CHAPTER 34.0
Time Frame: Chapter Nineteen, when Enothchild cured the smugglers on Maradest and discovered through Vadiva that Juna was on her way to Keterbawn.
A month passed, and like the seasons things changed.
After the incident at the school, and when the school was rebuilt quickly by the combined strength of the citizenry, Nowen didn’t return to his educational liaison duties; Meggie Tanuaght eventually replaced him after he didn’t report for duty for a few days. Ogwa didn’t bother with disciplining Nowen; he let him do his own thing, which consisted with keeping sharp eyes out for any suspicious activity around New Paradasia. Nowen also ran covert operations and reconnaissance -- long and time consuming from dawn to dusk -- to avoid both Nandia Orfantan and the Vhinech who wanted to thank him for what he had done; often the Vhinech left him things at the fort, like written words and sweet and edible gifts. Nowen just gave them to everyone else when he got back in, but it didn’t stop the people from trying to thank him. Nandia gave up after a few days and went about her business. To add to Nowen’s displeasure nothing remotely suspicious occurred during this time; he was able to identify all of Ryax’s allies, but no one did anything that looked remotely suspicious.
A few days after his argument with his father, Mathaniel returned to his responsibilities. A few days after that he went back to Magus Orrick in the hope he could continue his training in spite of his problems. To his surprise Orrick took him back, and before anyone else Orrick began to train him in the intermediate levels; everyone else had failed in their runs. The intermediate levels were filled with some of the things he had learned as a child from his mother about applying the Force to himself and to objects. What was different was the weapons Orrick had given him. They were expertly crafted and mechanically engineered short knives, with blades that came out of both ends when he held pressure on certain points on the handles. They were solid metal versions of his mother’s lightsaber weapons, crafted by Orrick through the Guardian’s small forgeries. If Mathaniel excelled further in his training he was promised that he could construct his own weapons, but Orrick encouraged him with hope that he would construct the weapons like his mother did for it befitted his physical ability.
The first snows fell before the beings knew it, making some on Little Mountain move down and move in with willing families having no problem sharing their homes. The snows were plentiful closer to and on the mountain, making travel up and down the paths difficult. Still those even with sane minds stayed on. Like the many that did stay the Jarvis home was close to the base of the mountain. Patcher and his wife, like a few others, lived higher up but showed no signs of moving. Patcher’s decision was based more on faith than common sense, but promised to move himself and his pregnant wife down if the snows eclipsed the roof tops. The rest had their all ready known reasons; the desire to be left alone in their hells. Even with the evacuations of the mountain and the MITES at their disposal, Ogwa was insistent on census checks.
On this wet snow falling early morning day Nowen changed his tactics and volunteered to go on the census party. With the lack of dangerous activity and the lack of interaction between Ryax and Mathaniel Jarvis he felt it was time to probe the young man and find out whether or not his loyalties did lie with them. The first impressions from the young Vhinech Study were a little telling when he looked apprehensive upon seeing him leading out the ten member census survey team from Fort Angelleia. They hadn’t had contact since someone had tried to kill Nowen; it was an assassination attempt, everyone agreed to that. No one was blamed for it to date.
Nowen took in Mathaniel’s newer looking Magus robes and noted the gleaming weapons hanging dutifully on the young man’s brand new leather belt. He reached his opposite at the start of the mountain road, where a worn path in the snow existed, and mused, “Well, well, well, we’re moving up in the world. Looking good there, kid.”
“Don’t tell me you’re going up into the mountain?” Mathaniel didn’t know what was worse than that. Nowen had shown him no example of compassion towards his people; he could only imagine what the man was going to say when he saw the troubled.
“Sure am. Problem?”

He watched the other Guardians -- familiar and understanding faces -- continue up the path in twos, before he answered. “Mister Nowen, I do have to say something to Mister Newhausen about this. You of all people can’t be going up there.”

“Go right ahead. I’ll see you later.”

Mathaniel stopped him with a careful hand not meant to provoke; Nowen accepted it that way. Sighing, he said, “Your animosity towards us won’t fly with anyone up there. Especially those on a trouble bubble.”

“That’s their problem, not mine.” Nowen looked at the Study’s hand again, then looked back at him. “Do you mind? The longer we talk about it here, the longer its going to take to get this done.” Relenting, Mathaniel allowed Nowen to move and both walked side by side up the trail. “Where’s your buddy, Wobble?”
“You remembered his name?”

Nowen smirked. “Surprised?”

Mathaniel shrugged his shoulders. “I guess. I just assumed you just called us Vhinech to help you identify us better.”
“It works,” said Nowen plainly. He looked at Mathaniel when the youth looked at him. “It’s what you are, kid.”

“Mathaniel. My name is Mathaniel. Not kid.”

“I know.” Nowen just continued walking with no change in his position. Mathaniel tried his best to get a read on him, but like before he only saw a wall of thought he couldn’t get past. The wall was also lined with the darkness of hatred; hidden within the wall, augmenting it and making it impenetrable.
Mathaniel decided to go direct in his approach. “Why do you hate us so personally?”

Nowen looked to him and said, “Can’t see it?” Of course he was certain the Study had tried. “That’s my business.”

“So it’s personal?”

“Sabacc.” Nowen noted Mathaniel’s confusion to the word he used; the Tigra-Vhinech never heard of the game, so the term was lost on him. “Yeah. It’s personal.” He looked away and said with some pride, “But if you can’t ‘see’ why it is, then that means those up here won’t see my anger towards them either.”

“You’re a fool if you think that,” said Mathaniel pointedly as they past his house; there was no need to check it since his father and his sister were in the main part of town. “There are other ways to sense your hate outside of the Force.”
“I know that,” Nowen assured. “I didn’t get where I am today without full understanding of that. And don’t think I don’t know about mental anguish. Like every Guardian I had psychology training.”
Gawking in honor of sarcasm, Mathaniel said, “And you passed with your lack of sensitivity and understanding?”
Nowen just smirked to that as they reached Wobble’s house, or rather what appeared to be a house. Unlike the other log and stuck cabins the Vhinech in their combined efforts constructed for it’s citizenry, Wobble’s home was more like work in progress thrown on top of a standard size tool shed. He stopped, pointed at it with raised eyebrows clearly seen even with his helmet on. “This is…sensitive and understanding?”

