubborn, but their riders found them to be consistently steady runners. Their pace was quick, reaching the path along Little Mountain and the rest of the Gospels which Destiny, Mathaniel and Nowen had taken to return to New Paradasia in ten minutes where it would have taken an hour by foot. The trail took them back to the primary defense line, and eventually the Guardians in the group got loyalty pings from their concealed wrist computers alerting to the presences of their unseen brothers and sisters from the Royal Nubian States. Barely was there a hint of the Guardians along the established transmission line. Mathaniel could barely sense their trained and focused existence. Without snow the going was fast and in little time the recon group reached the last Guardian group on the point; they revealed themselves from a surrounding of briars a few kilometers from the Reversal Drain.
Nowen stopped long enough to tell the group, “Report to Fort Angelleia that we’re on our way.” They threw a salute to him. Nowen gestured to the others to follow him and they proceeded on a course that took them near the Reversal Drain. They camped for the night just to the north of the very rare northern river flow from the Gospels.

The next morning was a repeat of the day before; the group rode north past the end of the river. Mathaniel and Nowen began to recognize a few of the sites from their previous journey. Six hours later they stopped for a rest, but instead they found what they were looking for. No sooner had their rides been allowed to rest and graze a check with electrobinoculars had them noting the flight of a minor supply vessel drifting in from the southeast, eventually tracking north.
“Bothan Profile,” noted one of the Guardians, describing the ship very quickly.
“Bothans?” quizzed Mathaniel to Nowen.

“Best guess so far,” said Nowen, handing the electrobinoculars to Mathaniel to give his friend a look. “Unless they had decided to be ultra confused capitalists and decided to sell their best kept military secret in the open market to rogues, I would guess Bothans.”
“A Si’ing op?” questioned a young, female Guardian, mentioning the Bothan espionage group that the Bothans claim to not exist. The Bothans had four intelligence bureaus counting Si’ing among them; two of the bureaus public enough for any regular Bothan citizen to hire them for private purposes. Botha was the most well known and most government linked. Si’ing, of course, was the best, and again they were not supposed to exist.
Nowen’s sigh drew Mathaniel’s attention. The Guardian Headmaster took back his electrobinoculars when the Magus offered them as part of his unspoken question. He said, “If it’s a Si’ing op, we’re not supposed to be here. Si’ing’s about as Sithian as they come in terms of keeping themselves secret. If they know we’re here, regardless what they’re up to, they’ll probably strike and strike hard.”
“Then what are they waiting for,” offered Mathaniel, applying patience to the moment. It was not prudent in his view just to launch an attack against what was still in his opinion the unknown.
“Supplies,” was Nowen’s quick and reasonable answer, factoring in the newly arrived military supply shop. “I would rush an order of warheads filled with dioxin-forty to take out as many as I could of the five thousand plus Force users a couple miles to the south of us. Follow that up with laser cannon strife runs from low flying vehicles to eliminate the Guardians. The ground assault follow up will take out the rest inside of thirty minutes.”
The leader gestured and the group retreated to a tight circle around the central area of their camp. They did not risk a fire or used outside heat sources. Though autumn it was not too cold even at night.
“The Steader ships though a brand new wrinkle,” said Nowen in contemplation. “Per being, the Bothans have a rather conservative number of people on their worlds. There’s no need for colony expansion.”
“Illegal research,” offered one of the scruffier Guardians in the group; his beard was longer than the line of his chin. Nowen, however, was flexible in terms of his fellow Guardian’s appearances; they were sacrificing quite a bit to the cause. “Corporate-sponsored laboratory. Civilian scientists and researchers, but buttressed by Si’ing.”
“Strong possibility,” nodded Nowen. “The Bothans hadn’t been happy in the sector of cures since the Republic banned their DNA code exchange research five years ago.” He gave Mathaniel the short details. “The Republic didn’t want the Bothans to make any money off a bone disease cure for the Trendadenians. The ban made it look like the Bothans had ripped the Trendadenians off because the Trendadenians had all ready paid them for the research. It was just a stupid, election year stunt by the lawmakers.”
“They would go so far as to eliminate a group of people for their profit margin?” asked Mathaniel.
“Hutts do it all the time. The Vhinech did it as well. The Republic more than a hundred times. Someone always gets hurt; people just decide which of those details to reveal.” Nowen shook his head a bit. “When it comes to coming out head, for good or bad, the Bothans make no jokes. Gotta respect them for that.”
Before Mathaniel could object to such harsh reasoning, Nowen grabbed a small stone and tossed it. “But that doesn’t mean we’re going to sit here any longer to figure it out. We still go forward as planned. Mount up in five minutes.” He stood up and the others followed. “We breach them at night when we catch up with them. From there we will assess. Then we’ll decide our tactical response.”

“Very wise,” said Mathaniel as the group broke up.

“Hold your opinion,” mirth Nowen.

“I know. I should give it when we are either safe or about to die.” Mathaniel gave his friend a wink. They were soon mounted and moving north, knowing the next stop would be the Last Lines of Fortal Coal.

The ride went on without problems until they came to a stop many hundreds of yards away from the Fortal Coal. The group stared on in awe, and Mathaniel cursed, “What is this evil before us?”

Before them was not just the familiar statue of evil they had passed -- of the Sith Exe Kriple and his cursing raised finger point -- but many, many, so many more of the dark statues. They stood tall and in single file line that stretched west and east, eventually bending and slowly on a curve both sides heading northward -- where the statues would wrap around the outer most perimeters of Coal. They stood there in absolute silence, bothering the team but bothering Nowen and mostly Mathaniel more.
“Where did these other statues come from?” asked Nowen aloud. He dismounted and told the others, “Wait here.” Mathaniel dismounted and walked with him unasked. The other Guardians secured the mounts and took positions that offered cover. Their leader and their Vhinech ally felt the coverage on the their backs at all times.

The two were careful in their approach, unsure what to expect with this new development. Eventually they could see the statues clearly from a distance and answered Nowen’s question: there was clumps of earth and moss and other debris covering the new statues. The statues had always been on the world. They had just recently emerged from beneath the surface.
As if to feel the presence of the statues Mathaniel held his ground when the both of them had gotten closer. Nowen took the silent response and stopped, turned, and asked, “What is it?”

“They cast threatening shadows upon my minds,” Mathaniel observed, recalling the same feelings he had when he was close to one form of the statues. However when he was just a mere Study and a lot less mature in matters of the Force months ago he had a better sense of the Force’s two principal sides. He held strong feelings to one side; the other side was cloaked to him unless he stumbled right on top of it.
Closing his eyes, Mathaniel folded into himself through concentration. In moments he had at least an answer. “For the most part, the statues keep my energies out. Beyond the perimeter, inside of it, there is nothing I can sense.”

Nowen thought for a moment and reasoned, “If you have that kind of trouble, then the rest of your people wouldn’t sense the threat either.” He took in the sight of it all again. There were spaces in between the statues for individuals to walk through. The spaces also held tactical purpose. 
“They’re battlements,” said Nowen. “Up against distant threats you can at least find places to hide low and snipe targets. You can catch charging enemies off guard in the space.” He looked along the ongoing row again and said, “If you destroy the statues you cut off ground assault.” He looked and estimated the tall height of the statues at fifteen feet. “If you go over the top to land troops they’ll either get cut to ribbons on the landing, or shot out of the air quickly if battery placements are set correctly. But I’ll say this: Si’ing didn’t think this up.”
“Then who?”
“Something, or someone, we might have to go and ask.”

