CHAPTER 43.0

It took longer than normal due to Alderaan’s relative position in line with Coruscant in space, but twelve hours after they got the call Ros and Casper arrived on the small world, landing in the capital city of Aldera where the Vhinech in question was being held. Casper noted right away the warm reception that was lacking from all the other worlds he and his Master had visited on patrol during situations where it was not dire; Dantooine came close, but there was an element of disdain in everyone’s manner towards Jedi Knights. Why that was so still puzzled him, but Alderaan’s attitude was so far very favorable.

During their trip to the mental institution that the Alderaanians had the Vhinech imprisoned in Ros’ attention was directed towards Chief of Planetary Investigations Taut Alahgesh. “So who is this man we’re going to see?”

Chief Alahgesh handed both Jedi Knights a data pad and began his go over. “His name is Relph Duplhfune, a highly respected attorney, specializing in drafting legislation and writing draft initiatives for public ballots. He’s 43 years old, has a wife, three children, has never left Alderaan in his entire life except three times: twice to attend law school, both to learn and teach on Coruscant, and the third time to get tested to see if he was a Vhinech under the Core World mandates passed by the Senate.” 

Casper looked along with Ros at the picture of the man; very professional looking, a little overweight, but above all he didn’t appear out of the ordinary. Of course looks could be deceiving, and the eyes could be easily deceived. But it wasn’t the picture that brought out Casper’s curiosities; something about it didn’t seem right.

Ros beat him to it. “But he isn’t from another world? His last name is not a common Alderaanian name.”

“You’re right about that. He was born here, there’s a record, but Duplhfune is not an Alderaanian name. We’re currently trying to find his parents; there is no record of them being born on Alderaan, nor is there any information readily available of their current whereabouts.” 

Alahgesh sat back and continued. “Six months ago he was last seen leaving his home by his wife. About a day ago a group of intensity seekers were going to walk into Sabbath Forest when they encountered Mister Duplhfune. He scared the pudding out of them and they got a hold of authorities in Hyden.”

The transport reached the intended destination, pulling in through opening that was originally blocked off by the heavy transparisteel gate, the only way in and out of the high-walled facility. Unlike other structures of civility on Alderaan and in the city in particular, with rounded forms and non-menacing colors, the mental institution was weather worn gray and smudgy black with sharp edges and windows only on the first floor and even those had metal bars on them. Both Knights could sense the dread that hung over the place like a cloud of death. 

“So why is he here?” asked Casper quietly, trying not to use his Force senses to gauge the mental activity inside. Force knew what any one being with no will over his conscious mind would be thinking.

“This man is crazier than a drunk bantha in a Human stampede, Mister Knightshade,” said Alahgesh being factual as possible. “By the time Hyden authorities got to him, he was tracking down those intensity seekers. You’ll see in the report he had a weapon: an Apex-Hyperbole 344 Breakable rifle. That’s what he chased them with.”

Ros let out a small noise when he found what Alahgesh was talking about. “Same caliber of weapon used to assassinate Lady Arelianna Organna.” He looked at Casper, reading his expression. “Same caliber as the other assassin's weapons.”

“And it’s manufactured by the Trade Federation. Anyways the weapon was useless, the battery pack was depleted. But he still was game enough to kill one Hyden officer. He a…broke his neck without touching him.” A wave of emotion that could be described as ‘brotherhood loss’ dribbled from the Chief’s mind; a feeling many say certain groups in civil duty feel when they loose one of their own, even if they have never met the entity. He continued on though, his professionalism overriding whatever feelings minimally overwhelmed him. “He would quiet down, then go berserk again, and then stop. The jail couldn’t hold him, so we took him to the only place with strong enough walls.”

Casper pulled out his personal data pad, a new one he gotten from the Temple to replace the one damaged on Sullust, and used the comlink linkup built in to transmit through the nearest public relay to link with the Temple archives. Finding what he wanted, he asked, “Other than the spent energy cartridge, how was the rifle?”

“Intact. Why?”

“Well, the reason why the weapon is called a Breakable is that one only has to do to make it non-existent is smash it into the ground with the power pack removed.” Casper transmitted the file perimeters to both Ros and Alahgesh as the transport finally came to a complete stop. “The power pack not only supplies the weapon’s energy, but holds the molecular structure of the weapon intact through specialized magnetism. With the pack removed, the source of the magnetism, the weapon can be shattered like glass and it actually decomposes. The Trade Federation stopped making these weapons over a millennia ago because of the molecular compound was unstable, prone to becoming explosive when used too much in a short period of time.”

“Okay, so?”

“So I wonder why is this weapon still intact if he did kill Lady Organna if he was the assassin? By the sounds of it he isn’t of sound mind.”

Alahgesh’s eyes flashed open a bit and he nodded. “I can’t argue that. However since we are going by the Jedi theory of the Vhinech involved in the mass assassinations 6 months ago, and this guy test positive for being a Vhinech when before he wasn’t, and he is using a weapon that is only good for one shot sniping, then he is my man. Why he didn’t break it down and why he wigged out and what happens to him the King has left it all up to you two to figure out.”

He stepped out and added, “And you haven’t seen this guy yet, Mister Knightshade. I would wait until you do before starting to question the details.”

It wasn’t a harsh retort, but Casper found himself cringing back nonetheless. However Ros was there right beside them as they followed Alahgesh’s lead and pointed out, “My Padawan wasn’t suggesting you were wrong in your assessment of Mister Duplhfune. Just that given that all the other assassination successes yielded no physical evidence of any kind other than their dead victims, it would seem that this individual was the only one out of 20 that had some sort of psychotic break. This would seem to indicate psychosis possibly occurring before the assassination. So the question becomes when such an act takes place? When he left his home, or after he assassinated Lady Organna?”