Sighing to a stop, Mathaniel said, “Sabacc.” He then added quickly. “He’s at school, not home.”

“You mean he isn’t in his outhouse.” Nowen was right along Mathaniel’s side quickly as the Vhinech tried to avoid the subject. “Where I come from, that’s an outhouse.”

“I know, I know. We’re all trying up here to fix that.” Realizing that the Nubian wasn’t going to drop it, the Study gave in. “Wobble was marked an Unstable back on Vhanba because of his behavior; someone had said he was trying to saw his own head off at the neck.”
“Explains the scars,” said Nowen, tracing his finger to the left side of his own neck. There were very visible, gouging scars; a miracle that the poor creature was still alive judging by their severity.

“It was a lie,” said Mathaniel with a head shake. “The person who claimed it had grown tired of taking care of him. When the forces took Paradasia they established a quasi-mental housing facility out of the battrition stadium there. Essentially it was just a place to put Unstable Vhinech to keep them out of the way, wither, and die. Putting Wobble in there just made him more batty.”
“Very compassionate,” said Nowen in mockery.

“It’s war, Mister Nowen: when did my people have time to deal with them?” Mathaniel composed himself. “But you’re right. It wasn’t compassion at all.” He said quietly, “They left them there when Vhanba died.”

Walking quietly for a few moments, Nowen asked, “So…what, did your dad like get him out of there?”

Mathaniel chuckled. “No actually Wobble escaped and happened to get on one of the situation ships prior to Vhanba’s destruction; eventually he would stumble my family’s way shortly before Enothchild Sarch picked us up. Anyway Wobble realized that the battrition field was dirty and just dug his way under the stadium.” He shook his head in disbelief. “And then he just kept digging until he popped out some ten miles from Paradasia.”
“He dug underground for ten miles?”

“I know, but it’s his words. Wobble doesn’t lie.” Mathaniel gestured back to the rickety home. “Unfortunately it don’t change the facts in a lot of people’s minds. They know better, it’s just…they don’t want to catch what he has.”

“Trying to cut off your own head will give you that reputation,” reminded Nowen.

“Well if anyone bothered to look it up back then they would have realized the truth. Wobble didn’t afflict that to himself. His mother was a Vhinphyc, a very high placed one in the government of the premier. When she gave birth to Wobble that ended her life essentially. Like all Vhinphycs with Vhinech children she was scorned and branded a sinner and cast out of society. After a long time she grew to hate him and decided to kill him. He was just a baby at the time. A shock group of Vhinphyc traitors happened upon her attempt, killed her in a fight, but in the process she had cut him. The loss of blood affected his brains development.”
Nowen nodded in understanding. “So much for compassion and understanding.”

As they passed the other surveyors taking count of families and couples on their doorsteps, Mathaniel stopped in front of the next, unchecked home and said, “We are trying. Everyone on this mountain does their best to come down here and work on Wobble’s home. Kinder Blessings comes up here when he isn’t busy helping everyone else in New Paradasia.” He relented. “But you are right. To everyone else not helping he’s a problem, not a neighbor. No one likes to help a problem. We’re going to run into that a lot up here.”
“I’m up for it, don’t worry,” said Nowen. Whether or not Mathaniel actually believed the Guardian was sincere was going to be figured out on the survey.

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

CHAPTER 34.1

The day raged on slowly for the surveyors as it normally did. The Vhinech on Little Mountain were often very friendly and very lonely and therefore talkative; the Guardians understood that and took time to listen; sometimes they ate or drank whatever the homeowner’s offered; sometimes there was things made for them like knit sweaters or other clothing; some accepted, some respectfully declined. What Nowen discovered very quickly was that teaming up with a religious figure like Mathaniel made the process twice as long and twice as fruitless. The ranks of Magus and Study in the Vhinech Path world were far greater than reverend and preacher, a fandom that passed the original religious ranks for Magus actually did ‘fight evil’ in their eyes. By the time they were finished with one home, the surveyors were way up the mountain trail. Nowen didn’t mind it since it allowed him to keep an eye on Mathaniel and see what the youth was really all about.
Their fifth home of the day the two went to was the home of Patcher and Blessed. Like the many homes in New Paradasia that held families expecting a new biological addition to their fold the home and it’s surroundings were decorated with crude, white ribbons of various sizes, made from several materials, each with a written prayer on them from well wishers. Despite the cold Blessed was sitting on the porch in a tall rocking chair in her sleeveless maesa garment, rocking while watching her mate work against the snow piles to erect, of all things, a bird bath. That was Patcher though; late when it didn’t come to things that he liked.
The Human-Vhinech battrition star eyed Mathaniel and Nowen once he settled the Flat Rock-carved bird bath in place and said, “Well is this not a surprise, Blessed. Young Mathaniel actually paying us a visit.” He moved towards the road and took his young friend’s hand. “I would think a celebrity like yourself did not rub elbows with the meek. Careful, you may be looked upon poorly.”
“Stop it will you, we talked the other day,” chimed Mathaniel back in equal jest.

However Patcher did not. He pointed to weapons on Mathaniel’s belt. “He even brought his best cutlery. Just think of it: in time he will dice onions so fine they evaporate instead of melt in the pot sauce.” The Study gave his friend a playful shove. Just then, Blessed tried to lift her short, petite, pregnant stature out of her chair. It prompted Patcher to loose his joking self. “No! Do not move!”
Blessed sighed in agitation as she stopped and remained seated as her husband and the two surveyors walked to the porch. She said, “For the sake of Presence, man, can I not at least stand up to greet our guests.” Patcher encouraged her to sit back with gentle hands on her shoulders. She shook her head at the guests. “Very soon he may not let me wipe my own ass.” She looked at Nowen specifically. “By the way many thank youse to your kind, Mister Guardian. I do not think I can kiss my mate if he had not have anymore of his teeth.”
Patcher flashed a smile to reveal the healing caps that melded his broken teeth back in his head; he had six teeth knocked out in the last battrition match. He joked, “She is only grateful, and I am too, that she does not have to puree the food for consumption; it is a chore.”
Blessed looked at him steely and said, “Would you like to clarify your position, man? What exactly do you connote?”
Patcher stumbled about with his words, and finally said to Mathaniel in a worried voice, “Soooo ho, ho, ho…Mathaniel, you two do the census? Swell! Count two here! I mean…three.” He put his hand on his wife’s belly. “With the child on the way.”

