CHAPTER 8.0

The underground city of Fednori on Sullust, like all the cities on the volcanic world, was greeted by large mirror reflected sunlight strategically filtered down from the surface to give everyone a natural sense of day and night without relying to heavily on clocks and other forms of time. The light continued to slowly wash the city of religion established thousands of years ago originally founded by those who embraced the philosophies of the ancient Sullustan Fednor, who thought Sullustans were losing their identity as a culture and a race because of the influence of outsiders. It was a viewpoint held until less than 10 years ago, in which no outsider from any world was not allowed to be in the Holy City of the Fednori.

Padawan Learner Casper Knightshade woke up after another long night of research to stretch from the relatively small, tailor made for a Sullustan bed and stared out into the expanse, pulling his Learner’s braid around so it can assume its proper place in the front. The place kind of reminded him of home with all the stone structures all about, but nothing at home was no more than a foot taller than most folks and that was including the roof; he knew all that because unlike other Padawans it was mandatory for him to return to his home world of Lone Star every 10 years to be forgiven for not accepting his calling in life as a ordained preacher. Not that he had a choice in the matter between priesthood and Knighthood; his original teacher Grand Jedi Master Yoda had sought him out when he was a baby. 

Casper’s father had sent his blood work to Coruscant for testing and it came back that his son had high enough midi-chlorians to be Force sensitive. Such an act caused some shockwaves, especially with Casper’s grandfather. In the end an agreement was reached between all involved, and hence Casper’s return home; the theory was that he would change his mind and forget being a Jedi, or so was his grandfather’s strongly held belief. So strong the first time he returned home Monsignor Onus Nightshade, his grandfather, practically dogged him repeatedly with pleasantries about the Circle of Oracles, it was an off shoot of the Path religion, the entire time he was home to be marked for forgiveness. 

Looking into the bathroom mirror, his mark of forgiveness, a rather evil looking tattoo trailing down his left eyebrow some 2 inches in length, reminded him every morning why he wanted to be a Jedi. If he becomes a Jedi he doesn’t have to be a preacher, and he doesn’t have to be marked any further to prove that he had been forgiven. But his grandfather was a persistent man of faith. “You will turn you back on that Jedi philosophy, boy. And when it happens, it will be your darkest day,” he told him when he was 10, leaving to return to Coruscant.

Sighing, he meditated to clear his mind and cleanse his body with the Force, and once done he walked out into the hallway. Perfect timing, for his Master, Twi’lek Jedi Knight Ros Ofcheck just came out of his bungalow and noted his Padawan. Adjusting the headwear that kept his lekku, or head-tails, unexposed, he said, “How you feeling, Casper? Rest good?”

The tall Human shrugged his shoulders and said, “Save for the size of the bed, I slept well.”

Ros just shrugged his shoulders and the two of them began to walk to their intended destination of the morning to have breakfast with High Priestess Maynade Maymanno. The Fednori religious leader had put them up for their stay on Sullust as they investigated the strange occurrences dealing with a ship that may very well be linked to the murders of innocent Vhinech over the last few years. So far going over records and the data imagery recorded of the encounter they did find indeed it matched the profiles of a ship that was seen over Capricorn City, on Mohenvin, prior to part of the city being leveled by an explosion by the ship because of the Vhinech that lived there. 

Then they got information from Ros’ former Jedi Master Enothchild Sarch about the V-Hauler that was attacked and destroyed at Obroa-skia and with it’s profiles ran it through the Sullust’s sensor array database. All it turned up was that the V-Hauler had indeed passed through the Sullust System many times and had left the system towards the same trajectory pathway all ships take to go to Obroa-skia. Where it came, however, was a different story; each instance was from a different angle on re-entry from hyperspace and the V-Hauler stayed in the system long enough for a course correction. 

Ros, after yesterdays disappoint, felt it was time to leave, but Casper insisted on another day to look over the investigation notes. So Ros pointed out, “Well any stay over is not perfect.”

“Oh I wasn’t complaining, Master.” Casper assured him; sometimes he had trouble gauging Ros’ sincerity. Compared to Master Yoda and other Jedi Knights, Master Ros was…strange for a Jedi. It was like the man dared himself to skirt the edges between Light and dark like most normal beings. In Casper’s opinion, a Jedi had to be a better than that especially with the Force: the dark path, after all, was immediate doom for all and not just the one who walked it. The Force was just as dangerous as any weapon with the safety off, and worse when wielded by a person who heeds no care with it. 