They entered the building after a security agent approved them to go through. Chief Alahgesh shook his head and followed up in response. “I see where you’re getting at, Ros. Goes to the mystery of he wasn’t a Vhinech and now he is?” Ros nodded. “So what’s the story with that? He went to Coruscant for the test.”

“We’re still not sure. The question does become one of curiosity for a whole different reason: why does a calculating secret agent that has successfully fooled the Jedi Order and Alderaan through whatever means to ensure his secrecy status suddenly have a mental snap after killing someone? It seemingly defies the logic of one who has been through sniper training of some kind.”

Casper noted Alahgesh’s dumbfounded look and tried not to grin even a little. A sniper normally has no crisis of conscious. They are trained for a singular purpose and to do so with stealth before and after the target has been eliminated. They are as cold blooded as murderers can get. Alahgesh never thought of it, and never even imagined such a thing. That kind of made Casper felt vindicated for bringing out his point

Don’t rub it in.
Ros’ voice echoed in Casper’s head, and quick as his good feeling was he realized that it was bad to think it. The man was only doing his job, trying to do his best, but Casper was enjoying the fact he missed a critical detail. Casper’s ego ballooned in that moment in it was completely wrong. The Padawan buttoned his lip in embarrassment, trying not to say anything more on the matter as they all entered the maximum security zone.

Alahgesh finally conceded. “You got a good point there, Ros. Who taught you that investigative hindsight: Enothchild or Nadja?” 

Ros smirked a little and said, “Truth be told both.”

“Talk about stacking the deck in training, you had two great Jedi Masters training you.” Alahgesh stopped in front of heavy blast door with a holoprojection screen imbedded on the surface to view the interior without having to open the door, two speakers on either side of the projection screen’s frame. Two guards, one on each side, stood ready. “After you see the guy, though…” He stopped talking and turned on the screen…

The noise blurred out first, a rambling of incoherency that belonged to a man wrapped within a white body restraint, a dense flexiplastic material that required direct heating to melt it to remove it, lying on the floor of the heavily padded room. He was gaunt and practically green skinned with wild eyes and unruly hair. He wiggled and squirmed, the effort both strenuous and unforgiving. He continued on, though, and with a sudden BANG against the door both Ros and Casper jumped back; the man unleashed a sizeable but ineffective Force ping at the door.

The man that was Relph Duplhfune. 

Casper pointed at the image and said, “That’s him?” Suddenly Duplhfune convulsed wildly and frothed like a wild animal in the process. All the while waves of darkness emitted from his being. Casper’s reflexively opened his robe and put a hand on his lightsaber.

“What’s left of him,” said Alahgesh with a sigh. He turned to the two Jedi after turning off the viewer. “He blew out of jail with that same Force maneuver. We’ve tried to talk to him early on, but doctors discovered that he chew off his tongue a long time ago. Test show his mind has been degrading very slowly.”

Ros looked on, as seeing through the door. Casper could feel him use the Force, and suddenly got a warning ping; his Master didn’t want him to follow his lead. He complied without question, feeling both pleased and displeased that he was left out of the experience; the displeased part he really couldn’t explain why at the moment; perhaps morbid curiosity.

After a few seconds, Ros pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “There’s nothing. And the nothing continues to grow along with the darkness that fuels his madness.” Casper surmised in between his Master’s speech, and without any doubt Ros did so as well, that this condition was similar to how the Vhinech on Sullust died. “This is, unfortunately, a dead end. All we can do is have him transported to Coruscant for observation and eventually ease his suffering.” Ros shook his head shamefully at the implications, and then asked, “Has anyone spoke to his wife?”

“Not yet really. We have her and her children secured in the Royal Palace so the off world press doesn’t scare her. But she’s had made request to see him.” Alahgesh shook his head in disbelief. “If I ever got like him, I would want my wife to shoot me.”

“If that’s the case, then searching her home will be easier for the both of us.”

“That’s true, but I’m not sure you’ll find anything more. We’ll get you two a separate speeder to use.”

As they walked towards the exit of the building, Casper felt compelled to ask another question suddenly. He tried to speak but couldn’t help it. “Chief Alahgesh, I noticed that the investigators of the missing persons case did an audit of Mister Duplhfune’s affects. They noted a personal terminal in his study if memory serves. Could you tell me if there was any indication from them that there was something wrong with it?”

Alahgesh shook his head. “Sorry, you’ll have to ask them.”

“I will,” said Casper, giving his Master a look before the group left. Ros understood and sent a message with a little nudge through the Force. If it was like anything on Sullust, then there was a great possibility that the Legacy Virus was involved. This may be the key to answering that question.

CHAPTER 43.1

The ride to Duplhfune’s residence was as short as the cramped speeder Alahgesh was able to wrestle up for the two Jedi. Along the way they contacted the missing persons investigators responsible for the investigation and discovered that didn’t take the computer in as evidence; they assumed nothing wrong with it.

With the pass code supplied to them by the Chief of Planetary Investigations, Ros entered the domicile first and swept the place with the Force. With nothing of interest standing out right away, he continued in with Casper following. “I will start in the study. Go room to room, Casper. Scan everything.”

Ros entered the study and looked right at the desk: no computer. “Casper, the computer’s not here. Keep an eye out for it.”

Casper made a noise of affirmation; the computer in question was a personal laptop model Compen 121, a personal computer that was slightly bigger than a large data pad, but it was just as fast and efficient overall as a large mainframe system on a starship. It had a unique, ovular shape to it so that opened from a closed, tight fitting state, which the computer in that form was no bigger than a data pad. It was vitally important that they find it.

After an hour, Ros appeared from the room with a very large packing box that he found within a recess hidden behind a bookshelf. It was a perfect meter cube in size, a weight Ros struggled with but not to the point he was going to pull something. Setting it down in the living room. “Casper, come in here!”