Nowen moved forward quickly to the statues. Mathaniel said, “Wait!” When Nowen stopped, the nearest statue that possessed a sculpted stone representation of a lantern glowed with an eerie brightness.
“Damn it!” Nowen kicked himself, remembering now what Mathaniel and Destiny had both told him before about the encounters with the two statues at the Last Lines. He backtracked quickly, eyes peering back towards the statues. The lantern faded out and was lightless stone again. During the whole episode Mathaniel had felt a surge of darkness from the light; a shone through the Force like the beacon it was.
“Shit, shit, shit, shit!” cursed Nowen over and over again. He reached Mathaniel and the two of them began a quick backpedal. Mathaniel had his lightsabers out and ready for activation. “Fricking proximity detectors!”
“We won’t have very far to run,” realized Mathaniel aloud. Ships or anything with a repulsorlift generator would catch up with the men in a minute if not less.
“I know!” Nowen yelled in his wrist computer after turning on the comlink, “Prepare for attack!”

As the two reached their allies a few minutes later a Guardian shouted and lead the way in standing up and raising his weapon skyward. Nowen turned abruptly, spinning down to his right knee and had his weapon ready for fire. Mathaniel spun around as well, but he stayed his hand just as the Guardians did not fire right away; both have their own unique reasons that were similar to one another.

The vehicle that had arrived was a casual family landspeeder. It had just hopped over the statue row. Unarmed it bared only one passenger, the driver. The speeder, blue in color, halted shortly past the statues and the occupant the vehicle stood up in the seat. The female figuratively looked too old to be a kid yet too young to have lived long enough to form an intelligent opinion. She did know enough to raise her hands at the sight of Mathaniel and Nowen; she didn’t see the rest.
“Easy there, cowboys,” she said with a small smile that was bright and contrasted with her tanned skin so it made her skin stand out more than before. Only thing not loud and distinct was her clothing which was business formal dress and casually light. She wore the clothes with indisputable pride, unlike other teenage girls her age. “Don’t shoot. I’m just the messenger.”
Nowen did not lower his weapon. He barked, “Who are you?” Mathaniel relaxed and put his weapons away when he sensed she was no threat.

“Jomi Windwaker,” said the sixteen year old girl, lowering her hands without any insistence from her opposites. “My boss sent me out here to come get you.”
Nowen shared a brief look with Mathaniel; the Vhinech turned more towards him while he had just shifted his eyes. He was certain there were no hidden sensors around or his own sensors would have detected them. Mathaniel would have sensed anything more than the statues, but then again he would have to admit that his focus was solely on the dark side statues.
“Windwaker, eh? Hutt slave?” guessed Nowen.
“I was once,” said Jomi casually.

“Work for them now?”

“No. I was freed from them about a year ago.”
“Then who’s your boss? What’s going on?”

“Boss just told me to come get you and take you in. See for yourself.” Jomi then just dropped down in her seat and stared at the duo impatiently. “The boss said you would understand everything once you came.” She sighed and said, “I know, sounds a little over dramatic if you ask me. I can just tell you, but you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Don’t really believe you now,” said Nowen, lowering his blaster slightly.

Jomi shrugged her shoulders and said, “I’m not crazy with the set up, either. Just doing what I’m paid to do.” She looked at Mathaniel. “The boss also said if the Guardian doesn’t go along with the explanation just to sit and wait, the Vine-hick will convince him to go.” She frowned for a moment. “Whatever the hell a Vine-hick is. Sounds like some backwater wine farmer.”
Nowen snorted, trying not to laugh at the girl’s recent observation, and dropped his weapon. He turned and urged Mathaniel to join him. “Well?”
“Vine-hick?” mumbled Mathaniel.

“Not that! What about what she’s saying?”
Mathaniel looked back at Jomi Windwaker for a brief moment. The girl behind them was young, articulate to a point, and carried herself very confidently for a -- allegedly -- former slave girl. He honestly said to Nowen, “Either she is truthful or so pathological being a convincing liar is easier to her than breathing.”
“I get the feeling this is definitely not a Si’ing op,” sighed Nowen. He took another look at the speeder; it could seat three beings of average humanoid size only. “How do they know Guardians and Vhinech are here specifically?”
Mathaniel let his mind barely consider something rather outlandish. Then he said, “Let’s go.” Nowen gave him a cock-eyed look. “At this point it isn’t going to matter if we launch an assault. Our enemies, if they are, know enough to counter anything we throw at them.”

“Just us?”

“Just us. The rest stay here. And I do mean they stay, Nowen.”

Mathaniel could tell Nowen didn’t like any of this just by the look he threw at their rear guard. Nowen saw no other options. He pulled his tunic sleeve back and said in this wrist computer’s comlink, “Hold back guys.” He checked his chromo. “Give us six hours, then penscal-hurley-Agatha.” Switching off, he turned and gestured to Jomi. “Take us to your leader.”
“About time, jeez, its frickin’ freezing out here!” The young girl sat back down in the speeder. No sooner had Nowen sat and Mathaniel started picking up his trailing leg did she hit the accelerator and headed for Coal.

The ride itself was rather quiet and short, but Mathaniel and Nowen took in what scenery they could in the meantime. The landscape was as flat as the two remembered it from their previous times through the area, but the burning mounds that had represented the fallen dead were gone; Mathaniel no longer felt the gray flames that burned over the burial mounds in silent effigy. They weren’t certain for sure why but both males were glad Wobble’s body had not succumbed to such a fate. Dying here was not a good thing; what happened recently was no better in some unexplained way.
The city of Coal itself from a distance looked at black and ruined as ever. In daylight it was not so large and not as scary. Still knowing what any evidence of a living civilized society appeared to be Coal left an opposite, ominous impression of being the exact opposite. They would never breach Coal’s city limits in the speeder, for young Jomi piloted the speeder to a small group of ships, made up with a variety of models; one of them included the supply ship from before. She would leap out of the craft and urge them to follower her.

“Welcome to Coal, the new home of Bender’s Party Manufacturing, Supply and Distribution, Limited Liability Corporation,” said Jomi in an introduction that sounded much rehearsed. “Makers of the finest stir sticks in the galaxy.”
“Bender’s?” interrupted Nowen quickly. “Out of Rochie?”

“There’s only one Bender’s,” said Jomi. “They, that is the old owners, were out of Rochie. They had no heirs and had been looking to sell, but their stock listing was outperforming the leading industrials by a margin of six percent. However a buyer came along and a deal was struck.”
“Your boss I take it,” said Nowen.

“No,” was Jomi’s surprise answer. “Mayes Candurk, former C.E.O. of Momentum Development had purchased Bender’s as his retirement nest egg. Rochie was looking for twenty percent upfront or no more operation. Mister Candurk found this tax free planet instead. Some of the fine folks here have decided to re-locate to the new location, but we’re going to expand so we have more people arriving very soon.”
The group breached the air field and surpassed a line of ruined buildings. Once they cleared the corner they saw before them the Steader ships. The ships, once permanent location was established, had landed with the aft/engine section face down, cockpit skyward, most all ready having implemented the foundation drilling that would tether anchor the ships and make them just two story homes. They were arranged in a grid pattern, lots an acre square in size, all bordered by freshly created roads and paths. The land they were on was lush with green grass, and a few front yards had children running around on them; it all clichéd with the surrounding environment.
“How many do you expect,” began Nowen in curious jest, “to come for a job to make stir sticks?”

