CHAPTER 33.0
Time Frame: Chapter Ten, when the Rough and Tumble Gang spent New Years Holiday on Strumder.
Summer gave way to the fall of leaves throughout New Paradasia, painting the landscape with bountiful colors that covered the yellow phase of the spectrum. The months had passed just as well with more of the same activities the occurred before Nowen returned with his fellow Guardians on their mission; with Nowen it was just an added twist at the school. It wasn’t every day, but Nandia was bound and determined whenever it the opportunity revealed itself to use him in her examples of discussion, like it or not. It bothered Nowen to no end, but he put up with it only because he could watch everyone in the class room, and more important keep tight tabs on Mathaniel Jarvis.

Ryax’s grievances were heard all in private and they were turned down. The public forums were a lot more civil, filled with common sense and quiet debates, and a lack of Ryax. Magus Orrick’s Studies continued their training and serving the public good any way they could; Mathaniel continuing to be Wobble’s keeper, but on fewer and fewer occasions. Nandia was a big help to Mathaniel by giving Wobble the responsibility of child wrangler on field trips; a job Wobble enjoyed with great relish, and after the protests died down the Vhinech parents accepted Wobble as a non-threat to their young ones.
Battrition continued to play, two months after Flat Rock lost to Little Mountain; the match between River Delta and Little Mountain wasn’t as spirited as Little Mountain versus Flat Rock so there were much fewer injuries; River Delta won five hundred and six to three hundred and one. Patcher racked up a lot of points but his game play was very inconsistent; he was fretting over his mate’s pregnancy with every passing month; he thought for sure his child would be born prior to the next match. Ogwa offered to give Blessed a medical examination with the limited but through equipment the Guardians had, but both husband and wife declined; they had faith that they were just wrong about the date of conception, and the child would be just fine.
Though autumn on the part of the world in which very few knew of its name, it was the recognized New Years Eve Day in the Republic. Some of the Vhinech decided to have a celebration that evening with the Guardians as their invited guests; their way of making their so called jailers feel more comfortable with them. The designated party grounds within New Paradasia, in Posspel Valley, was also the training grounds of the Vhinech Studies; their normally quiet place of serene contemplation looked a bit odd with the homemade party streamers and tables littering the area, therefore Magus Orrick took his learning dozen away from the town, not stopping until they were situated between Little Mountain and the battrition battlefield; like the previous place there were no Guardians watching; their trust was complete with them.
Settling in, it always began with meditation and prayer; unlike the Jedi curriculum the Vhinech intermixed the Path religion a lot into the study of the Force. This line of thinking was created from the debates of Vhanba’s ancient and brutal past, where a Vhinphyc known as Overlord had supposedly used dark magic to butcher billions of his people and enslaved the world. To some the dark magic had to be the Force, a fact the Vhinphyc for a long time reluctantly embraced but used it as an excuse as to why they would kill any being born or living that had a significant amount of midi-chlorians in their bodies. By their nature, Vhinphyc were overly suspicious, hostile to anything they couldn’t understand, and in turn it made them very racists creatures.
What stirred the debate pot to a boil was the suggestion that Presence herself used the Force. In the mythology that showed a lot of examples in the ancient texts and testaments, the slave that would become the Overlord’s aide, wife, empress and finally killer and the Holy Savior of the Vhinphyc people could appear and disappear at will, knew how others felt and thought, and communicated freely to beings without saying a word for most of her known four hundred plus years of existence. The Vhinphyc had denounced such a notion, claiming that it degraded the legacy she had endured to finally slay the Overlord. The Path-embracing Vhinech, on the other hand, embraced the concept of a Force-sensitive Presence as a beautiful idea that explained why they were born with such a power that demanded great responsibility. In a way they were being blessed by her, as a sign that she although she was a Vhinphyc she loved them regardless of what they were. That she wasn’t the only one who could wield the power to help a neighbor or slay a beast; that like before at the time of her leaving she held no exclusive dominion on anything.
The belief many of the Vhinech held now was not the belief they held twelve years ago, or longer. Once out of the hold of Pern and Prophet, when they realized they were not going to win on their rhetoric, the Path renaissance for them began. Many realized what they did was wrong, many believing if they didn’t change their ways they were going to the Path’s version of Hell known as the Bowels of Lore; Lore was supposedly a real island from which the Overlord had come from, the lone survivor of a pagan society that were destroyed. To reference it as bowels suggested a slow, painful eternity for souls sent there and placing such beings in their proper status as expelled byproduct.
Such metaphors were the furthest of things from the minds of Mathaniel Jarvis as he breathed in and out with eyes closed like the others after a little prayer. The thoughts were not equally dispersed; his light side and dark side brains had their own conflicting opinions about subjects. He never really had any problems with his minds like most of the older Vhinech had until he began to use the Force more four months ago. The thoughts were not dangerous, but they were thoughts saturated with personal feelings that were amplified with each day he connected more and more with the power given to him by his Mother; amplified by the Force itself.
Or was it himself that amplified the thoughts? Mathaniel had been told over and over again ideas and principals of the Force that conflicted with one another. One of those principals was that living beings fueled the Force, their existence and their actions and their thoughts. Yet he was then told of how to draw upon the Force the external power, the power that existed without living interaction and awaited a defined purpose and how it influenced those who drew upon it. It was all hypocritical to him, save for the fact that if it were so then such a power couldn’t exist let alone work. It did, so what did that exactly mean?
And such a question hindered his attempts at finding peace. That and the fact that all they had done for the last four months was meditate. No flips, no floating objects, no projecting from within outward, and no fighting whatsoever; they held no weapons, which pretty much made them less than protectors.

“Doubt,” said Orrick with a large voice that did not befit his small stature, “is the harbinger of doom of any creature. Any measure of it, spread out in one or more minds, among one, or a group or a society, will eventually pool together within to cool hope, faith, and determination. The coolness reaching its coldest when death is upon the doubter.”
The others could barely hear the Magus’ small feet as his walked amongst them, speaking to them in the same volume of voice. “That doom of doubt is a enemy largest in the minds of a Magus, of those who bare the accountability and the load of the Force upon their shoulders. Doubt is an easy evil to embrace for it is easy, it bares no need for one to continue to think and feel during a time in which doubt dominates the minds. For doubt is the dark side opposite to certainty, a negative to the positive, the new problem against the solution.
“Doubt, like all things within, should not be fully eliminated from a being. It has a good use. It challenges the wisdom you possess, your decisions at a critical time of crisis. Such doubt ensures you consider all avenues of thinking and strategy. What you must learn to do is control your doubts. Just as you control all of your emotions and importantly yourself, you must control the doubt or it will control you.”
Mathaniel suddenly felt Orrick more out of instinctive feel, not Force feel, learning close to his left ear and said quietly, “I speak as one with such an experience.” He almost opened his eyes, but he felt Orrick’s tiny paw on his shoulder; an easy movement since Mathaniel was sitting on the ground. Orrick said aloud, “Balance your doubts with certainty. Achieve a center with all of your possessions of your being. Remember, one cannot live without the other.”
It was subject matter Mathaniel never truly got, but somehow he did in the long run. Sometimes he wondered if Orrick was reading his mind and using every single conflicting thought as an example during these training sessions. It was too much a coincidence when it is covering some thought or problem he was having. He had to wonder: was Magus Orrick teaching him, or watching him?

Once again the light side Magus did nothing more with the Studies than let them pray, meditate, and breathe. “Rise when you are ready to. We will continue tomorrow. May Presence guide you down a bright Path.”
“My Magus, a question.” Mathaniel wasn’t ready to come out of his trance but the words and the voice of the young Vhinech called Mirror drew Mathaniel and others out sooner. Particularly with his question. Eager in his steps and voice, with everyone remaining to hear what was going to be discussed, the Randerak-Vhinech proceeded with forced caution; choosing words carefully. “When do we learn how to protect our people?”
Magus Orrick’s face was impossible to read; his species really appeared to lack a lot of expression facially, and it wasn’t because it was completely fuzzy. Through the Force, reading him wasn’t as easy when he was at total peace. When he spoke, all things were clear. “You are learning how to protect our people, Study Mirror.” That lead to the next, obvious question that was set up by today’s short lesson. “Do you doubt that you are learning anything?”

Mirror stood up taller, his orange face baring worry. “Pardon me from ending, my Magus, I-I did not mean…”

“Easy, Mirror, there is no need for pardon.” Orrick looked at them all. “There comes a time when the student must question what he or she has learned. The fear of hurting my feelings haunt you. So does the fear of rejection.” His large, dark brown eyes fell on Mathaniel for a moment. “So does the fear of being wrong. Being responsible.”