Casper came down the stairs from the second floor and said, “Found something?”

“Found this in a hidden recess.” Ros scanned it for any surprises. “Could be what we are looking for.” He tried the pass code to defeat the lock after feeling no danger from it, and finally resorted to using his lightsaber to burn off the locking hasp. With caution still, he slowly opened the lid…

One look inside showed on the surface nothing but jumbled together innocence; everything had been practically thrown in. Casper bent down on his knees along side his Master and noted, “Well, if this guy was an assassin, he wasn’t a neat freak.” 

The two Jedi Knights slowly went through the personal items one at a time. There was various things of a man’s past in the box, things like baby shoes, a sling shot, a few learning books, carnival trinkets one wins at a circus game, and other items that bared nothing of value to the investigation at hand.

The Padawan pulled out a magazine, looked at it, let out a gasp, and turned away. He held the magazine a full arm’s length away from him, and his skin began to noticeably color in emotional response. “I…ah…I…found this…oh boy.”

Ros took it from him and understood why the young man was so afraid of the magazine: OUTER RIM CHICKS! It was a Corellian underground adult magazine, an old issue to boot. “Ah, Casper, this is nothing.”

“Maybe to you…but to me…” Casper actually put both his hands over his eyes and turned away again after noting that Ros hadn’t put the magazine away. Casper was like most of the Jedi in the Order, completely devoted to chastity. He was too devoted to it though and it kind of made it hard for them on missions when it required them to enter places where sex is the theme. Ros honored his convictions, but there were a few times he literally had to drag the petrified man past a brothel even though they weren’t going in it.

Ros smiled; Casper was a Jedi who strongly believed in his convictions and that was going to get him to Knighthood quickly. Unlike Enothchild and Nadja, Ros had no intentions of getting married or getting involved in a relationship. 

He flipped through the plastic pages, paused on a page, and said, “Well, now I know how the lovebirds met.” He closed the magazine and hid it on his pile of stuff. Casper finally turned around to look at his Master, his face a bright red mask. Smirking, the Twi’lek said, “Bad stuff hidden away.”

“Good, I couldn’t bare looking at something like that,” noted the embarrassed Padawan.

Ros nudged him a little and said, “She’s into deep seeded non-typical philosophy, sand crafting, and likes bantha riding…”

“Master!” exclaimed Casper in shock, blushing even redder.  

“Sorry, couldn’t help it.” He went back to looking through the box while Casper started the process of calming himself. It bugged Ros a little that the boy was so uptight sometimes he wondered if he had another Qualeggoes in the making; that was a nice thought. With such a horrible notion on his mind, he almost put down a soft bound book without looking at it, until he realized it tingled in his hand. The Force was telling him to look at it. He did and read the front cover. “The Harmony of Masks?”

“What?”

“The name of the book.” Ros showed it to Casper and felt something flash in his mind. “What is it?”

Casper took it, flipped open to a random page, and said, “It’s not just a book. This is a Path sect bible. I’ve heard of all the different versions of the Path and this is one of them.” 

Ros’ lekku curled up; a major, major lead has just been discovered given the link between the Path religion and the Vhinech. He pulled out his comm linked data pad and accessed the remote network again. After a few moments he said almost excitedly, “The Temple of the Harmony of Masks is right here on Alderaan. They came here to escape a religious cleansing took place on the planet Drucstein XVI 800 years ago. They came here to Alderaan after receiving religious asylum and they’re located on the continent of Padgeria.” 

CHAPTER 43.2

The two Jedi indeed locked up the house and Ros piloted the craft for the major roadway that would take them to Padgeria, the Lands of Primora to be exact where the Temple of the Harmony of Masks resided. It would be a long trip as well, a day to be more precise; however both Jedi didn’t feel the need to rush into it. There was no rush, no dire need to jump into anything rapidly at the moment. In other words it was that classic metaphor of things being too eerily quiet. Caution was what ruled them more than patience did.

Casper took most of the time meditating since Ros knew Alderaan far better than he ever did, letting him drive. He needed to think to clear his mind again of things that bothered him the most, namely how easily all the Path rhetoric snapped back into his conscious so easily when his Master showed him the Harmony of Masks bible. 

It was uncomfortable to suddenly know such things, and the side of his face, right where his Mark of Forgiveness was tattooed at, tingled and itched. Reverend Nightshade’s steady hands were there with the inking needle, the old man purposely taking his time with a process that should have only taken an hour but instead took six hours, drumming away with the sermon of beings that embraced beliefs outside the Oracle of Circles, jabbing at the Jedi religion every five minutes it seemed; a ‘fool’s calling’ he called it once. To the good reverend simple creatures were given the power of divinity and they pissed it away on numb philosophy, a way of thinking in which you do nothing. Besides that he also believed that such simple creatures did not deserve such power; that was reserved for only the Children of Presence.

Casper gladly accepted the numb philosophy of the Jedi Code; it promotes no need to belittle anyone.

They crossed the 83-mile bridge that connected the continents of Aldgeria to Padgeria. The evening sky that dominated the landscape after they got away from the bright lights of the city of Yuruma signaled them to stop for the night to get some rest. In the morning they set out again, and Ros finally asked, “What do you know about the Harmony of Masks?”

Casper had no choice under the circumstances; he had to confront the issue of his family heritage eventually between now and the temple or he may seem callous. “It goes back to the days when the non-Vhanba Path existed some 1500 years ago. Originally the Path was strictly a Vhanba based religion, but a few of the Republic scientist and philosophers that were allowed by the Vhinphyc to stay and examine the culture adopted the religion and brought it to their native worlds. Understanding the principals they respected the Path enough not to call it that, so that was when the Path sects were born. Each sect were named and based on a point of philosophical solution handed down by Presence when she ruled her empire and then later saved Vhanba from Overlord’s control.”

