CHAPTER 118.0
It was nearly two months and a whole galaxy later, and Alluetia Hailstorm still hadn’t forgiven herself or Casper Knightshade. It was over a short question. Only the answer made the question complicated.

“Home?” she had asked without a daring bone in her body, without false pretense, and with clarity of mind. Yes, home for them was in the center of the galaxy navigation wise for them and everyone else. Home was a tall spire filled with many different species with a common denominator, on a planet called Coruscant.

“Yeah, I would like to go home,” said Casper with very little time given to contemplate it. He followed it with, “Set a course for Lone Star.”

From that point on in the orbit of Isen up to their orbital insertion of Lone Star Alluetia had spoken minimally to Casper. They did have talks because the journey was long, but that was the small time killer between HoloNet News transmissions that made it past Bespin. She had kept it to simple terms he would understand otherwise: “Dinner.” “Wake up.” “Breakfast.” “Morning.” The expected fair from what was expected from a jaded woman. It was not a season of winter from her to Casper, but there was no mistaking the days of cold snaps.

The funny thing was Casper would have honored any request Alluetia would have made, including not returning to Lone Star. He would have gone on alone, taken another ship to the distant planet on the very edge of the known universe; he doubted Alluetia would have let him borrow the Hauler. She had her own reasons, and she could have reminded him that because he was a Jedi Knight he no longer had an obligation to return to Lone Star; though the Jedi Council had not bestowed Knighthood officially, they did not object to his lack of Padawan braid, and they did not order him to return when he did transmit where he was going next after Bespin.

The Jedi Council had taken Casper’s report with very little reaction after Casper began his report with the deaths of Enothchild, Ros, and Nue. He didn’t know what to make of that, but it was the Council’s way as it was the Jedi way: a loss of life was sad but they could not dwell on it. Of course they knew Casper had to tell of so much more, and so much more he did. During his recovery Casper submitted a correction amendment to his official investigation report, changing his recommendation that Naressa Rapier was the prime suspect.

As the time passed Casper let his thoughts and feelings grow out with his hair and beard, and the thoughts and feelings obviously thickened like many plots in a long journey. Towards the end he began to believe Alluetia was supposed to go back with him. The reasons were many as to why, some good and a few bad. The Force would only assure him of his decision, and he was right to believe that included not leaving Alluetia Hailstorm behind.

Towards the end of the journey, Casper had realized he didn't tell her why exactly this trip was necessary. She never did bother to ask. Nor did she asked the question that had kept her up at night after night since the trip had started, and with the evaporation of hyperspace tunnel had brought the trip to an end: why, twenty years ago, did Yoda chose her?

The answers were on the surface of the bright world ahead of them. Alluetia piloted the Hailstorm's Hauler through the system totally void of any starship traffic, to the planet with absolutely no traffic control tower or an atmosphere without a bunch of flight vehicles overshadowing the green and yellow and red and vibrant array of color land below. There was only one real spaceport, and that was only due to the fact that ships as old as or older than Yoda were parked collectively in one bare, flat spot; a few newer ships were there, but obviously they weren't owned by the local populace. With their ship landing, added one more to the unique and the different.

"'Welcome to Lone Star'," Alluetia commented after she and Casper shared a welcomed, first real air breath in two months together, repeating the words printed on the sign that hung over the archway that represented the exit from the field; they had conveniently landed right by it, apparently she did so on purpose in the advent they needed a quick getaway.

She finished the phrase on the sign with another exhale, "'The last place in the galaxy you will ever visit'. Geez, this place hasn’t changed one bit." The sign creaked and part of it fell off its rusted moorings.

“I take that back,” offered Alluetia, “it’s more rotted away then ten years ago.”

With Lyra, Lone Star’s sun, just rising above the horizon behind them, Casper considered her words and had to admit they were true. His return to Lone Star ten years ago was void of any site seeing so he really did not know the true civilized shape of the world beyond the people’s belief in the Path. He knew of the landing field, the inside of the travel caravan to one of Reverend Nightshade’s places to stay and that was it; there was no travel caravan waiting around; Casper was a month overdue. The planet was still classified as a treaty colony, a territory officially recognized by and loyal to the Republic; if it had offered more than loyalty, it would not have been in such a bad, rusting, rotting state.

