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“M’lady Versea? You wanted to speak with me?” Firith asked quietly, bowing his head in respect to his family matron.

“Yes I did Firith, please come with me.” The regal Twi’lek spoke getting up from her chair and heading into her private study.

The old knight glanced around the room assuring himself the area was safe before committing to anything. Seeing and sensing nothing he crossed from one side of the room and into study. His senses ever alert to the possibility of a trap.

Tasha’Vel watched him with some exasperation as he slowly made his way over to her. “Firith, when Bentre and I trained you to be a Shadow. We had hoped you would overcome your paranoia that every thing was a trap. Especially in my own home! You must remember that being a Shadow you will be put into all kinds of situations in all kinds of places. If you hesitate to long you will be destroyed before you accomplish your mission. Have faith in your training and abilities. Your former master and I do, you should as well. Now, you have passed all but your final test, and this will be it.”

The blue Twi’lek walked around her desk and activated a holoprojecter. A beautifully designed cube of gold and red appeared and slowly rotated to show all sides. Strange writing flickered along the cube’s sides

“ Aye, ‘tis beautiful lass, what is it?” Firith asked awe-struck by the ornate item floating in front of him. Realizing his slip in protocol He stood up and blushed. “I’m sorry M’lady. Ah didna’ mean ta bae so familiar, please forgive mae.” He mumbled, his accent thicker than usual.

Tasha’s laugh filled the room. “Firith! You are family now, you can relax when we are alone. Now this,” she said still giggling, “ this is an ancient holocron. Nothing like what you have worked with in the Shadow Academy. This one is over ten thousand years old. Maybe even a hundred thousand. Do you see these markings? They are Sith, pure blood Sith. Not the attitude but the species. Look at the marks, the corners and the etching, truly amazing. This is your final test, to retrieve this for me and return it to its rightful place here on Ryloth. However, you must know something first.” Tasha sat down and watched the holo as it slowly rotated. “According to our intel, and I use that word loosely, It has been taken by a band of mercenaries supported by an Adept. Supposedly very powerful for his years. And most importantly...it is being held on Dosuun, a planet I believe you know well?”

Firith choked back a curse at the mention of the planet he grew up on. “Aye lass, ah ken it well. An ah hoped ta naver go back after the last time there.” Sighing deeply the grizzled Jedi turned to face the wife of his master. “Where is it located? At ma auld home?” He queried sarcastically.

“No, no, in a stronghold on the southern continent.” Tasha casually stated.

“Wait, a str—are ye kriffing kidding me?! Ye canna mean the auld Imperial prison! It’s nae possible ta break inta, let alone break out of!” 

Firith yelled throwing his hands up and pacing around the room.

Tasha cocked and eyebrow at the older man and his antics. “Janos!” She barked out, using his given name. “You will remember with whom you are speaking!” Getting up from the desk she walked over to the man and grasped his upper arm and pinching the recent brand he had received when he became a member of the Versea family. “Stop acting like a child! Now listen, in the years since you left that planet this prison has fallen into ruin. With the fall of the Empire this place was abandoned. The prisoners left locked in their cells to starve.”

Firith, gasped in pain and pulled away from the woman. Breathing heavily he gave the Twi’lek a black look and then looked away as she stared him down. “Forgive me M’lady, I forget myself sometimes when it comes to that planet. I have many memories both good and bad from there.” The big man dropped to his knees and shuddered trying to control his emotions. “Please, forgive me.”

“Firith’rar, bold protector, you have passion and strong emotions, you must master them and use them to your benefit, otherwise it’s a waste of emotion. Channel them, control them, allow them to fuel you and you will become a true master eventually.” Tasha spoke soothingly, almost hypnotically to the human at her feet. “Now go, find me that holocron and bring it back.”