Casper reached in his robe and dug out his data pad, turning it on to find more reference material on the subject through the comm linking system through Alderaan’s network satellites and eventually to the Jedi Temple Library. No direct material was found, so he concentrated on the investigation part of it as he continued. “The Harmony of Masks was first a concept Presence mandated as empress to protect all the females in her kingdom. You see prior to being named empress, Presence was Overlord’s loyal slave. She was captured and, according to legend, tortured terribly for 20 years. Overlord saved her, but his mighty ‘magic’ couldn’t repair the disfigurement. Feeling shamed, Overlord decreed Presence as his wife and empress, and further mandated that she was the most beautiful of the Vhinphyc, and if a female challenged that notion he would have them killed.”

Ros whistled softly and said, “Talk about a having a picky judge at a beauty contest choosing the winner based solely on his preferences.”

“It’s a proper anthology.” Casper then sat his data pad down to continue. “Overlord began wiping out whole cities because of it, a great excuse to murder millions of people. Although he gave Presence her own imperial lands to rule and to do what she pleased she feared that he could just walk back in and have his way with the people. So she had a casting done of her face, and from there handed out very detailed iron mask to every woman and every girl child. The females wore them out in public, even dying their hair and painted their horns to look like Presence as much as possible. When Overlord entered Presence’s lands and seen the people, he accepted them as cult worshippers of his wife’s beauty, and he left them alone, and soon after most of the mask were put away.

“After Presence killed Overlord and spoke to the people for the final time, she talked about the virtues of vanity being a sin. Attempts at being completely different created an air of politically acceptable discrimination against those striving for beauty greatness and against those who fell short. She told the story of the Harmony of Masks, about how it brought her kingdom together, and Vhinphyc descendants continued the tradition.”

“And so did the sect followers I take it?” asked Ros.

“I’m pretty sure.” Casper looked through the files and said, “In this case the followers here are mainly Human, their ancestors originally from Drucstein XVI on the other side of the galactic core. The name Duplhfune is Drucstein in origin.” He tapped a few keys, looking up further Temple records. “And 5 years ago a medical expedition went to their temple and did Vhinech testing there. They all were cleared.”

Ros nodded his head in acceptance, but spoke out in slight disbelief. “I’ve lived on Alderaan for a while under Enothchild’s guidance; I wonder why I didn’t hear of them?”

“The Harmony of Masks believes heavily in discretion, that way sin does not influence them.”

“You mean the appearance of others? The vanity of others?”

“Yes. They are a timid people, very peaceful and non violent. According to the reports of the medical personnel the followers were living as primitive as they could possibly be short of giving up all technology. Independent power and water sources separate from the rest of society. The personnel left them a data terminal because the computer systems they had there were obsolete. On occasion someone will go on a vision quest and send messages back to them.”

Ros drummed his fingers against the steering yoke as the manufactured road ended and now they traveled cross-country on a barely visible path. “Perhaps Duplhfune went on a vision quest and never came back.”

Casper shrugged his shoulders like any other teenager; it was a habit the young Padawan did his best not to express because it revealed immaturity; it was hard to break a habit when his own Master does it. “Perhaps. I mean if he forsake the beliefs he was raised with he wouldn’t had kept that bible. Then again I saw no symbolism of the Path anywhere in that house.”

“No masks either, especially not in that lock box of his.”

There was a brief silence of contemplation between them, and Casper concluded, “This may be a tough situation to speak of with them. The Harmony of Masks promotes togetherness of family and of people. Someone who has walked away may be viewed as either dead in their eyes or someone they don’t know. His name would be up there with curse words; we say his name, they may never speak to us.”

“Then we are all ready in a deeper disadvantage if that is so. If what you say is accurate, then having Jedi appear before them may be enough to scare them.”

“Well I don’t know if they’re that timid.”

Ros shook his head, experience playing into his thinking. “Fear of the unknown is the first pure emotion when someone is confronted by strangers. I’ve given this a lot of thought and I’ve decided that you should take the point on contact and questioning.”

Casper blinked a few times, feeling awkward about being in such a position. A position more suited, by procedure and learning and training, for a fully trained Jedi Knight or a Jedi Master to handle. “Me? Why me, Master?”

“Because of your experience, and because you do carry a symbolism of trust.”

Now he knew why. The young man gestured to his face and said, “Just because I have this mark doesn’t mean we get our foot in the door, Master. And what I know has been more or less shoveled down my throat when I was ten, not freely learned. It may seem like valuable information, but we still don’t know how these people will react to me. Look how the Vhinphyc soldier acted towards me.”

Ros smiled a little and pointed out, “I doubt very much they are capable of ripping of your head like Helle was going to do on the Falcon. What do you fear about doing this?”

Casper sighed and muttered, “I don’t fear it, Master. I just don’t want to do it.” He turned away frustrated as hell over it. He had looked forward to the day he could turn his back to anything related to the Path, and on Sullust he never felt so close to reaching that goal. Since then he has back peddled considerably from his progress of becoming a Jedi Knight. Every moment now seemed like his interrupted destiny was catching up with him, his ordered more than ordained existence being a life long Path spiritual leader. Perhaps it was fear, the fear that his grandfather’s prophecy would come true if he continued that the ways of the Jedi would guide him in error.

He felt Ros’ hand on his shoulder, the Twi’lek giving it a thoughtful squeeze. “Casper, I can’t make you do this if you don’t want to do it. Consider, though, the lives that may be in jeopardy if you don’t do this. We’re so close to the truth now, I can feel it. It’s here. Please, we need your help.”