Alluetia eyed a star ship as she and Casper walked off what passed for a tarmac. She had seen the ship before. In fact it was in the same spot where she had seen it. What was more was a small tree had grown through part of it. Though much of the tree grew around the airfoil of the light, single passenger craft, it finally punctured the hull and sported a little scrub brush on top of it. She shook her head in disdain; either the owner of the craft didn’t care for their ship, didn’t have the money to refuel it or repair it, or perhaps was long dead for over twenty years.

They approached the ‘Customs’ counter to find a middle-aged man by the name of Pierson Poppythorn ready to greet them. He did so with hesitation and stutter when he saw Alluetia’s incomplete Mark of Forgiveness. She sighed and quickly asked about Merritt Poppythorn, who had taken over the customs counter when the Hillman family had all died from a brutal storm. Old Man Poppythorn had passed away shortly after Yoda’s departure years ago, and so Pierson took it over; he found his family’s Life Circle ambition, writing, to be dull. Casper got Alluetia away from the boring place before she could say something more sarcastic than ironic.

As per the law, Casper had to go to the central government and notify them of his arrival. The two arrived at the building that housed the members of the Continental Council. They found a line of people of various states awaiting their turn to speak. As before with Yoda, people paid more attention to Alluetia than they did to Casper. Women did their best to hide their children when walking by. The people in line put space between them on either side of them.

Alluetia pulled out her Path pendant and sighed loudly in disgust. Casper said beside her, “Calm yourself.”

She sniffed, giggled, and then explained, “Yoda said the exact same thing.” She shook her head. “I don’t hate them, I just hate the stares.”

He thought for a moment and whispered, “We could have had the Marks removed surgically at Rapier Manor.”

Big eyed, Alluetia said through clenched teeth, “Now you tell me?”

It occurred to Casper that he had not thought of that option for himself. He itched the top of his knee although the phantom itch was in his right big toe that no longer was there as a means to relieve it. Perhaps he felt Juna had done enough for him by giving him Saberhide legs. He was certain that it was really his Jedi need to be selfless, that appearance -- in general vanity -- was not the measure of a Jedi; the Force never sided with the best dressed or the most handsome. Many Jedi gained scars from their battles that were correctable through surgery, but Casper knew of none personally that had taken the option. Very few Jedi, including Casper, had ever taken the artificial limb option, and for that reason some that did not gain replacement limbs remained in the Jedi Temple for the rest of their lives.

This was an example of contrasts based on the comparison of locations, between Coruscant and Lone Star. On Coruscant the people noticed the Jedi immediately, some expressing relief and some expressing fearful reluctance; the latter because of criminal or bias circumstances. They would not have given Alluetia, in any of her state of appearances, a mindful look unless she tried really hard to draw attention. Here on Lone Star their roles were reversed, where Casper was not a threat but Alluetia Hailstorm, with her age not matching the length of her incomplete Mark of Forgiveness, might as well had been fifty meters tall with dripping scales and bubbling puss oozing out of every orifice. Fear gave the fearful with made-up minds remarkably sharp eyesight. Time did not relieve anyone of that fear, nor did it made Alluetia get used to the feeling.

In time they entered the chamber of the Continental Council. To Alluetia the only thing that had changed was the people assuming the nine chairs representing the government. Other than that there was nothing new.

The head of the Council was a very young woman, barely out of her teen years. It was no real slight against her, but Casper found himself comparing her to Juna in terms of ‘leadership appearance’ and found the young woman before him to be a lesser. She was competent, intelligent, and held grace, but she did not possess whatever hidden virtues Juna Rapier Angelleia possessed that made so many people believe she could lead them. He doubted she could be a politician in the Known Realm, but for Lone Star, in the peace and quiet that drew no one’s notice, she was capable. Still he bowed to them all with deep respect.

She stood up and said, “By the Grace and Glory of our Holy Savior Presence, we welcome you both to Lone Star. I am Prime Minister Britannia Springwater, of the Continent of Complication. Who are you and what is your business with the Children of Lone Star?”