“Well we’re not just stir sticks you know,” said Jomi with a slight frown. “We’re also a maker of other party favors, and we have our own delivery service which we will be making honest people out of that rogue’s gallery of pilots in the capital city before long. To turn a profit increase of five percent, in spite of our tax savings, in order to pay for this move, we will now have to expand an additional seven percent in the market share against our competitors.”
“I’m impressed,” mused Nowen. “So your boss gets to have the dessert and eat it too.”

“Mister Mayes Candurk does,” reminded Jomi. “My boss just makes sure of certain realities of a smooth operation occur.”

“Which are, if you do not mind me asking,” quizzed Mathaniel. He was honestly lost with the conversation; business and politics sounded so impersonal; lacking anything of faith except in the faith that whoever one bargains with does not stab them in the back.

Jomi smiled at him and mused, “Whatever opposes this business, in any form.”
She gestured for them to follower her again and they moved on, moving past the many Steader ships. Nowen counted at least thirty. There was room for more. They happened upon a freshly cleared area of the old city and it was clearly staked for the construction of the new factory.

“Mister Candurk is too old now for this kind of heavy lifting,” began Jomi, getting back to Mathaniel’s question. “He needs experienced workers and young leadership for something like this and somewhere in the middle is my boss, the counterweight that makes sure nothing goes wrong. The boss can handle anything and anyone.”
After walking another five minutes she stopped and gestured towards the mountain that merged into the center of Coal from the northern run of the Danks Mountains line and said, “She’ll see you now.”
It took a moment for the two men to realize the extraordinary. Firstly the appearance of the mountain was not what it appeared to be when they had seen it before several months ago; it was not a mountain, but an ancient building that was constructed to match the ridge lines of the Danks regardless of position and angle from any direction unless, like them, they were right up close to it. The paint scheme was artistically flawless on the carefully shaped architecture, creating the optical illusion that made a fifty-foot high, pyramid-shaped, man made structure look to be hundreds more feet high and a significant part of the mountainous background. Careful observation by Mathaniel determined that neither the building nor the mountains ever touched. Such an arrangement would undoubtedly fool the perceptions of ground based visual scanners.
“Not hard to find your way; everything else is cordoned off,” instructed Jomi, gesturing again towards the entrance that looked so small and so far away. It only took Mathaniel and Nowen a handful of steps to reach it and walk through the open doorway with little effort.

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

The interior was sparsely lit up by the portable illuminator bubble lights that were tightly strung on the ceiling, each light only two square centimeters in area providing just enough light in a one square meter area; the lights were arranged were their energies overlapped. The two men walked and noted no doorways of any kind; the walls and interior were a dull gray metal that was black in the darkness and bared joining seams every twenty meters. They ascended stairs and the landings connected each separate floor and discovered no detours. No one could get lost in the place. Nowen was apprehensive and shared his feelings in a look he shared with Mathaniel. The way in was the way out with no short cuts, no alternate routes of escape, and no place to hide.
After another set of stairs Mathaniel and Nowen entered an open chamber that was bathed with the sunlight from outside from a large opening neither had seen from the outside. The light betrayed many things, in particular the long modern table that dominated the chamber with data terminals littering its surface. At the opening in the outer wall stood a cloaked figure, back turned towards them, appearing to be looking out and unaware of their presence, but it changed when Mathaniel suddenly felt a terrible coldness fill his mind.

Mathaniel pulled out his weapons and lit them before he and Nowen reached the far end of the table. Nowen drew out his blaster. The Magus demanded, along with turning on all four blades of his miniature lightsabers, “Your trickery is no more welcome than your presence! Show yourself, evil creature!”

“Evil creature?” The familiar voice rocked Nowen back but Mathaniel held firm. Turning and approaching the other end of the table, she did not pull the hood back on her fedarok leather Sith cloak until she stopped. With her inherited smirk on a gentile white face, Naressa Rapier pointed out, “Well, in the view of religious relativism, women are indeed evil creatures and the cause of so many problems.”
“Misses Rapier?” bleated Nowen with some relief and lowered his weapon. Mathaniel did not follow his lead.

“Oh please, Bealas,” began Naressa politely and with proper air, “do call me Naressa. We are friends here,” Her yellow eyes leveled themselves on Mathaniel and in particular his weapons “Although I have been known to be wrong.”
And then she careened her head in curiosity, her eyes narrowing. Mathaniel frowned, feeling that she was staring at him a little too excessively. She said, “Cybernetic Saberhide finger prosthetics.”

Mathaniel eased himself when Naressa’s attention appeared to go beyond him. She said to herself, “I had never thought to use the Saberhide like that.” A small smile grew bigger and bigger as she spoke quietly to herself. “My Gessa is a genius.”
“She is also kind enough to not hide her presence from her friends and allies,” said Mathaniel, shutting down his weapons but not putting them away.
Naressa rolled her eyes a bit and said, “Silly boy”, she then raised both her hands and from that command more illuminators came on, “forgotten already that I loath your kind.”
“I haven’t.”

“Then given your response,” she smirked, “it would have been very stupid of me to just let myself ‘out’ and cause mass panic in your people, don’t you think? Fear does spur very rash and unnecessary behavior. Besides, this very place alone does such a good job concealing me from the rest of the galaxy through the Force. Regardless, the last thing your kind needs to do is act rashly and unnecessarily.”

“Speaking of rash,” butted in Nowen, finding his voice again, “what exactly are you doing here?” At first he wasn’t sure if he was happy to see her; after some thought he was no where close to thrilled, but he wasn’t to that point of anxiety that Mathaniel was at.
“Rash? Oledci?” Naressa tossed in the Old Corellian word for ‘me’ as she put her hand to her chest. “Why I’m hiding out.”
“Hiding out?” Nowen shook his head. “So….you choose to hide where we’re hiding, and then you happened to bring along a few dozen people to colonize and create an enlarged business venture???”
Unaffected by Nowen’s point, Naressa said calmly, “Why you say it as if I did something rash.”
A bit put off now, Nowen said, “Naressa, you’re a fugitive! The whole galaxy has to be looking for you, and….what exactly are you trying to do, get us all caught! The Vhinech are still be hunted you know! The Guardians, too!” He shook his head again. “And then this, this, a fricking business colony!”

“Easy there, Bealas, don’t let your armor twist your balls,” said Naressa with a disarming expression. “You know how the galaxy works; we’ve seen it in just the past ten years.” She breathed in and out, gestured for them to follow, and she turned and headed for the opening and the daylight. “The galaxy is just filled with selfish people. Unless something directly affects them, they could care less about other’s tragedies or enemies on the run. They cared less after the Vhinech were driven from Evramora. Oh, it all changed when Sullust occurred, but after all that testing for Sleeping Vhinech the people were so self assured again. The Shut Down happens, they act surprised, and then they eventually blame Rapier Technologies and rightful so I’m afraid.
“In time, however, the lazy selfish won’t give a damn. It’s a footnote in history; its context will be lost. Only those who know they will selfishly reap the benefits of such history will continue to pursue it. Such things are transformed into trends; what is fashionable this year will become a fad the next. The Republic can no longer afford pursuing the Vhinech, financially and politically.”
“The Trade Federation can,” pointed out Nowen.

“Well, that’s their selfishness, their desire to complete revenge, motivating them,” responded Naressa without hesitation. “But as you can see all around you, and from the star charts, we’re very far away from them.”

“They won’t give up on you either.”

“I know, but it works for me. First they won’t suspect me being around as yet undiscovered hiding place of the Vhinech. Secondly, as long as I don’t show myself they’ll only have Juna to kick around. They’ll accept the idea of hurting a competitor in business more than the murder of an enemy. The Trade Federation is going to give up the Vhinech hunt in another year.”