Casper turned back towards Ros, pulling his Learner’s braid around with him when it errantly got caught on a crack in the speeder’s frame. Having Ros said that bothered him; it sounded like a proud father was begging respect from his arrogant son. It wasn’t right, and like it or not Casper knew it wasn’t right of him to act in such a way. Because he wasn’t just a would-be Jedi but in a way Ros Ofcheck’s son and Casper wouldn’t let his real father down. 

Sighing away a good share of his reluctance, he said, “I’ll do it. I won’t like it, but I will do it. A Jedi must do things he may never agree with in order to save the day.”

Ros smiled and nodded. “That he will. Many and many times over.”

Casper watched him turn his attention back to the road ahead, and for the first time in a while he felt a great weight lift off his young shoulders.

CHAPTER 43.3

Time passed on their long journey into the wilderness, and then the scenic drive was replaced by tall grain fields filled with harvest wheat, then by bussel corn and white barley soon after that. The phantom road became very narrow at that point and so Ros cut the speed down considerably so maneuverability was achieve and no damage came to the crops that obviously belonged to followers of the Harmony of Masks. 

The fields ended and the speeder emptied into a large clearing a few acres in silence, and it ended with a large, wood structure at the end of the road. It was long, but not Rapier Manor, Palace of Theed, or even monolithically long with the tallest part of the building a oval hemispheric shape roof in the very middle of the structure; obviously the worshipping temple and the living accommodations all rolled into one.

Ros stopped the craft short some 100 meters away when he noticed activity not far in front of the structure. There was a group of individuals, small in stature so he presumed children, all wearing the same bulky and loosely fit light blue clothing that covered them from head to toe to conceal their forms, the hoods tucking under the same locks of light brown to dark brown striped hair that were attached all around the base of the hairline of the dull gray facial mask they wore that concealed their faces completely with little representations of what appeared to be horns growing from their skulls. The sounds of their squealing delight and youthful jubilation came together with the facts and proved the theory that they were merely children playing outside.

Casper looked at Ros and noted, “According to the medical team that came here, we’re looking for a Reverend Euphist Questant.” There was a sudden shout of fear and as both Jedi looked back at the children they noted their quick retreat to their temple. “Whoops. Must have seen us.”

“We’re not planning to hit the place like a Hutt’s fortress, Casper,” joked Ros. “In fact this will work to our advantage.” They both noted a group of adult versions of the children appearing at the doorway, taking cautious steps away and stopping to await them at the foot of the stairs. They appeared completely unarmed, and there was no indication to say otherwise through the Force. Then again Ros didn’t expect them to be carrying. “As you can see, we don’t have to look.”

Casper conceded that and removed his Jedi robe and removed his lightsaber, placing both back in the landspeeder. Ros followed suit and soon joined him as they both walked towards the group. As they got close enough to visual inspect one another without problem Casper said with his hands held out loosely to his sides, wide apart from his body, “I bid you favorable approach, for I am Casper Knightshade, a Study of the Force and this my Magus Ros Ofcheck. I come in peace and ask for consultation with the Children of Presence, under the guidance of Reverend Euphist Questant.”

Within the Masks group, one of them came forward and said, “I am who you seek, the Reverend Euphist Questant. What is your business with this Flock?”

“I bare news of one of your own. His name is Relph Duplhfune.”

Reverend Questant turned to the others and there was a murmur that followed. Questant turned back towards Casper and said, “It is clear that is not all you intend to do, to tell us this news. What are your true intentions?”

“We wish to inquire, good Reverend. Nothing more than that, for I speak on behalf of my Magus, my father, and my beliefs.”

The leader heaved his chest slowly, and then moved towards Casper in a normal pace. His emotions though rippled with both fear and curiosity, obviously fearful of dying by the stranger’s hands, but not too sure why he was wondering so much. That is until the man came to a halt in front of the taller Jedi and eyed him; Casper more sensed it than felt it because the mask, made out of some form of modern material, bore eye holes that had screens in them to shield the appearance of the organs even at close range. Up close the mask represent the face of a young male but it was clearly not the case underneath; all the men there wore the very same kind of mask. 

Finally the reverend pulled off the glove on his right hand placed it on the left side of Casper’s face, his finger tips right on the end point of his twisted tattoo. His hand, aged somewhat, was covered in tattoos, each back of his finger was a different style pattern that would lead to a five pointed elaborate circle. 

The reverend was silent as his hand pressed against the boy’s flesh, looking at either his hand or into Casper’s eyes for a brief period of time. He then said, “You wear this Mark of Forgiveness because you have forsaken the Path of your family. Your grandfather, a leader, forgives you reluctantly for those who venture outside the Oracle of Circles deviates from the Path in which they were meant to be on. He hopes for your return.”

Ros raised his brows in genuine surprise; at no time did the reverend show any hint of the Force or signs that he was telepathic. Casper was genuinely surprised as well, his open mouth indicating the levels of how amazed he was. Ros then scanned the others and found no subterfuge of any kind; if they were Vhinech, they hid it very, very well. This place was totally calm and quiet, a hamlet of spirituality that was taken very seriously. To be leader here, like the reverend, you had to. 

Clearly that was on his mind when he turned his head to look at Ros, a maneuver to clearly demonstrate that he was looking right at him and said, “However you feel the Path of the Jedi is your true calling, and your Magus is showing you the way to get there. You are close, and yet you are far, and all the while you do not want to look back. You possess a great responsibility that only the Path of the Jedi can give you. A responsibility someone a long time ago wisely aided you towards. A responsibility that will help us all, a noble adventure unlike that our Holy Savior Presence took upon herself.”

He lowered his hand and clasped them together with his right hand over his left, facing each other, locking together only the fingers. He bowed a little and radiated feelings of calm that sent the fears away, and when he spoke it was a tone of welcoming. “By our Holy Savior Presence, she bids you both to enter and be our Brothers.”