Orrick looked back at Mirror. “Beyond that I sense the desire of everyone here to learn how to fight.” There was a new found collection of bravado, and a little bit of acknowledgement. The Magus just snorted and said, “How does it feel to want and not get it? You may question my methods, you may question my ways, and you may have no doubts in your abilities but that does not mean you are no more right than I.” He did not yell, but his admonishment buzzed the Studies enough. “None of you are ready. By asking me such a query, Mirror, I must wonder if you are losing interest in this life long commitment. If you do not learn something new you will renounce.”
The Study looked at the others, and the others really weren’t on his side anymore. Mirror said, “I-I was only curious, my Magus, because I feel I am ready. I do not wish to quit.”

“Feel ready? You feel ready?” Orrick eyed everyone again, looking at Mathaniel last. Mathaniel remained on the ground seated, frankly wishing to learn how to fight with weapons. It would most certainly get his mind off of his problems. Still Orrick was Magus and knew best, so it was not best to question him. Orrick, once again, appeared ready to use his thoughts as an example.

Orrick walked through the group with steady, quick steps towards the opening in the hills that lead out to the prairie that skirted the battrition field and appeared to be endless save for a outcropping of large boulders. They stood there ominous, with a haze suggesting great distance between the group and them.  “I have mistaken, my Studies, we are not finished.” He looked to Mirror and asked, “To those rocks is a country mile. Do you believe you can run to it and come back at your fastest speed with the Force?”
They really had not learned how to apply the Force for long periods to limbs, but Force enhanced speed was not all that difficult. Allocation was achieved by directing the energies to the proper location. Mirror stiffened up and said, “I have faith that I can.”

Orrick nodded and said, “Then whoever desires to learn the intermediate levels of Magus now must travel to the rocks and back three times with the Force and without a rest. To do so means you have no doubts that will hamper your learning.” He stepped aside. “Three times to the rocks, three times back.”
He gave no signal for them to go, so the group went on their own decision; Mirror was all ready sprinting as hard as he could for the distant rocks. Others went on their own pace, based on their own levels of experience with the Force. It was not long that Orrick and Mathaniel were all alone.

“Why do you stay, Study Mathaniel,” said the short, cuddly Magus. He kept his back to the young man, showing that he was interested in the running progress of the group.

Mathaniel stood up and brushed his bottom free of dead grass and other clinging materials. He said, discovering honesty the best policy, “Because I have doubts.”

“Doubt is the least of your worries I feel, however I am grateful for your honest response.” Orrick shook his small head; Mathaniel knew it was not for him. “The quandary never changes. When one tells many that the ways of the Force is the commitment the many immediately presuppose once the training is complete the worst is over. When faced with the realities of what it truly means to be Magus they want to think or do something else. Conflicts are not always killable enemies. It is more often ourselves. The question becomes then how do we defeat the conflict of ourselves?”

Mathaniel pondered the unasked for wisdom as he joined Orrick’s unflinching, unmoving side. He looked down only because he was so much taller, taking measure of the Magus before speaking again. Why he did it made no sense at first. Orrick had not changed in appearance since yesterday, of last month, or the last few months. Orrick was still a brown and black stripped, furry creature. He still wore a tiny, navy blue robe of a Magus. He carried a lightsaber that was longer than either of his arms and seemed too big for his hands. There was a mended tear in his robe on the left shoulder, and under that part there would be a discolored patch of fur there to mark where part of his shoulder used to be; it was taken by Magus Prophet in a duel, and since then Orrick could not raise the arm above his chest.
When it made sense to him, Mathaniel spoke. “You knew my Mother best, didn’t you?”

“Not as well as you do, Mathaniel,” said Orrick with brief hesitation. “I was only her Study.”
“I know. What I mean is…”

“I know what you mean.” Orrick still did not take his large eyes off the distant group; the lead group had fewer Studies in it. “Was she evil. Was she wrong. Do you embrace her knowing now as a man what you did not comprehend then as her pup. Do you honor her memory by not becoming what she had become. Which of it can you ignore, and which of it can you not deny.”

Mathaniel soberly nodded. Orrick said, “I do not envy you: your burden is great and I would not wish it. Yet I wonder why you would need to ask such matters when you have known her for the first eight years of your life. You were not too young to remember. You are not too old to forget.”
“I don’t know,” said Mathaniel with agitation. “I don’t know anymore. For ten years all I’ve heard is the evils and wrongs we have done, and all I know is that Mother was a significant part of that. What I had thought was right turns out to be wrong. Then…she was wrong.”

Orrick seemed tenser once Mathaniel had finished. He said, “As I said I do not envy you. Still you are picking…your negative assertions over your positive knowledge of Parable. Is this because of your own troubled heart, or because Ryax questioned your heart two months ago?”

He struggled to think about it, just like he had been for past two months. Mathaniel did not like Ryax, but what he said at the meeting was not enough to cause a fight against him. “Did I do the right thing?”
“By not answering him?” Orrick shrugged his shoulders. “I honestly do not know, Mathaniel. It is not really about him. It is about you.” He shook his head again when the running group appeared to be lagging when they had reached the half way point of the first leg of the run. “Your problems regarding your mother are about you. It is a tragedy that you have to ask me whether or not she was good or evil. As her child you should know.”
Orrick took his eyes off the running group briefly and locked in eye contact with Mathaniel. “It is on this subject that you should have no doubt whatsoever. You must quell them or you will not last.”

“That is what I am trying to do, Magus,” said Mathaniel. “I am searching for affirmation. I want to resolve this conflict.”
Returning to observing the running group, Orrick said, “Even when you do know the answers?” Before Mathaniel could continue to speak, the Magus lifted his hand to silence him. “You must resolve this yourself. You will learn no more from me until you do.”
“But Magus-!”

“I will welcome you back once you have no more doubts. Take all the time you need. But I caution you; be weary of the answers to win this battle.” Orrick looked at Mathaniel with sincerity. “I mean that, for when I said before about quelling this problem or you will not last has more to do with your life more than it does having to do with what I teach you.”
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 33.1

The midday school children were finally let out to go home and help their families for the rest of the day and prepare for the New Years festivities. Some stayed behind, a considerable number from Little Mountain jotting down all that was on the makeshift board they used by Nandia to teach. Others, much younger children and Wobble among them, were busy playing around with paint brushes; consistently laughing, killing time waiting for their guardians to pick them up, or just until they got bored and went home. She was busy organizing her notes at her desk; a lot of them, considering she was at times teaching a hundred beings at a time; the afternoon session was cancelled for the day, so she was going to get some kind of a break. With harvest drawing near there were doubts that she would have any children to teach until it was done.

Still much was accomplished. Nowen once again found himself sitting in the corner of the very large, one room school house and had been used as a component of the Vhinech’s learning. He had tolerated it for two months, mostly to keep an eye on Mathaniel Jarvis specifically. A few times the youth wasn’t there and he thought about skipping school; the irony of the thought didn’t escape him. He didn’t for some stupid reason and, like today, Nandia called on him to be her con to her pro. If the whole operation wasn’t serious to him he would have blown it off. He had hoped to catch groups of his pals perhaps heading out to the MITES projectors or head up to Little Mountain to do a census, but so far he had missed that taking off ship. There was a ban on radio transmissions save for emergencies so no one could contact him on comlink when the surprise, random censuses took place.
Nowen did take part in some of the night time missions ordered by Ogwa and the Council of Towns. The missions consisted of quiet searches, recon, patrols, and only a few nights ago an incursion into Flat Rock. Nowen learned prior to the mission that Flat Rock was ‘visited’ nearly every night by four person incursion unit. Much of the fuss had to do with some of the extracurricular activities that occurred in or near the mining caves where New Paradasia’s currency was mined and created, simple color ores, sometimes gold and silver. Usually the groups just scared Vhinech that were hanging out past town curfew, but it was what and why they were doing it. Such missions were tricky due to the Vhinech’s use of the Force. The Guardians were mentally prepared, though, and could slip in and out when careful.

On his mission with his friends Nowen hit the jack pot; he found two Vhinech primitive gunpowder-driven, fuse ignition, steel ball projecting weapon commonly referred to as a hand cannon. The weapons were the brain child of the late Thor, a Vhinech-Wookiee who was Sanctuary’s long blacksmith; he had created a horde stash of the weapons prior to Magus Prophet and his army attacking them. After the exodus the Guardians had taken all potential weapons away from the Vhinech as part of the new peace agreement, stored within Fort Angelleia, only handed out five at a time by council-approved hunters; the Vhinech did not need them all of the time, not with the Guardians there to protect them. The two hand cannons were found at the bottom of a wishing well, unloaded but kept dry by the water tight box they were in. What bothered the command when Nowen brought the weapons to them was that they were not part of weapons cache held at Fort Angelleia, all of them there were accounted for; that meant someone had made the weapons from scratch. Nowen was sent away before he could learn anything else about it.