As Nowen keyed the information into his computer, Blessed looked at Patcher with a scowl that made Mathaniel clamp his mouth shut. Mathaniel was sure if it were not for the Path garment, made sleeveless for the expecting to limit their ability to use their hands and arms to deter any unnecessary lifting and other non-pregnant friendly physical activities, she would have slapped him. To prevent a test of the restraint theory, Patcher moved his head away from his wife’s shoulder.

Blessed sighed a bit and said, “If this child ever comes. It feels like I have been carrying this joy for ages.”

“It’s coming, Blessed,” assured Mathaniel. “You two were just off on the conception date, that’s all.”
“Have you had an examination by our medical scanners?” asked Nowen out of both curiosity and concern, which brought Mathaniel’s eyebrows up.

“Nyeta, no,” said Blessed, first in Vhinphyckian, than in Basic. Often overly concerned Vhinech sometimes let slip their origin language. She looked at Nowen and asked, “Should have I? We wanted everything to be a surprise.”

Before Mathaniel shot Nowen a warning glare, Nowen said, “Well…do you feel okay?” She nodded with concerned eyes. “Then there’s no need to worry about anything. Women know their bodies better than any sensor array does. You could be experiencing something called maternal clenching.” He looked at them all and realized they never heard of the term. “It’s a term to describe later term birth past due date. Some Human women get filled with so much anxiety over the pregnancy or birth that it actually translate into their biorhythms, causing some pregnancies to last ten months, sometimes pushing eleven.”
“Really?” Patcher asked in disbelief.

Slightly hesitant suddenly, Nowen said, “Yeah…um, I was such a baby actually.” There was a momentary loss of shielding around him that Mathaniel sensed, but in the next moment the shields were up. “My mother was a notorious nervous nelly.”

“That explains quite a bit, Blessed.” Patcher seemed more relieved. “You should not worry so much.”

“Well you shouldn’t worry her either,” said Mathaniel with a chagrin. “I’m sure your pacing about in all of this, and playing recklessly in battrition, isn’t helping.”
“Hey now, you,” said Patcher with a big smile of face. “My means pay my liens.”
Before the conversation continued on the track Blessed made a noise of surprise. Immediately Patcher sensed this, put hands on her shoulders, and asked, “Are you all right, my love? What is the matter?”

“Oh will you please relieve your constipation, man!” she shouted.
Nowen had to turn away to keep from balling out in laughter, while poor Mathaniel put a hand to his mouth and used several techniques he learned from Magus Orrick to maintain his composure. Sometimes the ‘other synonym’ style of Basic speaking the Vhinech had been handed down by their Vhinphyckian ancestry inadvertently caused them to say outrageous things; more humorous when the circumstances were ripe for it. Adding fuel to the comedy was when Blessed had flapped her arms inside of her maesa. 

It was lost on the pure Vhinech that looked at the both of them. Blessed asked, “What is so humorous?”

Nowen said nothing with his back completely turned, afraid to look back and be reminded of what just happened. Mathaniel said, “Nothing.” He gestured towards her quickly to change subject. “Did the baby kick you?”

Her suspicious glare vanished slowly as she spoke. “Yes. That is all it was. He still is.” Blessed encouraged her husband to feel her tummy with a look. Patcher smiled, nodded. “Do you want to feel, Mathaniel?”

“If it’s all right with you, Patcher,” asked Mathaniel.

“Sure it is!” Patcher grabbed Mathaniel by the wrist and put the Study’s hand on the right spot. After a few moments the kick was obvious; a feeling of a tiny bump suddenly appearing under his hand, and then vanishing. “You are my friend. Path expectations aside I see no violation for you to touch. Being his Pathfather and all.”
The proclamation caught Mathaniel by surprise. “You…want me to be the child’s Pathfather?” Patcher nodded. “I’m not old enough, and I have had no children.”

“What Wobble does not count: you rear him as your own pup, Mathaniel, ask anyone.” Patcher gave Mathaniel’s wrist a squeeze before letting go. “It is yours for the taking, Friend. Blessed and I cannot think of anyone else more worthy. What do you say?”

Before he could think about such an honor Mathaniel felt something differently. With his hand still on Blessed’s being kicked belly he could feel a more connected flow of the Force between himself, her, and the baby. There hopes were correct it was a boy, but he wasn’t going to tell them. Still, what he felt……
“Mathaniel?”

It didn’t make sense to him. They possessed a healthy child, a very powerful being in the Force if he measured him right. Still…He frowned as he tried to search for the answer…

“Mathaniel, what is wrong?” The Vhinech Study realized that Patcher had been talking to him for quite a bit of time. Both parents’ smiles had faded, worry bleeding through their emotions. “Is something the matter with our child?”

“No,” was his quick answer and smile. He hesitated again, and then stood up, removing his hand. “No, I’m just…amazed how strong in the Force…” He stopped and covered his mouth. He assured him. “I almost gave away the child’s gender.”

The couple chuckled in relief. Patcher wagged a finger at Mathaniel. “You gave us a scare there.” He stood up and began to show the two surveyors the way back to the trail. “So..um…what do you say?” Mathaniel frowned. “You all ready forgotten? You twit! And here I am the one with the divots in his skull.”

“OH! No! I mean no, I haven’t forgotten!” Mathaniel nodded his head enthusiastically. “Yes, I’ll be your child’s Pathfather.”
“Excellent!” Patcher slapped Mathaniel’s back. “I can count on you to be there at the birth.” He looked to Nowen. “Bring him along, we will get inebriated on overripe jassum juice.”

Nowen held up a hand. “Eh…that’s your folks good day, you don’t want me there. Really. Thanks.”

“Suite yourself.” He shook his friend. “Take care, Lad. Remember, do not consume the yellow snow.”

“See you, Patcher.” Mathaniel and Nowen departed and headed straight up the trail, passing more surveyors who had once again surpassed them. As they strode by the scene of a Fuzzum-Vhinech who had confusingly burned all his clothing instead of his well stocked firewood to keep warm and was now naked -- a sight to be hold because he had shaven most of his hair off -- the young Vhinech rubbed his fingers repeated together as he thought about what he had felt.
“Don’t piss in the wind.” Nowen’s words caught Mathaniel off guard. “That yellow snow crack is like don’t piss in the wind. It’s a saying on Naboo.” The slightly older male eyed Mathaniel suspiciously and asked, “What’s up?”