Both Jedi Knights bowed and entered the large structure with a feeling of minor victory. 

CHAPTER 43.4

Inside it was what they expected; dim lighting provided by power source and flame, and people who were afraid of them now curiously close to examine the strangers as they walked by. Everywhere the both of them look they were all the same; true to the form of that was the Harmony of Masks. The only difference was gender and size; clearly shown visually through the boy-girl/man-woman faces they wore as masks, otherwise the clothing was more or less designed not to reveal true physical characteristics. A few bore some markings on their masks, but Ros figured that was based on blessings much like Casper’s markings. Someone without the Force would be hard pressed to determine who was who.

Soon Ros and Casper was alone with Reverend Questant as they entered his minor office through the worshipping area. Before they entered they past a large tapestry hanging on the far wall, an ancient painting of a Vhinphyc female with wings leading a mass of her very own kind up a mountain, the followers wearing masks that bore her face; a depiction of Presence leading the original Masks of Harmony no less. The minor office was more or less a well-groomed hole in the wall; it reminded Ros of the ancient catacombs of Eupherus, which the Hummvo, a sentient winged speeches, lived in. It had the normal affairs one would expect with a group living in poverty save for the terminal laying open on the far desk next to an adjoining room.

Once they taken a seat, Reverend Questant began. “Do you have questions of how we live here, Magus Ros? It is best to get the curiosities out of the way before exploring why you are here. I can tell Study Knightshade doesn’t know all about us.”

“Wise of you,” said Ros with a nod. He gestured around a little and asked, “Do you always wear the masks?”

“Yes, save for when we are quartered in our homes. There privacy is guaranteed, so we can bathe, eat, sleep, and interact with our families more personally. It is how we are perceived by others that have the improper effect in our lives.” 

“Including the children? They have to wear the masks?”

Questant folded his hand together and placed them on desktop. “Vanity is a discrimination that is unfortunately incapable of being purged from one’s natural being in mid life, Magus Ros. Visual perception is the first rule of social contact. Children shy away from other children that don’t look like them, gender normally the first form of unacceptable bias when they are so young. As they grow, and men seek women, they seek out what their peers accept and conform to. Does the man seek out the unattractive intellectual with a kind heart? Of course he doesn’t. His first want is appearance. It is an extension of his vainness that may possibly lead him down the Bowels of Lore.”

“I have to agree with you there,” Ros conceded without debate. “Racism, another example, is not a thinking or feeling ideology. It's about perception first.”

“Which we Jedi are always told by our higher peers that our eyes can deceive us so we must not always trust them,” Casper added for extra clarity. 

“A wise philosophy,” said Questant with a slow, single nod. “Substance over the shell. With all of us here within the Harmony of Masks the same in appearance, we must reveal our inner selves and let our minds and our hearts, not our eyes, judge each individual we come across.”

“Which I must say you have a very extraordinary way of doing that,” said Ros with admiration.

“Pardon me, but how do you mean?”

Ros shifted a little in his seat and gestured towards Casper. “Well, it leads to my next question. You simply put your hand to his face, up to his Mark of Forgiveness, and instantly you knew his personal history in reference to the mark.”

“Ah. You wonder how I read his Path.” The reverend removed the glove from his right hand again and laid his hand face down, exposing the decoration upon his flesh. He then looked at Casper to indicate that he was speaking to him. “Your grandfather has the same Scars of Pargem?”

Casper studied the hand for a moment and nodded. “Yes he does. I never knew why he had it on him. He never said what it was for.”

“Thus the way of the Oracle of Circles, Study Casper. Knowledge there is earned only by acceptance.” Questant put his glove back on. “It is not my Path, but we all share in the same wisdom and therefore the sects know one another very well. By principal, not sociably.” He sat back in his chair, keeping his hands folded and his back straight. “Pargem was the son of the Emperor who the Unholy One made an example of for torturing Presence, his lands which soon after Presence ruled as Empress. The Unholy One had the Emperor violated and killed and vowed that Pargem be tortured times ten of what Presence experienced in intensity, and experience it for as long as he lived. When Presence killed the Unholy One, she forgave Pargem for his crimes against her. Upon his scarred flesh she supposedly saw herself from the beginning of her life to the end.”

Questant ran his right hand over the left side of his masked face. “In the Hemisphere of Life, wisdom and memory is found on the left side. That is why cleansing markings are decorated on the left. The lines on your face are actually the Old Testament language thrown together. My hand holds the true decryption of that text. It is not extraordinary, just applied knowledge.”

“So my grandfather is writing my life choices on my face?” asked Casper pensively. 

“Not all. Just those involved in the Path, while the rest is determined by what you both present to me and applied logic. It does not take a great deal to deviate someone from the Path, however I cannot condemn you for doing so. Not because you are a Jedi, but because someone has seen your future much like Presence saw her end and knew the Path of the Jedi was your proper Path.”

Ros and Casper looked at one another, knowing what Questant figured out was accurate. Eighteen years ago Master Yoda vacated his position on the Jedi Council and traveled long and far to Lonestar to claim Casper as his sole Initiate. What motivated him to do so was a question both Jedi couldn’t fathom completely due to Yoda’s cryptic responses; responses both felt were done on purpose. For 8 years Yoda was Casper’s Jedi Master until the Vhinech situation developed across the galaxy. He left Ros to tend to him without saying more to why he choose Casper for training, his first personally instruction in 200 years. They’ve guessed but none of the guesses came close to an explanation.

Except, strangely enough and at that very moment in that room, they both felt closer to that truth than their intended objective. Ros was determined to steer back on course to why they were here; Yoda’s intentions would have to wait. “Indeed that is true. But I have taken us off the trail as it were. You said it does not take a great deal to deviate someone from the Path. How was it that Relph Duplhfune was dealt away? You know of him.”

