CHAPTER 65.0
Wake up!

Wake up, Boy!
Casper did as his Grandfather told him to do, but all it did was make him feel considerable pain. His eyes stung, filled with something impeding his vision. He could barely breathe; every inhale was choking. His body was alive with firing pain receptors yet he had a great deal of trouble trying to move freely.
Wake up, Boy, and realize the truth.
The Padawan Learner found himself swallowing sand and panicked. He kicked and dug, desperate to find air, no clue which was up. All he knew was he was dying, dying by drowning, dying by being buried alive!
Wake up, Boy, and realize the truth that the way of the Jedi was not your way.
In spite of his dire need for breath and his instinctive need to survive, Casper could not ignore the words of Onus Nightshade that had been prodding him for years. Previously he could shut them; since the confrontation with the entity known only as Faith nothing he did, at the moment, shut the old man up. His body pounded in pain and in demand of air! Reverend Nightshade, in the blinding darkness that was under the ground, could breath and see the failings of his grandson very easily; he was not there in any way, but Casper could not separate the difference between reality and mentally for he had not the time to do it!

This is your end: buried like a proper corpse. Your lack of reality, on the other hand, as spared you from a blessing: you will die and your body will rot, and fittingly there will be no stone for you for others to come and pay their respects. What respects do you have, a boy who elected to turn his back on his faith, now turned his back on it twice! Twice! Dare not be a third! I hope to Lore there never is!!!
Blacking out, Casper let loose with one last spasm of terror, and his foot broke the surface of Tatooine behind him….above him…

The Force has failed you, Boy! You have failed yourself!

Finally, Casper crawled backwards and in mere seconds he emerged from his impromptu grave. The air managed to find it’s way through the sand and dirt and gravel and desert grubs that his mouth had collected on his way into the dirt, and with that the Human spent the next five minutes locked in a coughing fit to breathe, on his hands and knees at first and finally on his left side he laid, curling into a fetal ball. In between the gagging fits he vomited dirt, and the wrenching only added to his misery. A misery he became more and more aware of with every breath he took. Casper wore various cuts that rivaled his own clothing for body coverage; long lashes to short deep tears to the majority of the injuries being like ultra-fine paper cuts; the paper cut ones, created by Faith’s exo-needle nails that extended from her Prophet-claws, burned terribly even without the salt and sand in them. The other lacerations were clotted with sand, with cloth from what was left of his Jedi clothing, or were cauterized by Faith’s lightsaber.
When he was able to breathe and became more aware of his surroundings, Casper struggled to rise onto his knees. The collection of pain teamed up with the faint echoes of Reverend Nightshade’s past and imagined ridicule to fill Casper’s mind up with enough interference to prevent him from trying to find center and use the Force to fully assess himself and the situation. It was so much compounding agony he thought he was losing his mind; he had woke up in time and emerged from his sandy grave in the middle of a rain storm on a notoriously dry desert planet known not to have any falling precipitation. He almost laughed, but the rain -- filled with Juna’s sorrows -- was beginning to make him cry. He tried not to, but Casper had this terrible feeling that was more than the pain he was under. 