“I don’t know.”
“You’re acting like you do. Your pal back there wasn’t fooled.”

Mathaniel shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. It’s not a danger. It’s just…” He shook his head again. “I just don’t know.” To eliminate his own worries and end the question and answer session, he said, “They’re going to have a strong pup. A good, strong son. Pretty good on their first try.”

Sensing Mathaniel was going to dodge anymore inquires, Nowen just moved on. “That ought to make you special as Pathfather. It’s like being a godfather, right?”

“I don’t know what a godfather is,” said Mathaniel honestly. He sighed. “Pathfathers have enormous responsibilities. They must guard the family when the father isn’t home. They have to cleanse the child during the blessing.” He suddenly shivered. “They have to perform the thor’ki aalu mahanahue mu’uekk’per’i.” Nowen shook his head a little to indicate no understanding in the last word. “The Crowning of the Male.” Nowen still didn’t get. “I believe you would call it….circumcision.”
Nowen understood that and made a face. “After the kid’s born, right?” Mathaniel still nodded apprehensively. “Ever done it before?” The youth shot him a look. “Right. First time.” He blew out, tried -- and failed -- to ‘adjust’ himself; the armor had no give thanks to its protective tightness and heavier plating around vitally sensitive parts. “Well all I have to say is get some practice, and when you do it don’t sneeze.”
Mathaniel nervously smiled at the thought, though the idea plagued him for the rest of the survey.

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

CHAPTER 34.2

The last house on the right, as close to the peak of the mountain, and from there anyone could see for tens of miles with just their eyes.
That was how Ogwa described it to Nowen in the small briefing prior to taking his leave from Fort Angelleia to do the census. The cold, thin air was all that ruined the majestic view, nearly a full two miles above the sea level; it would not have been bad if not for the last leg of the trail being steep and more rugged and filled with more snow than anywhere else. The unnamed sun held itself higher above the edge of the world due to prospective; light was needed more down at the base of the mountain, where the sun no longer shined and the trees were plentiful to shade the landscape. Still the fires could be seen.
It was imperative that the end of the survey was completed. Out of all the interviews and stops this one was very important; one Nowen had to take ultra seriously. At this point both Nowen and Mathaniel had done a hundred surveys, covering one hundred and nine entities of various species of Vhinech and the majority with a common element: a great deal of personal loss that had a profound, inescapable of notice affect, going from innocent to extreme, but not too extreme. The former consisted of Vhinech that exhibited fears of the outside world, conflicted with what was considered reality and what was not, and just wanted to keep others safe by maintaining a safe distance. The latter were breeds that were often alone, had compulsions that were barely under control; behaviors that would have gotten any Republic citizen thrown into a mental institution very fast. They also all shared one more common element: the belief in their faith. There was an underlining hope that was glaring or well hidden that when their respected times had come there was a better existence. For the most dangerously disturbed it was what kept them in line; they fought and fought and fought hellish wars privately in their minds; sometimes, as evident by the damage of their homes or property in which repairs were made when the other surveyors reached them, the war got out and consumed much.
In the end game, it was all the Vhinech’s belief in this new land that with a commitment to faith they would reach their heaven, embrace a deity that bared no resemblance to any of them, and from there a peace like no other was given to them; filled with lost loves and families and even the few forgiven foes. Such a strong sentiment defied the standards of society that was acceptable in the modern day Republic, so it made sense to Nowen now more than ever why the Vhinech took this poor route of survival and struggle. After surviving genocide, if they had embraced the ways of society as he knew them, then life was both easy and forgettable. There was no punishment for what they did except for those who dished it out on their admission. For these beings they knew the wrongs their people had done, they knew they had lost the war at Evramora; all they had left was the time they were given before judgment; best to use that particular time constructively in terms of redemption. That was a good reason for the many to come to this very mountain, in particular the inhabitant in the very last home was apparently no exception.

This was the home of the Vhinech-Wookiee Destiny, the wife of the late blacksmith Thor who had originally created the hand cannon weapons the Vhinech used to defend themselves against Magus Prophet’s forces, as well as the other black powered weapons used for hunting on Sanctuary. As the two ascended they stumbled upon a horde of gifts -- some old, some fairly new -- people had left for her because if not for her piloting skills a great many Vhinech would have been lost.

After analysis of the two hand cannons Nowen had found the previous month it was determined immediately to be newly created weapons; they weren’t registered with the hand cannons in storage. Though similar in design and feel they were unique, as in they were not forged from the same molds like the others. The molds could have been forged in the mines with the available iron ores in the rocks in Flat Rock; searches of the mines at various times turned up nothing, and suspected collaborators from all over New Paradasia were searched from person to home with no results. Contrary to Bandre’s posturing the MITES did not see everything, especially with the mine shafts filled with metals and other ores that disrupted the nanites magnetic repulse capabilities.

The immediate concern was where the knowledge to put together the hand cannons had come from. Ogwa balked at confronting Destiny, he didn’t believe she would give up such knowledge, Ryax had an ‘allergy’ to the mountain supposedly, and to corner and interrogate a revered modern hero of the Vhinech people didn’t look good. After a month with no answers it all changed. Like the mines the MITES were limited to the mountain but only because of elevation; the magnetic field at best propelled the MITES ten thousand feet up, or at least to where the next to last home was on the last good stretch of trail. Destiny’s home was well above that line; the possibility, no matter how ridiculous it was in Ogwa’s view, existed for secret collaborations between Destiny and rogue elements.
At the base of the short cliff the two travelers stopped to take a rest. Nowen, in his armor, was well protected from the elements, noted Mathaniel’s chilling condition and said, “Hey, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” said Mathaniel, with very slight teeth chatter. “Once we get inside Destiny’s house I’ll warm up.” He made a head notion towards him. “Why the concern?”

In all honesty Nowen was beginning to like the kid. Mathaniel showed a lot of maturity all day despite the rumors he had heard to the contrary. But he couldn’t show that formulated respect yet. “Because I don’t want to have to carry your frozen carcass down.” The Study shook his head and eyed the makeshift stares behind him. Before he could move Nowen got him talking. “So what’s this one’s story?”
Rubbing his arms, and finally his hands, Mathaniel said, “Here name is Destiny, a Wookiee-Vhinech, a Home Born. Her father was a great pilot, taught her to fly ships when she was very young. She escaped like all the others had done after Evramora, hid out. Someone killed her family. She was brought to Sanctuary, married, and when the exodus happened she lost her husband but flew many of my people to safety. Since then she’s lived here.”