“May I ask why you wish to know such matters?”

Casper leaned forward and told the reverend, confident beyond debate that the leader wasn’t part of some broader conspiracy involving the Human that brought them to the temple. Questant listened, a lot more comfortable with the Jedi now more than ever, but growing uncomfortable with what was discussed. He assumed the implications were far grander than spoken, and so Ros told him what happened in the universe.

“Disturbing,” said Questant quietly; somewhat thankful and ashamed at the same time residing out of harm’s way on Alderaan. He thought for a moment, letting out a sigh in the process. “To clarify, I didn’t know Relph Duplhfune, but I knew of him. I did know his father, Brother Raith Duplhfune. You see Brother Raith was the one who left the Harmony of Masks. Relph wasn’t a member of this congregation, but Raith did send word of his birth to be recorded in the Logs of Existence.”

“Why did Brother Raith leave?” asked Casper.

Questant sighed again. “I honestly don’t know. I was about his age when he left some half century ago. He went on a vision quest prior to his permanent departure, witnessed some Lore awful thing in a town called Sabbath. It scared him so much he didn’t talk about it in detail. It was on his mind, I could tell, every day for the whole last year he was with us. Perhaps that was why he left us.”

“Do you know if Raith had any contact with the outside,” asked Ros directly. “Contact with family left behind long ago on Drucstein XVI? Prior to him leaving that is.”

“No. That was so long ago for us, well before we were born. Our family is here. Drucstein was once a beautiful place to live until the government felt there was a link between the Path as a whole and the Vhinech holocaust. We came here because Alderaan had both the reputation and legislation that protected and guaranteed the freedom of religious practices. We have no one from the outside, even other Flocks of our sect, come here to just visit. On our vision quests we rarely make alliances that are followed up. 

“Beyond the point I am the only one empowered to have contact with the outside world from here.” Questant gestured towards the computer sitting harmlessly on the table. “I do, however, notify the others if there is a message from one of our own on vision quest and the like. I do admit, though, I don’t use if for anything else and therefore I don’t keep good track of messages coming in.”

The side door opened just as he finished speaking, and masked woman entered the room. “Pardon me Husband, but the others claim we have guests.” Her attention looked towards the Jedi. “Pardon me, I am interrupting.”

“You’re forgiven, Wife. These are Jedi Knights, Magus Ros Ofcheck and his Study Casper Knightshade.” All three men had stood up when she originally entered so Ros and Casper was able to bow. Questant gestured for her to come near and he took her hand to introduce her. “My wife, Calareen.”

“A privilege madam,” said Ros respectfully, and noted Casper’s far away look. “Casper?”

The young man looked towards the masked woman and asked, “Pardon me from asking madam but was your ancestor also named Calareen?”

Calareen Questant brought a hand up to her chest. “By Presence yes. But how did you know? The woman that bore my name first lived a thousand years ago.”

“Yes I know.” Casper instinctively went for his data pad, and realized that he removed his robe, with the data pad in the inside pocket, and left it in the land speeder. “Well, I recalled the name from my research. Just not the details.”

“Research?” She looked to her husband for answer and for a few moments her husband explained. Her emotions were readable and telling before she spoke again, a mixture of worry and uncertainty. “By Presence, that sounds so horrible. But what does it have to pertain to my family?”

“Well it’s actually kind of hard to explain without knowing where to start,” said Casper with a slight shade of blush forming on his cheeks. “I just happened to remember the name.”

“Then perhaps I can fill in the gaps. If you will permit me, Husband.” Reverend Questant motioned for her to proceed and she spoke. “Perhaps the name Calareen Bunroe helps you remember? No? Well Calareen Bunroe was one of the living society anthropologists that Coruscant were allowed to send to study the Vhinphyc culture on Vhanba. When she and the others were expelled she brought the Harmony of Masks with her back to Drucstein XVI.”

“Interesting, so she was your Flock’s founder,” said Ros with a smile, interested how that all played out.

“Yes, she and Uprael Duplhfune. Uprael was her understudy while on Vhanba.”

Both Ros and Casper froze, both feeling something about that fact right there. Ros stepped forward and asked, “I curious, but do you have any more information on the both of them we can look at. With your blessing of course.”

“I can’t see why not, I am just as curious,” said Reverend Questant. He walked over to the terminal. “We have this linked to our antique computer data base so this will take a little time.”

“We have patience, Reverend.” Ros gave Calareen a polite nod. “Excuse us for a moment, Madam.” He gestured for Casper to follow him over to the far wall, which wasn’t saying much in the way of ‘far’ because the room was tightly small. He whispered, “This could mean something big.”

“I do too,” whispered Casper back. “The connection here cannot be a coincidence.”

“Now it links back to Vhanba.” Ros looked back towards the Reverend still playing with terminal, giving it a few whacks with his hand. A grin graced his face when the leader waved for his wife’s attention; obviously someone knew something more about computers than the user. Life was like that; it never fails. He turned his attention back towards Casper for the moment. “How though?”

“Magus Ros,” said Reverend Questant, his tone betraying puzzlement. “Someone has sent us a bizarre message-.”

Both Jedi turned towards the reverend and his wife just in time to see Calareen Questant quickly grabbed the portable computer terminal and smash it viciously against the back of his head; his head turned made it possible for her to strike her intended target. 

He fell to the floor and with pieces of the device still in her hands Calareen turned her attention towards the two stunned Jedi. The two parties held firm, studying each other in a ready stance. Calareen, besides what she just done to her own husband, was very different than a woman they finished talking to no more than a minute ago, her mindset radically different in the way she thought. Both Jedi could feel a change in her presence, and it was a brooding dark shadow she cast. Not powerful in strength but very noticeable. 