Thinking about it on his own, Nowen had too many suspects; all the Vhinech had to be in on it, although logic told him otherwise. Eliminating that he focused on Ryax; he was a Vhinech-Wookiee, and the dead blacksmith was a Vhinech-Wookiee. Maybe they shared more than subspecies.

“Mister Sir, Mister Sir!” The hurriedly raised voice of a multitude of Vhinech children were upon him before he realized the children of various subspecies had him cornered in the corner. One of them asked, “Mister Sir, why do you wear such funny clothing?”

The Vhinech children really had a hard time having the desire to say strangers’ names, or people’s names in general they just didn’t trust. It was fine with Nowen, he couldn’t remember all of their single names anyways. Still he was caught off guard by their innocent question. “It’s not clothing. It’s body armor.”
“Why?” asked another Vhinech child.

“To protect me.”

“Why?” asked the group of ten children in unison.

“Because it is what I wear during operations.”
“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to wear anything else.”

“Why?”

Nowen was annoyed, but he couldn’t find it in his heart to tell off a bunch of kids, even Vhinech kids. They looked so damn hopeful for an answer, causing him to smile just a bit. “Just because.”

“Okay, we love you, bye bye!” The group turned and left in a hurry out the door. One of the little Human-Vhinech girls ran back and gave him a drawing of a flower, and finally ran away.
“Admirers,” joked Nandia, her usually noisy shoe approached was missed by Nowen, who was preoccupied with what to do with the picture. She took the drawing and very carefully with a tack hung it on the nearest wall by his corner. “There we go! Wouldn’t want you to take it back to your barracks. It would ruin that edgy personae you enjoy projecting.” She stepped back. “As you can see, the children see through it.”

“Oh ha, ha,” was Nowen lackadaisical response. “Since they have the Force I guess they can ‘see’ through me.”

“Don’t give them that much credit; like Jedi Knights they aren’t born with the knowledge to use it. Just as you weren’t born in that armor, that blaster, and a body honed to kill.” Some of the children began to leave that lived close to home, some saying their goodbyes, briefly interrupting the two adults conversation. “Innocent children can sense the child you were once in you. If you believe still in that child, then whatever act you hide behind-.”

“Trust me: it’s not an act.” Nowen shook his head. “Look, I really don’t want to get into another debate with you-.”

“Who says I was? I just pointed out something. Not everything I do is meant to annoy you, Mister Nowen.”

Nowen stood up and shook his head. “Well you do a great job. Excuse me.”
Nandia stomped her feet around him and got in front of him. “Now hold on a second! You look ready to argue and you don’t do it.”

“Hey now, now wait a minute: I’m not the one here trying to start an argument. I don’t know where you get off.” Nowen, frowning with how this ended up like this.
“It starts with your attitude towards us all,” pointed Nandia out. “Your contempt for the Vhinech is far more deep in detail than any other Nubian’s personal feelings here and I think its wrong.”

“And how would you know that? Read minds?”

“No: your smart ass remark the first day you got here. About mental cases getting away with crimes.”

“If you’re hung up on that, then lady you really have issues beyond what happened to you.”

Nandia frowned and crossed her arms. “What in the hell does that mean?”

Before the exchange could continue, a little Toydarian-Vhinech girl flapped towards the two. Her little wings barely held her chubby body in the air. She bobbled more than needed in the air, her hands covering her lower extremities. “M-Misses Orfantan, Misses Orfantan! Excuse me, Misses Orfantan! I-I have to, I have to go!”

“That’s fine, Azreal, you may go,” said Nandia.

“No, no, I have to go!”

Nowen looked at the dancing in air kit and said, “I think she’s doing the pee-pee dance.”

“OH!” Nandia blushed immediately by missing such a thing as Azreal nodded her head frantically. “Oh dear why didn’t you say anything sooner.”

As Nandia took her by the hand, the child whispered, “There is a man here.” She threw a look towards Nowen, who just bit back his chuckles.

“Oh dear, come on. I know how scared you are of the outhouse.” Nandia turned to Nowen, sighed, and with a head gesture towards the remaining group over at the arts and crafts wall said, “Can you keep an eye on them?”

“Do I get an apology?”

Nandia sat back on her heels, thought, and said, “How about dinner?”

Suddenly Nowen found himself off guard but put there and not caught. Before he could answer, Azreal made a really long whiney noise of desperation that drew Nandia away. The teacher quickly escorted the girl before any accident happened.
“Dinner?” Nowen repeated over and over, not realizing that he was taking the job of watching the children seriously as he slowly strolled over to them; children if he were to consider the slow and dumb Wobble in the group. Even their collective actions and laughter didn’t snap him out of his confused state. He really didn’t understand where Nandia was coming from with the invitation. He didn’t like her, though he couldn’t really hate her because of her circumstances; she was a Giver of Life after all. That fact bothered him as a whole as to why at least four of them stayed. Why would any of them with their intelligence stay? Why would Nandia?
Why was he thinking of her by her first name?

“Thinfer?” Nowen tracked the source of the tongue-held Basic. Wobble was sitting in his chair, looking innocent as usual, with his four foot long, ultra fat tongue that didn’t seem possible that he could possess in such a thin long neck and small mouth, stuck out covered in blue water color paint. He had used his tongue instead of the brush in his hand to paint…something on the canvas. He spoke again, sending paint towards the Guardian in a blue mist. “Oif lifka thinfer!”
The surrounding children, whether they got sprayed or not by the light mist, giggled in delight. About two of the children were about to dip their tongues in the paint, prompting Nowen to carefully take the little paint jars away from them. “How about we all get washed up, eh?” The children made a collective sigh of unhappiness. Wobble made the sound and sprayed more blue spittle. “Oooookay, why don’t you all try and…I don’t know…paint a picture of me.” He looked at Wobble and added quickly, “Using your brushes.”
As the other children took up the challenge, Wobble said, “Wif wethf haf thinfer afpher?”

“Not with me, sway neck, sorry,” said Nowen. “Why don’t you get your tongue back in, hey pal?” Wobble nodded and slowly began to retract the massive tongue. “Where the heck is the teacher, or your pal Jarvis?” He wasn’t asking Wobble, but the Vhinech shrugged his narrow shoulders.
Trying to find something to wipe his face off, Nowen spotted a clean soft rag on the floor by Wobble’s large feet. He picked up, and spotted something odd; an eight inch long, tapering to a point wood stake. Not far from that was another. Not far from that a third stake; all the same material and color, matching the oak walls of the school. He picked up and examined it carefully, wondering…

A loud noise above them made everyone jump, look, and see a wood structural beam responsible for holding up part of the roof come undone from its mooring. It got hung up on another piece of wood beam for a few seconds until it too collapsed on another beam.

“RUN!” Nowen’s command was put into action long before he said it. Several children did run for the door, but a few plus Wobble got tangled up in their art projects. The south side of the roof began to collapse on them. Nowen saw no alternative and forced them the rest of the way towards the floor, his body over, hoping to hell that the ceiling’s triangular structure would be popped up enough to miss crushing them. Although he had his armor on he did not have his helmet; a head injury would kill him.

The roar of collapse was right on top of them…

It stopped.

Nowen opened his eyes and looked, but looked limitedly when his head hit the ceiling immediately. The crushing structure was floating all around them, including the dust and debris, as if held in a tractor beam.

It then began to shutter.

“Misses Orfantan says we must go!” Wobble, laughing only sparingly but crying in fear, managed to grab three children and encourage them to move towards an opening in the wall. “Misses Orfantan says we need to flee! Misses Orfantan says she cannot hold it much longer!”

As if on cue the structures around them shivered more and dropped six inches. Nowen didn’t argue anymore; he pulled the other three children with him towards the opening, all the while holding on to what was obviously a wooden nail that held the support beams together.

Exiting the situation half the school collapsed. Nowen execute a roll with the children in his hands so splintering debris didn’t get them. Uncurling, he was met by Wobble’s large arms, picked up, and hugged. “My hero!”