“I know, Casper,” he said with a Human gestured shrug of his shoulders. “I did, though, give you advice there. I hope you saw that.”

And with jumping the gun and going off on thoughts, Casper overlooked the detail. “Sorry, Master. I didn’t realize you made such a point.”

Ros entered the large dinning room before Casper, stopped, and said, “No big deal. You’re still learning the ways of the living Force after all. It helps to have a serious mind, but if you are too serious, you overlook the most important aspect of life, and that is life itself.” He crossed his arms and pointed out with the help of his long index finger. “Or in this case taking too much time here on Sullust to keep beating a dead nerf. It’s all right, though. I wanted this to be an example case and based on information I received from Capitol Landing nothing occurred in the galaxy linked to our case since Enothchild sent us that information from Obroa-skia. Honestly, though, we should leave here and find the nearest Republic battleship and cross coordinate our tracking efforts in finding out where this destroyed V-Hauler was coming from.”

Casper could only nod in agreement, which made Ros smile a little and assure the young man with a hand on his shoulder. “I admire your commitment, my young apprentice. Persistence can be creditable mindset to have, but it must be tempered with wisdom or it becomes obsession, changing frustration into anger. At that point, you are persistently angry when you fail. And then you persistently use the Force in a very dark and dangerous manner to solve your problems.” He gave Casper a rub of his head. “I only say this because I was down that same road, too. Believe me, it’s not a set back in your development.” 

Ros looked in the dinning room as the far door opened and noted the entry of their hostess. “Now come on and let’s get something to eat before we go.” The two walked in and gave High Priestess Maynade Maymanno a bow of respect. “Good morning, your Grace.”

“Good morning, Ros. Padawan Knightshade.” Maynade returned the pleasantries in such manner because on each Knight’s personal preference. Maynade was a first name person with people who were her friends and she felt Ros and Casper were her friends, but Casper was so formal about good manners he didn’t feel quite comfortable. So she respected his wishes. “I couldn’t help to overhear, but you are planning to go?”

Ros saw the blonde furred, blue eyed Sullustan stroke her finger on her large earlobe; the ears of a Sullustan were 3 times larger than Humans and 30 times more sensitive. It was a little impossible for her not to hear the murmured comment. The Twi’lek said, “I’m afraid so. Not that we are not gracious for your hospitality, but the circumstances in which we find ourselves here have been exhausted.”

“I understand.” She gestured to the table being filled by Fednori monks with food. “Let’s sit and enjoy our last morning together.” As they sat down and began to fill plates, Maynade turned her attention to Ros again. “Any more success on reading the sensor data? You two seemed to be up all night, or so I was told.”

“Not I,” said Ros, who then hinted with his eyes towards his apprentice, who was yawning before he bit into some blum fruit. “Some of us are more committed to the truth that they feel the Force will carry them through the day instead of a good night’s rest.”

“Ah,” she said with a nod and a smile. Finally Casper looked at them with mouth chewing realization. “Been there, done that myself. The things we do for our causes. That is until I married Arness did I realize that overwork leads to under fun.”

“Under fun? I don’t understand,” said Casper after swallowing his cargo load of food.

“Being a Jedi or a Fednori, Young Knightshade, is indeed a deep, serious, and sacred commitment, but not one that lacks open mindedness, humor, and most importantly compassion towards others. I have experienced both sides of the spectrum, and I enjoy the current state I am in right now, for I am at peace, and I enjoy it.” She raised her juice glass and said, “I salute you for your hard work, but as my former husband once told me life is too short to be staring at a dot on the wall all the time. Either don’t or wipe the wall clean.”

Casper nodded sheepishly, not too convinced by all she said and not too sure what it meant. Ros seemed to get it because he gave her that smile that just said he did. Perhaps he could ask what it meant when they were airborne so not to offend her Grace. 

When one of the clerics sitting next to him passed him dawn noodles, the very thin egg-starch concoction caused a flag to be raised in Casper’s mind; something from last night that he totally forgot. Reaching into his robe and ignoring everyone rudely for a moment he yanked out his data pad, which had a copy of the Obroa-skia investigative report and began to read it again. 

Ros cleared his throat once, twice, and then said, “Casper?” Finally he said, “Forgive me, your Grace.” Maynade nodded, and the Jedi Knight took his breakfast roll and pelted the Padawan Learner. Casper looked up in surprise. “Casper, you are being rude. Put that thing away.”

“But Master, I just remembered something from last night.” He looked back down at the report. “You remember when they said they found organic matter totaling three bodies from the crash.”