“I am Jedi Knight Casper Knightshade.” He paused to let that news seep into the conscious of the very stunned and quietly reacting Continental Council. Prime Minister Springwater was more intrigued than anyone else, for she knew who he was exactly with his revelation. “This is my pilot, Alluetia Hailstorm. We are required to reveal our presence, and we would humbly ask for your blessing to allow us to fly our ship to my family home. I promise it will not be for long.”

Most of the Council looked amongst themselves, but after some quiet moments Prime Minister Springwater said, “Thank you and bless you for your honesty. You may fly your ship to your family home.” The others did not immediately object, as they should have had. Alluetia just thought hearing the name Nightshade scared the piss out of the group and they just didn’t want to cross the good reverend.

“And please,” said Springwater, “take as much time as you require.”

Casper bowed in respect and he and Alluetia took their leave when the young woman smiled at them. He didn’t want to hold up the business of the central government any longer, but he did leave with a curious feeling. Alluetia said out of the blue next to him, “That was too easy.”

“Agreed,” said Casper. “Though we’re not in danger something isn’t right.” They exited out of the building and proceeded immediately for the landing field. “I sensed they were sadden for me, but glad for me, and then for themselves hopeful.”

Suddenly Alluetia blurted out a thought she has had. “Maybe they think you’re goin’ to take care of your granddad.” She then wished she had never said it when Casper laid his arm across her body to get her stop.

Casper turned Alluetia to face him and he said, “Take care of him, as in destroying him?” She sighed and looked around. He then said, “I can assume it’s not just their wish either.”

Alluetia let her head bow and she shook it. She looked back up at him in the eyes and said, “You don’t need to assume what I would like you to do. Hell, Casper, I was never crazy to come here with Yoda ‘til I began to realize he could stop Reverend Nightshade.”

He could understand her hate for him, still Casper could not condone the thought. “I can agree with you that my Grandfather is a bully, but he doesn’t warrant death because you and the other’s here believe him to be evil.”

“He’s more than evil,” assured Alluetia directly. “He can use the Force. He has used it.”

This was the first he had heard of Reverend Nightshade’s Force status, yet Casper was not overly surprised by the news. He thought back to the past, and in those moments his own heart told him. Onus had given him his ability to feel the Force around him. Alluetia looked at him with a face of some expectation, that the revelation would get him to see her point of view more clearly….

Casper understood her long silence on the trip. She wasn’t mad at him for returning home. She was holding herself back, trying not to tell him the information too early. She knew he was not a cold blooded killer, and that time would eventually talk him out of what she had hoped. Alluetia didn’t want to tell him the truth even now. At least, she tried not to tell.

“You,” he began carefully, “want me to kill him. All these years, that was why you kept bringing me back. That’s why you didn’t object to coming back now.”

“For whatever reason Yoda didn’t do it,” Alluetia blurted out as she became more upset. “He-he knew what your granddad had done. People here were dying by unexplained tornadoes created by the Force. Normally it happened right after they peeved off the reverend.” She wiped her eyes free of brimming tears and then pointed a finger at him. “He nearly got your daddy killed if it wasn’t for the Great Toad of the Jedi. But he only stopped him.”

Alluetia ran her hands through her hair, turning her back to Casper and giving them room. No one was around to hear their conversation, but if there were she wouldn’t have cared to have the talk they were having at the moment. “Its frickin’ funny how that all went down when you were a baby. Yoda said Onus didn’t know what he was doin’. He explained it was just some subconscious whatever. I couldn’t really buy that. Stupid thing was, after all the warnings Yoda gave Onus, Yoda knew he wasn’t goin’ to change.

“Actually, Yoda seemed to think that was a good thing for you at least. You ‘will learn from it’, he croaked. He told back then I was hoping he would stop Onus plum good, and that such thinking on my part was no better than the reverend’s thinking. He said I should forgive him.”

“Clearly you haven’t,” said Casper after he thought to himself for a few heartbeats quietly.

“Casper, I never will,” stressed Alluetia with every spoken word. “The Path’s in my life, but the Path does not say forgive that is part of one’s Lore.”

“Yoda failed you as your weapon of vengeance,” said Casper bluntly, “so now you see me as such an instrument?”

The confusion of it all, the conflict between right and wrong drove Alluetia to Casper so she could try to rationalize it all. “You saw the Continental Council back there, you felt them. Believe me, pal, I’m not the only one with the thought. I met the Prime Minister’s mother when she ran the show back then. The Onus problem back then has become even worse now. Skyanna Springwater knew this place wasn’t goin’ to amount to nothin’ as long as the reverend ran the show.