“And her problem?”

Mathaniel, for the first time, really seemed hesitant. Before he would warn Nowen about the potential psychosis they were going to face before they reached a home they were going to survey. He relented and said, “I think it’s driven by grief…but she said she heard Presence speak to her during the exodus. Physically spoken directly to her.”

To that Nowen seemed to get it. This was a brand new wrinkle, whereas most of the Vhinech had their share of mental problems on this mountain absolutely none featured one of them proclaiming that the deity of the Path religion had spoken to them. At least not in the way Mathaniel was plugging it.
“Is that why they keep giving her gifts?” asked Nowen, gesturing back to where they came, where much of the gifts were just a few feet below them.

“I think so. No one else has been this overzealous with the other Vhinech pilots. On the other hand a Vhinech hearing voices isn’t a good thing. Not in any case.”

Nowen nodded and let Mathaniel lead the way. He had to ask, “Does she still hear the voice?”

“No, it was only one time.” Mathaniel scampered up the hard foot trail with both hands and feet. He turned around at the top and, to his own surprise, he offered a hand to Nowen a hand. The Guardian gladly took it to alleviate his climbing troubles. “She isn’t a total recluse. She comes down the mountain quite a lot to talk and get food.”
“Bummed out?” The quick question was due to the shortness of breath so Mathaniel looked at Nowen with a craned, frowning head. He reached over and fingered the Path necklace. “I mean do you count yourself as one to believe her?”
Sighing not out of breath, Mathaniel said, “I have my faith, I just don’t follow it without common sense. For all Destiny knows, for all I know, it could have been a Vhinech who had saw her hesitation, used the Force to communicate with her, and pass themselves off as Presence to get her to move. There are considerable numbers of former warriors here that could have done it. Or even Magus Nautilus could have done it before he died; he was there when she froze upon her husband’s death. Or it could be a rational moment of clarity, where one has a mental conversation with themselves.”
Nowen nodded in understanding; he sure had a few of those self conversations as of late. Mathaniel moved his head left to right, as if to silently say ‘on the other hand’. “Yet to date no one has come out to say they pretended to be Presence to make Destiny move; no secret like that could ever last. She doesn’t brag about it. And she has no reason to lie. To what? To ‘enjoy’ being isolated and questioned by hard skeptics? She has enough sympathy from her losses. She can’t take anymore.”
“Sympathy or loss?”

“Both. I strongly recommend that you don’t bring it up. And if she talks about it, ignore it.”

The two moved from the last climb to conquer a elongated hill. At the top of it, against the mountain face that continued for several thousand feet upward, was the home. Past the harvested garden rows and the scarecrows, they were midway to the door when it opened to reveal a tall, ginger haired Wookiee with a loose green wrap around her torso downward waiting for them. She offered what was typically a Wookiee smile, yet unlike the other Wookiee-Vhinech in New Paradasia Nowen had met hers was a lot more expressive and honest. Though honest in her greeting she could not hide the sadness in her blue eyes; her brow was waning, drooping down the sides.
“It must be the end of the month,” said Destiny. If the oddity of a Wookiee wearing a dress wasn’t a throw off for Nowen it was when she spoke that did it. Here he was months later, having dealt with the likes of Ryax during that time, and yet he wasn’t used to the Basic that came out of her mouth. It was like she was a Human in a very convincing costume. Perhaps that was what made it so off balancing; sans the dress, and in just ten seconds of observation, Destiny acted more like a Wookiee than the others with her subtle hints and gestures. “Census only brings you up here.”

“I’m a busy man,” chagrinned Mathaniel, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly in embarrassment. Ice and snow shook loose from the action.

“You are a cold man!” She stepped aside and bristled. “Get inside, the both of you!” Nowen was going to say he was fine, but since he was going to get a look of the quant home’s interior even if it were passive he didn’t argue; only quickly and silently did he activate his armor’s sensors. “This mountain does not favor anyone, it does not discriminate when it kills.”
Inside the home, cabin in it’s style like all the others, was one big room with two small rooms that completed the back end. Being a Wookiee-Vhinech Destiny did not need much in the way of a fire, but she had a small one going that brewed a stew; in no time she had added more wood, had the two visitors sitting next to it, and gave them both bowls filled with the meaty broth. Nowen hadn’t had any of the food offers from the other Vhinech so he gladly accepted the token. Mathaniel, on the other hand, had a little of everything all day and despite the exercise of walking and climbing and his youthful metabolism he showed indications that he wasn’t thrilled about having more food. The gamer that he was the young man took the bowl with thanks.
“At least it will warm your hands,” said Destiny, as if she noticed Mathaniel’s secret reluctance to eat. Nowen took a bite of meat and broth; spicy and good. “You like it, Mister…”
Nowen swallowed and said, “Sorry. Call me Nowen. And yeah this is good.”
“How is Oggie if I may ask?”

Rarely did any Vhinech refer to Ogwa by his first name, but to hear one speak of him by his nickname caught Nowen by surprised. “He’s doing good. He sends his platitudes.” Taking another bite and swallowing, he gestured with his spoon towards her. “Can I ask you something?” She nodded. “It may sound stupid, but why do you wear clothing?”
“Why do you wear clothing?” Destiny craned her head.

Chagrining, Nowen cleared his throat and said, “Well…it’s just that…given that…you know…you’re covered in fur…”

Destiny shook her head a little and said, “It is improper for anyone to run around in public in the nude, no matter who they are. I could not stand it when I was hiding in plan sight, out there in the galaxy. Baring myself like that is just plain wrong.”
“The others like Ryax do it.”

She gave him a motherly-like look. “If your fellow Guardians decided to test the limits of their armor by jumping off the top of this mountain would you follow them?” Mathaniel laughed a little while Nowen conceded her point with a gesture with his spoon. “Some males just enjoy the breeze blowing between their legs.”

Nowen about choked out the food in his mouth. Mathaniel, trying hard not to fall backwards in dying laughter, remembered something from the previous month. “I almost forgot. Ryax wanted me to tell you that his light was always on for you.”