Compelled to move by a need to know he fought to his feet and took a careful look around him, trying to make sense of what he thought he knew. He was still on Tatooine based on the landscape of sand, rock, and more sand. He was in a valley that he did not recognize from the Jedi’s journey to Magus Prophet’s hideout; he remembered flying through the air, but not how it was accomplished or why for certain. The rain, light in fall and alien enough to the landscape, did not erase the surrounding tracks left behind. One track was actually a trail: the body trail of a Hutt based on the width, the roundness of it and the deep impression it made in the loose sand. Casper realized why he was buried so deep; apparently Jabba the Hutt had slithered right over him, pushing him down further into a soft sinkhole in the desert floor. The need to know something drove him to follow the trail -- he was not thinking clearly, not realizing he was going back to the Lost Garrison of Tusken, back to where all his pains originated.
With stumbling steps and more air filling his lungs Casper became a little more aware of himself and the situation progressively. The bruising on his face and body, along with the broken nose and how he was in the sand told him that he had landed face first into the dune and valleys; he recalled it now, being thrown by Enothchild Sarch to safety; a really, really bizarre way of escape, one that could have killed him, but then again escapes from certain death were often filled with such dangers. No danger, however, could compare to what Casper had fought and lost to. With every improved stagger he drew closer to the truth he knew all ready. He could not rely on the Force at the moment; he had to see it with his own two eyes.
The walk was just as miserable as Casper felt; it gave him time and distance and a loneliness that all together gave him so much to think about. The late desert night in the artic region of Tatooine was cool before the Sith Maiden rains came; the moisture and the slight breeze chilled the air. He did his best to shelter himself from the elements, often fumbling with the tattered remains of his Jedi robe. Between controlling the strips of cloth and the pain of movement -- every little movement seemed to touch off the nerves of one of those elongated paper cut-like injuries he had momentarily forgotten about -- his sorrow was being replaced by deep frustration. It began with his insistence that they come to Tatooine, with their small band of Knights to apprehend Naressa Rapier, only not to find her not here and Magus Prophet in her place but a new and deadly threat to the Republic at large. It all lead to his failure to end the fight, that his skills were not enough to stop Faith, and that he let his Grandfather’s own words haunt him right into a defeat. His lack of focus, of common sense, of turning his back on the Jedi Code for once in his life by not conferring with the Council, had caused the deaths of two Jedi.
Casper became certain of at least one death when he boldly walked into the flat lands that surrounded the stone garrison. The sail barrage was gone and all was quiet, suggesting that the structure was no longer occupied. He kneeled over the last place he had seen Ros Ofcheck; all there was left of him was a disgusting pile of membrane and some of his Jedi belongings; a scene of blood puddles.

“Master,” Casper managed to quietly get out with a tightened throat. “Master, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
For a considerable long time he did not feel any pain as he put both of his hands on Ros’ ruined robe and few, quiet but meaningful tears began to drip from his eyes. They had their differences, but the Twi’lek had been more than just a Master to him for the last decade. Ros was there in the beginning, long ago on Dagobah, when Master Yoda began to show him the ways of the Force; he had encouraged Casper a lot to continue on, and he was there to provide him much deserved comfort after Casper had his first ‘consultation’ with Reverend Nightshade; a forgettable experience Casper could not forget, but damn it Ros Ofcheck did all he could to make sure his Padawan was never, ever going to have another experience like it.
“I’m….so sorry,” continued Casper, wishing so much that Ros was alive right now to hear him. He was more than sorry for not abiding by the Jedi Code. He was sorry that he convinced his late Master that no one else but Naressa Rapier had done all these terrible things they have spent the last six months investigating -- yet, he still could not let Naressa off the hook completely. The evidence was too overly compelling: like Hifubbae before him, Ros was consumed by the Force-eating venom of Magus Prophet’s dark daughter. Given that and her heritage and the lightsaber use Faith was the only one responsible for the murders on Duro; Prophet was easily a conspirator.
He hated to be thinking of the case at the moment. It was the case that drove them here, drove them into battle and lead to Ros’ death. Casper was uncertain of Enothchild’s status but it was odd to discover that all was quiet; if the former Jedi Master was alive, the Vhinphyc would have never abandoned him; that much Casper was certain despite what differences they had. He wished Enothchild was here, now, because the Padawan Learner did not know what to do.

You dwell on the past, on chapters all ready written, where the heavy pages make you weary as you flip back to reread what you have all ready read. Turn the pages of the future because of it. It is just best to let the marshmallows burn.
Before he missed the memory once it passed in his mind Casper barely understood what the words of Yoda were telling him now when he really did not understand months ago just before taking on this particular case. He tried to find more wisdom from his older Master in his mind but under the circumstances he only had enough resolve left for survival thinking. Realistically his only option now was to get back to their ship and from there he could leave or make contact with the Jedi Temple, tell them everything before it was too late to talk.

From his crouched stance he put a hand on Ros’ robe; with his left hand he wiped his tears away the best he could, against the wetting effect of the rain. Casper promised, “I will not let you down, Master. Never again will I let you down. I won’t forget you or Enothchild, ever.” 