“That’s wishful thinking,” offered Mathaniel.

“It would be if you haven’t spent the last few months on Cato Neimoidia as I have.”

Nowen let out a chuckle of shock. The noise drew Naressa to look at the two as they collectively reached the opening in the wall. He asked, “Are you serious?!?”

“I don’t joke when it comes to the preservation of my life,” said Naressa astutely. “Anyways I spoke to a few old friends of the Rapier Clan there. You can’t imagine how they were thrilled Edwaru Kurr was taken out.”
“So you played up the idea you did kill him?”

“Not difficult because they believed it anyways. No need to tell them the details. Now I didn’t go around exposing myself everywhere, but it allowed me some comforts to plot what to do next. Much of what I had to was predicated on your success on Nal Hutta and elsewhere.” She looked at the two of them again and then turned her attention towards the Gospels. “I knew you had succeeded long before Maroki Renvarient’s account became accessible again.”
Mathaniel thought for a moment and then said, “Then you know Enothchild’s dead?” He then sensed much less of her evil and much more of her sorrow. It passed, but it had become relevant to him that indeed she did care.

“I know,” she said with quickly regained composure. She sighed and pressed on, having faced that sorrow for a long time, all alone. “I made transfers of currency with Renvarient’s funds so they could disappear in the Banking Guild. From there I contacted my old friend Mayes Candurk and professed my innocence. Despite my ‘confession’, Mayes believed me. He couldn’t help me any other way than this.”
Naressa gestured out towards the growing scene before them all. The Steader ships were numerous and the life that would occupy them gave the healing land a joyful purpose. Behind the Steaders, covering the east and the west clearings that were still being worked on by automated construction droids was the plotting of more Steader land, and directly to the south heavier load droids were being assembled for the purpose of constructing the factory. Mathaniel and Nowen had not noticed the larger construction area coming in from the south, but there was no mistaking the line of curving black further south from Coal. Beyond those terrible statues the Gospels loomed in welcome.
“I get rather bored very easily,” said Naressa off hand, but only to continue the conversation. “I take care of this place, and Mayes keeps me off the books and his contacts in the Senate keep the bureaucrats and tax collectors away.”
“And the Jedi? What if they decide to snoop around?” quizzed Nowen.

Naressa shook her head. “You must assume the Jedi would have no reason in order to come here all the sudden.” She looked at Nowen squarely. “Ogwa chose this world for the precise reason that no Jedi would ever dare come here.”

“Alluetia thought otherwise,” said Mathaniel suddenly, remembering her encounter with the old smuggler.

“That’s because she thought,” said Naressa ordinarily. She said rather firmly and finally. “No Jedi will come here unless invited to do so.”

Before they could ask what that meant she gave out a small chuckle and pointed to one of the Steader ships. Nowen looked and gaffed; the owners had hoisted a Royal Nubian flag. Naressa said, “That’ll start a trend.”
“Nubians, here?” Nowen shot Naressa a slight look of fury. “Are you kidding?”
Even Mathaniel saw Nowen’s point. “You would jeopardize your freedom so arrogantly?”
“These Nubians,” began Naressa with little worry at all, “were once employees of Rapier R.D.S., the advanced and improbable discoveries branch of Rapier Technologies that I ended a few years ago. Though I terminated their employment rather…abruptly, they could not turn down an offer to work for Mayes Candurk upon my reference. They will be developing unique party favors and toys.” She looked at the two and said, “They don’t know that I’m here, and quite frankly they wouldn’t care if they did; a job is a job.
“And more they are no threat to the Vhinech and will never be.” Naressa leaned her tall body against the side of the opening’s threshold. “I, on the other hand, am a different story.”
Mathaniel took a more stoic position between himself and Nowen. Be it in physical form or verbal form, he would take the blunt of the attack. He had expected in his view nothing less from her. “You have other motives. I suggest it does not involve my people.”

“It does and there is nothing you should do about it.”
Frowning at the statement, Mathaniel questioned, “Nothing I should do?”

Sighing and appearing frustrated for the first time, Naressa crossed her arms in feminine reproach. “Young Magus, have you all ready forgotten? Did my Mother slap one of your brains out of your head? I had promised you the cure for your people’s Vhinphyc problem in exchange for helping my Gessa.”
In the pause that followed Mathaniel and Nowen exchanged looks. The young Vhinech then followed Nowen’s gaze as they both thought the same thing. The Guardian had known about Rapier Research, Development, Success, but only learned of it’s dismantling when he, Mathaniel, and Destiny stayed at Rapier Manor; during the stay Mathaniel had learned about the bravado multifaceted research wing created by the late Bendian Rapier. Their purpose was to solve everything; in the field of medicine, for example, they were to find cures not treatments. In R.D.S.’s short lifetime it had solved at least seven of the untold number of problems thrown at it that were thought to be unsolvable. It occurred to the two males that such powerful thinking being provided to their problem was as good as a promise kept as they were going to get.
“Developing unique party favors, eh?” Nowen looked back outside at the Nubian contingent and shook his head. “Sure if that’s what they’re doing.”

“I’m sorry,” said Naressa. It drew Nowen’s attention. She measured both men and asked, “You believe I am putting up a front?”

Nowen was now befuddled. He said, “Well, you do have….advance researchers here, and….well, obviously they’re going to be working on the Vhinech’s problem, right?”
“They’re first task when the factory is built and full operational is to create anti-static materials for inflatable party favors that are cost positive.” Naressa frowned, then chuckled. “Oh, you thought….they were here to….Ohhhhhh, I’m sorry, they’re not here for that. Having them work on the so called ‘Vhinphyc’ problem would invite too many inspection protocols and loosen some lips. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize are collective secrecy. The deal I have with the Bothans is solely predicated on your non-existence here, and in fact that all we are doing here is party favors.”

“The Both-wait, what?” Nowen was confused. Mathaniel really didn’t know what to say so he kept silent and his ears open.

“Long story short,” said Naressa assuring, holding up hands to further assurance, “I am the cure.”
Now it was time for Mathaniel to speak. “You, the cure?” He observed the Sith Maiden Matriarch with reserved contempt. As much as he had tried to convince himself in the past, he found he could not really trust her even though he trusted with his life a once corruptibly dark Juna Rapier.
“Yes, I am the cure,” she said. That was it; that was all there was to it in her mind.

Mathaniel was not as astute. “I don’t know what trickery you’re up to, but I won’t have you do anything evil against my people.”
“You won’t have an alternative to what I am going to do for your people,” she said with heavy emphasis on the end. Before he could deny her again, Naressa said, “My plan is all ready working. You told Bealas yourself that your people respond to action more than words.”

Naressa then looked at Nowen and added, “And you’re right, an air assault would finish New Paradasia. The late Ogwa Newhausen would have concluded such an observation and do exactly what you have done.”

Dumbfounded, Mathaniel shot a wide-eyed look at Nowen as the Headmaster said, “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” and began to realize some things.

Naressa then added, “And you were right to tell your wife Nandia that the enemies of this galaxy would rather have your hands know love than war.”
“How do you know that!” demanded Nowen as Naressa turned away from and went to the opening in the wall again. “Stop reading my mind!” It was the only way she could had known Ogwa Newhausen was dead, since he hadn’t known until he, Mathaniel, and Destiny had returned.
“She didn’t,” said Mathaniel in enlightenment, but nonetheless he was still unsettled by revelation. “You were in New Paradasia.”
Naressa turned back to them and smiled. Mathaniel eyed her disapprovingly and said, “You spied on us!”