“Let go screwy,” said Nowen, but Wobble didn’t let go until he gave the Guardian a full facial of his tongue, and finally reminded him that his name was Wobble, not Screwy. He opened a channel to Fort Angelleia. “Code Two! Guardian under duress! School house!” He heard a noise near the school house, grabbed his blaster, and spun around. It was Nandia Orfantan, coming towards him with the other children. She was soaking wet with sweat from head to toe, apparently from her efforts…. 
Nowen then remembered what Wobble had said about the teacher unable to hold the roof and said, “Stay back!”
Everyone around the scene scattered backwards from the hero’s actions, not understanding why he drew his weapon, pointing it at the school teacher. She said, “Nowen, put that thing away.”
“Do Not Move!” was his ordered response, pointing his Guardian Series twenty right at her chest. “You aren’t no Giver of Life victim, you’re a damn Vhinech!”

Nandia’s shoulders sagged in disbelief. She said quietly, “You mean…you didn’t know?”

“I do now, don’t I? What the hell were you doing? Thinking about getting in my good graces by dropping the roof on me and a bunch of kids!” As well over two dozen Guardians seemingly came out of no where with weapons drawn with large crowds of Vhinech from nearby homes on their heels, Nowen showed her the wooden nail. “These things were scattered all around the art area, ‘pulled out’ of the beam’s brackets, where you had me watch your charges while you left! What took you so fricking long!”

“I…no. No, Nowen, don’t say that,” she said gently, stunned and in disbelief. “Even you can’t be that naïve.”
“Nowen!” Meggie Tanuaght reached him first, her eyes darting about, measuring the scene. “You all right?”

“I will be once we interrogate her!” Nowen gestured towards Nandia. “She’s a Vhinech, Meggie!”

“We know that, Nowen,” hissed Meggie through her teeth. “Put your blaster down.”

“Are you nuts?”

Meggie grabbed Nowen hard by his wrist and said in a hushed voice, “Bealas, you idiot, she’s working for us. She didn’t do this. She didn’t try to kill you. And you’re creating an unpopular scene. Put the blaster down before I knock you out.”

Nowen stared at Meggie for a few moments, his arms lowering the weapon slowly as what she said sunk in. He looked around and saw the worried faces of the people as they approached the ruined school house, shock on their faces and some at first not understanding why a friend of the Vhinech people looked as if he was going to execute an unarmed individual. So easy was it to forget that the Force users outnumbered the Guardian contingent twenty to one. So far all was harmonious and the Vhinech were resigned to their fate as living free prisoners. There was no point to make them change their view, not with Ryax ready to stir that pot.

“Ryax?” questioned Nowen aloud. “Where’s Ryax?”

With more Guardians arriving to secure the location and check on everyone victimize by the attack, Meggie accessed her wrist computer. The MITES located the Vhinech-Wookiee immediately. “He’s in Flat Rock.”

A curious thought struck Nowen and prompted him to access his computer. His suspicions were incorrect, but no less troublesome; Mathaniel Jarvis was in Flat Rock too. Not only that the Vhinech Study was with Ryax. 

He went through his Guardian screens and saw that Ogwa and a whole lot of others were on their way. Surely they were going to have to make an armed visit to Flat Rock after this; that is if Nandia was on the level with them.

Then again Nandia never told him she was a Human-Vhinech.

Steaming, Nowen said to Meggie, “I’m meeting up with Oggie. Secure this position.” He moved past the school, and as he did Nandia tried to grab him to get his attention. He took one good step to his right to avoid the contact and bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood.

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

CHAPTER 33.2

Prior to the school house collapse, Mathaniel had left Magus Orrick to his other Studies and to their failures. Mathaniel had his own issues to contend with, and after a long few miles walk he entered Flat Rock.
The people of Flat Rock were just as friendly as the other townships; kind, courteous, and Presence-fearing individuals that went about their business and raised their families and offered Mathaniel a smile as he walked by. A few of them did frown, though; mostly men, and mostly because he had played against them in battrition two months ago. 

Flat Rock was also like the other townships when it came to its own identity. Whereas Little Mountain offered solace and solitude for troubled souls, Valleys United for agriculture and building, and River Delta for fishing and water, Flat Rock was New Paradasia’s mining and mineral distribution and creation center. Much of what was mined was used for currency; much of it natural created colored rocks; gray rocks worth one unit, dark rocks three, red rocks ten, bluish rocks worth twelve; a system similar to Vhanba’s form of monetary value. They used tools that had survived the exodus, and created more of them with the ores they were able to locate; fabrication was a bit tricky given no one in Flat Rock knew how to forge metal; the Guardians forged the tools for them in their base Fort Angelleia.
After making some inquiries with his fellow Vhinech Mathaniel found Ryax laboring about in metal shaft one-mine shaft three; there were five total mines. He didn’t have to walk too deeply down the hole that began on the side of a meager hill, and the Wookiee-Vhinech was more than happy to leave his chores to talk to him away from the others. He brushed rock dust off his shaggy mane and lead the way

The taller Ryax outpaced the tall Mathaniel as they walked to his home and said over his shoulder, “This is an odd request out of context, brother, so pardon me: how is our people’s hero Destiny these autumn days?”
Mathaniel was a little caught off guard by the question because he hadn’t thought of anything or anyone else since he had left Magus Orrick’s side. Destiny was a female Wookiee-Vhinech, the daughter of a famous pilot who had used what she was taught to confiscate a rogue Vhinech’s spacecraft for the exodus from Sanctuary. A Home Born --  a term to best describe a Vhinech who had been born on Vhanba -- she was a resident of Little Mountain, haunted by the losses in her life like most of the good people on the tall, hard rock; her family was slaughtered prior to her journey to Sanctuary by a Vhinphyc soldier handing out ordered vengeance, and then she lost her mate, the blacksmith Thor, during the operation to secure ships for the exodus. Like most of those heralded as the people’s heroes Destiny stayed away from everyone and tended to her life alone and peacefully.
Ryax’s inquiry was normally not a puzzle in terms of what Destiny represented in society: a qualified and available mate. Though Ryax had two wives -- Sostra and Chimera, who collectively have bore him four children -- the Path allowed for a patriarch or matriarch head to marry as many mates so long as they could support them physically, emotionally, spiritually, and financially; such a rule established based on biological necessity of the Vhinphyc, for nearly all Vhinphyc females could only bare one child in their lifetimes. 
The practice Ryax enjoyed was paradoxical to what he believed in; for a male who admitted that the Path was poison two months ago he sure as Lore reaped its allowances. There was once talk on Sanctuary of eliminating the practice of ‘family monopolization’ from the people’s Path charter. The debate was mute after so many had died and so many husbands, wives, and children were left without whole families.
Mathaniel, though, felt that such a question posed by Ryax was a little out of place. “I cannot speak for Destiny. She appears fine, but only she can give you the answer you seek. Best way to accomplish that is to go see her.”

Ryax slowed down enough to give him a glare that betrayed disapproval. Ryax was like those who loathed Little Mountain’s existence: fearful that if he went up there he might ‘catch’ insanity like one may catch a cold. Masking it, he said, “It would be too forward of me to go see a grieving widow who has lost everything. To begin courtship with such a female in despair when she in not declared open to such matters. Certainly as a religious partake you comprehend such a moral dilemma.”
“I can,” said Mathaniel with a small nod, although that was the extent of his understanding. The young man didn’t desire a mate, and if he did he was lost; his family was the only Tigra-Vhinech in the nation, and no way in Lore was he going to look at his Sister as anything more than that. To that he felt sorry for Maddie, who will not find a man and who will not bare children. The strong need for the females of his race to bare children was perhaps the last associative link that had existed between the Vhinech and the Vhinphyc next to ancestry and religion.
“If you happen to see her again,” began Ryax to end the subject, “could you tell her that our light is always on for her?” ‘Our’ being that Ryax and his wives were interested in adding Destiny to their family; the wives had to approve of Ryax’s choices of new mates before even engagement was considered; as the Path clearly states no one can marry so freely. The term Ryax used wasn’t a courtship term but a deep friendship invitation; normally it lead to courtship.

Mathaniel silently agreed to Ryax’s small request, just before they reached Ryax’s log and mud home; like everyone’s homes it was built by the combined strength of the community, made large enough for their Wookiee biology and their numbers, and perhaps future additions. Inside Ryax’s wives greeted their husband equally and bowed to Mathaniel in respect to his status as a Study. The children were on their way home from school they could sense, so the men could talk all they wanted about serious matters in the living room.

Once seated, and when Mathaniel passed on refreshment, Ryax took his cool parjama juice from Chimera and said, “I had a feeling you would come to me and seek my council. In regards to Magus Parable.” He took a drink when Mathaniel did not answer, which was the answer. “What do you desire to know, Study Mathaniel?”
“I really don’t know where to begin,” said Mathaniel.
“You do, but you fear to ask.” Ryax shook his head. “It is alright, I comprehend. You do not wish to besmirch your good mother for what she had accomplished to secure our survival in front of another. In front of someone who knew of her.”