“I think the folks here might have figured it all out, but they’re afraid to say or do anything about it. Hell, killin’ a Path reverend doesn’t look good on anyone’s soul resume. I betcha some of them has prayed, and prayed, for him to die, maybe even for someone to come and take him out.”

“You’re stretching your logic very thin,” warned Casper. Hearing this was sickening his stomach.

“The helpless have to,” stressed Alluetia, causing the young Jedi to rock back on his heels. She slapped her right hip, where her blaster would normally be. “I’m goin’ to be strappin’.”

“That won’t be necessary,” said Casper. So many thoughts ran through his mind, too many questions, and it was agitating him. His own hells with his Grandfather were in the forefront of his mind, and they would constantly mix in perfectly with Alluetia’s hopes.

Alluetia sighed and said, “Fine. I’ll take you home, but if he’s there I ain’t goin’ with you.” Then she held out her hand. “Give me your weapon.”

Suddenly Casper felt his heart, which was calm, stop beating. “What?”

“Ya don’t need your lightsaber here.” She snapped her fingers. “If you ain’t going to kill him, then you don’t need it.” She really emphasized with her hand. “And don’t give me that ‘your weapon is your life’ crap either. If you’re so stupid, you might as well stop the illusion of being smart. C’mon if you’re so right.”

They were not going to move until Alluetia was granted one of her requests. It was between keeping the weapon to use it on Reverend Nightshade, or give it to her so they would continue on. Having dealt with dark forces in recent times his own doubts were very trivial to him. Casper could not understand why he held onto such plagues upon him.

Casper handed Alluetia his lightsaber and headed right for the ship. Alluetia stood there, motionless, eyeing his weapon in her hands in shock. She was numb from having her challenge answered, but finally she found her legs. The ship was up and heading south in no time flat. Prior to lift off Alluetia locked Casper’s lightsaber up in her personal safe, right next to her holstered blaster, and made extra sure to tumble the code before leaving. If she wasn’t going to use her weapon on the planet then he wasn’t either.

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

CHAPTER 118.1

The flight was relatively short compared to the landspeeder ride Alluetia and Yoda had taken two decades before. Still, there was a walk in Casper’s future. It was not ideal to take the ship too close. Since there was no real threat of danger, it was just prudent to land on the other side of the lumber expanse by the road that would eventually lead them to the Nightshade homes. The geography hid the homes from their elevated view and therefore they couldn’t see anyone or anything ahead of time.

After landing Casper exited the ship and had not expected Alluetia to join him. She just quickly came up beside him and pretended she had not run from the ship. He asked, “Why are you coming along?”

“Aren’t you going to your parent’s house first?” asked Alluetia. He nodded. “Good, then I would like to see your family again.”

“They may not recognize you.” Casper played at her straight brown hair, remembering from previous conversations that she had always dyed it a bizarre color since she had left Lone Star many, many years ago.

“Those days are so long gone,” she instructed.

Enjoying both the conversation and her clarity Casper sought to keep her talking. “So what is my family like?”

“Oh, you don’t know!” She realized that, knowing the Jedi and Yoda specifically, no one would have really told him about them. “Well, I only know what I know from twenty years ago….”

It was a long walk but the conversation filled the time. Casper had indeed never known anything about his family. It was eerie for him to learn that his father Orion had lost his legs in a battle; however that was all balanced by how Orion was able to deal with the limitations by running a farm and having a large family that he loved and they loved him back. Alluetia had never been left with the impression that the family was off kilter, save for the issues they had with Reverend Nightshade over Casper specifically. She went into some deeper detail about the problems that awoke when Yoda had come to take him. Again it was news to Casper but he took it in stride. Unfortunately for Alluetia she could tell it did not change his opinion about where he stood with his grandfather. She had wondered to herself in private if the time he had spent with a once-evil Juna Rapier had anything to do with his point of view more than his Jedi ways had.

Upon the Nightshade farm entrance they happened upon four men sporting the attire of Path clerics, one whom Casper recognized from his previous visit. Both he and Alluetia became apprehensive; the men looked too dignified and had taken great lengths to remain clean out of respect. It was not just because Reverend Nightshade was paying a normal visit to the family.