In the mute quiet of night the light rain finally ceased, and with it went Casper’s dread-filled mood. His body began to ache again from his injuries, still making it difficult for him to focus. Though the Force was with him he could not effectively touch it he was able to sense trouble in the form of the growing loud sound of multiple repulsorlift generators approaching the garrison.
Casper stood up right away but he could not see them; he only knew they were coming from the south. He forced a quick look around to find his late Master’s weapon and a place to hide. Ros’ lightsaber was nowhere in sight; no other weapons laid about; the only hiding place was within the confines of the garrison that he was not certain was one hundred percent empty. He limped as quickly as he could and hid himself in the shadowy recesses between the opening and the partially opened main door. The lack of lighting was enough to conceal him.
There were six riders on the local customized repulsor bikes called swoops that marked their arrival with a dust-kicking halt. Casper crouched along the wall, doing his best to assess the situation and find a reasonably calm center. In the darkness, in his surrounding environment both in reality and in metaphor, all he found was his Grandfather’s rants.
The words of Onus Nightshade were a rash that festered once more within the confines of Casper’s skull. It was a constant virus that time and peace could heal, but alas Casper had not the luxury of either. He could feel the Force, but it was not the same to him. He blamed it on the ghosts that haunted him. But regardless what he felt he had to survive. He put his troubles aside the best he could and paid attention to the happenings of outside.
The gang outside stayed outside, leaving their swoops where they parked them and headed a short distance away from the garrison. They sounded bored and slightly drunk and they were wondering aloud where the others had gone. The inquires of the whereabouts of Jabba the Hutt and the rest of their heathen kin ended with the start of a bonfire; they set debris in a pile and fired enough blaster bolts into it to ignite it. They shouted more than talked, telling how the others were perhaps having fun in Mos Essa with the Vhinphyc’s dead body; there were many colorful suggestions, most of them crudely sexual in their context. They decided not to bother with Mos Essa since they had enough booze to go around, and they really did not care about going to look for the rest just as they didn’t care about finding Casper, who was no more than a ship’s length away from them.

When the conversations were fixated on their ride through the rain -- a ride through the rain that was strangely painful to them for some reason, all be it the fact that it did rain on a planet known not to have rain -- Casper turned half his attention towards himself. He removed his tattered Jedi robe and let it drop behind him. He then closed his eyes and began to work past the trauma on his surface and below it, settling in on a good, firm hold on the Force. He was definitely going to need it for what he had quickly planned. He had to steal one of the swoops and quickly get away. They would give chase, and they were armed; he needed whatever advantage he could afford against them and the dark night. Casper was certain the swoops had some form of navigation equipment on them because they didn’t have illuminators to guide the riders through the dark, but it was imperative for him to head back through the north, back the way he had come from the ship; the quickest and best known escape route.
The short spell of meditation helped energized Casper a little and gave him some relief. Carefully, with senses directed towards the six various aliens ahead of him, he moved towards the opening in the garrison and towards the swoops. One of them remarked something that drew Casper’s eyes towards the horizon easterly; the stars were fading, and the dim glow of the first sunrise was perhaps a mere half hour away. Of course if the swoops had navigation equipment they had an ability to track, but the Padawan needed the cover of darkness for a clean getaway. He had to move quickly; the aliens began to mumble about retreating into the garrison to wait out the day.

The nearest swoop was at hand. Casper reached the side of…
“Let me get the last bottle, you hatch holes!”

Just as the male spoke Casper felt his approach. He froze, crouched behind his intended ride, the dragging feet across gravel getting closer, his options dwindling to the point where he had to decide quickly…

“AH!” The man, Human, reached the swoop, opened a built-in hatch on its upright body, and pulled out the bottle he was looking for. Casper was frozen still just on the other side of it; all the man had to do was look through the space between the seat and the engine assembly and he would have seen the Jedi apprentice.
Casper peeped around the body of the swoop; he was right behind the man; the man shadowed his presence from the others. The man lingered around because he was showing off a familiar object in his right hand as well as the liquor bottle in his left hand: Ros’ lightsaber.
The man bumbled aloud, “See, it was laying right next to bug squish’s light toy-.”