Mathaniel didn’t answer it directly. “So you did know her. As a Study?”

Ryax nodded as he finished his next drink. “Your mother was very astute in the ways of covert deception. It is her being as a Tigress subspecies that assured her ascension.” In the Tig species, Tigra was male and Tigress were females; for clarity and traditional circumstances the Tigs mandated themselves to those names for gender identification. “As a Tigress in the foolish realms they dared not give her notice. To that she was lethal and cunning. Through such matters she had found your father, saved him, and married him. Dare question such unity?”

Mathaniel shook his head. “My Father was rescued by my Mother from a cruel circus atmosphere run by outlaws known as Circle Plex. He had been behind bars most of his life. Being freed was the next best thing that ever happened to him.”

“And the best?”

“Marrying my Mother. Having me and my Sister born.”

Ryax smiled the best he could with his shaped muzzle. “I expected no less of an answer from an appreciative man.”

“Then why did you yell at him?”

Ryax paused for a moment, sitting his drink in the wooden goblet down beside his chair. “Because what I heard two months ago was not an appreciative man. Your mother, though trained by the Savior Pern, often sought the council of Magus Prophet. The same Magus Prophet that had saved her life on many occasions, for whom she followed when she was a kit into war. And before you were born the same Magus Prophet that ensured that your parents were given a real home and real time together. He was your Pathfather, he went to through the Enemy to ascend the tallest of the Enoth Mountains to declare your name to the ancients, and thus protected you all from the war until your mother could pick up arms again.
Sighing, Ryax did not bother with an apology when he continued. “Your father spits in the face of those who gave him his appreciation, curses them. If he had any measure of all he had gained he would not have said what he said two months ago in the Human’s little fort. Instead, he has chosen to bury his gains in soil so ready to compost it; fertilizer for a lie.” He brushed his hairy hands with loud pats as if to illustrate Alouka Jarvis’ contempt towards his bountiful fortune. “He is the worst kind of con artist. He has taken; now he will throw it away.”
Mathaniel sighed a little, not sure if he should have been offended by Ryax said. “My Father…maybe he has forgotten how bad it was before my Mother rescued him.”
“This is not what it is totally about, Mathaniel. You seek someone to tell you what your mother had done was right. For you follow her steps down the Path now.” Ryax leaned in towards him. “It is not complicated at all. Your mother was right for what she had done. All of it.” He sat back and gestured wildly, becoming more animated as he spoke. “Where were these Guardians when your mother watched her parents starve to death so she could eat scrapes? Where was the mighty and righteous Republic when a Vhinphyc patrol took turns dislocating her shoulders only to discover that all she had buried near a road was her mother’s Path jewel? Where were they both when your sister was born?” He jabbed a hard finger into his own chest. “I was there, along with others! We had to use the Force to shield you all from an orbital bombardment none of us could see until the explosions! And your father dares forget all that?!? He deserves to be on that mountain!
“As I said before, and will say forever, that what we did was not a sin! It was not illegal! It was survival! And Magus Parable understood that to her noble end!” Ryax leaned forward again. “She did what she had to do in order to protect her family, Mathaniel. Why you should feel ashamed to love her because of that…boggles my minds.”
Sitting back deeper into his chair, Mathaniel picked at his orange nails a bit, trying to sort his feelings out after hearing what Ryax had said. After a few moments he sighed in disgust and said in defeat and frustration, “Why am I this way? I just can’t seem to get my head straight on this!”

“It is simple,” said Ryax calmly. “You do not desire to hurt your father with the opinion that you hate what your mother was. At the same moment, you do not want to hate her, but do so in a fashion that does not offend those who wish to suppress the truth of our glory days. By becoming a Magus, you fear that you affirm and approved of your Magus Parable’s so-called ‘crimes’.” He leaned towards Mathaniel again. “You cannot exist so split up like that, brother.”

Ryax stood up and walked around Mathaniel calmly, placing his large hands on the distraught young man’s shoulders. “Perhaps this will help make up your minds. Recall the one, the Vhinphyc we all called the Keeper of Sanctuary?” Mathaniel nodded. “What more do you remember of him, before he and likes of Magus Orrick distorted our memories and lead us to believe we were on the door step of the Lands of Plenty?”
Mathaniel sighed a little and did his best to drudge up any of the memories he struggled to recall. When Sanctuary was attacked, and familiar Vhinech came forth in that attack, he began to remember things he hadn’t remembered before he and his family awoken on Sanctuary. Before that it was a horrible life he remembered now, but it was at the moment of arrival on Sanctuary that was unquestioned until the attack on their new home then. The Keeper of Sanctuary, in mythology the guardian of the gates to the Lands of Plenty hand chosen by Presence herself in the afterlife, was actually a Jedi Master by the name of Enothchild Sarch; odd name for a Vhinphyc; scary that a Vhinphyc was Force sensitive. What Sarch had done, with the aid of Magus Orrick and three others -- former Studies of Parable -- was alter the memories and perceptions of the Vhinech when Sarch accepted their surrender or had tracked them down and apprehended them. In the case of the Jarvis’ they were part of the large group of Vhinech that had surrendered in the ships high above Evramora.
“What I remember of him,” began Ryax, walking back around so he can show himself to Mathaniel “was that this Enothchild Sarch…had killed your mother.” Upon hearing that Mathaniel locked his eyes upon the Vhinech-Wookiee. “Of course your father and your Magus had not told you. I had assumed as much, before you had confirmed it with your reaction.”

Mathaniel had not known. His stomach unexpectedly tightened. His minds swam, and what little calm he had even with the problems that swirled in them was gone. What kept him from running, what kept him in the chair, was the shock.

Something flashed in Mathaniel’s minds, and at first he thought they were memories. It happened again, only this time he saw the school house falling apart…

Finding strength in his legs again, Mathaniel stood up hurriedly. Ryax looked at him with a frown and asked, “What is wrong? You feel the disturbance in the Force as well?”

A familiar feeling touched his heart and he said his name. “Wobble.” Mathaniel didn’t say another word as he raced for Ryax’s door, sprinting out of it, not hearing his host shout his name, not bothering to change his running trajectory to miss Ryax’s children who parted out of his way. Not thinking, just running.

After a minute Mathaniel’s recklessness almost made him run into a quite large Guardian contingent that appeared headed for Flat Rock. He tried to side step the group but familiar hands got a hold of him. With a shake, Nowen said, “Hold it right there, Junior!”

“What happened?” Mathaniel tried to wrestle out of the Guardian’s grip, even though it felt as if the danger had passed. “What’s going on?”

Before Nowen could answer him, Ogwa Newhausen arrived with the others under his command and said, “We’re here to find out, Study Mathaniel. We need to ask you a few questions.”

Mathaniel didn’t quite understand it at first, so he still tried to get away from Nowen. The Nubian just grabbed him noticeably harder making him flinch, angering him. He stopped and looked him in the eye. “Let go!”

“I will as soon as I find whether or not you tried to kill me,” said Nowen. “And if I were you, it better be not!”

Upon hearing that, Mathaniel looked amongst the Guardians, and lastly Ogwa. He said, “Did-did someone die? I swear to you I had nothing to do with it!”

“I do believe you,” said Ogwa with real honesty. “And quite a few people almost died. But everyone is all right.” The headmaster put a hand on his out-of-control pupil. “Let him go, Nowen. We’re still going to question him.”
“And Orrick?” popped Nowen, still not letting go.

“There’s no reason to!” Mathaniel finally pulled out of the Guardian’s grip and gave him a big eyed glare; Nowen did not back down. “What are these accusations? Magus Orrick would never hurt anyone unless he felt it was necessary!”

Mathaniel noticed that everyone was looking past him now. Nowen brushed him aside and said, “How about the murder of a someone who found an illegal weapon in their possession a few nights ago?” The Tigra-Vhinech followed Nowen around until he saw they were looking at, and Nowen was talking to, Ryax and a few of Ryax’s friends who were flanking him who were all approaching them. Mathaniel hastily sent a mental summons for Magus Orrick; he felt a faint acknowledgement. “How about it, Hairy?”

“I have no comprehension of what you are proclaiming in my direction,” said Ryax with a slight growl in his face. “And for your assimilation, Nubian, I am called Ryax, not Hairy.”

“Call yourself interrogated,” continued Nowen, insulting Ryax, “because for the next few hours or days that is going to be your name.”