“Astonishing.” Destiny said it with such sarcasm it wasn’t funny to anyone else in the room. Her opinion on that appeared obvious, but she wasn’t going to stop there. “I wonder if his mate wives Sostra and Chimera share in the opinion.”
“Probably not,” said Mathaniel, sounding apologetic.

“Do not be worried of an offense, Mathaniel. You are only the messenger. Ryax is the coward in this, and he should apologize to his mates.”
“Definitely don’t like Ryax, eh?” asked Nowen politely.

“He is a reckless, thoughtless man and that is not only my view. My Father, Presence comfort him, could not stand him. My Husband, Presence comfort him, could barely tolerate Ryax, although the Ryax on Sanctuary was not the same as the Ryax on Vhanba and here.” Huffing in displeasure, Destiny added, “If he had the courage he pretends to have he would come up here himself and face rejection. Then again he has always been a follower, not a leader.”
Nowen finished another bite before continuing. “He fooled me a few times. He’s been to quite a few private and public meetings ahead of the crowd, talking about things that matter to him.”

“Please,” she scoffed. “That does not make a leader; that makes a politician.” She eyed Nowen. “You do not appear to be the foolish type, Nowen.”
“Figure of speech,” he said. “I got that guy’s number, don’t worry.”

Mathaniel cut in with a frown, clearly not liking how that came out of Nowen’s mouth even if it was in front of Destiny. “To get off the trail of negativity, how are you holding up?”

Destiny smiled a little and said, “As well as I can be.” She calmed and played with her hands on her lap. “I do not cry as much these days. Though the cruel hands of memory are relentless. I…have been thinking a great deal of much lately about where I had come from and where I am going. All I see is a blank road ahead for me if I do not do something. I…just do not know what it is.”
Mathaniel set the bowl down beside his chair and leaned towards her. It was the same thing he had done on the previous stops, Nowen had noticed. The young man doing what he was taught and trained to do as a religious figure to ease those of in trouble. In all honesty to Nowen the Wookiee-Vhinech appeared and sounded solidly sane, perhaps even perfectly level in a spiritual minded sense. Her indecisiveness had to do with the fact that there was nothing for her to do.
“It will come,” said Mathaniel with a small smile. “Magus Orrick reminds me of patience and it’s just rewards and look” he showed her his weapons “I dealt with a crisis and questions in my mind and now I’m flourishing.” She smiled approvingly at him, happy for him. “It is written, in Marrku, that Presence spoke of the challenge of watching food grow and warned that if one stares too long the food -- even you -- does not grow.”

“’Expectations is not results’,” said Destiny, quoting part of the passage he was referring to in the Book of the Path. “’Life continues all around, and you let it go by waiting for the moment you desire to come. Before you know it, it is time for your harvest’.” She frowned, sighed, and said, “Why is it not that easy?”
“I wish I knew,” said Mathaniel glumly. “To be fully honest I still have a lot of my own doubts. It’s just…things I can’t seem to put away, but I can put them aside to get things done. Maybe you can’t put your worries and memories aside?”
Destiny sniffed back a tear and said, “Perhaps you are correct. I am just…looking for something…”

Finishing his stew, Nowen offered the bowl back to Destiny, and then he offered, “Why don’t you like talk to that guy Patcher, Mathaniel’s friend? You know them? His wife’s about to have a kid I’m sure she’s going to need help with stuff around their home. You know, be a Pathmother or …whatever.” He sat back when the answer wasn’t immediate. “Yeah, I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“Actually that isn’t a bad idea, Nowen,” said Mathaniel. He looked to Destiny, who appeared to be growing to like the idea. “I don’t know about Pathmother they would have to ask.”

“Then rub their heads into, Mathaniel, use your pull.” Nowen gestured around the home and towards Destiny. “What’s so bad about her, eh? She’s worthy enough in my book.”
Destiny snickered. “Coming from a Human that means so much.”

“If it came from anyone that’s what matters. Look, if Study Jarvis here is going to be big Magus on campus around her and isn’t going to be there for the couple and the kid all the time. We never know what would happen the next day, so why not be prepared for the unknown? I mean think about it.” Nowen felt his bladder apply pressure to his lower parts. “Ah, do you have a fresher in here, or do I go make yellow snow outside?”

She quickly pointed towards the one room, and Nowen went in and drew the curtain closed. Inside he found the standard fair of toiletry, a raised platform with a hole. He disengaged his armor and relieved himself, but he sat down and went over what the armor’s sensors had recorded.

Nowen could hear them talking quietly in the other room. “Do you think they will take me? It sounds…I like how it sounds.”

Mathaniel said, “I’ll talk to them. But I can’t guarantee anything. As far as I know they hadn’t picked a Pathmother.”

“It do not have to be Pathmother,” insisted Destiny. “I can just take care of her and her child when you and her husband are gone. If not, then I understand.”

Turning his attention back to the small screen on his left gauntlet, the sensors indicated that nothing closely resembling the characteristics of the hand cannons was anywhere within the walls of the home. That left coming right out and asking her directly if she had known whether or not Ryax knew how to make the weapons, or if she had given the loud mouth the plans. The idea, though, made no sense. Destiny’s opinion of Ryax was not over the top; she spot on loathed him.
That meant this was just another dead end.

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

CHAPTER 34.3

It was getting close to dark by the time the two men reached Mathaniel’s home, which the two talked sparingly about the day; though few words spoken, they were very comfortable words. The two’s perceptions of the opposite man had slowly changed, and for Nowen surprised Mathaniel with his steady, friendly attitude towards everyone today. It was put to the test, though, when Wobble came scampering up the trail hell bent for a treat. He nearly knocked the Guardian off his feet when he brushed by him to tackle Mathaniel, laughing his laugh and giving the Study strong, gripping hugs.
“Wobble miss Mathaniel, hehehe! Wobble miss his friend and his trail mix! Ha, ha, ha.” The Quarren-Vhinech saw Nowen, his growing big, and leapt on the Guardian by springing off his pal. “My HERE-RO! It has been so long!” He stopped and looked down at the Human in deep puzzlement. “Have I ever baked you a cake?”

“No, but I’ll let you if you just get off of me,” said Nowen directly. Wobble giggled and did what he wanted. Standing up, he brushed off the snow and leaves on his armor and threw in, “A little more excited than normal, aren’t you?”