The man whom Casper knew eyed them both and raised a hand to the others to signify they should relax. He said, “Brother Nightshade, it has been a while. Do you remember me? Hansel Materler.”

Casper bowed to him and said, “I do. What’s happened?”

Materler looked amongst his fellow men and appeared very embarrassed. “You don’t know?”

Alluetia bit her lips tight. She wanted to state the obvious that Casper wouldn’t be asking if he knew. Casper shook his head. Materler became very somber. “I had thought your grandfather had contacted you.” He took in Casper’s appearance; he was aware what a Padawan was supposed to look like. “That was why you came home finally.”

Materler took a moment and then said with sincere regret, “I’m sorry to say that your mother had died a few months ago. Her funeral is today. We…had to wait for the thaw.”

Casper was aware of the universe again when Alluetia put both her hands on his shoulders to comfort him. The others around him showed no expectation of a response from him. He slowly began to realize the news of Cassiopeia Nightshade’s death had an affect on him. The emotion and the pain were very different than from anything he had ever experienced; so much so the missing part of his legs stopped itching. He did not quite know what to make of his reaction. He tried to rationalize the feelings, trying to tell himself he was mourning the loss of a woman he couldn’t remember and until today really never knew. The thoughts rolled over when he realized such thinking was wrong, even for a Jedi.

“I am sorry,” insisted Materler. “She had passed away quietly in her sleep.”

Again Alluetia wanted to contradict that and didn’t. She was her namesake: a hailstorm of emotions intermixed with her distrusting thoughts wanted so much to escape. She wanted to say Cassiopeia didn’t die of natural causes, that Onus Nightshade had something to do with it. Out of respect for a very quiet Casper she didn’t, and the knowledge of the difficult living conditions of Lone Star where all worked hard to survive caused the death of more people than the Reverend could ever be suspected of.

“I am certain the funeral is still underway.” Materler stepped aside and said. “You should go. If you like one of us can run ahead and tell them of your arrival.”

Still numb, Casper shook his head. He found the opening provided for him amongst the guard. He really didn’t recall moving. Everything he knew he had forgotten.

“Where do you think you are going, felon?”

Suddenly the Jedi in Casper came back to life. The words from Materler broke the numbness in his mind and caused him to turn around. The group of men, lead by Materler, had forced themselves between Casper and Alluetia. One of them had pushed her back.

“I’m…I’m a friend of the family,” stressed Alluetia. The old rogue was in worse shape than Casper in terms of emotion. She was bleeding enough feelings for the two of them. Being stopped so rudely made her break down more. “I’m with him.”

“You are thanked only for bringing him back,” began Materler, who had went from sorrowful to hateful in the same amount of time it took a black hole to dissect matter. “But I cannot allow your presence to…”

Casper’s hand calmly reached over the groups’ collective shoulders, grasped the sobbing Alluetia by her shirt and gently pulled her through the living barricade. The men sported looks of absolute shock when the looked at him. He said to them, “She is my friend, and a friend of the family. She will pass.”

“Brother Nightshade, I must insist you don’t,” said Materler, begging. “Your grandfather won’t approve.”

After careful consideration that took no time at all, Casper waved his hand and said, “But you have no problem with my decision.”

“But I have no problem with your decision,” Materler suddenly said with a slight, blank expression. The other men looked just as confused as their leader did, and they appeared to be less likely to intervene. Alluetia realized she had seen this particular trick before.

“You will just continue the wonderful job that you are doing,” said Casper with another wave of his hand.

“We will just continue the wonderful job that we are doing.” Materler and the other men turned their attention away from the duo. The men did not even give it another thought.

Casper put an arm around Alluetia’s shoulders and escorted her down the road to the house. He had doubted very much that she could have ever gotten over the emotions of the moment to use a blaster if she was armed. The danger was still very real as the men were too serious to not allow her through. The Jedi had come out of Casper because of the injustice of denying her the right to accompany him and to protect her and to an end protect the men from any action they were going to take. The Force was properly applied to resolve the matter in order to gain a peaceful satisfaction. That same touch of the Force, the training of a Jedi, brought him back around and had given him courage. He remembered who he was, and not at the expense of the humanity he was feeling for the loss of his mother. He was genuinely sad but did not cry. Her death affected him, but he knew he would move on. Not right yet, not right now.