Deciding to take his late Master’s weapon, Casper just leapt in the swoop’s seat, grabbed the lightsaber from the drunken man’s hand in one motion, and finally brought the hand back as hard as he could. It connected, knocking the man silly. Casper fired up the main power plant with a simple rearing back of his wrist when he gripped the handle throttle. Shouts of protest were replaced by crimson fire from behind as the Jedi took off.
However Casper’s getaway was not so fast or so clean as he would have wanted it. He knew it wasn’t going to be easy to begin with, but adding to the problem was the fact that the hood he had punched had attached himself to the side of the swoop. The hood clung on by wrapping his arms around a steering vane, forcing the swoop to always turn right, forcing Casper to keep the swoop at low, manageable speed in order to maintain some control over the powerful vehicle.
The others seized the opportunity and began to apply more carefully aimed shots. Casper kicked the throttle up to gain a little more speed to disrupt their aims and tried to drag his burden off the swoop. He ducked continuously from the shots, making attempts by him to get at the cling-on virtually impossible; it was already difficult even if the conditions were peaceful for the swoop was assembled in such a way that prevented the rider from turning in his seat to reach behind him. The main body assembly jutted outwards in flares from the seat, thus making it a perfect barrier of protection for the disruptive Humans in both seat and on steering vane.
Whether it was his drunken state or the diligence of getting back his stolen ride, the man held onto his swoop over some vary torturous terrain. Casper continued to turn right, going in circles, barely missing the garrison, and getting closer to the shooters due to tightening of the turns. He mustered as much strength as he could and forced the swoop to straightened as much as possible when the blaster shots begin to collective strike the shell of the swoop in a concentrated effort. Whatever he did with the wheel, the threat of steering going out was evident every time the live weight on the control mechanisms struck anything solid.
The circumstances affected a sudden change. Casper had turned himself right back into the line of the other parked swoops. He locked the throttle on his and jumped from it to another, and was quickly off. One of the hoods had seen it before it actually happened and stopped shooting; he was on his swoop just as Casper left on his new swoop. The other shooters jumped on their vehicles and trailed the leader by ten seconds. Their comrade and his swoop, the one Casper left behind, continued to circle around, dragging him, his clothing caught on the steering vane; he was unable to get free.

Unfortunately for Casper the collective sum of the events had him going south instead of north towards his ship. Quick to get away he stuck the accelerator to full and he plunged himself deep into the ancient artic gorge. The width of the walls allowed for a turn around but at slow speeds only. The chase behind him negated the attempts at backtracking. He had no choice but to follow the gorge all the way through for the time being. The gorge, cut into the continental shelf eons ago by running water, was a natural corridor of twisty turns and was littered with various sized rocks to hamper most straight running when it allowed it topographically.
The initial chase leader, a three-eyed Garn, pulled out his blaster again and fired on Casper. The Jedi kept his head down as the Force was slow to warn him of the shots. The Garn focused on the swoop, trying to do enough damage to the engine to slow it down or destroy it and the Jedi with one shot. Casper, not the most gifted pilot by any means, understood quickly that a straight line was going to lead to a straight death and began to move the swoop left and right; he let the terrain sensors on the swoop make it go up and down as he piloted over short objects to cause the action.
All the swoops collectively darted and danced around large boulders and the occasional burnt wreckage of fools who dared navigate the gorge recklessly. The trailing pack could not fire from their positions like their leading brother. At various rates the others gained. One of the five in the trailing pack crashed when he misjudged the height of a boulder; he fired his lateral jets too late and became another reminder of navigational futility for others.
Casper was unaware of the loss of an enemy. He was too busy using every part of his focus and training to navigate the crash course. The Force helped only enough to warn him. His skills at flying were limited and thus caused him to slow down enough at times for the chase group to catch up. The lead chaser took a risk, throttle hopping over a boulder that Casper had to pilot around. The move got them neck and neck.
The Garn pointed his blaster blindly at Casper and fired…

The shot missed Casper considerably. The Garn was afraid to take any of his three eyes off the path ahead for a long period of time for a better aimed-shot. He fired repeatedly, keeping Casper from finding some resemblance of calm.
Casper ducked under a shot that nearly took the top of his head off. He piloted his swoop around a large boulder; the Garn did the same, but he went around the other side. Both emerged at the same time and clashed into each other. The second clash, instituted by Casper, caused the Garn to loose his blaster when he needed both hands to control his swoop and avoid a rock outcropping. Casper cut his swoop back towards his opponent and rammed his left side again, repeatedly over and over until the Garn had enough, locked his eyes hard on Casper and drove towards him.

The Garn never saw the outcropping. Casper lured him towards it by pulling away and using the Garn’s anger against him. The swoop split in half, the engine assembly exploded, and the pilot section tumbled with the Garn smashed into it.

Casper’s victory was short lived as he cut his speed down enough to make a turn, missing the main path and forced to take a cave that ran along the gorge and often through it. The cave broke back to the main gorge…
The trailing chase party ran into Casper. They crisscrossed, one of them clipping the back end of Casper’s swoop, causing him to fishtail. The opening of the cave clipped the swoop and it corrected.
Another opening, and Casper was back in the main gorge with the remaining four goons tight on him; a quarter of a second separated them. Primarily they all focused on navigating the rocks and other objects in their way.