She had no weapons save the Force; the Jedi had left their weapons back at the speeder but in this scenario they did not need them. If Sullust was any reminder the sooner the matter was resolved the better. Ros acted quickly, moving to his right and blocking off the main exit. Apparently that was her intended destination because she snarled at him in disgust. She turned towards the other door…

With a gesture, Casper moved the whole desk in front of the door, followed by the table where the computer used to sit. She angrily grabbed the table and began to move it with her hands. Ros ran quickly behind her and locked her in a Wookiee hug. She flung her legs wildly and grunted and shouted. Over the noise, Ros yelled, “Casper, grab her legs!”

Just as the Padawan got close enough to do so the woman kicked out. Casper caught it…and realized too late he was baited; with his mind preoccupied with the foot, she poised herself long enough to hit him with a Force shove. Ros gave up just holding her upright and threw his whole body weight on her, locking his legs around her waist, tightened his grip, and then fell backwards to the floor. She continued to spasm and wiggle and fight against the hold. It was like trying to hold a razorback that had been ill fragranced by a stank.  

Casper came over and threw his body on top, wrapping his arms around Ros as much as possible. When completed both Knight and Padawan began to fill her with their presence to attempt calming her. Once they interlocked their presences within, she would be out like a light.

She had other ideas; she suddenly slammed her face covered mask into Casper’s young face, then reversed her motion and caught Ros on the chin, and then struck the stun Padawan again, and finally cast the young man off her with another Force shove. She rolled to her left, found her legs, and Ros tried to tangle her up. With his legs loose she leaned her upper body towards him and her legs away, an attempt to possibly kick him. He saw it and moved his lower body more away from her while still hanging on. Calareen suddenly just dropped when he moved, and the taller Twi’lek suddenly found his jaw posted on top of her skull. Landing on her ass, the impact jolted and stunned Ros into letting go.

Her freedom was short lived as a bloodied face Casper Knightshade tapped the Force and tackled her with augmented speed, the momentum taking them across the room. Pinning her arms down, he stared down at her, right into the cracked, broken open and blood - his blood - smeared mask, thanking the Force briefly that the mask wasn’t made of iron of the masks of old. Where the mask was open he could see her mouth and nose; a woman who showed her age to be in the sixties or seventies sure didn’t act like it before her transformation and was most certainly not acting her age now.

She was barely moving but still fighting, the tackle taking much out of her, when Casper spoke to her with authority. “Calm down and relax, damn you!” He heard Ros shout a warning…

Ros didn’t have a chance to stop it; Reverend Questant came to, saw Casper, picked up the chair and bashed it across the Padawan’s head. Ros called upon the Force and immediately pinned Questant’s form against the wall. But he had a new problem; Casper was knocked in a stupor, their attacker was getting up slowly and was on her way to recovery…

“HELP! HELP! THE JEDI HAVE GONE INSANE!” And the reverend had the wrong impression of who attacked him. He didn’t see his wife grab the monitor and hit him with it. Under the circumstances when he and Casper went to talk one could assume they were giving him distance so they could strike. He had been knocked out the entire time, having awakened to the scene of two Jedi Knights attacking his beloved wife. He was now calling in the Calvary. 

“Reverend Questant, you got it all wrong!” shouted Ros in hope. The door busted open and several members of the religion weighed the situation, afraid what to do. But fear could make anyone of peace suddenly get brave.

Calareen then did something out of character to the Harmony of Masks; she removed her mask and threw it aside, revealing the face of a thin, old woman with furious blue eyes and matted gray hair. The gasp and shock came out from the group at the door and immediately the others backed away in horror.

“Calareen!” Questant cried out in emotional pain. The woman looked at him, staring at him for a very long time. His voice suddenly sunk into quiet shock. “Calareen?”

She didn’t know him. She didn’t care for him. Suddenly she sprang towards him with her hands stretched out to grab him…

Ros released his hold on Reverend Questant, and a revived Casper tackled the man down to the ground. Ros redirected his energies and slammed Calareen hard against the wall. She fell hard on her back, her eyes closed.

Ros ran over to her side and after feeling a pulse let out a sigh of relief. He looked towards Casper and Questant, who still laid on the ground looking at the scene. “She’s alive.” He smartly positioned his body by her head, blocking the view one would have from the door, looked over his shoulder at the people still there and ordered in flustered tones, “I need rope, chains, cargo strapping, bed sheets - anything that can be used to tie someone up! Now!”

Ros turned towards Casper after most of the group left to do what he ordered, noted the wounds on his Padawan’s face; there were small pieces of the mask imbedded in his skin that created bloody cuts and he had a broken nose. Ros could feel some of the bottom row of his teeth slightly loose thanks to her little escape maneuver earlier with a small push of his tongue.

Questant slowly crawled over and began to whimper over his wife’s unconscious form. “My Beloved Wife, the Temple of Life of my Children, Calareen what has possessed you?” He wrapped his arms around her head and drew her towards his body. “What has happened to you? What demons have driven you towards this insanity?”

Ros looked at Casper again and shook his head in bewilderment. Their eyes in unison turned towards the remains of the computer terminal, and both of them recalled what Questant said before the madness all began. Casper crawled over to the remains and sifted through them, finding the heart of the system; the RDS motherboard. Examining it he sent to Ros telepathically the motherboards is intact. I think we will find the Legacy Virus on it. 
No question in my mind Ros thought back, and he stood out of the way as the stunned group he had sent to find restraints came back with a lot of heavy nylon tapestry cloth. The implications were clear now. Everything was clear. The Vhinech were all ready on worlds in the Republic and through means still unexplained all Magus Prophet had to do was send them a message to awaken, open themselves to the dark side of the Force, and attack.  

That message, without question, was the Legacy Virus and a new dimension in its virus attack program has been chillingly discovered.