It was not so long a walk anymore. The two noted the large crowd of people just to the south of the quaint home that looked a little older but no less reliable. Words of Rest from the Book of the Path were being read loudly, the source tone clearly of that of an elderly man, sight unseen to them but the newly arriving duo knew Reverend Onus Nightshade’s voice too well. In the background of the sermons the sound of a shovel being used thumped somewhat in rhythm. On the edges of the crowd made of mostly neighbors and friends the long forgotten Xulm, the wrongly called Sithian Language Ball, began to vibrate in Casper’s belt pouch.

Casper paid heed to Xulm, and then realized Alluetia had stopped just before the crowd. He turned back to get her, finding her apprehension of fear dominating her body, making her freeze in place. He said to her, “You don’t have to come with me. We don’t even have to stay around.”

Alluetia looked at him, and then looked back towards where they were certain the grave would be. She said, “Your mom said she was afraid to let you go, but she was more afraid for you if you had stayed.” A look of grit set in her face; she was working up bravery, remembering how it was so tough for Cassiopeia to let go of baby Casper. “No disrespect to what she said, but she was the bravest woman I had ever seen!” She stomped her way towards the crowd, but Casper reined her in before she went too far off the handle. The crowd did not deserve the Hailstorm weather system of righteous fury.

Their timing was perfect: the service concluded just as Alluetia made her way in. The people were beginning to move away in preparation for the wake at the home; very few paid attention to the new arrivals. The loss of numbers made the burial sight visible. The people that stayed were clearly the Nightshade clan and their in-law relations. The daughters of Orion and Cassiopeia had married on and stood by the sides of their respected husbands.

A very stout, barrel of a man had just finished completing the funeral with the burial of his mother. Rigel Nightshade looked more like his father than Casper did, although Alluetia did note that Orion was not around to offer the comparison for her Jedi companion. As it is routine for the Path burial rituals found in the Oracle of Circles philosophy, the oldest and physically able surviving member of the immediate family, man or female, was responsible for the unearthing and burial of the departed; the entire funeral ceremony took place during the physical effort. The duty had fell on Rigel for reasons very clear to both Alluetia and Casper, which only prompted Alluetia to grow more sad.

The family took note of the duo’s arrival and looked past the central figures that stood with their back to them. The eldest daughter, Vanusa Darrowbrokk, and the second eldest daughter, Theta Moran Brandywine, were a near reflection of their mother when she was their age. The youngest daughter Nadja Common -- Orion had named her after Nadja Moranna -- had her first child tucked closely to her bosom.

The five individuals surrounding a hunched over man noted the exhausted Rigel’s sudden sucking in of breath and turned around immediately; three young adults and young, teenage boy. The hunched man, in the attire of a high Path reverend, candulas, raised his head and said, “You are late, Casper.”

The coldness of Onus Darius Nightshade’s words was less cold than his presence in the Force which he radiated and his Jedi Grandson felt and Xulm was quietly alerting the Jedi to. He turned to reveal not an old man but for the lack of a better way to describe it a corpse taking too long to rot. Drawn in, flaky flesh that was very pale, hair very dry and too unhealthily gray and a grimace that suggested he was in too much pain; he never looked this way ten years ago. This was a startling contrast to Casper; comparing his Grandfather to the other elderly people he had known, including Master Yoda, it could not be more startling. The Elfin Grand Jedi Master months ago on Coruscant when Casper had talked to him had seemed to age with the late Enothchild Sarch’s departure. There was guilt there in Yoda; there was no mistaking it in Casper’s recollection. With the very Human, eighty-one father of seven Onus he had to have ten times the guilt than the over nine hundred year old Yoda in order to look so terrible, and feel so terrible, and project so terribly in the Force. Or it was not as complicated as Yoda had known it to be, or Casper began to understand now.

Onus registered the duo before him. Meanwhile, Casper’s siblings kept to themselves, quietly assuring their own families who the Jedi Knight was. The young boy in Onus’ exclusive group was just too stunned to keep his mouth closed. Reverend Nightshade handed him his large Path Bible and then walked slowly towards Casper. Alluetia grabbed Casper’s hand tightly and held her ground. She found his grip to be very firm, very strong in return.