Everyone made an ill face at the table. Ros was ready to pelt Casper again, this time with something bigger and heavier. Fednori were very sensitive in regards to death. “Yes, I do. But I don’t think this is the time-.”

“Well,” interjected Casper, “they found trace elements of an organic compound that wasn’t enough to suggest it came from one of the victims. Something called aspemu.”

Maynade’s sicken face suddenly changed. She said with interest, “Aspemu? A tree protein?”

Ros looked at her. “A tree protein?”

She nodded. “Yes. I’ve heard of it from my studies on natural resources as a youth, it’s a rare form of tree sap.”

“How rare?”

“Very rare. Like…only 8 worlds in the galaxy have it in there native forest system and it’s not regulated to one type of tree. Something to do with the conditions of the geology make up.” She motioned for one of her followers to come to her. “Johu, will you please go look up aspemu from our library? Thank you.”

The rather big Sullustan male gave her a bow and a smile and left the room. Ros looked at Casper and said, “We might be onto something here. This could mean the Vhinech were or are still on one of those 8 worlds.” He looked at Maynade. “Can you remember the names of those worlds, your Grace?”

“If you wait, Johu will be back with the information. I can’t seem to recall right now.”

“Hey, what the…ah no.” Casper watched his data pad screen suddenly flicker, than die. “My data pad just went south.”

“You let the battery drain out, perhaps,” said Ros.

“No, I had a…I’m not even getting a power reading and that’s on a separate circuit.”

Ros looked at Casper’s hands and at the data pad and seemed to suddenly get worried. He said though in neutral calm, “Its probably a malfunction. Nothing-.”

Ros flipped out his chair, ignited his lightsaber, and right over Maynade’s head; the movement was so fast no one realized it until they saw a large computer monitor was flying towards her Grace’s head. With a swipe of his blade Ros destroyed the monitor, landed where he put Maynade behind him, and ordered, “Don’t!”

Casper got up and ignited his lightsaber; he was kicking himself mentally. Too preoccupied with the dead data pad he totally ignored the warnings in the Force. He looked towards the attacker…

Maynade had dove just as Ros sailed over her, just missed being hit by the computer monitor. She looked up from her laying position in time to see her follower’s shock. Getting up and looking around Ros’ guarding body she looked at her attacker and gasped. “Johu! What are you doing?”

The Sullustan suddenly shot out his hand towards Ros and Maynade. Ros felt something very alien come from Johu, something he didn’t feel before, and quickly moved himself and Maynade out of the way of a Force wave. The invisible emission of energy missed them and struck someone else behind them. The victim flew backwards hard to the ground and laid unconscious.

Casper twirled his lightsaber and ordered, “Everyone down and out of here!” He ran towards the suddenly Force-sensitive Sullustan and held his lightsaber at him, daring him to move. He couldn’t understand it; there was absolutely no indication of any being in Fednori capable of feeling the Force minutely. And yet here was Johu, who was blank of the Force only one minute ago, filling with it. He only knew him for a few days, but Casper say Johu also as loyal and good friend of her Grace. That made it all the troubling because there was not one tiny bit of deception from him prior to what he tried to do. Scarier still was no warning in the Force; not even a flicker of disturbance associated with great action.

Casper said, “I suggest you cease and surrender. I don’t want to destroy you.”

Johu just looked at Casper blankly, and suddenly vanished.

Casper closed his eyes, but it was too late; Johu hit him with a Force enhanced punch before he could use the Force to find him. Casper flew back, surprised enough by the blow to be confused for a brief moment to not realize that he lost his grip on his lightsaber. He looked up in time to see his own blade coming down, so unreal by the fact that it was and that it seemed as if no one was there to actually swing it. It was like a ghost was going to kill him-.

Ros’ blade suddenly sliced through the invisible air, and immediately Johu reappeared; his body first, his decapitated head last. Shutting down his lightsaber after a few moments, Ros helped Casper up and said, “You all right? Are you hurt?”

“I’m okay.” Casper shook off the remainders of that blow to his chin with a shake of his head. “Did he actually disappear?”

Ros walked back over to Maynade and helped her up from safety. She saw Johu and shrieked, burying her face in Ros’ chest. “Force Hiding.” He then noted the blood on the floor. “A Vhinech trick.”

Casper looked at the puddle of blood forming just under Johu’s neck. The violet purple blood was unmistakable. “He sure did trick us. All of us.” He went over to the unconscious Sullustan on the floor and checked on the young female. “She’s hurt bad. She needs a doctor.”