“That’s because he was with me, waiting for Mathaniel to come get him.” The two finally noted Nandia emerging from the dark, coming up towards them from town. “He was too afraid of the dark and no one else was available to take him, so I decided to come up.” Wobble came up to her and rubbed his small head up against her shoulder. She smiled and rubbed it, causing the creature to jack his foot up and down in response. “I put him in charge of the late afternoon children when they broke for recess.”
Wobble stood up stiffly, threw a totally incoherent salute, and said with a stern face, “I wrangle the puppies and kitties in. I hunt them down and chase them back into the school.” He lightened up. “From there we play grabass.”
“What?!?” said Nowen, looking at Wobble with disenchantment. “Would you like to run that by me again?”

“He meant to say grat tas: it’s a picture match game that uses Book of the Path characters,” assured Nandia. She measured Nowen with wide eyes because of the dim light. “You look a little frosted. Enjoy the climb?”
“Yeah, tuckered out,” he said with a nod. Realizing that Mathaniel was still there he gave him a head nod. “I got to get this information back. I’ll see you later, Mathaniel.”

“Sure. Thanks for helping. Come on, Wobble, dinner.” Mathaniel grabbed his friend’s hand, who hopped along side of him towards the front door.

“Well,” began the school teacher with a hopeful look in her eyes, “will you walk me home, or are we not on walking home terms?”
“How about this: you walk me home.” Nowen began to walk and didn’t necessarily wait for Nandia to catch up. She did, though, not too surprised by his cold reaction. “My place is closer anyways. And you won’t have to come in for a cup of caffe.”

Desperate for some relief Nandia said, “Nowen, please, let’s not be this way. Did you learn anything from my people at least for today?”
He slowed a bit but didn’t look at her. “Yeah. Good people with problems. Tell the truth. Don’t pick on anyone. Unlike I a teacher I know…”

“Oh stop it, I hadn’t lied to you or picked on you…”

“Don’t try to pretend something they are not,” he continued above her.

“I did not lie to you; you didn’t bother to read up on your own people’s reports about me. I was not deceitful. I was not!”

This time Nowen stopped to look at her with a frown. “Okay, for what it’s worth you weren’t doing that. It’s all my fault. My feelings, my lack of reading: it’s over, it’s done. Drop it and go your own way.”

Nandia nearly tripped over her own feet when he began to walk again. “I wish I could do that, but I couldn’t help to notice the hate you had for us all here the day the school collapsed. It was more than just a misunderstanding. I want to know what it is.”

“No.”

“No? Well I don’t give up that easy.” Stepping in front of him at the bottom of the trail, she held her arms out to block either side of him. He sighed and stepped back, not amused. But she wasn’t giving in. “And you know what I can do. I could just levitate you in the air until I get you to talk.”

Nowen chuckled at the thought and said jokingly, “Don’t make me shoot you, Nandia. I’m not in the mood to tell anyone anything about me.”

She blocked his side step and asked, “Why, because you’re afraid?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“I’m a Vhinech is that why?”

“Push the red button.” It was his way of acknowledging her correct answer, but even she was momentarily caught off guard by the saying, allowing Nowen to slip past her.

Exasperated, Nandia said to his back, “I don’t know why you even care. What good are you here?”

Nowen stopped, turned around, and walked back towards her with a deep frown. Through gritted teeth he said, “I care…that the Vhinech serve the time for the crimes they committed. I for one am going to make damn fricking ‘good’ of that.”
“You condemn the children to such a fate?” she asked, returning the serve.

He threw out his hands, looked around, and said, “Hey, unfortunately that’s the way it is. Their parents should have thought of that; even if this bunch wasn’t keen on the whole kidnapping and murder idea.” Nowen held up a hand to stop Nandia from going off on an intellectual’s rant. “Whatever you bring up I am going to destroy so don’t. The one thing I remember is no one had a choice on Evramora. So call this a spade-a-spade. Now good night.” 

Nandia stood there and watched him leave, considering what she just heard him say and was deciding whether or not it was best to produce her findings. She decided. “You lost family on Evramora, didn’t you?” Nowen stopped walking and kept his back turned, but she could sense a shift in him emotionally. “That’s it, isn’t it? Either you experienced the horror, or had known someone close to you that had.”
Nowen turned around to reveal a very serious, very angry face; she was too correct. “Why in the hell do you care.” He walked slowly back towards her, and she felt suddenly very small and very fragile compared to the man that knew so many ways to kill a person with his bare hands; even with her Force advantage. “What does it matter to you.”

“It matters because you, I, and everyone else here is going to be living here for a very long time. Beings are going to have to make peace with their demons. It doesn’t help if there are reasons not to reconcile. Such attitudes are contagious. You are no better than Ryax in that regard.”

“We don’t compare.”

“You are both figures of hate. I’ve tried to rationalize everything with Ryax and it failed. You seem more reasonable.”

“I can see why even a dolt like Ryax would pass on you; you’re like a naturalist that enjoys pissing off a gundark by poking at it’s balls constantly with a spark prod just to see it’s reaction. When you aren’t convinced of the results you go back to the gundark and do it again. You’ve been like that to me ever since I got here. Do me a favor? Relieve this gundarks’ pain” he grabbed his crotch in a rueful gesture towards her “and get off my balls!”
Nandia inhaled sharply and gawked at him with utter resentment as Nowen turned around. Her sensibilities blasted into oblivion she waited until he was several paces away and shouted, “Fine! Forget you! Why waste my time! Next time…I will just let the damn school fall on you! How about that!” She wasn’t satisfied so she yelled louder; this time the few beings walking close to Fort Angelleia paid noticed to the ruckus. “We are not here to placate you, Nowen! You hear me!”
Before he vanished into the base in a huff Nowen waved over his shoulder at her without any well wishes behind it. Irritated by the confrontation he was all sour by the time he reached the command center to dump his census information. Bandre was there so it was the perfect time in his enraged opinion to ask about last month’s request. Once again the young Guardian was alone at his post, practically living in his chair.

“Did you get that conversation figured out from all that mess yet,” said Nowen snappishly. He practically slammed his left fist into the data transmission receptacle, popped the small, astromech-like transceiver stem from his wrist computer and once interface was achieved downloaded the information. When finished he nearly ripped everything out when the receptacle was not fast enough letting go of his hand.