“I’m sorry,” said Casper. “I had my duties to perform.”

“Oh yes: your…apprentice duties no doubt,” scorned Onus in disgust. “Deciding which pebbles must float, for the wrong one moved an inch to the right would mean chaos for the galaxy.” He cast a very short, very brief look to his left to indicate the graves. “I am grateful you have come home to see your mother’s funeral since you had missed your father’s funeral nine years ago. Apparently, you had decided the pebbles could wait this time.”

Alluetia’s fear and sorrow was slowly becoming rage. The man’s indignation was way off the charts, especially when the rest of the family was there. Just when she had thought Nightshade was a cold hearted bastard before the reverend reached into the darkening depths of a carbon freezing chamber to prove her wrong.

Casper measured the man, and though Jedi prudence told him his Grandfather was just overly bitter and not worth debating another part of him did not let it go. He said, “Perhaps if I were notified of my parent’s deaths respectfully I would have come in a timely manner. Then again, it would appear you wouldn’t want the HoloNet upgrade to the transceiver system to interfere with the ebb and flow of your Flock.”

Theta Moran shared a startled look with Nadja while Rigel loosened his very tight grip on the shovel he had used to bury their mother. Reverend Nightshade was not deterred. “What would it have mattered to you? Your kind forgets where they have come from, and you relish that. You would have been too preoccupied with your duties, your need to help those that do not ask. Your family needs you more than an entire galaxy and you do not seem to care for them.”

Reverend Nightshade lifted his head up more and used his educated eyes to measure Casper more. He pondered, “Yet, on this day of days, you are here because of your promised duty, no less. Or perhaps, with the lack of Padawan braid, you have come to your senses.” There was such a hope, a twinkle in his lightly clouded eyes that signaled it. “Have you come to realize the truth, my Grandson?”

No sooner had Onus finished did Casper’s insight have refreshed. What his Grandfather had done was a short, summarized, very quiet version of the berating he had received ten years ago when he had his Mark of Forgiveness lengthened. After that day, Casper Knightshade had serious doubts about what he was doing. He had covered those doubts and uncertainties and of course fears by working diligently hard and became a stickler to the Jedi Code to which the late Qualeggoes would have been overwhelmed with joy. Looking back during his travels as of late the truth occurred to him when he had slain the Legacy Virus-controlled Sullustan boy nearly two years ago. Instead of confronting the issue head long like he did after he had lost Ros he only re-doubled his bad habits. The first clue to that was Casper being told by Ros to take the point on confronting the Path sect on Alderaan shortly after the events on Sullust; he had reacted too negatively to doing a job that had little to deal with his own past.

Between the events on Tatooine and his eventual stay at Rapier Manor Onus’ words would have worked. Casper would had caved to the first offered hand, be it from a Reverend of the Path to the dark side of the Force; as much as he could deny it then Casper was rather thankful that Juna during that time did not persuade him to join her side. It actually took him up to this moment in time to really, really understand himself; that every attempt he made to become a Jedi was only helping his Grandfather in proving he was right.

“I have,” answered Casper. He reached into his belt’s many utility pockets and produced his Padawan braid. He took Reverend Nightshade’s frail, cold hand and placed the braid in his palm. It was finally all clear to Casper, and in spite of his cryptic answer Onus knew what the young man had meant. He was no longer the Learner, and he was no longer the grandson that should be his grandfather’s successor.

Onus shivered from an anger even the non-Force sensitive could sense. Casper though took Alluetia’s hand again; her hand was absolutely sweaty with fear and nervousness, but she was assured by his firm and resolute grip as she was by what he had just done. The others had maintained their silence and only began to understand what had just happened, just as Onus closed his hand over the hairs. With the closing of Onus’ hand, Casper thought the matter was over. He was done with his Grandfather, and to show he and Alluetia both were he walked around him. The others in Onus’ group did not interject themselves to stop them; they thought for sure their leader was going to die on them right there. Though there was no evidence that the immediate Nightshade family knew of they were afraid something terrible would happen; just a feeling that swept through them.