She shrugged and shrugged off the accusatory stares, and lastly shrugged off the silent demand of explanation, of how she actually pulled off her spy effort in amongst a concentration of Force users. Such trickery a large collection of Vhinech, even the most undisciplined of the lot, should have sensed Naressa’s dark efforts. The idea unsettled Mathaniel more for he, a Magus of the Force, an entity trained to focus the Force for positive results, should have sensed something more than just a disturbance if Naressa was so close to them.
“You see, I just don’t take anyone’s word, be alive or dead,” she said cryptically. She pointed at Mathaniel. “Your late friend, the one you all very wrongly called Wobble, told me of a reformed society that did all it could do to let go of the past for the sake of their children. Unfortunate as some of the children were exposed to war a few years ago, there is progress.”
“Wobble…told you?” questioned Mathaniel. He recalled how she had made contact with his old friend, through the contact of the collected DNA samples. Out of all the times he found her untrustworthy before and after, it was when she mentioned something Wobble had said so importantly that made him believe in her sincerity.

Smirking, Naressa said, “Beyond his childish banter and deep fascination with running around naked dear Wobble possessed quick understanding that consciously he could not address. It wasn’t just his innocence that drew me to take up this cause; it was the innocence he bore witness to. Wobble had no reason to lie, but there was always that chance he might had misinterpreted something.
“Of course there is my own….admitted ignorance of trusting people. For such example,” Naressa then looked at Nowen, “I might have trusted Muriel Thahada with my Gessa, but I never trusted her enough to begin a rapport of confidence until a year ago. Enothchild did not take as long, but still there was a time I couldn’t trust him. Both had to show me more than would be enough for anyone else in order to trust them.
“I had arrived her many weeks ago. Since then, I’ve taken many walks through River Delta and Flat Rock, been up and over Little Mountain, and descended into both the Vhinech and Posspel Valleys. I discovered many people trying, but at least they were trying. Contrary to Jedi belief, or perhaps even your own, Magus, this is trying, for trying is the effort of doing; of doing the right and proper thing. Without trying, no one achieves.
“What my many walks revealed to me was very interesting to say the least. Wobble confirmed all of your hopes, Magus Mathaniel, but he had also confirmed all of the dangers that still exist. His death betrayed the evil that still infects the Vhinech. Indeed they will look for any excuse to continue hatred for the sake of their own gain. The weakest of Vhinech will go along with whoever shows power. The power resides in good now. The Vhinphyc births show nothing rooted in gain, and therefore it gives power to those who hate.
“It doesn’t help that the majority of the Guardians are dispirited,” said Naressa, turning her gaze towards Nowen. “It’s not a slight against your leadership, but the weakest of Guardians are just tired of the wait. They rather face action, or plainly ‘do something’ other than what they are doing now. It eventually happens to the most dedicated of soldiers. Unfortunately the Guardians do not have reinforcements, extra people to replenish their forces. I’m sure Ogwa considered this problem a long time ago, so I’m certain he had a redeployment plan up his armored sleeve. The question was when he would begin to implement such a plan. Perhaps he would have done it if you all had five solid years of real peace, or the Vhinech could demonstrate they could protect themselves and would honor the promise they made with the Republic of one hundred years of non-contact. The Vhinphyc births, I’m certain, changed Ogwa’s plans considerably.”
Naressa gestured to the Gospels and waited for either male to say something, which would have been stupid. When Mathaniel and Nowen did not she smiled and knew there was hope for her plans yet. She said to them, “In order to save the many lives that live and have yet to be born, Vhinech and Vhinphyc hybrid alike, the concerns of all must be focused away from one problem towards another problem, and that other problem must be a threat so great and terrible the first problem is not just ignored but embraced. The other problem must unite the people.
“I will be that other problem.”

Nowen smiled briefly only because he understood it, then not, and then he did. Mathaniel frowned deeply in confusion and asked between the two, “How? What is this exactly?”

“She suggestion that she becomes a threat to New Paradasia,” began Nowen carefully, “to force the Vhinech to unite as one.”

“Not too difficult to pull off,” offered Naressa, looking slyly at Mathaniel, “since I hate you all and obviously you hate me.” She spread her hands out to prevent a rebuttal. “But as I said I see the hope that your friend had in your people. And if my Gessa saw such hopes as well in you, Magus Mathaniel, then I just can’t go and wipe out your entire civilization now, can I? I have to give all of your people a chance.”
Mathaniel didn’t quite like the last few sentences. He said, “Who are you to pass such judgments?”

“Young fool,” said Naressa with a sincere smile, “the powerful have the right to pass judgments on whoever they want.” She leaned towards Mathaniel. “And by the way, your methods of training….” She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Who are you to pass such judgments?”
A bit flustered the young Magus turned his back on Naressa and took a few steps away from her. Nowen, on the other hand, was not offended. “Lay it all out for him. I get it, but if he hears everything from you….”

“There’s more to it that you may think you know,” assured Naressa to Nowen. She waited for Mathaniel to glare at her. She could care less if he held contempt for her; it only mattered that he listened. “The plan I have will always evolve, but generally speaking its up to you two to convince the rest in the beginning that I am a brand new threat to the people, that it is my evil that you all sense.”
Mathaniel let out a little noise of acknowledgement. There was no questioning that. In his minds, given her confession of sneaking around New Paradasia in secret, the people did sense her presence but just couldn’t get past the power of her presence to see her.

“From time to time,” continued Naressa, “I will make some appearances, make a threat or two, and perhaps kill the worst of the worst that still hide in your ranks.” Mathaniel frowned but she said, “Don’t look at me like that. You know you have traitors in New Paradasia; they live to ruin the peace and they are waiting for the opportunity to kill you for starters.”
“I don’t fear them,” said Mathaniel. “Whoever they may be.”

“You should,” offered Naressa back. “Right now your community is run by minority rule. You’re placating evil for a shaky peace at best. As long as that evil festers it will spread. My intervention will shift some of their priorities but there will be some that will not get it.” She spread her hands out. “Even your allies frown at you when you take out your fellow Vhinech. Such disapproval towards you ends when I take care of it.”
It made good sense to Nowen and without saying so it did to Mathaniel. The Vhinech desired much in terms of peace; they’re siding with the Guardians against the insurgents at Flat Rock proved that. The Vhinphyc hybrids were just a far greater psychological threat to the Vhinech, be if they gave birth to them or not. As it was with the infamous Ryax some other convincing yeller could arise from the Vhinech to convince others to follow them and use the Vhinphyc babies as the rallying cry. Some of them would undoubtedly be like Ryax; war heroes with no faults until proven otherwise, to which the Three had done many months ago.

“Before I forget, which is rare,” said Naressa suddenly, “I will provide you with information on the numerous opposition in New Paradasia. You may do as you will with the information. I, on the other hand, will kill them when I feel the time is right.”

“So you are willingly becoming our enemy, but in reality you are not?” Mathaniel worded carefully.