Ros consoled Maynade and said, “I’m sorry I had to do that, but he could have killed us all.”

Maynade suddenly looked up at Ros, and then looked back at Johu…in utter confusion. She said, “I knew Johu since we were children.”

Casper heard that as he tended to the hurt Sullustan. He said, “It has been shown that the Vhinech have been infiltrating the Republic a few years before they gained their victory over the Vhinphyc. And their children were warriors before they could talk.”

“No.” Maynade slowly pulled away from Ros and walked up to Johu’s body. She kneeled down beside the bleeding body. “You don’t understand.” With hesitation in her hands because the sight of blood was making her ill, she lifted Johu’s shirt up and pointed at a scar on his abdomen. “He had one of his appendices’ removed only 5 years ago when it was infected. I held his hand during the operation.” She looked at the blood. “I swear on my good name…his blood was blue. Sullustan blue.”

Ros walked over and kneeled down beside Maynade. He asked, “Are you sure?”

She looked at him with sad eyes. “Not just the surgery. As children I watched him bleed from scratches, from cuts, from peeled back scabs. They were all blue. He bled Sullustan blood.”

The Temple healers finally arrived and began to tend to the injured Sullustan. Casper got up and said, “It had to be a trick. Affect Mind. The Vhinech are cleaver, you know.”

Ros looked at Casper, shook his head at his thought, and said, “I believe her. Strange as it may sound I believe you, your Grace.”

One of the healers pulled out a medical relay device, to download patient vitals to the medical ward for on site analysis, and activated it. Then he said, “This…can’t be right. My unit just died. It has a new battery.”

Casper walked over and took a look at the device. He checked the power levels and noted no indication. “Does the battery indicator run independent to the system motherboard?”

“Yes. I should be getting an indication.”

Ros and Maynade both got up and looked at Casper. Maynade spoke first. “Like your data pad.”

Ros looked at the computer monitor. “That’s from the library.”

Maynade urged Ros to go. She said, “I must give Johu final rights. Go.”

The two Jedi gave a nod of their heads and ran through the access door to the library. They found the source of the monitor Johu used in his attempt to assassinate Maynade with. The computer’s drive system appeared dead. The other computers, all ways on, were all off and there was a smell of burnt wiring in the air. 

Ros said, “They’re all shorted out.” He and Casper went into the nearby computer junction outlet, which networked all the computers. The large black burn mark around the array told the story. “Destroyed.”

“By Johu, no less.”

“No.” Ros thought and looked around the place. “No, he was only gone for a minute. And if he used the Force before he came back to the dinning room, we would have sensed it. Especially if used it to augment his speed.”

Casper finally said something that had worried him since Johu attacked. “He felt cold.” 

Ros looked at him. “I agree with that assessment as well.”

Casper knew the dark side of the Force all too well; Master Yoda was teaching him on Dagobah, a place practically cursed by the power. Of all the places to train a Jedi he thought that had to be the scariest. If anything he made Casper believe in the Jedi Code deeply, feeling that it was his only protection and surmised after he left there that was why Yoda had him there for the first 10 years of his life. Ultimately only Yoda knows the real reason why he was there.

But now this was different. His first encounter with a dark side entity and a Vhinech on top of that. Or was it a Vhinech?

“This whole scene is very, very odd.” Ros tried to turn a computer on, but it just didn’t work. “This is the most confusing matter I have ever experienced and it happened right in front of us. There’s more to this.”

Just as the last word escaped his lips, all the lights in the library dimmed to nothing. Pulling out glow rods the two Jedi walked back to the dinning room to find it had no power as well. 

Then a Fednori nun rushed in and bowed to Maynade and said frantically, “My Grace, we need the Jedi!!!” She saw Casper and Ros and ran up to them. “It’s horrible. I’ve just come from the next town after serving as nurse at a hospital and there is a bloody riot happening! It’s out of control!!!!”

Ros gripped the nun’s arm and asked calmly, “Where?”

“Projema,” she said, and then looked back at Maynade. “It’s…its Armageddon.” Maynade encouraged the young nun to continue. “Fednori…police…military…average citizen…small child…rich…poor…criminal…regardless who the Sullustan is, they were joining together and attacking the people that didn’t join them!!!!!!” She looked at the Jedi. “There were dozens of them, perhaps even over a hundred. Relentless. They kill without mercy.”

Ros looked at Casper, and both Jedi left the Temple of Fednori in a hurry.