Ryax just sniffed, looked to Mathaniel, and said, “Allow me to show you the proper way to handled such situations.” Mathaniel had a bad feeling, but that went away when the Wookiee-Vhinech held out his arms. “Take me away. I will answer your questions.”
And the Guardians did, and Mathaniel followed along. Confused. Angry. Uncertain. Now more than ever before.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 33.3

The Guardians did a quick, clean search of most of Flat Rock, hitting all the mine shafts and only the six homes of Ryax’s associates and their collective frequent stops. The searches took less than a half hour thanks to the MITES and the Guardian’s abilities to snoop out possible hideaways. The interrogations were also very brief, with everyone questions treated the same way. In Nowen’s opinion it was with kid gloves, but Ogwa called the shots on the questions and the approach was tolerant. More so to the kid, although Nowen wasn’t buying the idea that Mathaniel Jarvis had nothing to do with the beam falling, or if he didn’t do it he thought the Tigra-Vhinech had known something about it since he was part of the Vhinech ‘club’. Having the Study rubbing noses with someone like Ryax gave anyone else the cold known as suspicion.
To cool his anger Nowen went away and read the preliminary reports on the school; on data card, available to read via a holographic projection from his wrist computer while the central power unit to his armor was being recharged. The report immediately overstated the obvious once he got past the boring stuff. It was impossible for fourteen of the twenty so-called wooden ‘lag nails’ to just ‘fall out’ from their tight, glue-sealed moorings that held the beams pat. The school was being rebuilt as Nowen read on.
Not satisfied, Nowen shut the wrist computer down and left his room. In Fort Angelleia was the only place where he felt safe enough to not have his body armor engaged; it was some relief to him given the Sabrehide’s need to be skin tight so regular civilian dress clothes could be worn over top; it gave his exposed muscular arms and legs air as he entered the command center in his standard casual briefs and sandals.

“Bandre,” he called out to the senior systems manager. The young man, even at this late hour with no one else around, did not look remotely tired after spending what seemed to be most of his natural life in front of a computer terminal; yet he possessed the body of a fighter and killer just like everyone else, the fact exposed by his armor. “I need to ask you some things about today.”
Bandre shrugged his shoulders. “It’s all in the report. I just got done downloading your synopsis.” He held up a gauntleted hand. “Which by the way, Nowen, when will you ever read my reports all the way through? It says in it clear as day that Nandia Orfantan is a Vhinech. And that she’s been supplying us with some intelligence.”
Bruised by the point, Nowen challenged, “Well maybe if you would have kinda printed the fact in big, bold letters none of us would have problems reading your reports!”

“It’s size twelve text.” Bandre crossed his arms, appearing dejected. “Anyone with bad eyes can read text that size.”

Waving the ridiculous away, Nowen said, “Forget it. Look, you left out all Force activity in the report from the sensor logs. I thought the MITES could detect the Force being used?”

“Oh boy.” Sighing, Bandre held up a hand to make Nowen pause, and then he brought up the current sensor situation that covered all that was within New Paradasia’s border on the largest screen in the complex. “Time to blow the misconceptions out of the Oceans of Naboo again.” He keyed in the time index surrounding the incident, pulling the file from the main database, and played it back to Nowen slowly. “Okay, first off you’re half right. The MITES can detect Force users. Theoretically, when the MITES are in concentration, they can detect an energy surge within a subject’s cerebral cortex, or in this case cortexes with the Vhinech, indicating a significant upswing in concentration.”
Bandre went through a extrapolation series, and instead of dots on the screen indicating all of the life in New Paradasia it showed what appeared to be flashed of lighting on the dark screen. He said to Nowen, “The bad news is that Force users just don’t turn the Force off unless they make a concentrated effort to do so.”

Falling back on psychology as a metaphor, Nowen smirked and said, “Like beings thinking about sex.”

“About correct,” said Bandre with a chagrin. “Only it isn’t a subconscious act we’re seeing here. If I understand the Jedi mumbo jumbo this is how the Force is acting in beings sensitive to it.” He traced an imaginary finger from one flash of energy to the next. “It just goes from one being to the next. Linking them. Connecting them. You know? All that good shit.”

Nowen understood and raised a hand to get Bandre’s attention. “Fine. What about usage? If this energy’s readable, increase in use should-.”

“You don’t get it: the Force is being used whether the Vhinech are using it or not.” Bandre sat back in his long, black chair, appearing tired of trying to explain something over and over again. “We can’t tell if Magus Orrick is meditating or taking a dump. And according to Orrick what was done today was child’s play. Anyone with a simple understanding of the Force could pull those nails out.”

“Yeah, okay, so next question: what about an advanced user? Somewhere I read the Vhinech had the ability to cloak themselves. Anyone happen to disappear?”

“No.” Bandre called up a chart that showed the past several days, consisting of census data that was detailed to the last child. “First off if someone ‘vanishes’ we’ll know right away. Oh, what’s this? Ah crud!”
Nowen stood up taller, but Bandre’s attitude when he spoke into a comm speaker quashed his excitement. “Mudo, Catter, Phisbry: this is Bandre. We got another suicide on Little Mountain that just happened. Looks like…” On the big screen a representation of an Rodian-like creature appeared with something looped around it’s neck; it continued upward to something unseen. “A hanging. Natural rope. Subjects lonely. The suicide is in a house. Its on the third road, near third cliff, fourth house on the…left.” He signed off, put the screen back to standard sweep mode, and three blips indicating that patrol of Mudo, Catter, and Phisbry leave Fort Angelleia and began their ascent up the mountain trail.

“As you can see the MITES don’t overlook anything,” said Bandre with emphasis. Nowen gave him a ‘know better than that’ look. “Okay, on occasion we miss plus/minus five individuals per hour, but we pick them back up.” He raised a hand to stop Nowen. “No, a Force user isn’t going to have a raised pulse when doing something devious. But anyways, if a Vhinech tries any trick to deter the MITES we’ll know about it fast. Besides, the Vhinech don’t know about them.”
Nowen frowned heavily, doubting that the Vhinech were unaware of the nanoscopic sensors, as he stared at a little screen that continued to play the recording of the school falling apart. It showed Nandia, her name tabbed to a blip on the screen, running from the structure labeled ‘outhouse’ to the school. The blip stopped, and the sensors shortly thereafter showed Nowen, Wobble, and the children scampering to safety. Nandia’s health readings increased, showing evidence of physical and mental straining. But before Nowen could say it contradicted Bandre, he realized that with the levels of activity by the Vhinech physically a whole number of them could have been doing something that caused biorhythm changes. Nowen felt his stomach become a pit, but he to tossed it aside to continue thinking, or at least try to. Nowen had to consider, too, the Vhinech’s double minds and how they changed under stress and given their individual attributes with the light and dark sides of the Force just where in the hell did they begin to decipher that quandary when it bordered on schizophrenic-like tendencies.
Before he could think of Nandia and how he guilty towards what he did after she had saved his life, the playback of today suddenly got fuzzy. Rather, the MITES disassociated and could not define the scene. “Hey Bandre, what’s this?”

“Hmmm.” Bandre looked at the playback, gestured and said with a head shake, “That’s why we don’t have active comm channels going; the low electromagnetic field of our transmitters bothers them.” Leaning back in, he explained. “MITES work great in an indoor, enclosed environment because the magnetic polarity array is running all through the indoor structure, projectors everywhere, and an augmented power supply. Outside they’re a little vulnerable but if you have the right equipment its fool proof. Here, though, we’re using the no power version of the system to avoid detection. The projection arrays you past by after you scuttled the ships are just magnets of a reverse polarity that affect the unique metals of the MITES. But it’s no power, meaning no detection, no heat, no microwaves. Meaning no augmentation. Meaning…”
“Disruptions if the energy field is strong enough,” completed Nowen in understanding. Bandre nodded. He recalled the call Bandre made to the three Guardians in Fort Angelleia. “Shielded cables keep the energy from disrupting the MITES.”
“Exactly, the static installation. Oggie had thought about stripping the wires from the ships before you destroyed them, use them and their installation and run it from the fort.” Bandre shook his head. “But that meant we had to run heavy encrypts as well as more power to ensure transmissions got in and out. If we’re too hot-.”
“I get you.” Nowen watched the slow replay clear up, indicating that the transmission he had made to the fort had concluded. “So…when I accessed the MITES to locate Ryax and Jarvis it didn’t screw them up?”

“Well no: different frequency and radiation. They’re designed to receive IEM data surges from our computers. Our weakest comm channel is above that.” Bandre shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, Nowen. If the Vhinech tried anything to fool the MITES we would have known.”
Nowen couldn’t believe his luck. Dejected, he sat there for a moment and went through the preliminary report again in his head. Also the interrogations…

“Bandre,” said Nowen in realization. “Bandre, can the MITES record sound?”