“Well I see Mister Happy enjoyed his jolly trip up Sweet Sugar Mountain,” said Bandre with sarcasm and a frown. “Careful there, Warrior, we don’t have replacement parts for this stuff.”

“Just what do you got, Bandre, I’m not in a mood for any shit,” was Nowen’s short answer, pinching the bridge of his nose as a mental knot found its way there to annoy him.

“Nothing,” was Bandre’s just as short and curt answer. “Zip. Or as the natives say it: nyeta. We didn’t have enough MITES. I did a tester, and you’re right it would have worked if there were a lot of them. But last month they were busy. Partially because when you called that alert you drew the MITES to your location.”
“So not even a word?” Bandre shook his head. Nowen threw up his hands in frustration. “Great waste of time.”

“You’re welcome,” said Bandre. “But at least thanks to you we have a new way to eavesdrop on our guests. Now if you excuse me I got to code in your counts. Oh by the way how was the tour up the mountain? You didn’t have to knock some heads off their screws?”

For whatever reason the thought about the mountain cooled Nowen down. The Vhinech people he met, with their problems or with their good will and spirits, never gave him one moment of problem. He recalled Destiny’s desire to do something, anything, positive. He remembered witnessing Mathaniel do some decent and kind things. All that because they felt they needed to do it to show anyone that dared watch to see they were truly doing everything they could to be a good people. With very few exceptions he saw no reason to hate them if he didn’t have his own reasons to hate them. They were good reasons. Solid reasons. Owed reasons.
We are not here to placate you, Nowen!
“Nah,” he said as a way to agree with Nandia. He wasn’t really paying attention to Bandre anymore as he walked out of the command center. The younger man said something, but it was only expelled air in the wind to Nowen. 
In no time Nowen had returned to his shared quarters, skipped chatting with his fellow Guardians so he could remove his armor, shower, and throw on his relax jump suit. Finished after throwing on a black overcoat, and for the first time, he left Fort Angelleia without armor and weapon after consulting the current intelligence on the key inhabitants of New Paradasia. Nandia, township leader of Valleys United, lived in the northern Vhinech Valley northwest of the Little Mountain Trail. 
The way to his destination was not difficult; in the heart of New Paradasia was a old lighting system that collected solar radiation all day and at dusk the lights came on with a light just bright enough to provide at least ten meters of illumination all above and along the paths; where one light disk ended another picked up; both disks intersecting at their widest vector point. When possible there was illumination from burning torches at the ends of some home’s walks and porch lanterns lit until the occupants of the homes retired for the evening. Along the way Nowen past one of his fellow Guardians on foot patrol; one of many that roamed the streets to give the citizens a bit more piece of mind; more night patrols were added after Nowen had discovered the hand cannons.
Reaching Nandia’s small home that was clustered with others in equal-sized property lots, Nowen put his work aside in his mind and knocked on the door.  He knocked again when he had the feeling she knew he was there. No one needed the Force when the wooden porch echoed the footsteps, much like the wood floor on the inside gave away Nandia’s approach. There was a pause on her part, and then the door opened to reveal her unhappy look.
“Ah…hi,” began Nowen apprehensively. “I’m probably the last thing you want to see.”
“Quite right you are,” said Nandia, “when it comes to things.”
Nodding as he completely understood her reference, Nowen said, “Okay. I won’t take up too much of your time then. I want to tell you what you wanted to know.”

Nandia leaned against the door jam, resting her head against her hand. Obviously whatever it was they both were going to brave the cold to hear it. “Only if it doesn’t involve your balls.”
Nowen smiled a little, but he let it go because she wasn’t smiling back. One head nod, he just out and said it. “My wife and most of my immediate family was on Evramora.” His tongue thickened when he said that; he worked his mouth around quite a bit before he spoke again in short sentences. “My wife wasn’t rescued. She’s dead.”
Blinking a few times was the proof that what he had said resonated in Nandia’s minds. Just as he had done before arriving on her door step Nandia had softened. She had expected something like this. She still wasn’t prepared for it. After all this time wanting to know what drove Nowen’s anger she felt very stupid for turning the screws on him. All she could say after some quiet seconds was, “I’m sorry.”
“You shouldn’t be. You didn’t kill her.” He appeared less tense; he felt more tense inside. “You were on Coruscant at the time.” It was the first time he had admitted to her of having read her file. “Unless you can be at two places at once….”
Sighing, Nowen said, “Well, now you know what I know. Little of something. My wife, Adriana, dead.” When Nandia didn’t say anything immediately all he did was give her a little nod and hesitantly walked backwards, prepared to leave, leaving behind a thought. “Sorry about earlier tonight…”
Nandia came off the porch quickly and caught up with Nowen, stopping him with a hand on his right shoulder. He turned towards her and she said, “You don’t have any reason to apologize. You actually should be commended for your restraint. In some eyes you have the right to a fair share of vengeance; to correct your loss, and to ease your suffering.”
“A Path thing?” he asked somberly.

“The Path. Nature. Man. Whatever you want to call it as an excuse, but if any of my people knew of this loss of yours they wouldn’t blame you if you ended one of them for the sole purpose of vengeance.” She smiled a little, with just a small gleam of moisture in her eye. “If they knew, and if you didn’t, they would show you a great amount of respect. It’s not easy to turn aside the need for deep, personal revenge. Especially when it isn’t petty or cruel but rightful.” She glanced downward and said softly, “I respect you.”
Hearing her sniffle a little, Nowen raised Nandia’s head up gently with his hand. He wiped a tear that escaped her left eye as she said, “I…had to know because I just want to stop everyone’s pain. None of us will heal if the wounds won’t close. That’s why I pry. I just want…all that’s made our people suffer….I just want it all to end.”
Nowen understood her now, saw where she was coming from and realized that she had every right to had picked on him. Still he was nervous and uneasy above revealing such a personal thing to her. It didn’t stop him, though, from giving Nandia a comforting hug. Like the Vhinech on Little Mountain he had pity for he saw no reason to hate her anymore. Like Little Mountain today he went inside her home and they spoke. A long time afterward, when nearly all the lights were out he finally went home and left her be. He never slept that night; for the first time since he arrived, Bealas Nowen reevaluated the reason why he was here. It was about the Vhinech, but in the context of sharing; both he and the Vhinech were far away from a past they did not want to revisit ever again.