Southern Continent

DOSUUN

Firith pushed aside the foliage and watched the movement of the people in the ruins. Security seemed rather heavy for guarding something as simple as a holocron. The pattern ran out and in between the  torn up walls and stones. Predictable, rote, easy to memorize. Totally unprofessional. Firith waited until nightfall and using his training and the Force to cloak him he slowly made his way forward onto the ruins. Sending out his senses he was able feel the evil darkness radiating out from the Sith holocron. Finding it difficult to maintain his cloak Firith stepped into the shadows and let it go. A wave of exhaustion washed over him and he stumbled back into a corner.

After a few minutes Firith looked about and “felt” around again. Once more a wave of pure evil slammed into him from somewhere below. He choked back the bile that rose in his throat and started looking for an opening into the lower levels. 

Keeping hidden he looked about for the guards and soon noticed a spot where they seemed to vanish for awhile during their rounds.

Moving quietly and staying in the shadows Firith made his way to a guarded tent set up over some stairs that descended into an artificially lit chamber. Cloaking himself again he cautiously made his way to a point where he could sneak behind the guards. Both of who seemed indifferent to each other and the task at hand. Slowly edging past them, Firith lowered himself onto the stairs and silently descended.

After going down 20 or 30 feet Firith entered a large room with what appeared to be halls with old offices or cells branching off from it. Most were dark but one was more brightly lit than all the others. The noise of people echoed out the corridor and the smell of food and living came from it. The others were quiet and smelled of decay all except one. 

A single strip of dim lights lit the hall, fading into the gloom. Cocking his head to the side Firith closed his eyes and reached out using the Force. Sensing very slowly, feeling ahead a few feet at a time, searching for any enemies. Almost immediately the darkness threatened to envelop him. The raw power of the holocron grasped Firith’s psyche causing him to gasp in pain. He could feel the hate and rage begin to fill him as the  Dark promised power, untold power. Firith’s eyes snapped open, glowing red, and he began to make his way down  the hall. In the back of his mind he could see a pale blue light being carried by a small figure calling to him from far away. “Janos wait, stop!” 
Three troopers alerted to his footsteps stepped into hall before him. Using the Force without conscious effort Firith slammed the three into the opposite wall. He could hear their bones snap as they were brutally crushed. “Did I do that?” He thought,  “I’ve never done that before.” Feeling somewhat queasy he stepped over the bodies he continued down the passage way. The growing dread was replaced with fear as a brilliant green Lightsaber ignited in front of him. “Hello Jedi, I felt you up there. Have, have you come to take my power?” A young feminine voice whispered. “IT’S MINE You can’t HAVE IT!” She screamed  and lunged forward.

Firith stumbled backward avoiding the clumsy attack. Grasping his own saber he ignited it and tried to center himself for the fight. Voices filled his head, whispers of power, of lust, passion. Death and destruction of all things less than him. Alien, Jedi, any and everyone. Domination over all, ruling over everyone and everything. Visions of himself as a king the holocron at his side glowing blood red, drinking in the power of fear of the masses.

The visions suddenly were eclipsed by a figure with a glowing blue saber. Shielding him, calming him. “Stop my love, stop!” It cried out.

Firith felt his head clear and looked around. A young girl, maybe 20 years old, lay at his feet , hacked apart into multiple pieces. Her dead eyes looking at him in terror. He looked down at his gore covered robes trying to figure out what had happened. His saber flickering between its usual indigo and a dark purple as his emotions shifted back and forth.

“Did I do this? How? Why? She was a child! Why did I do this?”  “ BECAUSE I MADE YOU DO IT! I AM POWER, TRUE POWER, DARK POWER! THE POWER TO MAKE YOU A GOD AMONG THE MORTALS YOU DWELL WITH.” Firith dropped his saber and grasped his skull as the voice ripped into him, his nose, ears and eyes started to bleed. Rivulets dripping down his face staining his robe bloody red across his shoulders and chest. Looking around for the voice booming through his head he finally saw the holocron pulsing malevolently on a table in the corner. Next to it sat an ornate carrying case with script of some kind engraved on the sides.