Bandre thought for a moment, and slowly nodded. “They’re designed to pick up and record vibrations and stress.”

“Like conversations?”

“I…don’t know. Why?”

Nowen pulled a seat up along side Bandre and spelled out his idea. “If these vibrations can be interpreted by the computer in wave lengths, then the computer software could assemble it into sound.” The computer expert seemingly getting it, Nowen waited for the younger man to crack his knuckles and ready his hands for typing. “Call up, about the same time as the school accident, where Ryax and Jarvis are at Ryax’s place.”

Bandre brought up the scene. On the screen it showed a representation of the interior home of Ryax; the walls, the furniture, and the two figures involved. Bandre ran the sequence, opening all the available sensor set ups on the MITES at that time. He then turned on speakers, and both Guardians were hit with a mixture of sounds.

Bandre muted the trash and said, “The MITES use light sonar for detecting sound, so it’s picking up sound vibrations from light particles.”
“Can you sift through the clutter? Filter it?”

“If we were on Naboo with Rapier computers augmenting the filtration it would take minutes. Home, about an hour.” Bandre sighed regrettably. “Here it’ll take weeks, even months, and even then I’m going to have to say if we don’t have enough MITES there to collect enough data all we’ll have is a bunch of mumbling.”
“Try anyways. It can’t hurt.” Nowen got up, thought again, and asked, “Doesn’t Oggie have Ryax under heavy MITES surveillance?”

“Goes back to limiting MITES detection, Nowen: get too many in one spot and those Force sensitive beings out there are going to know it. They’ll realize they’re not seeing spots in front of their eyes after a while.”

“They know it, they just aren’t saying.”

Bandre hunched his shoulders and said, “Well if they did I would not have been surprised a bunch of females haven’t beaten down the fortress door.”

With a unkind look, Nowen realized that the computer whiz was referring to and shook his head. “Bandre, even if it is the Vhinech you’re ‘spying’ on I don’t like perverts. Don’t let me catch you doing that.”
Bandre was taken aback, but not because of the temperament directed towards him. He said as Nowen began to leave, “What is this? Is Bealas Nowen softening his stance on the Vhinech? I thought you didn’t care about them, bad boy?”
“I care.” Nowen turned around and finished with a lie. “I care because of what they had done. And I care about what they are doing without us looking. And I care when our eyes and ears isn’t paying attention to possible problems.” He jabbed a finger hard at Bandre. “Just get that mess deciphered and stick to the job.”

Bandre snickered as he watched Nowen leave. “Aye, aye sir.”

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

CHAPTER 33.4

The cabin door opened at the home of the Alouka, Mathaniel, and Maddie Jarvis at a late hour, but father and daughter were still awake when the son entered. Silent but no still Maddie walked up to Mathaniel quickly and gave her older brother a hug. He returned it, but not the smile she gave him; it disappointed her, but he couldn’t find it in his heart to smile after today. It wasn’t the interrogation that he went through; if that was an interrogation, then apparently he had nothing to fear from simple questioning.
“Maddie, I would like to talk to Mathaniel alone,” said Alouka with some authority in his voice; a voice he rarely used towards his children; very rare. Maddie looked at him with sad eyes that pleaded with him. He was insistent, but not rude. “Please go check on Wobble. Make sure he isn’t having nightmares with what happened today.”

She nodded glumly, threw on her heavy shawl wrap, grabbed an oil lantern and left the house. Mathaniel waited until he was sure he could no longer feel his sister close; he sensed his father was doing the same, only waiting for him to start the argument. “She’s gone.”

“Good, because I don’t want her to see me tear you a new one.” Alouka’s eyes were rarely large and intense, and even rarer was a hot demeanor. “What in THE hell were you doing with Ryax in Flat Rock?!? You do have an idea that he is being watched! Remember?”

“I know,” said Mathaniel gently, but his held back anger and frustration of what happened today was coming to the surface. “But that shouldn’t be a problem since I am a Study under the guidance of Magus Orrick, a friend of the Guardians. Or is it because I’m Magus Parable’s son the reason they make an exception?”
Alouka stood up a little taller, eyeing his son with a little more measure. He wasn’t a smart man, but he had enough wits in him to understand things. He crossed his arms and asked short of demanding a question. “What did Ryax tell you?” He turned his head when the answer didn’t come fast enough. “Hmmm? What did he tell you about your mom? What did he tell you that I didn’t know?”

Before Mathaniel could answer he never expected his father to approach him aggressively. Alouka did, stopping way short of him probably because he remembered that it was his son and not some stranger. The young Vhinech was more and more surprised by his sire’s reactions. Alouka said, “What did that big, hairy bastard say to you!”

“Ryax told me that the Vhinphyc had killed my Mother,” said Mathaniel in a raised voice. “The same one we surrendered to on Parpahnell! Why didn’t you tell me?”

Alouka frowned, threw his hands out, and said, “Maybe because this was going to be your reaction. What else did he tell you?”

Mathaniel shook his head. “No. No. No, we’re staying on topic, Dad! Why did we give up to him? Why didn’t you do something? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Back up there! First of all your attitude sucks so lose it. Second, where in the smeck did this old Vhinech Order bullshit about revenge come up? Do something to him, to a Jedi Master when we had nothing: with what!” Alouka threw his hands up in disgust to the whole point his son was trying to make. “When Evramora went so did our chances of survival! Or maybe you forgot that. Want a review? Parpahnell, one year later: we’re out on the streets! Our loyal protection flees like lady virgins being chased by an entire drunken sorority house full of horny boys! We almost get nicked by slavers, but thank our lucky galaxies Enothchild Sarch flaps in and saves the day. Now, I’m given a choice: take our chances out there in the galaxy with nothing, or go with him for shelter and safety? Hmm. Me, two kids, a loopy idiot, no means to keep us alive: it’s a no fricking brainer, Mathaniel!”
Alouka took a deep breath, calmed down a little, and finally continued. “I loved my wife, Kid. I loved her a lot, and when I heard she died it killed me. I hated Sarch, and he knew who I was. He said he was sorry. I spat in his face and even then he still offered us hope.” He sighed for a moment. “Your mother…knew she was doing wrong. I didn’t think so back then. Put yourself in my place: there I was, beaten everyday for entertainment before I had to go out and entertain a bunch of ingrates that thought I was subnormal. When something so beautiful as a woman and freedom come along you claw your hands into it and don’t ever let go. You never question it because you fear the dream will end, you’ll wake up, and find yourself in a cage waiting for the morning beatings.
“Near the end, before we left Vhanba behind, I started to have a change in heart. I thought what if it were you and Maddie being kidnapped and forced to make babies?” Alouka leaned up against the long chair in the living room; Mathaniel held his ground, but he appeared to be less angry. “The Giver of Life idea ended when I saw Parable, my Wife and the most caring creature I have ever known, knock the teeth out of woman because they were separating her from her teenage daughter and sending her to a different family. After that your mother had this look on her face that haunted me. It was…the same look my former owners gave me when I bled in my cell, as if bleeding was all my fault.” 
Alouka shook his head as Mathaniel looked at him in growing confusion. “We had our first real marriage fight that night. She saw my point…but because of the so called Vhinech Code she had to obey the whims and wishes of the Savior. I told her that if she wanted to save our family she wouldn’t expose you and Maddie to what I saw. And that’s why we ended up going to Parpahnell!”
“You were going to leave her and take us with you?” suggested Mathaniel in shock.

“My kids were not going to become those same sonuvabitches that enjoyed turning me into a thing!!!” roared Alouka, shouting in step right into Mathaniel’s face. The youth backed two steps as his father pointed away from him sternly, as if to point to the wrongs of the past. “Your Mom was my personal savior but she was no saint; she went along too willing with Sight and Novel, and Prophet? Prophet, that big smeck nasty sick twist? I’m sure Ryax in his high praise of Prophet also mentioned the times when Prophet was in your mother’s ear.”
“He said Prophet was my Pathfather,” said Mathaniel in counter. “He said he protected us and did things for us.”