Naressa smiled and said, “The Vhinphyc had named you enemies a thousand years ago and yet allowed some of you the privileges of royalty and government in their ranks. They even had used some of them as spies. Believe me, Magus Mathaniel, this isn’t the first time some powerful entity created an enemy and mutually held a friendship with it. The irony is the fact that this works only if you and I actually trust one another, being enemies and all that nonsense.”
“Trust?” questioned Mathaniel. “Trust.” He let what he had heard drift in his minds. Nowen didn’t bother him because his position in this, at the moment, was the neutral position. Nowen could had offered more support for Naressa’s idea, but this was about her convincing the Vhinech Magus solely by her words.
“I didn’t trust you to have the cure,” said Mathaniel, “when I agreed to your pledge. I felt I had to side with your daughter and the rest because the danger we would inherit here if I hadn’t. It was an honor and a privilege to fight along their side. Nonetheless, I expected nothing from you, and I was correct. I still don’t see how this idea of yours is a cure.”
Sighing, Naressa shook her head and said, “There is no real cure for your people. What is happening to them, how they got to this point, is very difficult to explain, but I can assure it was not the Vhinphyc’s intentions to have it happen. You have….an enemy within: that’s what defines the Vhinech the most to everyone, and that’s what dictates your lives. In some ironic way Jurivicious Pern attempted to cure you all then by having you fight enemies: fight an enemy on the outside, give the Vhinech a focus, give them less worry about themselves. The more time a people have in peace, the more often they consider their flaws. Give them too much time, particular featuring a generation of them that only knows killing and death, and they will conclude killing and death to forms of weakness and distortions of the natural order will solve the problem.”
Naressa smirked as the reality of her words was actually an indictment of her Sithian heritage. She spoke with wise knowledge of an unheard truth that the selfish always ignored. “I speak with Dark Knowledge, Light Magus. This place, this city of Coal, once was populated with my kind.” She gestured towards herself plainly, pausing on the hand raise up on her white face, her black hair, and her glowing yellow eyes. “It was a civilization far greater than the Republic, one this galaxy will never see again, let alone come close to ever achieving. It had a harmonious spirituality and unity that on its face, and for over a great many millennia, was never questioned, yet in the tranquility laid too many questions and never enough challenges for them.
“Eventually the day came when a challenge was opposed against them. It was in the form of a question. It was one question, and that question that could not be answered began a terrible war. The result was the end of this civilization, the end of this city as it was once known. The massive murders here pale the combined genocide of Vhanba.
“Perhaps you believe this place to be evil. You would be right. But you would be wrong to not respect it for its honesty. Both the Sith and the Jedi fought for the right to have that honesty here, but the one question was what doomed all three parties involved.”
Intrigued by her story, Mathaniel did ask, “What….what was the one question?”
“’Will you join us’?” said Naressa plainly. “That simple question challenged the unity of this place, tore it apart. The people of this city should had destroyed the Jedi and the Sith that came to them. They should had unified, come together to destroy or at least chase the two parties that infiltrated the world as they known it. That question exposed the lie of this once magnificent place. Your worst enemy, Mathaniel, is the one that exposes you for the flaw and the lie that you are. The Jedi and the Sith revealed to the people of Coal that they were selfish, not centered, and disinterested in their own principals. If the people of Coal truly believed in what they did, they would have stood together and fought the invaders. Instead the invasion divided them, physically and in ideas, and most importantly in their societal identity. It all destroyed them, leading all three parties involved to shallow graves of gray flame.”
Mentioning the gray flames drew Mathaniel and Nowen to look at one another. They had remembered those gray flames the night they entered Fortal Coal previously. They remembered what happened to Ryax and his minions when they had died.
Naressa said to them, “But this time I won’t be asking that question, or any question. I will force your people to have no choice; they will have to come together. They will be forced to consider, and then accept, the Vhinphyc born amongst them as their allies. They will not want those children turned away and become my pawns to be used against them.”
“You want our people to turn our children into weapons?” said Mathaniel, slightly exasperated.

Taken aback in bemusement, Naressa pointed out sagely, “Funny how you put that, Holy Soldier of a Divine Faith, trained since childhood to shoulder the burden of protecting your people and your religion with philosophy and force.” She smirked. “The only thing that separates you from a blaster is wit.”
Nowen bowed his head and tried not to snicker too loudly. Mathaniel gave his friend a glare of disapproval, but even then he had to admit he just made himself sound like a complete bantha’s behind. Both men had spent their lives becoming, in essence, weapons.
“People,” Naressa began again, “are considered irrelevant by others unless they have purpose, or to be more precise what they can offer to others. I should know: as a librarian I gained only the attention of those seeking a book, and as a woman it was my body. 
“As Bendian Rapier’s wife, and then Rapier Technologies’ owner, I was then relevant to so many people on so many levels; so much so no one really knows how I had an affect on them even when it appeared there was no connection. Society believes too much in the whole of itself, but unfortunately it’s made up of selfish thinkers. That’s how it works, though: that’s how it all works and it all survives the years. Give purpose to the Vhinphyc children being born from Vhinech wombs and the Vhinphyc children will have their peace.”
Mathaniel understood her now, and tried not to nod. He saw some risk in such a thing. “Misses Rapier, what you purpose is dangerous and not just to my people. What if we are successful in defeating you; either before the children grow up to be useful or afterwards?”
“You have answered the question,” said Naressa with a small smirk. “’If’ is the answer. I assure you, no one will truly succeed in killing me. That’s what you mean. They will have their defeats of me, but my demise will never happen.”
“I wouldn’t believe you to be so cocky,” noted Mathaniel. “There are many problems with your plan. One of which can be your sudden death.”

Naressa closed her eyes and shook her head. “I firmly and always will believe in my success. I always do when I apply myself. Besides that, my young Vhinech,” and when she opened her eyes they glowed much brighter than before she closed them. A great cold of power swept into the room, numbing Mathaniel’s response. “No one, and no many on this world, is a match for me. Put it this way, Mathaniel, if I were truly the evil you despise with your passion we wouldn’t be having this conversation. In fact neither of you would be here, breathing. When I had arrived here a time ago I could have just wiped the whole lot of you out and there would be nothing anyone of you could have done about it. Believe me, the temptation to do will always be there.”

She glared at Nowen in that speech to remind the Guardian that he and the rest of his kind was going to be immune to that wraith; understandably so, because the Guardians would have fought her to protect the Vhinech. They would have lost; Nowen had that sickening feeling in his stomach that no matter what they would have done they would all be dead. Unlike Juna in Dark Purity Naressa had such a better grip on herself and on her abilities; the unfairness of it all defeated Nowen first, and then it defeated Mathaniel.
With a powerful sigh, Naressa’s glowing eyes dulled, the dark room seemed much lighter, and there was no chill. “As I all ready have said there is a chance that I may be wrong and the Vhinech deserve to live. I more than willing to give them a chance.” She looked at Mathaniel and said, “You must change your people, Magus Mathaniel. Use me as the example of what not to be. Persuade them; use the power of your bully pulpit. You are responsible for them all ready; you must dedicate yourself totally to the cause now. It begins today; today you shall lead them and have them live by a proper example.”
“I am no politician,” said Mathaniel.

“With the most important people in history, most of them have lead without ever obtaining a seat of recognized power.” Naressa looked at Nowen. “Old General Midas Keneaver knew that all too well. The people of Naboo had listened to him before they ever had listened to the Royal Court in his time.”
The mentioning of Keneaver made Nowen nod his head in agreement. It brought back everything he had told Nandia a few days ago. And then, he had to ask the question. “You…heard my discussion with my wife.”
“Sorry,” was all Naressa would say. “I couldn’t help to. Whenever anyone speaks of Keneaver it draws any Nubian’s attention. You were right to tell her of Keneaver: it shouldn’t matter what the others think of you both and the child you are going to have. You’re going to have the baby. End of story.”

Naressa turned back to Mathaniel and said, “I hope for your sake you believed your life would be difficult. You would be a fool; it’s more difficult than you can possibly imagine, it always is.”