Firith stumbled forward towards the cube as if snared by a tractor beam. “YES, COME TO ME, SHE WAS WEAK, BUT I SENSE YOU ARE STRONG IN THE FORCE. I CAN USE YOU. TAKE ME UP AND I WILL GIVE YOU TRUE POWER, THE POWER OF THE DARK SIDE OF THE FORCE!” The voice thundered in his head and he saw more and more images of enemies slaughtered at his feet, his lightsaber glowing crimson, hacking and slashing is way through all.

Reaching out Firith placed his left hand on the cube and was instantly frozen in place. He watched horrified as the red glow enveloped his hand, arm and his whole body. He could smell the flesh burning where it touched the cube and hear the shrieking of thousands of souls consumed by the Sith artifact screaming in his brain. He saw himself on a throne, the cube resting beside him. Innocent people being defiled and killed for sport and the just for the joy of it... But once again the angel with the blue glowing saber stepped forward and shielded Firith from the onslaught. “Firith my love, listen! Place the cube in the case! Shove it into the case!” The angel called out. A wave of pure love washed over his tortured soul and he felt some modicum of peace and healing.

Summoning all his will, what little he had left, Firith pushed the cube back into the carrying case and fell back. His charred ruined hand hung limp and useless. “WAIT! STOP! WHAT ARE YOU DOING!” Gagging at the stench of the burnt flesh and putrid evil that—“I CAN GIVE YOU POWER!” —the cube gave off,-- “NOOOO-“  --he reached over and slammed the lid of—“OOOOOO--,” the case shut.

Almost instantly the feeling of darkness was gone and the walls and floor shuddered. Dust drifted down from the ceiling and Firith groaned as the pain in his hand became worse. Falling over onto the gore soaked floor he wretched until nothing more would come up. He felt his hand throb with each heart beat and passed out for a moment in the filth. Waking a few minutes? Hours? Days? He didn’t know. He felt a little better, but something was wrong with his hand. Concentrating he channeled the Force to dull the pain. “Lad, ye are Inna world of hurt. Get a grip and press on. Your angel be waiting for ya.” He muttered to himself.

Wrapping his hand in a filthy cloth and tucking it into his robes to keep it from getting more damaged Firith fought the light-headedness that assailed him. Finding his saber, he attached it to his belt. Then walking over to the case he locked it shut and grasped the handle to pick it up. Slowly making his way out of the room and back down the hall he noticed it was much quieter heading back without the susurration of the cube in his head. Focusing the dregs of his energy, Firith tried to sense what was around him. Only a few beings showed up and they were scattered quite far apart. Where was everyone he had to dodge when he first went into the basement of the prison?

Digging out his communicator he set it for emergency tracking and hoped he could be rescued soon. Cautiously he made his way up the stairs, moving ahead one laborious step at a time. The guards at the top were gone, everyone was gone it seemed.

Moving back towards the area where he hoped his rescue would be he staggered in pain and collapsed. The rag around his mangled hand was stained with blood.

An electronic voice of a Droid squawked out something behind him. Then another voice answered it.

“That’s true XZ7. Well buddy, it seems our meal ticket has vanished, so we’ll take that box you are carrying,” said a slightly muffled voice.

Firith stopped and sighed, turning around he saw a human mercenary in mismatched types of armor pointing a blaster at him with a beat up assassin Droid standing next to him.

“Foin lad, jest doont bae shootin mae rrright yait.” He grumbled, putting the case on a pile of rubble. Facing off with two mercenaries he unclasped his saber and ignited it.

The assassin Droid burbled and squawked in alarm bringing its weapon to bear on the old Jedi and firing off a blast. Without any appreciable effort Firith blocked and deflected the bolt back towards the Droid. The spent shot zipped back and smashed into chest of the Droid, blowing it apart. Sparking and falling apart the Droid collapsed. Turning towards the human Firith grinned through the dried blood and grime smeared on his face. “Ready boyo? CATCH!”

Flipping his saber underhand he used his Force telepathy to guide it straight into the chest of the other merc and then retrieved it the same way. “Kriffing amateurs.” He muttered snapping his saber off and putting it back on his belt. Feeling more drained than he ever had he grabbed the case. Turning away from the bodies, he hobbled away as fast as he could. Staggering blindly and totally exhausted, after a mile or so, Firith finally collapsed.