Alouka snorted contemptuously. “He probably mentioned the times Prophet threatened to kill me too. Oh, he didn’t! Well, where do I begin? Let’s see? Oh yeah, he kept mentioning how I was a inconvenience to Parable because it ‘stunted her all ready very short growth’ and ‘ending’ me was the ‘necessity to make certain that you and your sister wouldn’t be so short either’. He also cracked wise wondering about what you and Maddie would taste like, being hybrids and all.” He shook his head at the idea. “Who fricking knew what that was all about, but personally I hated the fact Prophet was your Pathfather. I didn’t have a say in it; hell no one else did, the dude was practically there at everyone else’s birth.”
Waiving his hands around to clear the subject again, Alouka took a moment to pinch the bridge of his nose. He ran a hand through his graying mane of reddish brown hair before continuing. “Your mother felt she owed Prophet. She was under his command for a very long time. He saved her when your Vhinphyckian grandparents died. He protected her with all the other children he held under his command. Reality was Prophet was using those kids to win battles. Later it made it easier for him to relay Pern’s wishes because those grown up kids learned that by following Prophet they could do no wrong.”
Letting out a sound of disbelief, Alouka motioned as if to gesture towards the rest of the town of New Paradasia. “Don’t you get it, Mathaniel? These people? You want to know why they survived Evramora? Because this was the minority that had thought the whole Giver of Life thing was wrong, or realized it was wrong at the end. The late Magus Nautilus had prearranged most of these people’s surrender with the Republic, its just that not everyone got the memo.” He shifted gears again. “Ryax, you want to know, was caught a couple months after Evramora trying to detonate a bomb at the shipyards of Fondor. Yeah, there’s a guy who echoes the words and bravery of Prophet and where was he? Not on the battlefield of Evramora like he was supposed to be.” He finally added, “Ryax never studied under your mother.”
Mathaniel had cooled as his father spoke of revelations he never knew of, or just didn’t talk about. He said, “You don’t know that for sure. Ryax is not lying, I can sense that.”

“I admit, I don’t know for sure.” Alouka shook his again. “But you’re going to take his word over mine? I am your father! Whatever questions you have, Mathaniel, you should have brought them to me.” He pointed a stern finger into his son’s chest, making Mathaniel flinch in pain. “THAT is what pisses me off about this the most. That and you letting him get in your head. It’s like Prophet and your mom all over again.”
Alouka grabbed Mathaniel’s Magus robes tightly in his left hand, and then let go of them. He shook his head again. He said, “Don’t think…that I don’t appreciate your mother anymore. If I didn’t, then I wouldn’t have loved you and Maddie after all these years. With you two, I just remember the best things about her and forget the worst. It isn’t, it shouldn’t be, that hard for you.”
Softening with regret, Mathaniel shook his head and said, “I…just don’t know why I feel the way I do about it, Dad. Maybe…I’m afraid of following her footsteps.” He held up his hands, eyeing in style of clothing as a reflection of what he had sought to become. “Maybe I am afraid of becoming responsible.”

To that, Alouka said, “Then don’t. You don’t have to become a Magus, Mathaniel. You can become your own man. That’s your choice. You don’t have to become a Magus because Parable was one. Not because Orrick wants you to. Do it for yourself, whatever you do; you come before others before others come before you.” He sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “I mean…you’re twenty. I really don’t have a say anymore on how you live, where you go, who you talk to. But it doesn’t mean I’m not your dad anymore and I won’t stop.”
Mathaniel nodded quietly. Alouka stepped forward and gave his son a hug and a kiss on his cheek. Mathaniel returned the hug. His father said, “There are so many ways to remember her. Chose one, and chose for yourself.”

“I will,” said Mathaniel with silent apology. He was a lot less conflicted in his emotions and thoughts now. Still, a great shadow covered him that felt heavy, and it didn’t feel as if it was going to come off of him anytime soon.

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

CHAPTER 33.5

The nameless moons above were bright in the clear sky, their halos betraying the frostiness of the deep, autumn night as they illuminated the plains of the unnamed world which New Paradasia existed on. The landscapes were visible for hundreds of feet, making it easy for Ryax to see without having to use the Force, ergo keeping him hid from any of Magus Orrick’s prying. The interrogation long and fruitless for the Guardians, it nonetheless ate away at the precious time the Wookiee-Vhinech had. Daylight was a few hours away, but the place of the meeting he had discovered he had to attend when he got home -- written on simple paper, tacked on his door, he simply ate -- was out at the Battlefield; a hour walk, and running was out for it could have been enough to stir up a disturbance in the Force.
Ryax reached the built wooden grandstands, ducking under them and walked through the superstructure from one end to the other without running into the other party. He walked back through it, and once again he was unsuccessful in making contact. Frustrated, he turned and about ran into the man he was looking for.

Furious because he didn’t sense the man more than being scared, Ryax said, “You’re foolery is not wise, Guardian! Thou should not sneak up on the turned back of a Vhinech warrior!”

The Guardian, barely visible in his black armor in the shadows, said in a volume much more lower than Ryax’s, “Would you mind yelling a bit louder, I don’t think anyone on Little Mountain heard you. You idiot, I had to make sure you weren’t followed.”
“Why then take a chance with this meeting?” asked Ryax with a scowl.

“Because I can,” said the Guardian. He leaned against the wooden struts quietly, arms folded in front of him. “Because Orrick relies too much on us. He’s weak and he’s flawed, just like yourself and the rest of your people.”

“You know nothing-.”

“I know enough, so shut up.” The Guardian wasn’t going to listen to a bunch of nonsense from Ryax; he wasn’t a choir, he was a preacher. “Your assassin fouled up. He was too slow, allowing Nowen to escape. Nowen’s got your number now more than ever.”

Ryax tried to smirk it off. “That Human has his sight orbs on Mathaniel Jarvis. He is more fretful about him than I.”

The Guardian held up a hand. “Did you take stupid pills on the way here? Do not buy that shit. Remember it was Nowen who found those hand cannons in the mine shaft you’ve been working in.”

“I and four others.”

“That’s not the point. They have been onto you since you opened your big mouth upon arriving here. If it weren’t for me to reign you in we wouldn’t be having this conversation. By the way, who told you to try and recruit the boy?”

Fighting the urge to yell, Ryax said, “We need as many warriors as we can on our side when the uprising commences. If you had not noticed, Mathaniel Jarvis is studying to become a Magus. As you say Magus Orrick is flawed, but with enough flawed beings at his side he would end any attempt at revolution before it births. Better he is on our side than Orrick’s side. Or better yet he becomes so conflicted with his minds in turmoil he takes no side.”
“Forget him,” said the Guardian sternly, “or I will kill him.”

“Then kill him; what do I care,” stated Ryax flatly.

“You should; I will frame you for it,” assured the Guardian. “Now, onto the problem at hand. After today’s failure and the raid a few nights ago I’m inclined not to give out any more weapons. Your people can’t hide them effectively from a passive search. Oggie and the others haven’t caught onto how they were made.”

“What about your end of the mistake?” Ryax pointed at the Guardian, as to assign the blame equally, or even entirely, to him. “You said you could keep your friends aback and in the dark.”

“I can at my end, but it doesn’t mean Oggie isn’t going to be satisfied with what the MITES show him.” There was a pause, but it was a pause of thought; never once did the Guardian look around in fear of being discovered. “Tell your merry band of morons that, for now, they’re to stand down. That goes for you too.”

Frowning, Ryax looked at his silent partner with growing displeasure. “So does this come from your so called master, or from you? Whom do I believe to be speaking so truthfully in this matter?”

“My master will not come to your aid if you do not do as I say,” said the Guardian with coolness in his voice. “He realizes that some of you have a purpose in his fold, but you are going to have to prove it to him. Therefore, you are going to have to prove it to me. So far, I’m not impressed.”
“I have difficulty believing that this master of yours lives. He does not contact you. You do not contact him. He does not show himself to us.”

“Belief has nothing to do with it. Think of it as a commitment to that backwards religion of yours, worshipping a deity that you can’t see: do not question, always obey, and there will be rewards. Falter, and we’ll see in you hell. Worship him in silence, for he prefers it that way from all those who see his way, and obey him without question. He will be the new deity in this galaxy that all others will worship.”

The Guardian stood back up on his feet. He stepped back more into the shadows, his body as well as his mind; both cloaking him effectively, making Ryax blind and frustrated. “Take note, Ryax: I am my master’s Hand. Do not obey him, and as his Hand I will do more than just slap you. Your life, as well as your freedom, will be predicated on your slavery. Remember that.”

Before Ryax could denounce such a thing, the Guardian said, “Time’s up. Go home. Do nothing.”

“We are not done here.” Ryax stepped forward towards the shadows. “I want freedom!” He reached out where he had saw the Nubian’s eyes even with the helmet shadowing his face. Or so he had thought he saw; no one was there. He strained his ears and his eyes all around him. Like his current plans and hopes for escape, the Guardian who spoke was completely gone.