“I never had any pretenses,” he assured her. “I knew it would be difficult, but to the degree of difficultly I will never expect.” Mathaniel sighed and said, “You expect so much from my people. I dare say too much.”
“Then you have no faith in them to say such a thing,” said Naressa a bit tersely. “I have seen the monuments, young man. There are none for the likes of Jurivicious Pern and Magus Prophet, but there are for people of unimaginable quality. For any Vhinech to recognize such in their own and in….well, aliens” she inclined her head towards Nowen, indicating that she had seen Oggie’s grave “then they have turned that corner the rest of us have hoped for them to. Do you not have faith in them, after what you have been shown?”

In that view Mathaniel had grown silent. He thought on it and put space between the other two. Nowen could see Naressa’s bargain for what it was: in the end, it was a test. It was going to be the longest test the Vhinech had ever taken, and by and far the hardest. The signs were there for hope: a once shunned Wobble was regarded more than any of the genocidal fiends that had saved the race from extinction. The Vhinech had teamed up with the Guardians on numerous times, and just recently, to provide a common defense.

“I have to believe they will listen to me,” said Mathaniel finally, looking out the opening of the mountain, looking past the fog of day and ‘seeing’ the Gospels. “I just…never thought I would lead them by lying.” He turned towards her. “Lying about you as our worst enemy.”
Naressa only shrugged her shoulders and said, “If a lie can save an entire civilization from oblivion, then it’s a lie worth telling. Those who will listen will listen to you. Those who won’t, you have my word, will not live long enough to blacken the coming dawn.”

There was a pause after that, letting Mathaniel consume the idea more. Naressa trained her attention to Nowen. “As for the Guardians I am well aware of your problems as well. Some are not as committed to the mission as they had foolish first thought they were.”
“When Oggie died that really dampened the sails,” noted Nowen with a slight nod.

“They had lives,” she pointed out, “before the Order of Guardians. The ones who have problems that is. The others, such as yourself, lost them before the mission, or found them again on the mission. You understand and appreciate the stakes of this commitment. You take your duty very seriously.”
“Those getting lethargic do as well,” said Nowen in a weak defense.

“Only when pressed,” pointed Naressa out, pointing out the weakness of such a verbal defense. “Only when action is directly taken upon them, and that’s very dangerous to the innocent. You know Ogwa wouldn’t tolerate such sloth. You have to get rid of them. I know how to do it. Don’t worry” she said when Nowen’s face soured just a bit “they won’t have to die. Through Si’ing I can have them relocated with new identities. Redeployment you might say. If they like, though it would be very difficult, they can return to Naboo.”
Nowen was wondering if such an idea was possible, but he was still skeptical. He said, “You can do this, and Si’ing just does what you ask? They will want something.”
“Dear Bealas, I have long ago taken care of that. Much of what you see here needed three parts: myself, Mayes Candurk, and Si’ing. To get the third part of the equation, I had to supply them with information that even they couldn’t put a price on. It helps that I have plenty of friends in Si’ing to begin with.”
“Friends?” wondered Nowen suspiciously. He began to wonder if there was more to the program she had created that had eventually caused the Shut Down. Before they had left Rapier Manor Juna had indicated there was much more
She held up a hand. “Don’t read too much into that.”

“And the information-”

“Is none of your concern,” finished Naressa, finishing the rest of his question and putting an end to the Si’ing tangent. “So the Guardians who do want to leave have this place have an out. It can’t be all at once. My plan calls on a very slow phase out. I will give you the details much later on as we unfold the rigged history.”
There was a brief pause before Naressa slapped her hands together enthusiastically and smiled before Mathaniel jumped in reaction. She opened her hands and implored with raised eyebrows. She was behaving as if she just sold something.  “Any questions?”
“Just….why?” Mathaniel just couldn’t see any good reason why she was doing it, even when he saw that Naressa’s plan, though risky, was a good idea. “There must be more than just because you want to give us a chance.”
“There are many reasons, young man,” said Naressa sagely, “but I do it. It is the Third Reality of Freedom: because I can.”

Naressa then challenged them with a new question. “Do you two have another idea that is superior to mine in solving your problems?”
Nowen had none to think of and looked to Mathaniel. The Vhinech really didn’t like this particular idea at all, but he had to wonder why it was so. The Force did not care one way or the other; it was neither good nor bad. He concluded it had to be his own prejudice against agents of the dark side that clouded his judgment on this particular issue, or Naressa in particular who hasn’t shown much of anything in genuine sympathy for the Vhinech’s plight. He kept telling himself she had something evil to gain from helping them. Perhaps Naressa was going to kill them all. Perhaps she would recruit some of the Vhinech, and perhaps the Vhinphyc hybrids, to carry out some malicious plot. It would be his wish to tell her to leave.
In the summation of such an idea was where Mathaniel departed from his senses. He should destroy Naressa before she became a plague upon his people. Instead he would rather she take her leave, just go, be on her way. Was such an idea on his part a way to equal favors? She let the Vhinech in her home live after she had been so very close to killing them; he then convinced himself that the favor was returned then by helping Juna. And then Mathaniel realized the whole idea of favor giving and returning was just arcane. He wanted to her just go!

“All right,” was the only words that came out of Mathaniel’s mouth, and he still couldn’t believe he said them. Her beautiful face bore a new smile that betrayed him; he spoke words he absolutely disagreed with, agreeing with an idea he thought horribly wrong.

In the years that would pass Mathaniel Jarvis would recall that he was of sound mind. He was not under the control of the Sith Maiden. He had never wavered once from his faith. He never liked the idea until the years had passed. After looking back from the future he had wished he never had said to Nowen when the two of them had left the stronghold, “We just made a deal with a demon.”
What Bealas Nowen would tell him in that future was the same the moment he had told him in the past when they left the mountain. “Under the circumstance we could do worse with angels.”
From that day on, for a while at lest, the years would be kind enough for all of them, even if Naressa had to remind Magus Mathaniel to call her by her first name over and over again.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
It was none of Naressa’s concern. Not how Mathaniel and Nowen left Coal. Not how they got back to the Guardians she could see miles and miles away. Not how the two men were going to explain her plans to those interested. Not how Mathaniel would make a convincing enough argument to the other Vhinech that she alone was the greatest threat they would all face in New Paradasia. Like the stars in the sky, for at least the rest of the day that is, all she could do was watch them all take the trail back to the others and at least wait for her. They were still none of her concern. All she wanted to do….
Naressa had been standing there for a very long time, not alone. She just refused to speak as she tracked the Guardians and Vhinech riding their mounts for many, many miles. She felt the eyes of disapproval upon her, but her uninvited guest was just as patient as she was. There was really nothing to discuss between them. Gloating was not so much an option but a point to make. The question on this day was whether Naressa had done so, or had Darth Rune scored any real points.

When it became a little hard on her Sith Maiden eyes to view her new partner’s return to the settlement, Naressa turned around and met her late Mother’s eyes. They shared the same appearance, but they still did not share the same outlook, and undoubtedly not the same Dark Spirit. Time for the moment was on either side.
“Pish, my little Muffin morsel,” said Rune with mockery in voice and head shake, “You’re ruining such a great place of power and purpose.”

“Don’t call me ‘muffin’,” was Naressa quiet retort.