PLACE UNKNOWN

Blurry visions, light, movement..

“Over here! Get the medic!”

Fade out..

Fade in...

“Has he woken?”

“I do not think so, not sure”

“Vitals?”

“Weak, the hand is causing problems, it’s not healing.”

“Amputate to save?”

“Not my call, contact his wife, or Lady Tasha, see the mark? He belongs to her.”

Fade out...
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“Wake up my love. Wake up, come back.”

Firith felt a cool cloth on his head and the world started coming into focus. Looking to his left he saw his wife sitting next to him.

“Lil? Hey angel, ugh, water please.” He croaked. Feeling a straw placed between his lips he sucked the icy liquid into his mouth. Pushing it away he blinked at the hazy figure above him. “Where am I? Wha-, what happened? Gods I hurt, why do I hurt?”

“Shhhh, you are safe, Bentre and Tasha are here, we are at her home.”

Firith reached up to touch his wife’s cheek and saw his bandaged and charred hand. Wires and tubes going to it, the skin cracked and seeping.

“It won’t heal, I’m sorry, I have tried everything I can think of, nothing is working!” His wife bowed her head, weeping in frustration and exhaustion.

“Och lass, don’t yea be fashing yer’sel, tis only a hand. I can—I can do wit out ma hand if need be.” The old knight said gruffly. “I’m sure we’ll figure out somethin’.”

“Actually we believe we have.” Said Bentre walking into the room arm and arm with his wife. “Tasha and I have been studying some ancient lore and we think there is a slight possibility it may work.” Walking over the scarred Battlemaster looked down at his former apprentice. “You daft old fool, is this the way you thank me for training you?” He said smiling.

Tasha stepped forward, playfully punching her husband’s arm. “Hush Kairn'tel, he’s been through enough. Haven’t you Firith’rar?” 

“Aye, I have, and do ye ken what I brought back to ya? Don’t ye be openin’ it! It will, well it will do this to ya.” He said raising his corrupted hand.

“Yes, I do know what you have returned and I am sorry you went through what you did. That cube has been hidden away by my family for years, and how it was stolen I have not learned yet. Please accept my deepest apologies for what it did to you, I had hoped the case hadn’t been opened.” Tasha said placing her hand on his shoulder.

“It, it changed me, made me kill for no reason, gave me visions of conquest and slaughter, gave me powers I don’t have. And now it’s crippled me.” He said in a bitter voice, then looking at his wife he gave her a sad smile. “But ye saved me lass, ye watched over me and protected me like an angel. Twice.”

Tears fell from Lilith’s hazel eyes and she bent down and kissed her husband. Looking up at Tasha and Bentre she gave a weak smile. “You said you think there is a way to save his hand?”

Tasha glanced back at Bentre and nodded slightly then turned to Lilith. “You must dilute the evil corrupting him by allowing it to spread through his body. But, you must counter it with your healing and love and the light side of the Force.” 

Bentre, snorted at this and received a stern look from Tasha for his reaction. “Sorry.” He mumbled, sheepishly shrugging his shoulders.

Turning back to Lilith she continued. “This will wash away most of the darkness but not all. And, well, we think, it will cure him.”

Firith cocked an eyebrow and looked at his wife, then Bentre and the Tasha. “I sense a very large ‘but’ in there somewhere.” 

“Yes, my friend you will become Dark, not Sith but a Dark Jedi, the evil from that cube is too strong to purge completely.” Bentre said smiling at the possibility of Firith’s turning.

“Is it permanent? Can I change him back over time?” Lilith asked in a quiet voice.

Both Tasha and Bentre shrugged. Firith looked at them and then to his wife. “Lass ye have lived with me through thick and thin, can ye live with me being Dark? With a chance ta save me later on?”

Lilith smiled and took a deep breath. “We’ll start in the morning, I need to rest.”