They suddenly hit a rise…

Casper’s swoop flew in the air while the others charged downward. The terrain following sensors on his swoop was malfunctioning from the hits he took from the other riders. When it realized it was flying, the lateral repulsorlift controls activated and violently brought the swoop down. Casper nearly came out of his seat from the sudden drop. Upon landing, and after a few hundred meters of corrective and controlling maneuvers, Casper was now behind the chase group.

Casper seized the moment and turned around quickly before the hoods could. He went a short distance and realized he made a terrible mistake; the drop they had come from was a cliff with no means to climb back up it with swoops. The gorge had widened, but there was no visible means of exit.

The chasers had turned around.

Casper turned around and drove at them. The chaser drew their blasters, used their handlebar mounts as a steady rest and began to fire; effective against a large target or multiple targets in a head on rush, but ineffective against one target unless the riders drew closer. They drew together, just as Casper ignited Ros’ lightsaber and batted the shots away with one hand. He did his best to redirect the shots back towards the aggressors but the best he could was simple deflections. The gap was closing between them; it was getting harder to defend against the shots.
Inspiration struck Casper once he saw the rock columns between himself and the attackers. He turned for them, slightly altering his course, drawing the others to do the same to attack him. One of the riders bumped into the other, causing all of them to bang into each other repeatedly as they collective approached the stone forks. The forks were tall and just wide enough to allow a large group of swoops running tightly side by side to run between them. Casper’s intentions, however, were different. With the distraction, Casper took his lightsaber and ran it into the rocks of the forks on his right, cutting deeply. The rocks began to collapse…

The riders became aware of Casper’s suicide drive towards them and tried to pull apart…

Casper tapped the Force, let out a shout, and jumped off his swoop. His legs pushed his swoop downward enough to go under the other swoops, bouncing off the ground to rebound upward; at the same time Casper cleared over the rider’s heads; together both Jedi and swoop came together as one again. Before the others realized it they turned their stunned looks back towards the forks -- the rocks had finally collapsed in front of them. No time to change course, two crashed right into the collapse while the other two crashed into other outcroppings of rocks.

Casper took a peak over his shoulder before shutting off his late Master’s lightsaber, taking note of the explosions that put an end to the chase. He let out a long sigh of relief, thankful that he was able to use the Force to survive the turmoil. He doubted that Jabba would bother sending anyone to try and find them. He entered another tight fitting section of the gorge and decided to follow it out; the only way he knew how to get back to his ship, or perhaps try to find another way to communicate to the Jedi Order or get off the planet.

In the meantime he had a lot of time to think. With no one chasing him and the pain of his injuries ebbing slightly, Casper could put the events of the past few hours in perspective; the perspective lacked a lot of explanation, but the Padawan Learner had no time to get off the swoop and meditate, not when the double threat of Prophet and his dark side daughter was still high. Just as he had no time to grieve Casper honestly had no time to think.
However Faith stood out very clearly in his mind. Running into the Vhinphyc-Vhinech solved a mystery but created another one. Aside from her unnatural abilities and where exactly she had come from, the plot thickened the most when she had spoken. The dialect and words eluded him until she said the Sithian word for ‘mother’: mamul. The phonics of the other words suggested they were also of the Sithian language but none of them reflected that sounds and pronunciations he had learned from the Sithian language ball. And the ball: whenever he was around Sith-born like Naressa and Juna Rapier the dormant and non-responsive platinum mass vibrated, vibrating intensely the closer he was to Sith-born: it had not vibrated in Prophet’s presence, hence narrowing Casper’s focus on entities with apparent Sithian bloodlines. Faith, with Prophet’s obvious heritage, was a Sithspawn.
Where did Faith come from?

All of the sudden, Casper found himself in something that was bigger than anything he could had ever thought possible or could even imagine. He conceded to reality and put his swoop into overdrive. Time was imperative: the Jedi Order as a whole had to be warned!
At times during Casper’s journey he drifted back and forth between daylight and night based on his turns. After a long time it became night again as he was now on the other side of the planet. It was becoming an ironic metaphor that seemingly predicted Casper’s not too distant future: just has he found the light he would eventually drive himself towards and into the darkness. Because of the darkness he had no time to think. Literally, as well as metaphorically, he had to do the best he could to navigate through the long and perpetual night.