“Shouldn’t bother you; I haven’t called you that since I held you in my arms for the very first time. A long time ago. A very long time ago.” Rune scoffed and pointed out, “I could handle you then.”
Naressa brooded, “Yes, you should had killed me at my weakest. Hindsight is fickle, picky bitch, isn’t it?” She shook her head and looked away. “You can’t haunt me forever. Pretty soon you’ll fade away, and try to exploit the newest blood relative of ours.” She reached the opening again in the mountain view and turned around to say with all the sincerity of a falling rock about to crush a suspecting idiot, “I wish you all the best in that endeavor.”
“Your granddaughter, my great granddaughter, will be a challenge,” mused Rune, assuming a position just off to Naressa’s right shoulder. “She’ll be many things, but she will be that one thing I need. She will always be one of us. She will feel so unnatural in such…’happy’ surroundings. She will be weaker than her mother. She will wish for much greater power. She will find it within herself, as all Sith eventually do. Once she does….then Darkness springs eternal.”
The thought of that had never escaped Naressa’s mind; nothing related to her ever did. She had a brief fear, but it vanished from her and she said, “She may be one of us, but she will have her father’s heart.” She chided right at Rune, “Such a heart can never be corrupted.”
“You speak as if babies are born without emotions. That children only have emotions upon the situation. You can’t be an idiot.” Rune crossed her arms. “Sarch’s ‘heart’ flawed him!”

Naressa smiled; months ago she would have frowned, yelled, but she knew better. She said, “Such a flaw had saved my Gessa so many times. I’ll take that flaw over perfection any time.”

“You are impossible,” was all Darth Rune could say to that. She reverted to gloat, strolling around the chamber that had once been used for the forlorn. “So this is your destiny, the rest of your Dark Side-enhanced life. Wasted on converting greatness to scrutiny and helping creatures you absolutely despise. Well, with the Vhinech we at least agree on one thing!”

Naressa turned and faced her Mother and dared once again to smile. Rune glared, hating that Solo smirk. It represented everything she was not and of course what Naressa was not. The Sith Mistress barked at her Daughter, “You waste everything I have given you! At least have the courtesy of your heritage to do something far more delicious than this!”

“I am,” said Naressa. “Our rich and detailed Sithian history has always been about selfish pursuits and dominating greed. I hated that once. I never wanted to live that life. The last few years, however, have changed my mind.

“I admire our past, now, and I love who I am, who I have become. I won’t shy from it or just scrape the edge of it for immediate purpose. I am what I am, as much as my Father tried to tell me I was not. Oh, don’t get me wrong, my Father was right in trying to change me. You see he still did. He still did change me. He had made me a Sith who keeps her word.”

Rune let out a snort. “Oh that’s rich, very clever. You kept your word? We had this conversation all ready.”

“Yes, we did in relation to the past,” said Naressa. “But not here.” When she knew she had Rune’s disapproval she continued. “Yes, I have broken so many vows I don’t know where to begin. Powerful vows, shattered, all because I am a Sith. There’s some cosmic guarantee written somewhere that it’s going to happen, some tragedy is going to befall us. You know what I say? I think we let those tragedies happen because of that. We are born into the very conditions our predecessors had set, and what did they really accomplish? Did they destroy the Jedi, rule the galaxy? No, at best all they did was make it to old age. Whoopee!” 

Naressa pointed at Rune and said, “Look at you.” Rune cocked an eyebrow. “Wished into existence, you were a power like no other, and yet it never failed you found a way to destroy yourself. Not just once but twice now! That is every Sith’s curse.” She held up a finger. “I’m not going to let it happen. I was so selfish before I was lazy; I was so powerful I never saw my weaknesses, my flaws. Not anymore will I just take what is given. I will be the most greedy of Sith: I will take, and what I will take is the Vhinech’s self-destruction.”
“Are you breathing in the fumes of this place,” mused Rune. “What are you talking about!”
“Well, let it happen again,” corrected Naressa. “Anyways….I made promises in the past to the ones I love, and like the Sith that I am I don’t keep them. But as my Father used to say, and I’m sure you heard him say it Rune, that one has to keep trying until it comes out right.
“I made a promise to the Vhinech. Now according to cosmic history I’ll screw it up somehow, it will go to hell somewhere along the line. I say it will if, and only if, I let it.” Naressa breathed in, held the air in her lungs, and just let it out; by doing so it seemed to exorcise any hint of doubt that Rune attempted to put in her mind. “I will not fail this time. I will keep my promise. The Vhinech will know peace.”

The moments ticked away until Rune let loose a string of chuckles. She couldn’t believe how serious her Daughter was. She really didn’t want to admit it, but she said, “You’ll fail, Naressa Jaina. You can’t keep a promise, I told you.”

“I can’t keep a promise to a love one,” said Naressa. “But I know we Sith do keep a promise when it comes to our enemies.” 
And when Rune’s face slowly fell Naressa knew she was absolutely right. Just as their was an endless cosmic ‘gotcha’ when it came to Sith vows in some matters there were undeniable guarantees with other kinds of vows. With Naressa’s record with vows, she had broken the vow she had made with her Father not to have children; she broke her vow of marriage, although Bendian had broke it first, and she could not keep her vow of always protecting her children. Again, like all Sith who had failed she was due an success, and the most successful Sith vows were against their foes.

“You can’t be serious,” was all Rune could get out.
“Lord Rune,” began Naressa with a curtly nod, “I am as serious as a child left alone in a room full of sweets.”

“You’ll fail, it’ll never work!”

But Naressa knew it would work. The promise would be kept. There was error and trouble and other things too numerous to recall all at once. Second only to her precious Gessa, Naressa Jaina Solo Rapier would always remember the vow and the fulfillment of it as one of her greatest achievements.
“The Vhinech are my enemy, I can’t fail against them,” smirked Naressa. “I’ll go to quote war end quote with them starting tomorrow. They will be pacified of their racism. I vow it.”

As she walked away Naressa felt Darth Rune go away, satisfied that she had chased away her Mother, her demon. This was why she didn’t tell Mathaniel and Nowen everything about the plan; it was why Mathaniel couldn’t understand it even if she had chosen to tell him. The idea that a Sith would make a declaration of taking on a sworn enemy to save every last male, female, and child of that enemy just boggled the mind and perhaps even made the Force wonder aloud. It was the most fart-inducing idea ever conceived by anyone in the galaxy; it went against every expectation; the expectation that Naressa would miscalculate or just slaughter her foes, or the Vhinech would find a way to destroy her.
However that was why it worked; Naressa had worked so hard and had done things both good and evil to make it work. For such a long time New Paradasia knew peace, born real heroes, and when the truth was revealed they made peace with the Darkness within them and on the other side of the Gospels. It would not be to the galaxy’s benefit for many, many, many years; long after the Dark Times; long after the Empire.
Not lost in the endeavor Naressa would pursue was her precious Gessa, the little girl who had become a young woman who would become a Sith Maiden Matriarch, and at each stage Juna would face great challenges. It would not get easier with Naressa involved as she had correctly concluded; like all mothers, Naressa had to let her Daughter go; like all children they had to step out of the shadows cast by their parentage and face the glow of life. She had to pray that destiny would not be as cruel as it was cryptically written, and Darth Sidious would show his Daughter some measure of mercy. 
Though she would ‘see’ it all unfold, Naressa at the beginning of her stay on Isen had to live with the fact that anything could still happen between now and the distant future.
But that was in the distant future. She had to preoccupy herself with a destiny that was unwritten, that did not connect itself with the galaxy. Besides that if she didn’t do anything she would go nuts. As much as Nebula Nimh Ryder had showed that she could live the solitary life with her tiny house and precious garden, that was Naressa’s Grandmother: Naressa Rapier was a woman that craved importance, responsibility, and quite frankly she hated horticulture.
The Matriarch of the Dark Hope of the Sith kept her Gessa’s memory in her heart for now. 
All Naressa worried about was the immediate tomorrow, and whether or not to wear her best boots. 
Tyranny, after all, began with style….
THE END