Casper was weary of the emotions that flowed from Reverend Nightshade. It was his responsibility to diffuse whatever potential problem would come. He would have to treat him as if he was not Force sensitive; though strong in the Force, he was left with the impression that Onus had no real control over his abilities. Such a being was dangerous with such anger whether they used the Force or not.

Stopping and turning around, Casper said to his Grandfather, “Do not fear me, Grandfather. My stay will be short, and your rule will not be challenged. And do not fear yourself. That is when many are unbeknownst to them at their worst.”

Onus wanted to say something, but his Grandson’s wisdom sounded all too familiar to him. So much so he did not hear Casper, he heard the raspy, croaking voice he had heard many years ago when Casper was taken away. He realized he had lost, and he had lost his Grandson to the Jedi for certain.

All Onus said was, “I fear. And I’m afraid two people I loved should have been buried here today.” He walked away without explaining. Casper did not need an explanation. Though he felt his Grandfather was calming and all would be well it would be wise of him to keep his word. Leaving tomorrow would be soon enough to quell any possible trouble in the near future.

The group with Onus immediately followed after the Reverend with the young man hesitating for a moment. Rigel said immediately to the boy with his spent breath, “Go on, Boy. You have your own troubles. You take care of them.”

The boy gave Casper a brief look and then stomped hurriedly past him and Alluetia. Before Casper could ask he realized his older sisters were carefully approaching him; their husband and families respectfully held back. Nadja noted, “He looks so much like Grandpa when Grandpa was younger.”

“Only taller,” noted Theta Moran.

“He’s not taller,” remarked Vanusa. “You’re both just used to Grandpa being hunched.”

“He’s taller,” insisted Theta Moran after she had rolled her eyes on Vanusa’s remarks. “You’re just assuming he is because you’re so short!”

“You’re shorter than me!” shot Vanusa back.

Theta Moran rolled her eyes and pointed out, “You two just can’t have a normal talk can you?”

The two sisters looked at the third and Nadja said, “You’re right: we shouldn’t leave you out of the talk. Perhaps by talking slower you can understand.”

Through her relaxed tension Alluetia managed a smile; she remembered the sisters has children were affectionately combative with one another; some things never change with time. Casper cleared his throat, drawing his sister’s attentions towards him. He understood why they were talking instead of perhaps reacting with a little more enthusiasm in his return. 

The last time any of his siblings had seen him Casper was a mere ten months old; a baby the youngest sibling. He was not allowed to see his family under the agreement made between Yoda and Onus, and what Onus had told the family was not much. Onus did not really have to say anything. Years has passed and despite the reality that his brother and sisters knew he would grow up, Casper always remained in their minds as a baby, one who did not really communicate with them and could do nothing for them or even himself. Of course Casper did not really know for sure what Onus had told them after he was gone; he only hoped his parents were wise enough to tell the children that may contradict Onus’ rants against doing anything outside the Oracle of Circles. Nonetheless, the separation existed and his return to them was no different than someone they love coming back from the dead; the parallels between this and what had occurred with Enothchild were obvious. The siblings collectively really did not know how to react. Do they cry? Do they hug? What do they say? How, on a day such as this, do they act?

“Such conflicts solve nothing,” offered Casper to them. “I have come to see you all, my family.” He looked to the tombstones, and a heaviness in his heart did take him. “Unfortunately I do wish the circumstances were better.”

The way Casper spoke really had an affect on the others, unbeknownst to him. Rigel set his shovel down and made his way to the Jedi. For a moment there was hesitation until Casper looked at him. The older brother than reached for him and his hug grew tighter with force equal to every year Rigel had missed him.

“You were never forgotten,” said Rigel close to Casper’s ear, but loud enough for everyone to hear. “And Mom and Dad had prayed you had never forgotten us. Praise Presence, their prayers were answered!”

And one by one by one the children embraced the long lost child. A sad day had become a happy day. No longer were the hearts weighed down by the grief of death. They were lifted by hope. The hope would last more than a day, for Casper did stay longer than intended. That one month meant more to him, and Alluetia as well, as anything else he would do in his life. He learned so much, and he had hoped to. Neither Alluetia nor Casper had to deal with the Reverend Onus Nightshade during the stay; the planet was very peaceful, with no storms, during their stay; they never heard or felt him ever again.
